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Introduction 

 

What makes the difference between people?  

What allows a person to break through from one level to the next?  

As a mental coach who has worked with many different athletes, teams, and sports 

organizations from all over the world, from the youth ranks all the way through to the 

professional level, these are the central questions I’ve dedicated my life to pursuing an 

answer to. And, throughout the nearly 10 years I’ve been doing my work, the answer I’ve 

come to discover is clear: The mind is ultimately what makes the difference. The mental 

aspect of performance and sport is what separates the good from the great, the great from 

the elite, and it’s what allows a person to break through from one level to the next in 

whatever sport they play.  

I believe it’s the same with competitive and professional level Magic.  

Most players, when trying to find ways to improve and level up, only look at the technical 

aspect of their game. They don’t think to explore the mental aspect of their game to see if 

there are any shortcomings there that may be holding them back and preventing them from 

breaking through. And, often times, it is the mental side that’s holding them back, not 

anything physical or technical. We all know at least one talented, skilled player who’s very 

good at the game but can never break through to the next level because they have a poor 

mindset and attitude. Perhaps they tilt too much during games, or perhaps they don’t have 

any confidence in themselves as players. Or, perhaps they have too much.  

Let’s say there are two equally skilled, talented, and prepared players that are going to play 

against each other. One of them has zero confidence in themselves, while the other has a 

very high level of self-confidence. Which one is more likely to win? One of them cannot 

control their thoughts and emotions during their games and is prone to mentally breaking 

down, while the other is always in control over what they think and how they feel when 

they play. Which one is more likely to win? One of them is extremely nervous, tense, and 

feels under pressure when they play, while the other is calm, cool, collected, and relaxed. 

Which one is more likely to win? Examples like these are an example of just how crucial the 

mental aspect of the game can be.
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With the explosion of e-sports and platforms like Twitch, competitive and professional 

Magic has entered into a new phase of transformation. Events like Grand Prix’s, the Pro 

Tour, the Magic Online Championships, the Magic World Championships, the Star City 

Games circuit, and various other events now have the capability of being broadcast 

throughout the entire world to large audiences. Grand Prix’s typically have anywhere from 

5,000 to 10,000 people watching a live stream of the event. Pro Tours will have anywhere 

from 10,000 to 20,000 people watching. With increased audiences and support, this means 

an increase in the prizes available at these events, meaning the stakes are higher than ever. 

As the stakes get higher and more and more increases in prize money become available, the 

standards that players and teams demand from themselves will have to increase as well to 

match it. As a consequence, finding ways to give yourself and your team an edge over the 

competition will become an absolute necessity. In traditional sports at the professional level, 

a very large portion of athletes and teams employ sports psychologists, mental coaches, and 

peak performance trainers to give themselves and their athletes an edge over the 

competition. In other e-sports like League of Legends we see the same, with many teams 

hiring sports psychologists and mental coaches to help give them an edge there as well. 

As Magic transforms more and more into a legitimate e-sport, players and teams in Magic 

will need to start taking more seriously the mental side of performance in order to give 

themselves that edge over their competition. With the growth of Magic year on year, 

attendances at events are getting huge, with Grand Prix’s having as much as 5,000 players 

playing in a single Grand Prix. With that many players, the skill and ability of the average 

player will quickly become better and better and players will be met with tougher and 

tougher competition when playing in these kinds of events, making every edge you can gain 

that much more important. 

Like the game of Magic itself, the mental aspect of the game is very deep and encompasses a 

very wide range of topics. At times, the mental side of the game can be complex, intricate, 

and convoluted. At other times, it’s simple, straightforward, and direct. It can be something 

as complex and intricate as how to develop and sustain proper motivation, or it can be 

something as simple as using deep breathing. It can be something as convoluted as creating 

and utilizing the best form of passion, or it can be something as direct as talking to yourself 

more positively. There are many different interesting and fascinating layers when it comes 

to the mental side of the game of Magic, and helping players such as yourself to explore, 

understand, and improve at that aspect of the game is something I have a real passion for.  
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My journey with Magic started a very long time ago in 1998. I was maybe 12 or 13 years old 

at the time. I grew up in West Chester, Ohio, and my best friend who lived down the street 

from me, Andrew Baxter, got me into the game. I went over to his house one day and he 

had these new stacks of cards in his basement from a game called Magic: The Gathering. 

He showed me the cards and we sat down to start playing a bit and fiddling around with 

them. He was still fairly new to the game himself and had only just gotten some cards, but 

we sat down together to try and explore the game, and almost immediately, I fell in love 

with it. As someone who has always been into cards and games, it was right up my alley.  

So, a few days later, we head down to a local hobby shop called Cincinnati Sci-Fi and we 

each bought a starter deck from Urza’s Legacy. I’ll never forget it. I didn’t know which one 

to pick, as they had multiple different starter decks, but I went with the Phyrexian Assault 

starter deck because assaulting Andrew with Magic cards sounded great to me and I loved 

the name. We each sat down, cracked open our starter decks, and started playing. And, just 

like back at Andrew’s house, I was again captivated. My best card out of the deck was a rare 

called Phyrexian Plaguelord, and all I can say is boy oh boy did I have a wonderful time 

constantly withering Andrew’s creatures off the board turn after turn.  

I was hooked. Andrew and I started playing more regularly at his house, and eventually, we 

both reached a point where we were ready to play more competitively. We were both high 

level competitive youth athletes, me with soccer and him with baseball, so we were always 

going to turn into competitive players at some point. Not that we necessarily needed to, as 

the games Andrew and I played at his house were always ultra-competitive and both of us 

absolutely hated losing to the other person (Though, to be honest, he did beat me most of 

the time!) So, we went to an FNM down at Cincinnati Sci-Fi one night to compete and see 

how we could do. Well, things turned out just as much as you would expect.  

I lost every match. I simply didn’t have the playing experience yet to play against players 

who had been playing for much longer than me. However, I did meet some great new 

people, made some new friends, and over the coming years, I grew into becoming a more 

competitive player. I started attending things like the Ohio state championships and various 

other tournaments, and when I eventually moved to southwest Florida, I was welcomed into 

a great Magic scene there where I started attending higher level events like Grand Prix’s and 

PPTQ’s. The game has stuck with me ever since, and even though there have been times 

where I had to divorce myself from the game to focus on things like soccer, school, or work, 

it has always been a big part of my life and it’s given me so much that I am very grateful for. 
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As a lifelong Magic player, several years ago, I started exploring ways that I could 

incorporate my sports psychology work into the realm of Magic. Before starting, I assumed 

that someone would have already filled that void and that the mental aspect of the game was 

something that would have already been discussed by someone or by multiple people. 

However, as I did my research and did some more digging, I came to be surprised to find 

out that there was no one really talking about the mental side of the game. Pro players 

would write articles from time to time touching on it here and there, but there was no one 

who was a bona-fide “expert” on sports psychology talking about it and helping players with 

that side of the game. So, I took advantage of the opportunity and I got to work.  

I started doing monthly Q&A sessions over on the competitive Magic subforum on Reddit, 

/r/Spikes. I would open myself up to questions for anyone that was struggling with some 

aspect of their mental game, they could ask me a question, and I would provide them an 

answer to help them resolve whatever issue they were experiencing. I had no idea what to 

expect and I had no clue what kind of response I would receive. But, once again, I was 

extremely surprised. The Q&A threads were very popular. They were constantly being 

upvoted to the top of the sub whenever I did them and there were many times when I’d 

spend an entire day replying to questions.  

After a couple of years of doing monthly Q&A’s, I decided to move and take the next step. I 

started my own website, MentalMana.com, and I started writing articles on the mental side 

of the game and sharing them with the wider Magic community. However, with my career 

work being as busy as it is, I simply didn’t have the time to devote to advertising a website, 

promoting my content, and trying to reach a much wider audience so that I could share my 

work and my passion. To my great fortune, I was given an email address to the chief editor 

of ChannelFireball.com, Andy Cooperfauss, by pro player Luis Scott-Vargas. “Perhaps I 

could write articles on the mental side of the game for Channel Fireball?”  

So, once again, I decide to move and take a chance. I contacted Andy, showed him examples 

of my work, and to my luck, he was a big fan of what I could bring to Channel Fireball and 

he took a chance on me. We initially agreed to doing one article, seeing what the response 

was like, and then going from there. I wrote an article titled The Best Way To Win, and 

like with the Q&A’s on Reddit, I had no idea what to expect or how it would be received. 

And, once again, I was extremely surprised. It was wildly popular, becoming one of the 

most “liked” articles ever on the site and being tweeted about by LSV on Twitter. With such 

a great and welcoming response from the Magic community, I got to working and writing.  
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However, the journey didn’t end there. As I wrote more and more articles and the response 

to covering the mental side of the game was welcomed more and more by people, I started 

getting the same question from readers: “When are you going to write a book about this 

stuff?” Write a book? I hadn’t thought of that before. “Surely, someone must have already 

written a book about the mental side of playing Magic, right?” I did some digging, and I 

couldn’t find a single book that covered purely the mental side of the game. Once again, I 

was surprised. And, once again, I made a move and took action. I started writing a book 

called Mental Mana. Now, almost a year later, that work of passion has finally been 

completed.  

The journey from when I started 15 months ago to now has been incredible, and I’ve been 

fortunate enough to connect, interact with, and help many players from all over the world 

through my articles and content on Channel Fireball and Reddit. At the end of the day, 

that’s why I do all of this work. It’s not about money, popularity, or stature. I love 

interacting with people and I love seeing people improve themselves. When I write an 

article for CFB and I have people going into the comment section of the article to thank me 

for my work or to share a story of how the work has helped them, I’m extremely grateful 

and appreciative of that and it’s why I love doing what I do.  

Up to this point in Magic’s life, I feel that the mental side of the game is something that’s 

been vastly neglected by many players and the topic as a whole is something that’s never 

been considered perhaps serious enough or necessary enough to cover. My aim is to change 

that. I want as many players as possible to start paying attention to and working on the 

mental side of their game just as much as they do on the technical side of the game. I want to 

see players doing confidence-building exercises just as much as they test decks. I want to see 

players doing visualization to prepare for tournaments just as much as they playtest. I want 

to see players working on their focus just as much as they work on their deck building.  

That brings us to this book and the purpose it will serve. I’m assuming you have an interest 

in exploring the mental side of playing Magic a bit more. Perhaps you merely have an 

interest in the subject, or maybe you know the mental side of your game is something you 

really struggle with and want to improve in. Either way, my aim is to give you the best 

information and answers I can to help you explore the mental side of the game to its fullest 

and learn how to maximize that area of your game. To do that, we’ll be discussing 15 

different topics, or Lessons, that will help you to improve everything from how to build 

confidence to how to mentally approach the game of Magic as a whole. 
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The other purpose of this book is to function as a condensed version of the coaching sessions 

I do when I work with athletes and Magic players individually. The lessons contained in this 

book are the same lessons I teach when I work with my clients privately, and nearly every 

single issue related to the mental side of the game of Magic will be covered, explored, and 

discussed throughout the book. My suggestion is to read it all the way through at least once. 

After you’ve done that, you can use the book as a refresher to keep the concepts sharp in 

your mind. Or, you can skip to any individual lesson that you feel can help you with a 

specific issue you may have from time to time. 

Also, everything in this book, and the mental side of the game of Magic as a whole, is 100% 

is just as important and applicable for when it comes to playing Magic Online as well. All of 

the topics that we’re going to discuss, the issues you can experience, and the actions steps 

that you can implement to help solve those issues can all be equally used and applied 

towards when you’re playing Magic Online instead of at an actual venue. Obviously, there 

are little nuances about Magic Online that don’t apply when it comes to playing in person 

and vice-versa, so as you’re reading, consider those nuances and simply apply the topics and 

solutions that we discuss in a way that’s specific to either Magic Online or live events. 

Lastly, I’m going to ask you for a few favors when reading. First, I need you to be open 

minded. Some of the concepts in this book you may not agree with or they might clash with 

a specific set of beliefs you hold. Much of the information in this book is grounded in the 

latest scientific research on sport performance and human psychology. On top of that, all of 

the information, techniques, and approaches I discuss in this book are the exact same things 

I’ve used when working with my professional athlete clients for years, so they work and 

they’re effective. If you come across anything you don’t agree with or don’t believe to be 

true, just keep that in mind. Second, be willing to change. Don’t be afraid to leave your 

comfort zone, utilize the information in this book, and make it a part of your overall game.  

In the end, what separates the good from the great and the great from the best is not talent, 

skill, ability, or preparation. It’s the mental side of the game. It’s having the confidence, the 

coolness, the focus, and the mental fortitude to cope with the demands of playing the game 

at a high level. It’s being able to deal with the pressures you feel when you go to play and 

how you handle the results that you experience. The information in this book will give you 

the strong mental game that you need in order to break through to the next level of your 

game and give yourself the best chance possible to realize your full potential as a player. 

With that said, let’s wrap up the formalities, move to Lesson #1, and get things started!
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Lesson #1 

Mindset Means Everything 

“What determines success in Magic? Is it intelligence? Experience? Hard work? 
Certainly, those are qualities that all of the most successful Magic players share. 

A good answer would be that it’s a combination of all three. The best answer, 
however, is that, while important, they all pale in comparison to what’s really 

most critical: A healthy state of mind.” 

-Reid Duke 

 

**** 

 

He’s done it. After years of grinding, competing, failing, and bouncing back again, Joe has 

finally achieved his dream of qualifying for the Pro Tour. However, he recognizes that the 

real challenge begins now. “I’m going to put in the hours and make sure that I prepare 

myself for this Pro Tour as well as I possibly can”, he says to himself. And, Joe is true to 

his word. He spends the next several months completely dedicating himself to the game. He 

spends countless hours reading articles, watching gameplay videos, tuning into tournament 

coverage, researching the meta-game, and surrounding himself with a team of players to 

help him playtest the format as much as possible.  

The day of the Pro Tour arrives. On a technical level, Joe is as prepared as he can possibly 

be. However, when he walks through those doors and into the tournament hall, something 

happens that he didn’t prepare for. All of a sudden, when he arrives, Joe is overwhelmed by 

a tidal wave of pressure, nerves, and tension. As he takes a gaze around the tournament hall, 

he sees some of the best players in the world walking around. A sensation of fear kicks in 

and he starts to doubt his own ability to play against such high-caliber players. As a 

consequence, he starts thinking worst-case scenario. “I could go 0-7 here today. I sure 

hope that doesn’t happen. I don’t know if I can handle failing that badly.”
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As Joe sits down for round 1, the feelings of pressure, nervousness, and tension really start 

to amplify. He’s visibly nervous and shaky as he shuffles his deck. He’s sweating bullets and 

his hands are like wet rags. After shuffling his opponent’s deck and exchanging his usual 

“good luck” pleasantries with his opponent, he draws his hand of seven cards. After doing so, 

he looks to his left and realizes that there’s a crowd of people watching his match. He’s now 

more nervous and stressed then he was before, and on top of that, he’s now lost his focus 

because he’s allowed himself to be distracted by the gallery.  

Joe can’t think straight. Because of the pressure and tension he feels, he’s not able to process 

his thoughts clearly enough, as his mind is gummed up with what seems like a million 

different thoughts and emotions. Because of his poor mental state, he plays the wrong land 

on his first turn. He needed to lead off with an Island so that he could cast Opt at the end of 

his opponent’s turn in order to search for a third land, but he instead put a Glacial Fortress 

into play tapped by mistake. Because of that slight misplay, his sequence of plays has now 

been completely screwed up and he’s now essentially a turn behind. “Geez, I can’t believe 

I did that. I’m such an idiot! Now I’m probably going to lose this game.”  

Joe’s mental strength continues to deteriorate, and he quickly finds himself down a game in 

the first round. Mentally, he doesn’t take the loss well. “Great, I’m already in the hole. 

Now I have to come from behind and win two games in a row, otherwise I’ll be off to a 

losing start. I had a feeling this would happen.” He goes into the second game of the 

match feeling low on confidence and high on stress. Like with the first game, his thinking is 

clouded and his decision-making is hesitant. He’s constantly second-guessing his decisions 

and ends up taking certain lines of play purely out of desperation, as he doesn’t want his 

opponent to potentially call a judge on him for thinking too long. With his mind in such a 

bad place, Joe ends up playing badly, loses the game and the match, and starts off 0-1.  

Joe’s attitude plunges even further. With a first round loss, he convinces himself that it’s 

going to be extremely difficult to come back and that things are likely to get worse. “I had 

such high hopes for this tournament, and I’m off to such a bad start. All of these 

players are so good it’s going to be next to impossible for me to climb out of this hole.” 

Going into his second round, his poisonous mentality ends up becoming a self-fulfilling 

prophecy. Since he doesn’t believe he can play well and come back, he goes into his match 

with a sense of abandonment and a “what’s the point” kind of attitude, essentially throwing 

in the towel. He loses again, goes 0-2, and after losing again in the third round to go 0-3, his 

mindset is completely gone. He finishes the day 1-7 and misses the Day 2 cut for Saturday.  
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Joe didn’t bomb out of the tournament because he’s a bad player on technical level. He’s 

talented. He has the skill and the ability to play the game at a high level. He proved that by 

qualifying for the Pro Tour. He also didn’t bomb out of the tournament because of a lack of 

preparation. He did everything on a technical level to prepare adequately. He spent 

countless hours reading articles, watching gameplay videos, tuning into tournament 

coverage, researching the meta-game, and surrounding himself with a team of players to 

help him playtest the format as much as possible. The issue was that none of his talent, skill, 

ability, or preparation was put to use properly because his poor mindset wouldn’t allow 

those things to be utilized.  

In competitive and professional Magic, the onus for performing and improving as a player is 

almost exclusively placed on the technical aspect of the game. Meanwhile, the 

overwhelming majority players place very little, if any, importance and focus on 

strengthening and developing the mental aspect of their game. Having said that, make no 

mistake: It’s the mental side of the game that makes the difference. You can be as 

talented, skilled, and prepared to perform on a technical level as you want. If your mental 

game is too weak, none of those things will count for anything, as they’ll never be utilized 

properly, much less to their maximum level.  

The story of Joe isn’t a fantasy. It’s something that happens to many players. Maybe it’s a 

story that you can personally relate to, as perhaps you’ve experienced something similar 

yourself. Players will put so much emphasis on the physical aspect of the game that they 

never take the time to pay any attention to what their mental game is like. As a 

consequence, they walk into tournaments with all of the physical tools to perform, but none 

of the mental tools. They perform mediocre to poor, experience mediocre to poor results, 

and can’t quite understand what they’re doing wrong or why they never seem to break 

through to the next level.  

Becoming a great player and playing at the highest level requires you to balance the 

equation. You have to have both a strong technical game and a strong mental game. You 

can’t succeed over the long term with only one but not the other. You can have the 

strongest mind in the world, but if you don’t have the talent, skill, and technical ability to 

play the game, you won’t do well. However, most importantly, the reverse is also true. You 

can have all the talent, skill, and technical ability in the world, but if you don’t have the 

proper mindset as a player, none of that talent, skill, or ability will mean anything because 

they will never get used. Your poor mentality will keep them from ever being utilized. 
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Mindset 

Mindset is the most important thing in tournament Magic. Without a strong, positive 

performance mindset, your full talent, skill, and ability cannot be utilized. The poorer your 

mindset, the far more likely you are to perform poorly and experience poor results. The 

better your mindset, the far more likely you are to perform at or near your maximum level 

and experience great results. But when we talk about mindset, what are we referring to 

exactly? What is mindset?  

Mindset is defined as the following: “A person’s mental attitude or disposition that pre-

determines a person’s responses to and interpretations of a situation.” It can also be 

described as the attitude and ideas you have when you go to do something. What does this 

mean for you as a Magic player? In more simple terms, as a Magic player, your mindset is 

comprised of what you’re thinking and how you’re feeling at any given moment when 

it comes to the game, whether that’s when you’re sitting at the tables playing or your 

overall perception of the game. 

Mindset isn’t static. It can change from moment to moment depending on the situation 

you’re in and how you respond to things you experience in that situation. For example, take 

the story of Joe I shared earlier. Joe went into the Pro Tour in a great mindset; he was riding 

an emotional high from having qualified and was feeling great. He prepared adequately and 

felt good about his technical game going into the tournament. However, once he arrived, he 

wasn’t prepared mentally to deal with the enormity of the situation, and as a consequence, 

his mindset very quickly shifted from a mindset of excitement and confidence to a mindset 

of doubt and uncertainty.  

We see this happen in game all the time. Players will be thinking the right things and feeling 

great when the game is in their favor, but as soon as the momentum of the game shifts in the 

opposite direction into the favor of their opponent, their overall mindset changes. Their 

thoughts patterns become more negative, their emotional reactions less controlled, and their 

beliefs about whether or not they think they can still win often times swing in completely 

the opposite direction for the worse. We also see this happen away from tables. Players 

mindsets will shift from being very motivated, dedicated, and committed to the game to 

experiencing a mindset shift where they no longer have the same level of motivation, 

dedication, and commitment to the game that they used to. Ultimately, your overall 

mindset can be controlled and dictated by you based on what you think, how you feel, and 

the ideas with which you approach the game both at and away from the tables.  
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The Mindset Cycle 

As discussed earlier, you need things like talent, skill, and ability to play the game at a high 

level. However, your full talent, skill, and ability don’t get used automatically when you sit 

down to play. If that were true, you’d always player your best and never play badly. But, we 

know that doesn’t happen, as there are days when you play well and days when you don’t. 

The reason is because things like talent, skill, and ability have to be tapped into, drawn out, 

and used. They have to be unlocked, utilized, and applied when you go to play. It’s your 

mindset that is responsible for allowing you to tap into, draw out, and apply your talent, 

skill, and ability when playing.  

The process works like this: Your mindset when playing determines how much of your 

ability as a player that you use. How much of your ability as a player that you use determines 

what your performance level is like. And, your performance level determines the kind of 

result you get. The result then either weakens or strengthens your mindset, based on 

whether the result is negative or positive. From there, a cycle of either negative or positive 

momentum begins and the cycle repeats upwards or downwards. I like to call this process 

The Mindset Cycle. In visual form, The Mindset Cycle looks like this: 
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Example #1 – Negative Mindset Cycle 

You’re playing in a tournament, and it’s round 1. For whatever reason, your mindset is in a 

negative state; confidence is low, the desire to compete isn’t quite there, you’re not really 

enjoying yourself, and your focus isn’t on the match at hand. Because of your negative 

mindset, you don’t tap into and use your technical ability as a player. Because you fail to tap 

into and use your ability, you don’t perform very well. And, because you don’t perform 

very well, you naturally end up losing that round and start off the tournament with a 0-1 

record.  

You don’t react well to losing your first round. As a consequence, that loss affects your 

mindset and makes it even weaker. Confidence gets even lower, the desire to continue 

playing decreases, you’re ability to have fun and enjoy yourself fades, and your focus 

becomes distracted by the bad result. Because of all this, you go into round 2 with an even 

weaker mindset. Because your mindset is even weaker, you tap into and use even less of 

your ability. Because you tap into and use even less of your ability, you perform just as bad 

as you did the first round. Because you perform just as bad as you did the first round, you 

end up losing again and are now 0-2.  

Now that you’ve lost your first two rounds, your mindset takes another hit and continues to 

get even weaker. Your confidence sinks even lower, the desire to fight back into contention 

is almost non-existent, you’re having a miserable time, and your focus is completely fixated 

on the fact that you keep losing instead of moving forward. You go into round 3 with an 

even weaker mindset. With your mindset even weaker, you tap into and use even less of 

your ability. By tapping into and using even less of your ability, you perform just as bad as 

you did the second round. By performing just as bad as you did the first round, you end up 

losing again and are now 0-3. With the third loss, you drop out of the tournament.  

You don’t react to that bad tournament result in the right way. As a consequence, you carry 

your negative mindset with you into the next tournament. You have little confidence, little 

desire to compete, aren’t enjoying the game, and are focused on avoiding losing instead of 

doing well. With such a poor mindset, you have another bad tournament, and the result 

from that tournament weakens your mindset even further. You’re now in a downward cycle 

that’s poisonous and self-fulfilling, and the next thing you know, you pick up poor 

tournament result after poor tournament result and find yourself mired firmly in a losing 

streak. 
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Example #2 – Positive Mindset Cycle 

You’re playing in a tournament, and it’s round 1. For whatever reason, your mindset is in a 

positive state; your confidence is high, you have a real desire to play and compete, you’re 

really enjoying yourself, and your focus is completely on the match at hand and nothing else. 

Because of your positive mindset, you tap into and use your full technical ability as a player. 

Because you tap into and use your full ability, you perform really well. And, because you 

perform really well, you end up winning that round and start off the tournament with a 1-0 

record.  

As a consequence of winning your first round, that win affects your mindset and makes it 

even stronger than before. Your confidence increases, the desire to want to play increases, 

you’re having fun and enjoying yourself, and your ability to focus in the moment and take 

things one game at a time becomes easier. Because of all this, you go into round 2 with an 

even stronger mindset. Because your mindset is stronger, you tap into and use even more of 

your ability. Because you tap into and use even more of your ability, you perform even 

better than you did in the first round. Because you perform better than you did the first 

round, you end up winning again and are now 2-0.  

By winning your first two rounds, your mindset takes another leap and continues to get even 

stronger. Your confidence goes up even more, your desire to compete and willingness to 

take on challenges is high, you’re really enjoying yourself, and your focus is completely in 

the moment each round instead of dwelling on past rounds. You go into round 3 with an 

even stronger mindset. With your mindset even stronger, you tap into and use even more of 

your ability. By tapping into and using even more of your ability, you perform just as well as 

you did the second round. By performing just as well as you did the second round, you end 

up winning again and are now 3-0. You ride this momentum all the way to a 1st place finish. 

With such a great tournament result, you carry your positive mindset with you into the next 

tournament. Confidence is very high, the desire to play and compete is really strong, you’re 

enjoying the game immensely, and you’re focused on doing well instead of avoiding bad 

results. With such a strong mindset, you have another great tournament, and the result 

from that tournament strengthens your mindset even further. You’re now in an upward 

cycle of unstoppable momentum, and the next thing you know, you pick up great 

tournament result after great tournament result and find yourself in the midst a winning 

streak. 
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This is the power of mindset, mentality, and attitude. Notice the vast difference between 

the two different mindsets and the effects that each of them can cause. And, don’t doubt this 

process. This process is exactly how and why players go from the top to the bottom and the 

bottom to the top. Again, it goes without saying that talent, skill, ability, and tournament 

preparation are important in order to perform at a high enough level to get results at high 

level events. However, those things are only ever as useful as the mindset of the player who 

possesses them, because it is the mindset of the player that determines if and how much 

those things are utilized.  

When you find yourself in the middle of a losing streak, whether it’s during a single 

tournament or over the course of multiple tournaments, it’s not because you’ve forgotten 

how to play Magic. You didn’t become bad player. You didn’t lose your talent, skill, and 

ability to play the game. Of times what’s happened is that your mindset has gone. The pillars 

of a strong mindset such as confidence, desire, enthusiasm, and focus all deteriorate with 

each match loss and each poor tournament result. Once that happens, you end up spiraling 

downwards, creating a self-fulfilling prophecy and plunging head first into a cesspool of 

terrible results.   

When you find yourself in the middle of a winning streak, whether it’s during a single 

tournament or over the course of multiple tournaments, it’s not because you’ve suddenly 

remembered how to be good at Magic. You didn’t acquire any secret skill or technique for 

playing the game. What’s happened is that your mindset has gone to a new level. The pillars 

of a strong mindset such as confidence, desire, enthusiasm, and focus all strengthen 

exponentially with each match win and each great tournament result. Once that happens, 

tapping into and using your ability becomes effortless, your performance level increases, and 

you win more naturally as a consequence of that.  

Now, is this process absolutely 100% purely down to mindset? No, of course not. In Magic, 

variance and luck is always going to rear its ugly or pretty head from time to time. 

Sometimes, losing streaks and winning streaks are mostly created by luck and you’re just 

riding the wave of negative or positive variance. However, variance doesn’t determine 

whether or not a player is successful consistently over a period of time, whether it’s a single 

tournament or an entire Magic career. You can’t get lucky for 15 rounds in a row to win a 

Grand Prix. You can’t get unlucky 10 tournaments in a row to get stuck in a losing streak. 

Variance undoubtedly plays a part, but in the main and consistently over time, it’s your 

mindset that is going to determine whether you succeed or fail in a tournament or a career.  
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That brings us to a key question we need to answer: How do you both create and sustain 

a positive performance mindset? Tapping into your ability, performing well, and getting a 

positive result requires you to be in a positive performance mindset. So, getting into a 

positive performance mindset, and keeping that positive performance mindset, is ultimately 

the key to better performances and better results over time. To have a positive performance 

mindset, here’s what you need: 

 

Components Of A Positive Performance Mindset 

Confidence 

You cannot play your best if you don’t have confidence in yourself, your abilities as a player, 

and what you’re capable of achieving within the game. Confidence impacts every aspect of 

your game, both at and away from the tables. It affects everything from the decisions that 

you make in-game to how you respond to the various challenges and obstacles you’re 

inevitably going to experience in your career as a player.  

Desire 

Being a competitive or professional level player requires an intense amount of desire; a 

desire to learn and improve, a desire to confront and overcome challenges, a desire to 

compete at high level events, a desire to play the best Magic you possibly can, and a desire to 

be the best player you can possibly be.  

Enthusiasm 

Simply put, you have to enjoy the game. You have to have fun. You have to feel good 

playing the game. The second you stop enjoying the game and no longer look forward to 

playing it, you’re finished. You simply cannot play your best if you don’t enjoy playing the 

game and if you don’t have the energy and enthusiasm to pursue it.  

Focus 

Magic is an overwhelmingly mental game, which means that the ability to focus, 

concentrate, stay in the moment, and take things one at a time as they come is extremely 

important. The more focused your mind is, the more you’re able to stay concentrated on 

the things that matter most without allowing your focus to be distracted by things beyond 

your control.   



Mindset Means Everything 

16 
 

In order to create a strong, positive performance mindset, things like confidence, desire, 

enthusiasm, and focus need to be in as peak of a state as possible. However, as we discussed 

earlier in this lesson, your mindset can shift and change. Being able to maintain and keep a 

positive performance mindset as much as possible, whether that be game to game, round to 

round, or tournament to tournament, is essential in order to keep your confidence, desire, 

enthusiasm, and focus levels high. Here are some ways to do just that: 

 

Keeping A Positive Performance Mindset 

Positive Self-Talk 

On average, we think anywhere from 50,000 – 70,000 thoughts per day. That comes out to 

between 35 – 48 thoughts per minute. Your thoughts have the power to either raise you up 

or tear you down, and the way in which you talk to yourself and use the voice inside your 

head is going to play a massive role in how much confidence, desire, enthusiasm, and focus 

you have. So, if you want a positive mindset, it starts by having positive self-talk.  

Prioritize The Process 

Sometimes you will win, and sometimes you will lose. Sometimes you’ll play great, and 

sometimes you’ll play badly. Those ups and downs are all part of the process of being a 

Magic player. Have the desire to win and be successful in the game, but don’t become 

emotionally addicted to it. Instead, become addicted to the process of learning, improving, 

and growing into the best player you can be. 

Enjoy The Grind 

Playing competitive or professional level Magic can be quite the grind, and it’s easy for that 

grind to take its toll and make the game start to feel like work that you’re forcing yourself to 

do rather than a game that you’re freely choosing to play. Never forget why you play Magic 

in the first place. Have fun and enjoy the grind and the challenge of being a high level player. 

Stay In The Present Moment 

It’s very easy to fall into the trap of dwelling too much on your past results and obsessing 

too much over your future ones. Brooding over the past or the future can cause a lot of 

undue anxiety, stress, tension, and frustration. The past and the future are beyond your 

control, so stay in the present moment and keep focused on the things you can control now. 
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The thoughts you consistently think determine the emotions you consistently feel. That’s 

why the voice inside your head is so vitally important. If you constantly talk to yourself in a 

negative, destructive, disempowering way, then you’re going to put yourself into very 

negative, destructive, disempowering emotional states. If you constantly talk to yourself in a 

positive, confident, empowering way, you’re going to put yourself into very strong, 

confident, empowering emotional states. Always be in control of the voice inside your head. 

Playing high level Magic is not easy. Along that journey, you’re going to experience a lot of 

pleasurable moments, but you’re also going to experience a lot of painful ones. There will 

be amazing wins, and terrible losses. There will be moments of incredible success, but also 

moments of debilitating failure. Through it all, it’s important to keep your mind fixed on 

the process and the journey more than the outcomes and the results. Improving, learning, 

and growing should always be prioritized over wins and losses. 

Playing high level Magic also requires a firm commitment. That’s why it’s often referred to 

as “The Grind”. If you want to qualify to play in the higher echelons of the game, you have to 

grind your way to that level. You have to be willing to throw yourself into the game by 

reading articles, watching gameplay videos, tuning into coverage, and most importantly, 

practicing and competing as much as you can. That process is challenging. However, you 

have to enjoy that challenge. You have to enjoy the challenge of trying to reach the highest 

levels of the game. If you can’t enjoy it, you won’t be able to persevere through it.  

Each game is a new game. Each round is a new round. Each tournament is a new 

tournament. And, each day is a new day. It’s fine to learn from the past and dream of the 

future, but you shouldn’t keep your mind firmly rooted in either of those places. The past is 

beyond your control, and the future is beyond your control. The only power you really have 

is the power to influence the present moment in each game, each round, each tournament, 

and each day. Always be sure take things one game at a time, one round at a time, one 

tournament at a time, and one day at a time without getting stuck in the past or future. 

By doing these four things, you’ll make sustaining a positive mindset much easier to do. 

Keeping a positive mindset is essential because Magic isn’t just about one game, one round, 

or one tournament. It’s a continual process. Being great in Magic is about being able to 

sustain yourself game after game, round after round, tournament after tournament. You 

have to have a strong, positive mindset in order to allow that to happen. With the wrong 

mindset, everything will always be out of your reach. But, with the right mindset, anything 

can be achieved. Never forget or underestimate this: The mind makes the difference. 
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Lesson #1: Mindset Means Everything - Key Points From The Lesson 

-The mind makes the difference. You can be as talented, skilled, and prepared to 

perform on a technical level as you want. If your mental game is too weak, none of 

those things will count for anything, as they’ll never be utilized properly, much less to 

their maximum level. Becoming a great player and playing at the highest level 

requires you to balance the equation. You have to have both a strong technical game 

and a strong mental game. You can’t succeed over the long term with only one but not 

the other. 

-Mindset isn’t static. It can change from moment to moment depending on the 

situation you’re in and how you respond to things you experience in that situation. 

-Your mindset when playing determines how much of your ability as a player that you 

use. How much of your ability as a player that you use determines what your 

performance level is like. And, your performance level determines the kind of result 

you get. The result then either weakens or strengthens your mindset, based on 

whether the result is negative or positive. From there, a cycle of either negative or 

positive momentum begins and the cycle repeats upwards or downwards. This process 

is called The Mindset Cycle. 

-Although variance and luck can certainly play a part in causing losing streaks and 

winning streaks, no one remains lucky or unlucky for an overwhelmingly long period 

of time. Losing streaks and winning streaks are more often than not caused by your 

overall mindset either getting weaker or stronger due to a negative or positive 

reaction to the results that you experience. 

-In order to create a strong, positive mindset, things like confidence, desire, 

enthusiasm, and focus need to be in as peak of a state as possible. 

-Being able to maintain and keep a positive mindset as much as possible, whether 

that be game to game, round to round, or tournament to tournament, is essential. 

That means utilizing ways of keeping your confidence, desire, enthusiasm, and focus 

levels high. 

-Practicing positive self-talk, prioritizing the process, enjoying the grind, and staying 

in the present moment as much as possible are great ways to keep a strong, positive 

mindset.
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Lesson #2 

The Best Way To Win 

“It is important to note that my goal is to play perfectly in Magic tournaments, 

not to actually win them. It is more of a cause and effect relationship, as playing 

perfectly usually brings a surprising amount of success.” 

-Patrick Chapin 

 
**** 

 

Michael arrives for Saturday’s PPTQ. He’s excited to be competing, he feels confident he 

can do well, and he’s thoroughly prepared for the competition. “I really have to win this 

thing today. I simply cannot afford to lose out again and miss another RPTQ. Whatever it 

takes, I absolutely need to win.” Because Michael has told himself that “I really have to win 

this thing today” and that “I absolutely need to win”, before he even sits down to play the 

first round, he’s already put himself under an enormous amount of unnecessary pressure and 

tension. That unnecessary pressure and tension he’s placed on himself weighs on his mind 

each round of the tournament, he ends up playing far below his best, and he crashes out of 

the tournament early.  

Noah arrives for the same Saturday PPTQ. Like Michael, he’s equally as excited to be 

playing, is equally as confident, and is equally as prepared. However, Noah’s approach is a 

bit different than Michael’s. “Today, I’m not concerned about the result. I’m just going to 

enjoy the day and play the best Magic I can each and every round. From there, whatever 

happens, happens.” Because Noah is focused on the process instead of the result, he doesn’t 

feel anywhere near the same amount of pressure and tension that Michael feels. Without the 

weight of expectations and the result on his shoulders as he plays, he’s more freely able to 

enjoy the game and play his best. As a consequence, he does very well and wins the PPTQ.
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In the last lesson, we talked about the importance of the mind, the mental aspect of the 

game, and the role it plays in determining how you perform. An extremely important aspect 

of tournament Magic that’s often completely neglected is having a strategy for how you’re 

going to mentally approach a tournament. I like to call this the Mental Approach. For any 

given tournament, you have a strategy and a plan for how you’re going play against the 

various decks you expect to face. In conjunction with that, it’s just as important to have a 

strategy and a plan for how you’re going to mentally approach a tournament.  

In essence, there’s two ways you can mentally approach a tournament. You can either 

prioritize and be focused on the outcome, or you can prioritize and be focused on the 

process. You can either be results-focused, or process-focused. These two approaches are 

completely different from each other, and the approach you decide to take is going to have 

an enormous effect on, not only your ability to perform, but it’s also going to affect what 

your mental state is like going into each game, each round, and how you respond to the 

results that you experience as the tournament progresses.  

A results-focused approach is an approach where, from a mental standpoint, your thoughts 

are fixated on trying to win each game and each round. It’s where the results you experience 

are prioritized and focused on more than the level of your performance. A process-focused 

approach is the opposite of that. It’s an approach where the results are not the main priority 

or the main focus each game and each round. From a mental standpoint, your thoughts 

are fixated, not on trying to win, but on trying to perform to your maximum; to play 

as perfectly as you can. Most importantly, it’s where the level of your performance is 

prioritized and focused on more than whether you won or lost. 

Many players, if not the majority, utilize a more results-focused approach for tournaments. 

Going into each game and each round, their mind is firmly fixed on the desire and need to 

win. They constantly say things to themselves such as “I need to win” and “I have to get a 

result here.” If they don’t play well, but win, they’re not too concerned about the fact that 

they didn’t play that well. If they play well, but lose, they’re not too concerned about the 

fact that they played well. The result is all that matters and how well you played is an 

afterthought. It’s secondary to the results. Because of this results-focused approach, many 

tournament players have to deal with an unnecessary amount of pressure, nervousness, 

tension, or stress each game and each round. As a consequence, many players struggle to 

perform to their maximum ability because of those things weighing on them as they play.  
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There are many tournament players that do utilize a more process-focused approach. Going 

into each game and each round, their mind is firmly fixed on the process rather than the 

result. They say things to themselves such as “I want to enjoy myself today” and “My 

objective is to play the best I can”. If they don’t play well, but win, they’re more concerned 

with the fact that they didn’t play well rather than the fact that they won. If they play well, 

but lose, they’re not angry or frustrated because they know they played well. The result is 

not the “be all end all” and the process is itself is their first thought. It’s primary to the 

results. Because of this process-focused approach, these players don’t have to deal with the 

unnecessary amount of pressure, nervousness, tension, or stress each game and each round 

that results-focused players do. As a consequence, these players are more calm, relaxed, and 

are more freely able to perform to their maximum ability.  

This brings us to the defining question. Which approach is better? As I’m sure you can see 

based on the description above, the answer is unequivocal: A process-focused approach is 

vastly better than a results-focused approach. The reason for that is that a process-

focused approach is all upside, but no downside. It provides nothing but benefits and doesn’t 

come with any potential mental pitfalls or performance-limiting risks. A results-focused 

approach is some upside, but a lot of downside. It provides the same benefits that a process-

focused approach provides, but it comes with a lot of potential mental pitfalls and 

performance-limiting risks.  

Because a results-focused approach places the emphasis on the results more than the process, 

the results end up going from something you want to something you need on an emotional 

level. As soon as the result becomes an emotional need, the fear of not achieving that result 

inevitably becomes an issue. That fear of not achieving the result is where the feelings of 

pressure, nervousness, tension, and stress come from. And, things like pressure, 

nervousness, tension, and stress are far more likely to make you play worse than to make 

you play better. They’re not conducive to maximum performance, but rather inhibitors of 

it. On top of that, a results-focused approach makes it much more difficult to move forward 

from the result of a previous game or round. A results-focused approach emphasizes the 

result, so as a consequence of that, falling into the trap of getting too low from previous 

losses or getting too high off of previous wins becomes a real problem that results-focused 

players have to contend with. Because of all of this, results-focused players have to deal with 

the constant roller coaster of emotional highs and emotional lows. They have far less mental 

and emotional tranquility and stability. Their mindset is controlled by the results they get. 
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A process-focused approach doesn’t come with any mental baggage or negative side-effects. 

A process-focused player is able to play without feelings of pressure, nervousness, tension, 

or stress because they’re not constantly thinking about or worrying about their results, 

whether they’re past results or future results. Winning is something they desire, but it’s not 

an emotional need. Because it’s not an emotional need, they’re not afraid of a potential bad 

result. Losing doesn’t scare them. They’re able to play with far less fear weighing them 

down. On top of that, a process-focused approach allows them to move forward from 

previous results far easier. Because their mind is always fixed on the performance at hand, 

they have a much stronger reset button and are much better at not allowing themselves to 

get too low from a loss or too high from a win. They have much more emotional tranquility 

and stability. Their mindset isn’t controlled by their results. 

I have a phrase I love to use: The less you think about winning, the easier it is to win. 

Many players tend to think the opposite. They think that, in order to win in Magic, you have 

to be obsessed with winning and constantly dwell on it. Nothing could be further from the 

truth. Winning and success doesn’t go to the player who wants them the most. They go to 

the player who consistently performs their best or near their best. In reality, Magic doesn’t 

care how much you want to win. You can walk into any tournament obsessed with winning 

that tournament and constantly reminding yourself how much you want to win it. If you 

perform poorly round after round, you’re not going to win that tournament, regardless of 

how badly you want to. The opposite is also true. You can walk into any tournament not 

caring at all about whether you win or lose. If you perform to your maximum round after 

round, you’re going to get a great tournament result, regardless of the fact that you didn’t 

care whether you won or lost. 

Winning comes from one thing and one thing only: Maximum performance. Great results 

are merely a side-effect of a great performance. And, the best way to perform to your 

maximum ability is to care less about the results. The less you care about the results, the less 

you fear losing. The less you fear losing, the less pressure, nervousness, tension, and stress 

you have to deal with over the course of a tournament. The less pressure, nervousness, 

tension, and stress you have to deal with over the course of a tournament, the more you are 

able to stay calm, relaxed, enjoy the experience, and freely play to your best level. The 

more you are able to stay calm, relaxed, and enjoying the experience, the better you are at 

coping with your results. The better you are at coping with your results, the more you’re 

able to go into each new round with a clear mind and a strong, positive mindset.  
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Now, having said all of that, I do want to make sure I’m very clear about something: I am 

not saying that, as a Magic player, you shouldn’t try to win or have a desire to be 

successful within the game. The entire purpose of a game of Magic is for one of the players 

to defeat their opponent and win the game. The entire purpose of a tournament of Magic is 

to defeat a field of opponents and win the tournament. Someone has to win, and someone 

has to lose. As often as possible, you want to be on the winning end of that process, and you 

should have a desire to be on the winning end of that process. I would never tell you 

otherwise. 

The trick is to not be on one extreme end of the scale or the other. You don’t want to be a 

0. A 0 is someone who has no desire to win, no ambition to achieve, and no determination 

to be successful within the game whatsoever. However, you also don’t want to be a 10. A 

10 is someone who is at the mercy of their results and is completely controlled by whether 

they win or lose. They feel amazing when they win, but feel absolutely despondent when 

they lose. You want to be right in the middle. You want to be a 5. A 5 is someone who has 

the desire to win, the ambition to achieve, and the determination to succeed, but ultimately, 

winning and losing doesn’t dictate how they feel about the game or themselves. 

 

  

 

 

 

It’s all about balance. Having a desire to win and be successful is definitely an important 

characteristic to have. However, you don’t want to let that desire to win reach imbalanced 

proportions to the point where the desire to win becomes an addiction or emotional need. 

Once winning goes from something you desire to something you need on an emotional 

level, you’re setting yourself up for a trap. Your ability to enjoy the game, be confident, and 

feel good about yourself is completely dictated by whether you win or lose. When you win, 

you enjoy the game, have confidence, and feel good about yourself. But when you start 

losing, you stop enjoying the game, you lose confidence, and you no longer feel as good 

about yourself.  
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So, we’ve discussed the importance of implementing a process-focused approach to playing 

tournament Magic as opposed to a results-focused approach. But how do you specifically do 

that? In detail, what does it mean to implement and use a process-focused approach? How 

do you do that? You do that by having specific, process-oriented components that you 

prioritize and focus on accomplishing each game and each round. When taking a process-

focused approach, there are five process-oriented components you want to prioritize and 

aim to accomplish every game and every round throughout the course of a tournament. I 

call these things the Five Performance Priorities. They are as follows:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You can think of this as your performance checklist. At the end of each game, and at the 

completion of each match, you want to be able to put a check mark next to each of these 

five things signifying that you managed to follow through with them and accomplish them. 

The reason is because, if you utilize these five performance fundamentals, you’ll give 

yourself the best chance possible of having a strong, positive mindset and performing to your 

highest level each game and each round. If you don’t utilize these things, then your chances 

of having a strong, positive mindset and performing your best become far lower. Let’s look 

at each of them in greater detail so that you can get a clear understanding of them. 
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1) Process – Every game you play, you don’t think about the potential result. You don’t 

care about winning or losing. Instead, you think about the process of the performance. You 

think about what your plan is for the specific matchup you’re playing against. You think 

about the lines you have to take and the decisions you have to make. And, most importantly, 

your number one priority is to achieve maximum performance. From a mental standpoint, 

your objective isn’t to win. It’s to play the best game of Magic you possibly can. The 

question isn’t “Can I win this game?” This question is “How great can I play this game?”  

2) Presence – Every game you play, your mind is completely focused and concentrated in 

the moment and on the game at hand. You don’t think about your performance or results 

from past rounds, and you don’t think about your potential performance or potential results 

in future rounds. The game you’re playing is the only thing that exists. If you make a 

mistake, you don’t dwell on that mistake. You immediately put it behind you and stay in the 

present moment of the game at all times. You’re not distracted by anyone or anything that’s 

not directly involved with the game you’re playing unless it’s absolutely necessary.  

3) Enjoyment – Every game you play, you enjoy. You allow yourself to have fun. You take 

every game seriously, but not too seriously. You allow yourself to be calm, relaxed, and not 

too tense. You smile from time to time during your game and you’re always cordial and 

friendly with your opponent. You have that competitive drive and that sense of ruthlessness 

that’s needed to perform, but at the same time, you allow yourself to enjoy the challenge of 

the game and to have fun overcoming the various challenges and obstacles you face over the 

course of the game.  

4) Standards – Every game you play, you set a high standard for yourself. You commit to 

that game 100% and you demand that you produce the best performance you can possibly 

give. How good or bad your opponent is doesn’t matter. How big or small the stakes are 

doesn’t matter. Your position in the standings doesn’t matter. How important or 

unimportant a game is doesn’t matter. You don’t allow external circumstances to dictate 

your level of performance. You demand that you play your best, at all times.  

5) Control – Every game you play, you exercise complete control over your thoughts and 

emotions. You make sure to talk to yourself in a strong, positive, and encouraging way at all 

times. You don’t allow yourself to indulge in negative thoughts or destructive emotions such 

as anger and frustration. If you make a mistake, it doesn’t affect you. If you lose a game, it 

doesn’t affect you. If your opponent says something negative to you or acts rudely, it 

doesn’t affect you. At all times, you’re in control over what you think and how you feel. 
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Players tend to have their minds too focused on the end result as opposed to the process. 

You want to do the opposite. When going to play, you shouldn’t be caring or thinking about 

the result at all. It’s completely beyond your direct control, and things beyond your direct 

control are things you shouldn’t be thinking about. If you just go, enjoy what you do, and 

perform your best, then the results you want will come to you. They’ll just happen. You 

don’t have to chase them. Completely focus on the performance, not the outcome. 

During a tournament, always take things one single game at a time. Each and every 

moment, your mind should be present and completely focused on the current game you’re 

playing. If you’re thinking about that misplay you made two rounds ago or the Top 8 that 

you might make twelve rounds later in the tournament, then you’re not in the present 

moment and you’re not putting 100% of your focus and concentration into the game that 

you’re presently playing, which means you’re not maximizing your ability to perform in that 

game.  

When I work with players, they’ll sometimes say, “When it comes time for the big occasion, 

I can play really well, but I can’t get myself to perform at the same level for the less 

important games.” There are no less important games. In your mind, no game should ever 

be more or less important than any other. To you, they’re all equally important because you 

love Magic, you take pride in how you perform in your games, and you demand your 

absolute best every time you play, whether it’s the fourth round of an FNM or a Pro Tour 

final. 

Remember when you first started out playing Magic? What was the one thing you cared 

about most? I’m willing to bet it was simply having fun doing something you loved to do 

with your friends. That doesn’t have to change now that you’re a competitive or 

professional level player. Don’t let anyone or anything tell you different. To do your best at 

the game, you have to have fun and enjoy yourself. You simply can’t perform to your 

maximum if you’re miserable and not enjoying it. Strike the proper balance between having 

a competitive drive and also having fun. 

A player with an uncontrolled mind is a player doomed to failure. If you let your thoughts 

and emotions run wild, then they will take control of you and I can guarantee you that you 

won’t like the outcome. The quality of your performance is determined by the quality of 

your thoughts and emotions. If you think negative, fearful thoughts you’ll produce a 

negative, fearful performance. If you think positive, confident thoughts you’ll produce a 

positive, confident performance. Always control what you think and how you feel. 
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This all sounds good in theory, but let’s analyze it a bit. Let’s create a hypothetical scenario 

where you don’t use the Five Performance Priorities and let’s see what could happen in that 

scenario.   

Not Using The Five Performance Priorities 

1) Process – Every game, you think and worry about the results way more than you should. 

Instead of focusing on the things you can directly control and simply playing the best game 

you can, all you think about is how you want to avoid playing badly and avoid losing. As a 

consequence, you feel an overwhelming sense of pressure, nervousness, stress, and tension 

during each of your games. When you lose, you don’t react to it well.  

2) Presence – Your mind is constantly distracted by the bad draws and losses you 

experienced in previous rounds, or fixated on the results you tell yourself you need to pick 

up in future rounds. Throughout your games, if you make a mistake, you dwell on that 

mistake for the remainder of the game and never move forward from it. As a consequence, 

your focus is totally shot and you’re unable to concentrate fully in the games you’re playing.  

3) Standards – When you play against opponents you perceive to be weaker than yourself 

or play in games where there isn’t much immediately at stake, you lower your level of 

performance and don’t play as seriously. You only take thing seriously when you feel your 

opponent is just as good as you or the games have something immediately at stake. As a 

consequence, you rubber band between high performance levels and low performance levels 

and your level of performance is inconsistent. 

4) Enjoyment – You take things entirely too seriously. You don’t allow yourself to fully 

enjoy or have fun with what you’re doing. You don’t smile. Throughout the tournament, 

you play with a scowl on your face, sit very rigidly, and aren’t a very pleasant opponent to 

have to play against or interact with. You’re entirely too tense, and as a consequence, aren’t 

calm enough or relaxed enough. You’re miserable the entire time. 

5) Control– You don’t have any control over your thoughts and emotions. Every time you 

make a mistake, you indulge in negative, destructive thoughts and demean yourself. When 

you lose, you take it personally and become very angry and frustrated. You let your 

thoughts and emotions run completely wild, and as a consequence, don’t have any mental or 

emotional control during your games.   
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In this scenario where you don’t use the Five Performance Priorities, would it be more 

difficult or less difficult to perform your best? Are the results from your games going to tend 

to be better or worse? I think the answers are pretty self-explanatory. If you focus too much 

on the results, if you can’t stay focused in the present moment, if you aren’t enjoying 

yourself when playing, if you don’t commit to your best, and if you don’t control your 

thoughts and emotions, then it’s going to be much more difficult to perform to your highest 

level, and more often than not, the results aren’t going to be all that great either.  

I have another phrase that I love to use: Results are not something that you can get. 

Results are something that come to you as a consequence of doing other things. It’s 

simple cause and effect. If you focus on the process, if you stay in the present moment at all 

times, if you enjoy yourself when you play, if you commit to your best, and if you control 

your thoughts and emotions during your games, that’s going to allow you to tap into your 

ability and perform very well. As a side-effect of that, you’ll win. You don’t need to worry 

or stress over winning once you understand where results come from and how the process 

works. Winning in Magic is like baking a cake. Follow the recipe and you’ll end up with a 

cake. Just follow the performance process and you’ll end up with results, more often than 

not (We have to account for variance, unfortunately!).  

Patrick Chapin is one of the game’s greatest ever players. Known as “The Innovator” for his 

expertise at brewing decks and formulating new strategies, Patrick is a five-time Pro Tour 

Top 8 competitor, as well as having made four Top 8 Grand Prix appearances. He was also 

inducted into the Hall of Fame at Pro Tour Return to Ravnica in 2012. In his book Next 

Level Magic, Patrick touched on the importance of being more process-focused rather than 

being more results-focused. He said the following:  

“It is important to note that my goal is to play perfectly in Magic tournaments, not to 

actually win them. It is more of a cause and effect relationship, as playing perfectly 

usually brings a surprising amount of success.” 

This quote from Patrick perfectly encapsulates the driving point of this lesson. When playing 

games of Magic, your thoughts and focus shouldn’t actually be on trying to win that game. 

Your thoughts and focus should actually be on simply trying to play at your maximum level, 

nothing more. By doing that, and by performing at your maximum, you will receive the best 

result you possibly can. The result will take care of itself. When playing, always focus on 

your performance and let the results come to you. There’s no better way to win. 
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Lesson #2: The Best Way To Win - Key Points From The Lesson 

-An extremely important aspect of tournament Magic that’s often completely 

neglected is having a strategy and plan for how you’re going to mentally approach a 

tournament. This is called your Mental Approach.  

-In essence, there’s two ways you can mentally approach a tournament. You can 

either prioritize and be focused on the outcome, or you can prioritize and be focused 

on the process. You can either be results-focused, or process-focused. 

-A results-focused approach is an approach where the results are constantly on your 

mind and something you consistently think about game after game, round after 

round. Most importantly, it’s where the results you experience are prioritized and 

focused on more than the level of your performance. 

-A process-focused approach is an approach where the results are not the main 

priority or the main focus each game and each round. The main priority and main 

focus is placed instead on your performance and the process itself. Most importantly, 

it’s where the level of your performance is prioritized and focused on more than the 

results you experience. 

-The less you think about winning, the easier it is to win. Many players tend to think 

the opposite. They think that, in order to win in Magic, you have to be obsessed with 

winning and constantly dwell on it. Nothing could be further from the truth. 

-Balance is the key. You have to strike a balance between having the desire to win 

and having a competitive drive with the willingness to be relaxed and have fun.  

-When taking a process-focused approach, there are five process-oriented components 

you want to aim to accomplish every game and every round throughout the course of a 

tournament. These things are called the Five Performance Priorities. They are 

Process, Presence, Enjoyment, Standards, and Control. 

-Process is thinking about your performance and not the results. Presence is staying 

focused and in the present moment at all times. Enjoyment is allowing yourself to be 

relaxed and enjoy playing the game. Standards is demanding your best no matter 

what the situation. Control is maintaining complete control over your thoughts and 

emotions every game and every round.
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Lesson #3 

Developing Confidence 

“Confidence is one of the most crucial things to have when playing Magic. It's 
actually very difficult to function without it. Decisions are much more difficult 
to make correctly, and second-guessing yourself becomes second nature without 

it. It is a very slippery slope.” 

-Brad Nelson 

 
**** 

 

The year 2010 was a breakout year in Brad Nelson’s Magic career. He finished 1st at Grand 

Prix Washington D.C., 2nd at Grand Prix Toronto, and 8th at Grand Prix Columbus. On the 

Pro Tour scene, he finished 6th at Pro Tour Puerto Rico and 2nd at Pro Tour Amsterdam. In 

total, he racked up 32 Pro Points, and in the end, won Player of the Year for 2010.  

“The only way I can try to explain how LSV, Owen, and myself went on insane runs is 

confidence. There is no logical way to look at it. Of course, the run-goods played a 

major role (or at least the not run-bads), but being able to trust your game decisions 

is one way to go above and beyond. I know I was making more unique plays that were 

resulting in wins that I would not have achieved this year.” 

Then, in 2011, he hit a slump. Or, as we talked about in Lesson #1, he fell into a negative 

mindset cycle, and his momentum went from forwards to backwards.  

“I had less and less confidence in my ability and my luck, which would have a serious 

impact on my game. Every loss made me think that more losses were to come because 

of the confidence issues I was having. Without grounding myself, I spiraled into the 

darkest place I could have ever imagined. I had no faith in my abilities as a Magic 

player and didn't even know why I was going to events.”
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In Lesson #1, we talked about the four attributes of a positive mindset: Confidence, desire, 

enthusiasm, and focus. Of all the attributes that comprise a positive mindset, confidence is, 

undoubtedly, the most fundamental. Confidence is the foundation of a positive mindset, 

because without a sufficient level of confidence as a base, it’s very difficult, if not 

impossible, for the other attributes to take shape and come to fruition. Without belief in 

yourself, it’s difficult to generate the desire to want to play and compete. You tend to be 

more enthusiastic about the game the more confident you feel playing it. And, the more 

confident you are, the easier it is to stay focused and committed to the game.  

A great way to think of confidence is to imagine it as the foundation of a home. It’s the base 

from which the entire home is built from and that everything on top of that foundation 

originates out of. If a house doesn’t have a foundation, then walls can’t be built, insulation 

can’t be applied, wire can’t be run, pipes can’t be strewn, floors can’t be installed, and 

there can be no exterior. Without a foundation to build from, there is no standing structure. 

Without confidence in yourself as a player, it’s very difficult, if not impossible, to give 

yourself the foundation with which play, compete, learn, and become better. You’re far 

more likely to prevent yourself from taking on new challenges and persevering through 

them. 

There is one very encouraging thing about confidence: Confidence is a skill. It’s not 

something a person is born with. It’s not something that a person magically acquires 

or that appears out of thin air. It’s a skill, and like any skill, it can be learned, 

trained, developed, and mastered. Confidence is like a muscle. No matter what size your 

bicep is now, if you train it and develop it properly, it will grow to become bigger and 

stronger. Confidence is exactly the same. The more you train and develop your confidence 

“muscle”, the bigger and stronger that confidence muscle will become over time. 

To develop great confidence, it starts by understanding where confidence comes from and 

how it develops. Before confidence can be developed, it has to be acquired first. Where do 

you acquire confidence? The answer is simple: Confidence comes from a source. As human 

beings, we get our confidence from sources that are either external or internal in nature. 

Depending on which sources you get your confidence from, that’s going to determine what 

kind of confidence you develop, as there are different kinds of confidence. If you get your 

confidence from external sources, you’ll develop External Confidence. If you get your 

confidence from internal sources, you’ll develop Internal Confidence. These two forms of 

confidence are very different from each other, so let’s analyze them a bit more closely.  
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External Confidence 

As mentioned on the previous page, external confidence is when you develop a confidence 

that is drawn from external sources. When I say your confidence is drawn from external 

sources, what that means is that you get your confidence from things outside of yourself, not 

from within. For Magic players, there are five sources of external confidence. They are as 

follows:  

 

1) Results – Winning or other desired outcomes. 

2) Status – Your ranking or stature within the game. 

3) Rewards – Things like trophies, money, and other prizes. 

4) Comparisons – Comparing yourself and your accomplishments to others. 

5) Recognition– Receiving compliments and praise from others. 

 

I’d venture to say that the overwhelming majority of players, perhaps even yourself 

included, get the main bulk of their confidence, if not all of their confidence, from one or 

more of these five sources. They depend on these sources. For many players, they depend 

on getting results, winning rewards, achieving a high status in the game, receiving 

recognition, or being able to favorably compare themselves and their accomplishments to 

others in order to feel confident in themselves as players. While these things can be useful as 

sources for boosting a player’s confidence temporarily, they’re not good sources of 

confidence for the long-term. In the end, external confidence is not the best kind of 

confidence to develop. 

If you look at the five sources of external confidence, do you notice anything about them? 

They’re all condition-based. They’re all temporary conditions that can change and 

fluctuate over time. For example, do you always win in Magic? Is your status or ranking 

always high? Do you win rewards every tournament you play in? Are you always able to 

favorably compare yourself to other players? Are people always going to shower you with 

recognition and praise? If you rely on those things for confidence, then your confidence will 

only last so long as the results, the status, the rewards, the comparisons, and the recognition 

are in your favor.   
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With external confidence, it means you’ll only have confidence as long as certain conditions 

are being met. When you’re winning and getting results, you’re confident. When you’re 

winning rewards and prizes, you’re confident. When your ranking or status within a 

tournament or the game as whole is high, you’re confident. When you’re receiving lots of 

recognition, compliments, and praise from others, you’re confident. And, when you’re able 

to favorably compare yourself or your accomplishments as a player to others, you’re 

confident. However, if you depend on those conditions being met in order to have 

confidence in yourself, then what’s going to happen to your confidence when those 

conditions are no longer in your favor?  

If you depend on winning in order to feel confident in yourself, then your confidence is 

going to disappear when you start losing. If you depend on having a trophy or prize to point 

at in order to feel confident in yourself, then you’re going to lose confidence in yourself 

when you’re not winning those things. If you depend on your ranking on a leaderboard or 

your status within the game to be high in order to feel confident in yourself, then your 

confidence is going to vanish when your ranking or status drops. If you depend on people 

giving you recognition and praise in order to feel confident in yourself, then your confidence 

will only last so long as the recognition and praise is forthcoming. And, if you need to be 

able to favorably compare yourself or your accomplishments as a player to others in order to 

feel confident in yourself, then your confidence is going to plummet when you’re 

surrounded by players who are better or more accomplished then you.  

In the end, external confidence and confidence that is gotten from external sources is only 

temporary. It’s an artificial kind of confidence. It’s like a bodybuilder that’s on steroids. 

They’re only big and muscular so long as they have the artificial stimulant to give them their 

size and strength. However, what happens soon after the steroids are gone? Their size and 

strength disappears right along with it. It was only ever temporary so long as the stimulant 

was available. External confidence is the exactly the same. A confidence that depends on 

external “stimulants” in order to exist can only last so long as the stimulants are available.  

Think about when you need confidence. When do you need it? You don’t need confidence 

when things are going well. Confidence is easy when things are going well. You need 

confidence when things aren’t going well. That’s why external confidence fails in the long 

run. It abandons you when you need confidence the most. Confidence is always best when it 

comes from within. Confidence that comes from within can’t be taken away from you or 

impacted because of external conditions. What you really need is Internal confidence. 
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Internal Confidence 

Internal confidence is a confidence that is acquired by drawing your confidence from sources 

within yourself as opposed to drawing it from external sources. Just like with external 

confidence, there are also five primary sources from which to develop internal confidence. 

They are as follows:  

 

1) Thoughts - The constant and consistent feeding of confident thoughts and 

commands that you say to yourself and feed to your mind. 

2) Images - The formation of mental images, figures, or likenesses of yourself that 

you illustrate and picture in your mind. 

3) Values - The principles, qualities, and ideals that you stand behind, believe in, and 

hold to a high degree of personal importance. 

4) Worth - The sense you have of your own value, knowing your worth as a person, 

and loving who you are as individual, with all of your strengths and weaknesses. 

5) Growth - The progress made in specific areas of yourself and your game by 

gradually making steps, generating forward momentum, and improving. 

 

I talked earlier about how confidence is a skill, and that like any skill, confidence can 

learned, trained, and mastered if worked on hard enough. By utilizing these internal sources 

of confidence, you can literally train your brain to think and feel confidently on an almost 

permanent basis. Whereas external sources of confidence are beyond your direct control, 

internal sources of confidence such as the ones listed above are within your direct control. 

When the sources are within your control, then that means your confidence is in your 

control and you can actually strengthen it by doing specific confidence-building exercises.  

The mistake that people often make when it comes to confidence is that they think 

confidence is something that has to be earned or justified. Nothing could be further from the 

truth. You don’t have to justify feeling confident. You don’t need a prize in your hand or a 

trophy on your wall to permit yourself to feel confident. Confidence is a mindset. It’s a state 

of mind. And, like any mindset or state of mind, you can intentionally create it yourself any 

time you see fit. Let’s look at some ways you can train your brain for internal confidence. 



Developing Confidence 

35 
 

Thoughts 

In Lesson #1, I mentioned that we think anywhere from 50,000 – 70,000 thoughts per day. 

That’s 50,000 – 70,000 times a day you’re talking to yourself, because in the end, that’s 

what thoughts are. They’re you talking to yourself about the things you see, feel, hear, 

smell, taste, and experience. And, make no mistake. That voice inside your head is insanely 

influential and powerful. It has the ability to completely lift you up or to utterly throw you 

down. The voice inside your head has the power to make you feel strong and confident, but 

it also has the power to make you feel weak and fearful.  

Park Sang-young is a 20 year old epee fencer from South Korea. He recently won the Gold 

Medal in the men’s individual epee fencing division at the Summer Olympics in Rio De 

Janeiro, Brazil. It was an amazing achievement for such a young athlete. However, the 

amazing part wasn’t the fact that he won the Gold Medal. The amazing part was what he had 

to overcome to get it and how he went on to win it. Park’s opponent in his Gold Medal 

match was Gezra Imre from Hungary. Gezra was 41 years old, vastly experienced, had won 

Bronze and Silver medals at previous Olympics, and was ranked #3 in the world. Going 

into the final round of their match, Gezra was winning their bout 10-14. To win Gold, all 

Gezra had to do was hit Park for one more point, taking him to 15 and ending the match.  

As Park sat down during a break before the start of the final round, the camera cut to him. 

He looked exhausted. However, he didn’t look defeated. Instead of dwelling on the fact that 

he was losing his Gold Medal match 10-14 against the #3 ranked epee fencer in the world 

who only needed one more point to finish him off, he used the power of self-talk. The 

camera captured him visibly chanted something to himself over and over again. “I can do 

it…..I can do it…..I can do it…..I can do it…..I can do it.” 

By constructively using and consciously directing his self-talk, Park walked into that final 

round confident and ready to fight. As a result, he made what was considered to be an 

impossible comeback, running out five straight points in a row and defeating his opponent to 

win the Gold Medal. His opponent never landed a point that final round. After the 

competition, Gezra said, “I simply could not do anything during the last seconds of the 

bout.” Park’s coach Cho Jong-hyung said, “Actually, I gave up the match towards the end.” 

It’s an amazing story of just how powerful your self-talk can really be. But, here’s the real 

question: Would Park have gotten the same outcome if he didn’t use the voice inside his 

head properly? If instead of saying, “I can do it” he instead said, “I CAN’T do it” over and 

over again, would he still have won Gold? That’s how powerful self-talk is and can be.  
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The reason this works is because, as well-documented research has shown, our thought 

patterns produce our emotional states. To put it simply, the way you think consistently is 

going to determine how you feel consistently. The thoughts you think to yourself when 

experiencing something is going to determine your emotional reaction towards it. For 

example, that’s why Park Sang-young was able to get himself to feel confident in an 

absolutely dire situation when he was down 10-14 going into the final round of his Gold 

Medal match. He used his thoughts and self-talk to create the emotional state he wanted. 

Think of your brain as a sponge. The brain functions exactly like a sponge. If you dip a 

sponge in water, it will absorb the water and hold it. If you dip a sponge in orange juice, it 

will absorb the orange juice and hold it. If you dip a sponge in motor oil, it will also absorb 

the motor oil and hold it. A sponge has no filter. It will absorb and hold onto almost any and 

all liquids that it becomes submerged in. The brain is exactly the same way. Whatever 

thoughts and self-talk you are constantly submerging your brain in, that’s what thoughts and 

self-talk your brain is going to, not only absorb, but also hold onto. And, as a by-product of 

that, it will produce certain emotions that match the thoughts and self-talk it’s constantly 

being submerged in.  

This is why the old phrase, “If you tell yourself a lie long enough, you’ll start to believe it” is 

true. If you constantly tell yourself that you’re a terrible player, that you’re no good, and 

that you’re not worthy of playing with or against the best, then even if you’re technically a 

very good and skilled player, you’ll actually believe that you’re a terrible player, that you’re 

no good, and that you’re not good enough to play with or against the best. The reverse is 

also true. You could be the worst player in the world on a technical level. If you constantly 

tell yourself every day that you’re a great player, that you’re good enough, and that you’re 

worthy of playing with and against the best, then you’ll absolutely believe it, regardless of 

your actual lack of skill and ability to do those things. 

What this shows is that you can train your brain to feel confident by consciously and 

intentionally using your self-talk to constantly submerge your brain with confident thoughts. 

By doing this, you can train your brain to develop confidence on a subconscious level. Once 

this happens, confidence becomes essentially hardwired and engrained and becomes very 

hard to get rid of. Your confidence essentially becomes part of your belief system. Once that 

happens, it becomes extremely difficult for your confidence to be impacted by negative 

external experiences such as losing, people criticizing you, etc. Self-talk exercises are the 

best way to do this, and one of the best self-talk exercises for confidence is Affirmations.  
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Affirmations are specific, confidence-building statements you recite to yourself with the 

purpose of soaking your brain with confident thoughts in order to train your brain to 

develop a more positive, confident mindset and pattern of thought. It’s very simple: You 

take out a piece of paper, and on that piece of paper, you write out a confidence-building 

statement that makes you feel positive, strong, and confident. You then recite that 

statement to yourself for 5-10 minutes a day, every day. Here is an example of what a good 

confidence-building affirmation would look like for a Magic player:  

 

“I believe in myself and what I can do. I know that, when I put my mind to 

it, I’m capable of playing great Magic. I’m not scared or fearful of playing 

in any tournament or against any opponent. I’m not afraid to make a 

mistake. I’m not afraid to lose. When challenges come my way, I will 

embrace them, enjoy them, and overcome them. When I experience failure, 

I will always learn from it, use it as motivation, and bounce back from it. I 

trust in myself always. I never doubt my own capabilities. I believe in 

myself and what I can do.” 

 

Think of your brain as like a small child. If you don’t keep watch over a child and give it 

direction, what will happen? The child is very likely to destroy everything in its path, as well 

as itself in the process. A child needs to be guided and directed. The child will struggle in 

the beginning to listen to and adopt what you tell it to, but over time, the more and more 

you consistently tell it how it needs to behave and think, what starts to happen? The child 

develops discipline. It starts to think and act how you directed it completely on its own. In 

essence, the child becomes trained. The words and directions you consistently pumped into 

the child’s mind become second nature and it’s able to behave correctly automatically. 

Your brain is exactly like that. If left unchecked, it will behave unruly and it will sabotage 

you. However, the more you talk to your brain and direct it how you want it to think, feel, 

and act, then like the small child, it will slowly listen to what you tell it and it will learn to 

become disciplined. Your brain will eventually automatically think, feel, and act the way 

you consistently ordered it to. That’s what confidence affirmations help do. They help to 

discipline your brain and train it think, feel, and act confidently on a consistent basis. When 

you control your thoughts, you control your confidence. Think confident, feel confident. 
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Images 

As a Magic player, whether you realize it or not, you have an image in your mind of the 

player you think you are. You see yourself in a certain way. That image is overwhelmingly 

influenced by your environment and the experiences that you go through in the game and in 

your day to day life. Every time you’ve done something bad or failed miserably, the image 

you have of yourself was slightly chipped away at. Every time you did something amazing 

and achieved success, that same image of yourself was improved and enhanced.  

Just like how you have the thoughts inside your head that can either make you feel confident 

or unconfident in yourself, the image of yourself that you keep inside your mind also does 

the same thing. If you see yourself as a weak, fearful player, then your brain will produce a 

performance that replicates that image. You’ll play more doubtful and fearful in a way that 

doesn’t match your true ability. If you see yourself as a strong, confident player, then your 

brain will produce a performance that matches that image. You’ll play with more 

confidence and make more proactive decisions in games.  

At the beginning of this lesson I talked about what pro player Brad Nelson himself shared in 

regards to his own confidence issues. He found himself making different decisions and 

different plays when had confidence compared to when he didn’t. When he was feeling 

super confident, he would make plays that were a bit more risky or unique. When he started 

losing his confidence and self-belief, he found himself playing a lot safer and taking fewer 

risks. He said, “I had less and less confidence in my ability and my luck, which would 

have a serious impact on my game. I slipped into making too many safe plays and lost 

a higher percentage of games because of this. The less confidence you have, the worse 

you will do.”  

The power of mental self-images being able to affect performance was once illustrated in an 

experiment at the University of Chicago. Students, who all had about the same level of 

ability in basketball, were divided into three groups and asked to shoot free throws. The 

percentage of total baskets each group made was recorded. Group #1 was then told not to 

practice or play basketball for thirty days. Group #2 was told to practice shooting free 

throws every day for thirty days, but they were only allowed to do it for one hour each day. 

Group #3 was told to practice shooting free throws for thirty days, but they were not 

allowed to touch a basketball. All they were allowed to do was practice shooting free throws 

by seeing images of themselves shooting perfect free throws in their mind. They saw 

themselves having perfect form, perfect technique, perfect release, and scoring perfectly. 
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At the end of the thirty days, all three groups were tested to see who had improved the 

most. There were some fascinating results. As you would expect, Group #1, who did not 

practice at all, had made no improvement on the percentage of baskets they originally made. 

Group #2, the group that physically practiced, improved the number of free throws they 

made by 24%. Group #3, who never touched a basketball for thirty days, and who had only 

imagined shooting free throws in their mind, improved the number of free throws they 

made by 23%, almost the exact same level improvement as the group who had actually 

physically practiced. The group that did nothing except see themselves shooting perfect free 

throws in their mind improved nearly the same as the group that physically shot free throws. 

The reason this works is because the brain doesn’t distinct between reality and fantasy. To 

the brain, images are all the same, whether they’re images that are received from the outside 

world and processed by your eyes or images that you create within your mind. If you see 

yourself playing perfect Magic, making perfect decisions, sequencing things in the perfect 

order, sitting confidently in your chair with a strong body language, and playing with an 

robust sense of confidence, then your brain is going to process that image, record that image 

into your brain, and think it was you that was actually doing all of that. In a way, it’s like 

you’re creating a memory of something you did but didn’t actually do. However, to your 

brain, it’s real and it will process that image as if you had actually done it and experienced it. 

The best way to build a confident self-image is to do what’s called Visualization. 

Visualization exercises are much like affirmation exercises, but instead of reciting specific 

confidence-building words or phrases, you visualize specific confidence-building images with 

the purpose of shaping and sculpting the image you have of yourself in your mind to be more 

confident. Once or twice a day, set aside a few minutes to spend just visualizing yourself as 

the confident player and person you want to be. See yourself walking around the 

tournament hall with your shoulders up and your head high. See yourself smiling and 

laughing. See yourself sitting down and giving your opponent a firm handshake to wish them 

luck. Once the game begins, see yourself sitting tall with your shoulders up. See yourself 

playing perfect Magic; perfect sequences, perfect lines, perfect decisions, perfect combat, 

perfect draws, everything. See yourself playing great and winning. See yourself sitting at a 

Pro Tour final table, attacking for the win, and lifting the trophy. As intense as it may 

sound, your brain will process those images as if you had actually experienced them. It will 

process them as if you were that amazing player who played perfectly. And, it will record 

the information from those visuals and apply that information to the personal self-image you 

have of yourself in your mind, making both it and you more confident in the process.  
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Another great self-image building exercise you can do is Modeling. Modeling is when you 

pick out people whose personality, characteristics, attributes, mindset, or life experiences 

you want to emulate. They can be any of your parents, friends, colleagues, and especially 

other players within the game. They can be a mentor or leader you look up to. They can be 

a celebrity or athlete. They can even be fictional characters from books or movies. By 

studying, learning from, and following those who you’d like to model and emulate, that’s 

another form of image visualization. Watch interviews or tournament coverage of your 

favorite players. Read the autobiographies of your favorite leaders and mentors. Read the 

books and watch the movies of the fictional characters whose attributes you want to model.  

Lastly, to build up a strong self-image, it’s important to surround yourself with people who 

support the kind of person you want to be. There’s an old saying: “We are the sum total 

of the five people we spend the most time with.” If you surround yourself with lazy, 

degenerative, negative-minded people who constantly belittle you or shoot down all of your 

aspirations, then those characteristics and behaviors will rub off onto you, you’ll emulate 

them, and their negative attitude will become your own. If you surround yourself with hard-

working, ambitious, positive-minded people who lift you up along with them, then those 

attributes and qualities will equally rub off onto you, you’ll model those people, and their 

infectious attitude will be something you catch hold of and try to copy. 

Arnold Schwarzenegger, one of the most successful bodybuilders and actors in both sporting 

and film history, once said, “Before I won my first Mr. Universe title, I walked around 

the tournament like I owned it. Mentally, I never had any doubts about it. I 

visualized myself being and having what it was I wanted. I had visualized the 

competition so much and won it so many times in my mind that, by the time I went to 

compete, the title was already mine. Then, when I moved on to the movies, I used the 

same technique. I visualized daily being a successful actor and earning big money. I 

just knew that it would happen. Just like with bodybuilding, I never had any doubts 

it would happen. The mind is really so incredible.” 

So whether it’s visualizing yourself sitting tall with your head held high and your shoulders 

up, whether it’s seeing yourself playing perfect Magic, and whether it’s seeing yourself 

holding a Pro Tour trophy, your brain will again interpret those images as being real and 

accept them as proof that you’ve already achieved those things. Visualizing all of those 

images will craft inside of your mind an extremely confident mental image of yourself. As a 

consequence, you will think and act confidently in a way that matches that mental image.  
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Values 

I am a firm believer in that, before anyone can truly feel confident in themselves, they first 

have to intimately know who they are and what makes them that person. And, I’m not just 

talking about knowing what their strengths and weaknesses are. I’m not talking about what 

kind of archetypes they like to play. I’m referring to the things that make them tick and the 

things that drive them towards making the decisions they make and taking the actions they 

take. I’m referring to a person’s Values.  

What are Values? Values are the principles, qualities, and ideals that a person 

considers to be worthwhile, desirable, and holds to a high level of personal 

importance. As human beings, our decisions, actions, and behaviors are very much driven 

by the values that are most important to us. Values play the role of acting as our internal 

compass, helping to guide us in the direction of the decisions we want to make, the actions 

we want to take, and behaviors we want to exemplify.  

Below is a list of just a few specific examples of some core values:  

Ambition 

Honesty 

Composure 

Devotion 

Empathy 

Freedom 

Gratitude 

Humility 

Integrity 

Judiciousness 

Knowledge 

Loyalty 

Mindfulness 

Uniqueness 

Optimism 

Patience 

Respect 

Authenticity 
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If Honesty is one of your core values, then you’re not going to lie, cheat, or steal your way 

through the game or your daily life. If Optimism is one of your core values, then you’re 

going to be positive, hopeful, and always see the glass as being half-full as opposed to half 

empty. If Loyalty is one of your core values, then you’re going to dedicate, commit, and 

give yourself to the people you care about. And, if Uniqueness is one of your core values, 

then you’re going to try to find ways to stand out, be different, and become unique. 

In 2013, Craig Wescoe won Pro Tour Dragon’s Maze, beating Dusty Ochoa in the finals 

three games to zero. And, he didn’t just beat Dusty. He beat him soundly. The match was 

over very, very quickly. According to Brian David-Marshall, one of the commentators of the 

match, Craig managed to “beat him like a rug.” On top of that, to make matters worse for 

Dusty, before their match, Dusty was talking with the coverage crew about how he felt very 

confident in the match up and that he felt he was a firm favorite to win.  

After all of that, it would have been very easy for Craig to wildly celebrate his victory or rub 

it in to some capacity. Instead, immediately after winning, he congratulated Dusty on a good 

match and gave him his condolences for his loss. In a write up report after the Pro Tour, 

Craig said this about his victory: “Despite having just won the Pro Tour and realizing 

one of my lifelong dreams, my job was not yet over. I had to stay composed and exhibit 

good sportsmanship, respecting that my opponent just lost a match with a lot on the 

line.” 

From that story, it’s very clear to see that some of Craig’s core values are Sportsmanship, 

Respect, and Humility. His words, actions, and behaviors following his win in the finals 

exemplify that. He didn’t brag, or boast, or celebrate in some kind of “in your face” way. He 

thought of his opponent before he thought of himself. Let’s say, instead, that some of his 

core values were Selfishness, Arrogance, and Power. Would his words, actions, and 

behaviors have matched those that he originally exemplified? Or, would they have been 

completely different?  

If you ever want to be able to fully understand who you are, and also shape yourself into the 

internally confident person you can want to be, you have to start by identifying and 

understanding what your greatest core values are. Without that understanding, you’ll 

become the kind of person who sways between believing in one thing one day, and then 

believing in something totally different the next. You’ll also be easily influenced by others to 

become the kind of person they want you to be and do the things they want you to do 

instead of being yourself and taking your own actions.  
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So, let me ask you: What are your core values? What are the principles, qualities, and 

ideals that you hold to the highest level of personal importance? There’s a great and 

simple exercise you can do to help you identify them. What you’ll do is get out a piece of 

paper, and on that paper, you’ll make two columns numbered 1-5. The column on the left 

will be titled “Magic” and the column on the right will be titled “Life.” In each column, 

you’ll list your top 5 values that are the most important to you in each category.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Knowing your own hierarchy of values, both in your everyday life and in your career as a 

player, is extremely important because it’s your top values that are going to bring you the 

most happiness and a sense of fulfillment. The reason is because those top values are the 

ones that you place the most personal importance on, which means that it’s those values that 

you’ll be looking to put into action and fulfill on a daily basis more so than any others. 

Lastly, and most importantly, knowing your values can be a huge source of confidence and 

self-belief. When everything is crumbling around you and things aren’t going your way, you 

can always fall back on feeling confident in yourself because you know that you’re the kind 

of person who knows what you want, knows what you believe in, and stands up for those 

things. You’re strong enough to stick to your guns no matter how hard things get. 
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Worth 

So up to this point, I’ve discussed how you can use your thoughts and thought patterns to 

create and sustain confidence. I’ve talked about how you can use visualization and mental 

imagery to craft a confident image of yourself in your mind. I’ve described how you can 

identify and lean on your values in order to feel confident in difficult moments. Having said 

all of that, I don’t think anyone can ever truly develop real, lasting confidence unless they 

learn to love themselves and who they are as an individual. You have to reach a point 

where you’re at peace with who you are, the attributes you have, and you recognize 

your high worth as a human being. 

But unfortunately, this is something that society certainly doesn’t help us with. Growing up, 

and even today as adults, we’re told not to think too highly of ourselves. We’re told that if 

we think we’re amazing or that if we think that we can achieve anything that means we’re 

arrogant. We’re told that if we proudly announce that we love who we are it means that 

we’re narcissistic. While that can be true at times, that depends purely on the individual. 

Thinking you’re amazing, thinking that you can achieve anything, or simply proudly loving 

who you are as a person and recognizing your own worth doesn’t automatically mean you’re 

arrogant or narcissistic.  

There’s a difference between knowing your worth and being arrogant. Knowing your worth 

means that you’re at peace with who you are, strengths and weaknesses included. It means 

you feel very comfortable within yourself. Being arrogant or narcissistic means that you 

believe you’re a better human being than someone else or that other people aren’t as 

valuable as you are. Knowing your worth doesn’t require you to believe you’re a better 

human being than anyone else or that others aren’t as valuable as you. It means that, while 

recognizing the abilities and qualities of others, you keep the focus on you and are 

comfortable within your own skin, regardless of anyone or anything outside of yourself. 

Knowing your worth doesn’t mean permanently settling for or blatantly ignoring any 

weaknesses, faults, and shortcomings you may have. As always, those are things you 

continuously want to look to improve upon, change, or eliminate. Knowing your worth 

means that you understand that, like all human beings, you’re born with imperfection 

woven into your being. You accept that and don’t resist it. However, even with your 

imperfections, you love yourself in spite of them. It means that, along with continuously 

looking to improve upon your weaknesses, you focus on the strengths you have and the 

great things that make you, you. It means you’re not ashamed of who you are.  
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Many if not most people are afraid of looking deep within themselves out of a fear that 

they’ll discover something or some things about themselves they don’t like. However, the 

fact of the matter is that every human being on this planet is littered with imperfections and 

quirks. You can’t be afraid to confront those aspects of yourself that aren’t beautiful 

or appealing. Acknowledging your faults and weaknesses isn’t comfortable, but if you’re 

ever going to get yourself to a place where you can be at peace with who you are, feel 

comfortable within your own skin, and improve on those things, you have to start by 

confronting them.  

Just as it’s important to acknowledge your weaknesses, it’s equally important that you also 

acknowledge your strengths. Many people are also afraid to acknowledge their strengths out 

a fear of seeming conceited or arrogant. Just like how every human being has faults, every 

human being has things about them that make them beautiful and great. There’s nothing 

wrong with acknowledging your great qualities and allowing yourself to feel good 

about them. If you always focus on your weaknesses and never your strengths, it becomes 

very easy to develop a very low sense of confidence and self-worth because you’re always 

beating yourself over the head with your imperfections.  

You are worthy. You’re worthy of whatever it is you want for yourself, both in your career 

as a Magic player and in your everyday life. You’re worthy of playing well. You’re worthy 

of winning. You’re worthy of getting better and improving. You’re worthy of getting super 

lucky and drawing the exact card you need to win and suckering your opponent out in the 

last play of the game! Not only are you worthy, you’re valuable. You’re valuable to your 

friends, your teammates, the people you play with at your local shop, and the community as 

a whole. You’re a lover of Magic, and the game needs passionate people like you who love 

the game to keep the game alive. You’re certainly valuable to Wizards, because the more 

Magic stuff you buy, the more you help keep them alive! 

As a Magic player, there’s no limit to what you can potentially become and achieve within 

the game. The sky really is the limit. To reach the high heights, you have to have confidence 

in yourself that you can get there. To have confidence in yourself that you can get there, it 

starts with believing that you’re worthy of doing so. If you don’t believe you’re worthy of 

something, you’ll never give yourself the confidence needed to pursue it and capture it. 

You’re just as worthy as anyone else is in becoming a great player and being successful 

within the game. And, most importantly, you have an enormous amount of worth to both 

the game and the people in your life. Recognize that worth and draw confidence from it. 
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Growth 

In Magic, you can’t always win. Sometimes you win, and sometimes you lose. That means 

that, if you depend on winning in order to have confidence, then your confidence will only 

last so long as you are winning. As soon as you starting losing, a large source of confidence 

disappears and your confidence disappears right along with it. However, growth is different. 

While you can sometimes win and sometimes lose, you can always improve and grow. In 

fact, every single time you sit down to play a game of Magic, there’s an opportunity to 

improve and grow in some form. That means that there’s a constant source of confidence 

that’s always ready and available to be tapped into.  

Now, some people may say, “If I’m losing, that means I’m not getting better, because if I 

was getting better, I’d be winning.” Well, the answer to that is both yes and no. As we 

know, Magic is a game with a lot of built-in variance. Results can often times be completely 

determined by the positive or negative variance you experience. You can play better than 

you have before up to that point and still lose. Over the course of a game, you can make 

better plays and make better decisions than you have in the past but still not get a positive 

result. This is why it’s often important to not be too results-oriented, because in doing so, 

it’s easy to be more focused on the outcome than on your overall performance.  

The fact is, in Magic, you can play a great game and still lose. You can make a lot of correct 

decisions and optimal plays and still not win. Not only does variance affect the outcomes of 

games, but there are also other external factors beyond your control that do as well. For 

example, you can play a game at the highest level you’ve ever played at before but still lose 

because your opponent happened to play just that little bit better than you that game. In that 

instance, there’s absolutely nothing you can do about that. That loss had nothing to do with 

your own performance, but rather the level of your opponent and their performance, two 

things completely outside of your direct control.  

Results should always only ever be used as a confidence booster. Because results can be so 

swingy, it doesn’t make any sense to try and draw a large chunk of your confidence from 

something as uncontrollable and unstable as results. However, growth is one of the best, if 

not the best, sources of confidence. If you intentionally look for it, the opportunity for 

growth is there in every game, every match, and every tournament. You can always find 

something to learn and grow from, no matter how big or small that thing may be. That 

means that there’s always some source of confidence there available for you to draw from as 

well. And, you should. You should always draw confidence from improving and growing. 
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Did you do a better job navigating your way through a dense board-state? Draw confidence 

from that improvement. Did you do a better job of figuring out combat math and give 

yourself an opportunity to attack that you would otherwise normally miss? Draw confidence 

from that improvement. Did you think about all of your plays before making them as 

opposed to just throwing your cards around without thinking? Draw confidence from that 

improvement. Did you make more correct decisions than incorrect decisions over the 

course of a 15 round tournament? Draw confidence from that improvement. Whether big 

or small, there are so many sources of confidence available to you if you simply look for the 

ways in which you are constantly growing and improving.  

And, that’s important to point out. It doesn’t matter how small or insignificant the 

improvement may seem. You should celebrate it, feel good about it, and draw confidence 

from it regardless. The fact is that growth is a process of incremental improvements over 

time. The best players in the world didn’t reach that level overnight. It took them years 

upon years of playing, making mistakes, and learning from those mistakes before they 

eventually reached the level they’re currently at. It came from small, tiny, incremental 

improvements and growth in their overall game. No form of growth, no matter how small 

or insignificant it may seem, is too small to feel good about and draw confidence from.  

Remember, confidence is a state of mind. You’re trying to put your brain into a confident 

state as much as possible, for as long as possible. Anything and everything you can do to 

achieve that, you should be looking to utilize. That’s one of the core concepts I teach every 

athlete and player I work with: Celebrate the small victories and milestones. Don’t wait 

for the huge, obvious, in-your-face sign that you’re succeeding and growing. Those only 

come along every once in a while. If you’re always waiting for those huge moments in order 

to feel confident in yourself, then not only are you limiting your ability to feel more 

confident more often, you’re missing out on readily available sources of confidence to draw 

from each day by not acknowledging the small, incremental growths that you’re making.  

Confidence is so absolutely fundamental. Confident thoughts and emotions will become 

expressed through confident decisions, actions, and performance. It’s impossible to perform 

at your highest level or experience success in the game without confidence. Drawing your 

confidence from internal sources is the best way to guarantee a more solid, reliable form a 

confidence. Again, confidence is a state of mind, and by drawing your confidence from 

internal sources such as your thoughts, images, values, worth, and growth, you give yourself 

the best chance possible of being in that confident state of mind as often as possible.   
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Lesson #3: Developing Confidence – Key Points From The Lesson 

-Of all the attributes that comprise a positive mindset, confidence is, undoubtedly, 

the most fundamental. Confidence is the foundation of a positive mindset, because 

without a sufficient level of confidence as a base, it’s very difficult, if not impossible, 

for the other attributes to take shape and come to fruition. 

-Confidence is a skill. It’s not something a person is born with. It’s not something that 

a person magically acquires or that appears out of thin air. It’s a skill, and like any 

skill, it can be learned, trained, developed, and mastered. 

-Confidence has to come from a source. As human beings, we get our confidence from 

sources that are either external or internal in nature. 

-If you get your confidence from external sources, you’ll develop External Confidence. 

If you get your confidence from internal sources, you’ll develop Internal Confidence. 

-External confidence is confidence that is acquired by drawing your confidence that 

from external sources, or things outside of yourself. Internal confidence is confidence 

that is acquired by drawing your confidence from sources within yourself as opposed 

to drawing it from external sources. 

-There are five sources of external confidence: Results, Status, Rewards, Comparison, 

and Recognition. There are five sources of internal confidence: Thoughts, Images, 

Values, Worth, and Growth.  

-External confidence is a temporary confidence that relies on specific external 

conditions being met in order to exist.  

-Internal Confidence is a more permanent form of confidence that doesn’t rely on 

external conditions to exist.  

-The best way to create internal confidence is to consistently talk to yourself 

confidently, visualize confident images of yourself, identify and act out your values, 

acknowledge your own worth, and to celebrate small victories and incremental 

growth.  

-Confidence doesn’t have to be earned or justified.  

-Confidence is a state of mind.
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Lesson #4 

The Importance Of Having Fun 

“Once you know how to have fun playing Magic, the wins will just come to you. 
You will be under much less pressure and feel more relaxed and less stressed. I can 

tell you first hand that, once I started having more fun when playing, I no 
longer felt burnout at Grand Prix’s and Pro Tours. I became a more well-rounded 

Magic player. Soon after I learned that Magic can actually be fun, I ended up 
making the Top 25 of Pro Tour M15 and then made the Top 8 of Grand Prix 

Orlando a few months later” 

-Melissa De Tora 

 
**** 

 

Reid Duke is one of the best players in the game today. Some of his best finishes include two 

Pro Tour Top 8s at Pro Tour Journey Into Nyx and Pro Tour Eldritch Moon, a runner-up 

finish at the 2013 World Championships, and 1st place finishes at various Grand Prix’s such 

as his wins at Grand Prix Nashville in 2012, Grand Prix Miami in 2013, Grand Prix Portland 

in 2014, Grand Prix Oakland in 2016, and Grand Prix Louisville in 2017. At Grand Prix 

Louisville last year, Reid didn’t put himself into a great position to make the Top 8 with his 

7-2 Day 1 finish. In order to make the cut for the Top 8, he would need to run out 6-0 and 

go undefeated on Sunday. However, to help him try and do that, he had a simple yet 

impactful plan to help him get there. 

“Reaching the Top 8, after starting 7-2, is a lofty goal in a tournament this size. It 

would mean going 6-0 in matches, and sometimes even sweating tiebreakers after 

that. Going into Sunday, my focus was more on playing some fun matches of Magic 

than it was on any particular final result.”
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With his chances of making the Top 8 hanging in the balance, Reid decided to take a more 

process-focused approach for Day 2 and focus less on the outcome and more on simply 

enjoying himself and having some fun when playing instead. With the weight of the results 

now off of his mind, he was able to play with a lot less pressure, nervousness, tension, and 

stress. His priority was to just play some fun games of Magic and see what happens. As a 

consequence of this approach, he ran out 6-0 on Day 2 and made the Top 8, overcoming a 

less-than-stellar Day 1 record to make it.  

“Perhaps just as important, I think I enjoyed playing Magic more at this tournament, 

and leading up to it, than I ever have in my life. Granted, it’s easy to claim 

something’s fun when you’re running hot. But even on Saturday when my record 

wasn’t particularly good, I was having a blast.” 

As players move higher and higher up in the game, having fun and enjoying the game tends 

to get sacrificed for the sake of ultra-competitiveness. The logic is that, because the 

competition gets tougher and the stakes get higher, one has to stop having fun because they 

need to “take things more seriously” and have the ultra-competitiveness necessary to 

compete. There’s no time for any “fun” non-sense, right? This is serious business now! 

You’re playing PPTQ’s, playing Grand Prix’s, and playing Pro Tour’s. Having fun and 

enjoying yourself at important events like this isn’t good for you because you need to be 

ruthlessly competitive in order to be successful, right? This logic is faulty, and in some ways, 

even completely backwards.  

The simple fact is this: Having fun and enjoying what you do is absolutely essential to 

playing your best and achieving success. You simply cannot play to the best of your 

ability or win consistently if you don’t enjoy what you do and if the game doesn’t make you 

feel good or happy. In fact, the tougher the competition gets and the higher the stakes 

become, the more important it is that you have fun and enjoy yourself. The issue is that 

people tend to draw a line between having fun and being competitive.  

For many players, they see having fun and being competitive as two mutually exclusive 

things. They think that you can only have one, but not the other. However, those things are 

not mutually exclusive. At least, they don’t have to be. It’s more than possible for someone 

to play with a sense of ruthless competitiveness, while at the same time, allow themselves to 

enjoy the game and have fun when they play. As mentioned, that’s the best way to get the 

best out of yourself as a player, to strike a blend between competitiveness and fun.  
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One of my favorite examples of this is when Ben Stark played against Raphael Levy in round 

8 of Pro Tour Gatecrash in 2013. Ben was playing Esper Control and Raphael was playing an 

innovative Bant Midrange deck that splashed Red for Kessig Wolf Run. During one portion 

of their match, the conversation and play went like this:  

Ben – “I guess I’ll go ahead and just Sphinx’s Revelation for 10.”  

Raphael – “So you have a million cards in hand?” 

Ben – “Yeah, something like that.”  

Raphael plays a Centaur Healer and attacks with it due to Akroma’s Memorial 

giving it Haste. 

Ben – “Are you attacking? Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize you were attacking.”  

Raphael – “Attack, man!” 

Ben – “Ok ok! You’re attacking me!” 

Raphael grabs his Centaur Healer and shakes it back and forth, then passes the turn 

to Ben. 

Ben – “I’ll play Angel of Serenity and remove your guy, since I can’t do anything else. I 

haven’t played a land, so I’ll play my land and then you can go.” 

Raphael draws a card. 

Raphael – “You probably have a counter.” 

Ben – “I actually do not, but I’ll mill you in response.” 

Raphael – “How many more cards do you have left in your deck? I don’t have much left.” 

Ben – “Yeah, I don’t have much left either.  

Raphael – “I have 12 cards left.” 

Ben – “Do I not have any counter spells left? Where’d they all go!?” 
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These are two world-class, Hall of Fame players that are playing in the middle of a Pro Tour 

with the match tied evenly at 1-1. And yet, despite the intensity of the situation and the 

prestige of the event, they’re still able to have fun and enjoy themselves when they play. It’s 

as if they were sitting at a kitchen table at home just playing Magic. And, neither player was 

playing carelessly. They weren’t just tossing cards around without thinking and playing 

unnecessarily loose. They were making good plays and still made sure they played the right 

way. It’s just that, at the same time, they allowed themselves to have fun with it all. 

There is a fine line between having fun and being careless. And, it is important to be able to 

understand and identify that line. As with everything, balance is always the key. In the 

second lesson, we talked about how it’s not good to be on one extreme or the other. When 

it comes to the will to win, you don’t want to be a “0”, but you also don’t want to be a “10.” 

The same is true when it comes to having fun and being competitive. You don’t want to be a 

“0” where you completely goof off, don’t think about your decisions, and just carelessly cast 

spells. However, you also don’t want to be a “10” where you’re too overly competitive, too 

tense, and too serious. You want to be a “5” where you strike that balance between having 

fun and taking your games seriously.  

 

 

 

 

 

When you allow yourself to have fun and enjoy the game, you can play more relaxed and 

with more calmness. Feelings of pressure, nervousness, and tension are far easier to 

eliminate. Even something as simple as smiling when you’re playing is an enormous boost 

for helping you to perform your best. Firstly, smiling activates the release of neuropeptides 

that work toward fighting off stress and tension. Neuropeptides are tiny molecules that 

allow neurons to communicate with each other. They facilitate messaging to the whole body 

when we are happy, sad, angry, depressed, or excited. The feel good neurotransmitters of 

dopamine, endorphins, and serotonin are all released when you smile. This not only relaxes 

your body, but it can lower your heart rate as well as your blood pressure. 
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One of the other great benefits of allowing yourself to have fun and enjoy the game when 

you’re playing is that it makes moving on from losing much easier to do. I once read a great 

story over on the Magic: the Gathering subreddit on Reddit. The story was posted by the 

user Rhythm_in_My_Soul. This was the story that he shared:  

“Hey! This is not a negative post, but actually one of the posts I make with a big smile 

on my face! We (A few friends and I) drove 3 hours to play some Modern. I made it to 

the finals. I'm on Dredge and I am not the kind of guy to lurk around and see what 

others play, but rather go smoke a cigarette or eat my sandwiches. My opponent was 

on Blue/Black Mill. I got totally caught off-guard when he started doing what he 

was doing and immediately noticed that my chances of winning this game were at 

about 1%, since the way I play Dredge plays into his way of winning the game. I was 

sure I was going to lose so we kept joking around. It was one of the chillest games of 

Magic I’ve played and I went 0-2 trying to get my creatures out from my hand. It was 

pretty rough as he discarded my creatures from my hand and exiled my creatures from 

my graveyard. I seriously LOVE it when people come up with these crazy decks in 

meta-games where they shine very bright! Lots of love to you brewing guys! (I’m a 

spikey idiot).” 

This is someone who drove three hours to play in a Modern tournament. It would have been 

very easy for him to be really pissed off about the fact that he drove three hours and made it 

all the way to finals only to lose to some random, rogue mill strategy that completely 

annihilated him. Instead, he chose to see the funniness in the situation and didn’t allow the 

situation to turn him sour. As he said, he and his opponent had fun with it. They joked 

around about how badly he was losing and how little chance he had. In doing so, this did two 

things. It not only made the play experience as good as possible for both of them while 

playing, but it also made getting over the loss much easier for the losing player. He was able 

to leave that day in a great mood, something he otherwise wouldn’t have been able to do.  

Some people might say, “Well if he’s joking around like that in the middle of game when 

he’s losing, then he’s not playing seriously enough.” Again, don’t fall into that trap. What 

determines whether or not you’re taking a game seriously has nothing to do with how you 

behave towards your opponent or interact with them during a game What determines 

whether or not you’re playing a game seriously is determined solely by the level of play you 

demand from yourself when you’re playing. If you’re laughing and joking with your 

opponent, but thinking through every decision and line, then you’re playing seriously.  
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No matter how high of a level you’re currently playing at, or aspiring to play at, it’s very 

important that you never forget why you play the game in the first place. It’s very easy to 

lose sight of that. Players get so wrapped up in the competitive aspect of the game that they 

forget about one of the key, fundamental reasons why they even began playing Magic. As I 

mentioned in the previous lesson, it doesn’t matter one bit how much you win or how high 

of a ranking you acquire as a player. If you don’t find the game fun, and if you don’t enjoy 

playing, then you’ll eventually walk away from the game.  

The quote I provided from ex-Pro player Melissa De Tora at the beginning of this lesson 

exemplifies this perfectly. In 2014, she wrote an article for TCGplayer.com titled My 2014 

Year in Review. In her piece, she discussed each of her goals that she had managed to hit for 

2014. One of them was having more fun playing Magic. This is what she said, in her own 

words:  

“I am proud to say that I fully accomplished this one. I had taken Magic way too 

seriously in the past and there were times when I felt like the game wasn't even fun. I 

blamed losses on things other than myself and I was even salty at times. A few years 

ago I remember hanging out with Raphael Levy at a Grand Prix. I don't recall the 

exact details but I remember that I did not make day two and made a comment that 

my opponents got lucky and I got unlucky. Raph said that variance is a part of Magic 

and there is nothing you can do about it. All you can really do is play your best. There 

will be times where you will find yourself on the wrong side of the randomness but if 

you play well it will balance out. I listened to his advice but did not actually take it to 

heart until a while later. 

One day it just hit me. At Pro Tour Dublin last year, I experienced some very 

unfortunate variance. It seemed like round after round I was mulliganing to five and 

four, not drawing what I needed, and getting bad matchups. It had nothing to do 

with how I was playing; I was actually playing pretty well and making the most out 

of bad situations. The difference was that I was not letting the bad beats affect my 

emotions or my play. At the conclusion of each round, I had the same attitude 

regardless of whether I won or lost. By the end of the tournament, I had finished one 

loss outside of a money finish, and I was actually happy about it. It would have been 

great to win the last round to make Top 75, but I had a fun tournament, enjoyed 

playing against each of my opponents, and ended the tournament on a high note.” 
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Magic Pro Brad Nelson wrote a brilliant piece for StarCityGames.com titled Mental 

Mindset where he discussed topics related to the mental side of the game and why they’re 

important. One of them was the topic of having fun. Here’s what he had to say, in his own 

words:  

“Magic is a game. I know this can come to a surprise to some of you, but it is just a 

game. We spend our weekends in convention centers with like-minded individuals 

who enjoy doing the same things we do. We get to hang out with our friends and not 

worry about the stress of everyday life. We get to have fun! Too many players put 

unneeded stress on themselves based on their tournament results, whether it's about 

a tournament finish or even before the event starts. Their level of happiness is solely 

dependent on their results. This is bad! So very, very bad!  

Magic is just a game. It was created for people to enjoy their time while playing it. 

Nobody gets upset when they are playing Magic with nothing on the line, but once the 

tournament gets underway, everything changes. The stress of accomplishment 

changes your perspective on things and forces a shift in priorities. Instead of enjoying 

yourself and wanting to get better, the only thing that matters is winning. If you win 

you're happy. If you lose, you’re sad. You can never get better at Magic if you're not 

enjoying it. If at any point you don't enjoy playing, then stop. It is as easy as that. If 

you don't want to stop but also don't enjoy it, then you need to reassess your 

priorities. You could very well be playing Magic solely for the rush of winning.” 

In 2015, a somewhat unheralded player by the name of Martin Dang from Denmark 

managed to take his Mono-Red beatdown deck all the way to the top and win Pro Tour 

Dragons of Tarkir, beating out Hall of Fame player Shota Yasooka and his Blue-Black control 

deck in the finals. Not only was it his first Pro Tour win, but it was also his first Pro Tour 

Top 8. In the interview he gave following his victorious performance, he was asked which 

games were his favorite throughout the entire duration of the tournament. This is what he 

had to say about the experience:  

“The whole Magic game is my favorite game. I mean, the competitive stuff, the lights, 

the Pro Tour, and stuff like that, it's just.....I love the game itself. Basically, we're 

just two guys playing our hobbies, playing our hearts out, and loving the game while 

playing it.” 
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Pro Tour winner Craig Wescoe wrote a fantastic piece for TCGplayer.com titled The 
Mindset of a Champion. In his article, Craig discussed the importance of having fun, loving 
the game, and enjoying the entire competitive Magic experience as a whole. This is what he 
had to say:  

“You have to love what you are doing. You have to love entering the tournament hall 

filled with players. You have to love remaining calm amidst the pre-tournament 

anxieties, the hustle and bustle, the players scrambling to assemble their decks, the 

judges hurrying to set up for round one, and the traders eagerly competing for the 

best early deals. You have to love playing without concern for results. You have to 

love being in the state of intense concentration during a game, being keenly aware of 

all factors. You have to love the feeling of trusting yourself and of waiting patiently 

for what needs to happen. 

 

In order to truly love playing Magic competitively, you must appreciate the experience 

as a whole. If losing or misplaying causes you undue stress or unhappiness, then you 

should consider either working hard to restore your mental attitude to what it should 

be, or reconsider altogether your involvement in playing competitively. Likewise, if 

you are making good decisions, in control of your emotions, and not overly attached to 

results, yet you find that for whatever reason your heart simply isn't in it anymore, 

perhaps it is time to take a break. Sometimes the fire burns out, and at other times it 

is rekindled. You must love what you are doing in order for it all to be worthwhile.” 

All competitive Magic players want to achieve external success within the game. However, 

the approach for achieving that success is what often times prevents many players from 

doing so. They get in their own way too much by taking the game too seriously and not 

allowing themselves to enjoy the ride. Their desire for external success is so overwhelming 

and becomes so consuming, it completely envelopes their ability to allow themselves to have 

fun, enjoy the game, and love what they do. That extreme ambition for external success 

establishes an emotional attachment to that external success, which by consequence breeds a 

fear of never achieving it. That fear causes them be more stressed, more anxious, and to 

react poorly to any problems or obstacles they encounter along the way, as they perceive 

those problems or obstacles as threats that will prevent them from achieving the external 

success they so desperately crave. You can achieve the success and rewards you want in the 

game without succumbing to all of that and by allowing yourself to have fun, enjoy the 

game, and love what you do.   
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Results & Fun 

Having said all of that, the biggest mistake that many players make is that they tie their 

ability to have fun and enjoy the game to the results they experience. When they’re 

winning, they love the game and they have fun playing it. When they’re losing, they’re no 

longer enjoying themselves and don’t feel as passionate about it. Now, let me be clear. It 

goes without saying that, when you win, Magic is more fun. And, when you’re losing, it’s 

not as enjoyable as it normally can be. I’m not going to diminish that and make it seem like 

that’s not the case. That’s perfectly normal. 

However, notice the wording I used. When you’re winning, Magic is more fun. When 

you’re losing, Magic isn’t as enjoyable. Results should never be the main determining 

factor as to whether or not you have fun and enjoy the game itself. Winning should be an 

accessory that adds to your enjoyment of the game, not a foundational requirement. Losing 

should be a mere inconvenience to you having fun, not a permanent detractor. When you 

make results the determining factor as to whether or not you enjoy the game and want to 

play it, you’re putting your ability to have fun and enjoy yourself completely out of your 

control. You’re putting those things under the control of a temporary condition.  

As long as you’re winning, and the condition that you’ve prescribed as the main source of 

fun and enjoyment is being fulfilled, then you’ll have fun and enjoy the game. However, 

what’s going to happen when you’re losing? If winning is the condition that needs to be met 

in order for you to have fun and enjoy yourself, then what happens to your ability to have 

fun and enjoy the game when that condition isn’t being met? It’s pretty obvious. You’ll stop 

having fun and you won’t enjoy playing nearly as much and all because this arbitrary external 

condition that you’ve set for yourself hasn’t been met. Always remember that results are 

temporary, whether they’re good or bad. When you base your ability to have fun and enjoy 

Magic on results, you’re making your ability to have fun and enjoy the game temporary.  

Having fun and enjoying the game shouldn’t be temporary. It should be as permanent as 

possible. That means that your ability to have fun and enjoy the game should come, not from 

external things, but from the game itself. I always have fun and enjoy playing Magic, 

regardless of whether I’m winning or losing. You know why? Because Magic’s inherent 

design is something I love. I love the act of casting spells, attacking with creatures, and 

finishing off my opponent. I love figuring out combat math and trying to visualize the lines 

of play I need to make. That’s always present, whether I’m losing a game or winning one.  
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How to Have More Fun Playing Competitive Magic 

1) Ask yourself what needs to happen in order for you to have fun and enjoy the game. 

In order to actually have fun and enjoy the game, you have to be able to identify what it is 

that allows you to do that. That starts by figuring out what sources within the game bring 

you the largest amount of fun and enjoyment. Is it results? Is it the game itself? Is it the 

community? Is it the competitiveness? Is it playing against great players? Is it playing certain 

kinds of decks? Is it playing certain formats? Once you know what the biggest sources of fun 

and enjoyment are for you, it’s then about prioritizing them in the correct order. For 

example, if results are your main source of fun and enjoyment, then it’s important to 

reevaluate that and transition away from drawing most of your fun and enjoyment from 

results, because results are too temporary of a condition to be relied upon as a main source 

for fun and enjoyment. 

2) Focus more on the interactions and quality of the games, not the results of them.  

Ben Stark was once playing some Amonkhet Limited on Magic Online, and he posted video 

gameplay of him playing to ChannelFireball.com. In one of his matches, he lost an incredibly 

complex and drawn out game 1 to his opponent after being in what seemed like an 

unassailable position. However, he wasn’t at all upset. While sideboarding for the next 

game, he quipped, “Wow, I didn’t think there was any way I could lose that game. What a 

fun game that was.” A great way to have more fun playing competitive Magic is, whether 

you win or lose, don’t focus on the result but rather the interactions that happened during 

the game and the quality of the play itself. As mentioned previously, you can still lose and 

enjoy yourself because some games are interactive, challenging, and exciting despite losing.  

3) See competitive Magic as a whole experience and not as individual competitions. 

Competitive Magic is more than just a Grand Prix, a PPTQ, or a Pro Tour. It’s a unique 

experience all the way around. Each tournament, you’re surrounded by friends and people 

who have like-minded interests. You get to play a game you love and spend time your time 

doing something that (usually) makes you feel really good. At larger events, there’s often 

many vendors and artists that show up. You get to hang out at a large convention center, 

and after the tournament, go site seeing or exploring. To help yourself enjoy competitive 

Magic more, see it as the whole experience it really is. It’s more than just a tournament. It’s 

a celebration of what the competitive game is really about and what makes it so great.  
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Lesson #4: The Importance Of Having Fun – Key Points From The Lesson 

-Having fun and enjoying what you do is absolutely essential to playing your best and 

achieving success. You simply cannot play to the best of your ability or win 

consistently if you don’t enjoy what you do and if the game doesn’t make you feel good 

or happy. 

-The tougher the competition gets and the higher the stakes become, the more 

important it is that you have fun and enjoy yourself, not less important. 

-It’s more than possible for you to play with a sense of ruthless competitiveness, while 

at the same time, allow yourself to enjoy the game and have fun when you play. 

-When you allow yourself to have fun and enjoy the game, you can play more relaxed 

and with more calmness. Feelings of pressure, nervousness, and tension are far easier 

to eliminate. 

-No matter how high of a level you’re currently playing at, or aspiring to play at, it’s 

very important that you never forget why you play the game in the first place. It’s 

very easy to lose sight of that.  

-Results should never be the main determining factor as to whether or not you have 

fun and enjoy the game. Winning should be an accessory that adds to your enjoyment 

of the game, not a foundational requirement. Losing should be a mere inconvenience 

to you having fun, not a permanent detractor. 

-In order to actually have fun and enjoy the game, you have to be able to identify 

what it is that allows you to do that. That starts by figuring out what sources within 

the game bring you the largest amount of fun and enjoyment. 

-A great way to have more fun playing competitive Magic is, whether you win or lose, 

don’t focus on the result, but rather the interactions that happened during the game 

and the quality of the play itself. 

-See competitive Magic as the whole experience it really is. It’s more than just a 

tournament. It’s a celebration of what the competitive game is really about and what 

makes it so great.
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Lesson #5 

Playing With Focus 

“Even with countless hours spent at the table play testing, not a lot of players 

manage to play a whole day without making a single misplay. And, it wouldn’t 

matter how much they play, as there will always be a time where they mess up. It 

comes down to one thing: Focus. If you’re not aware of how important Focus is, 

then you’ll never be able to win constantly in tournaments as you’ll never be able 

to play your best game.” 

-Raphael Levy 

 

**** 

 

Yam Wing Chun was playing in the Top 4 of Pro Tour Hour of Devastation. His opponent 

was Hall of Famer Paulo Vitor Damo Da Rosa. Both players were playing a deck called 

Ramunap Red, a Red-based aggro deck. The match was tied 2-2 in a best of five series. On 

his side of the board, Paulo had three creatures in play that were tapped from having 

attacked Yam on Paulo’s turn. Yam only had one creature in play, a Hazoret the Fervant. 

Yam’s life total was at 8, and Paulo’s life total was at 11. Holding a Collective Defiance in 

hand, that meant that if Yam drew an Incendiary Flow off the top of his deck on his turn, he 

would have enough damage to burn Paulo to 4, attack with Hazoret, and win the match. 

Yam draws his card for the turn, and what is it? Unbelievably, it’s the exact card he needed 

to win - Incendiary Flow! Watching the action unfold on the big screens, the audience 

cheers loudly having seen what Yam drew. The match commentators were bellowing out in 

shock and disbelief. He’s gotten lucky, but he’s made the finals of a Pro Tour. All Yam has 

to do is cast both burn spells in his hand and attack with Hazoret for the win. However, in 

the blink of an eye, Yam makes a fatal mistake. He loses his focus at exactly the wrong time.
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Yam’s creature in play, Hazoret the Fervant, can only attack if Yam has one or less cards in 

his hand. Seeing that he’s just drawn the match-winning card off the top of his deck, Yam 

gets excited, loses his focus and concentration, and gets too far ahead of himself. He grabs 

his Hazoret the Fervant and turns it sideways to attack with it. The only problem is that Yam 

didn’t cast his burn spells before attacking, leaving him with two cards in hand and unable to 

legally attack with Hazoret. Immediately after attacking, Paulo points out the mistake, as 

well as the judges. Since Yam already moved into his combat step, Hazoret is no longer 

allowed to attack, Yam is 4 life points short of winning, and with the Pro Tour final 

completely within his grasp, he’s made a fatal mistake that’s cost him the match. Paulo 

manages to hang on and take the match a few turns later to move to the finals.  

I was watching the tournament coverage when this incident happened, and it was truly a 

heartbreaking moment. To see Yam having played so excellently to put himself into the 

position to make a Pro Tour final, and then throw it away because of one fatal mistake, was 

really heart wrenching to see. Everyone from the audience at the tournament, to the match 

commentators, and to the thousands of people watching the coverage at home all felt 

absolutely terribly for Yam. A Pro Tour final is something that most players in Magic will 

never manage to reach, and to see the dream of achieving such a milestone vanish in the 

blink of an eye, it was truly tragic. Having said that, Yam deserves an enormous amount of 

credit. Not only did he manage to collect himself after the mistake and continue to try and 

bounce back, but after his loss, he took to Twitter to talk about how he would use the 

mistake to make him a better player going forward without letting it weigh him down 

forever.  

The incident with Yam is the perfect example of just how absolutely crucial focus is in the 

game of Magic. The ability to keep your mind in a focused and concentrated state without 

letting it wander and become unnecessarily distracted can make all the difference between 

winning $12,000 or winning $50,000 and Platinum Pro status. With the game getting 

bigger and bigger, and players getting better and better, games that you play at high level 

Magic tournaments can often times be decided one way or the other by a single lapse of 

concentration and focus. If you lose your focus one single time and make one single mistake 

in one crucial moment, the momentum of the game can completely shift into your 

opponent’s favor. The ability to stay focused, to keep your mind utterly and completely 

fixed on the task at hand, and keep your thoughts in the present moment at all times can be 

the difference between winning or losing, succeeding or failing, and finishing 4th at the Pro 

Tour or potentially leaving as a Pro Tour champion.  
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Most players understand that focus is important in Magic. But, what does it actually mean to 

be focused in Magic? It’s the same as it is for anything that’s performance related: Focus is 

the ability to keep one’s thoughts completely fixed on one single thing at a time. It’s 

the ability to concentrate and lock your thoughts on a single target, a single moment, or a 

single task at hand. It’s the ability to not let your thoughts wander and gravitate towards 

anything unrelated to what you’re currently doing at any given moment. And, focus in 

Magic isn’t just important at the tables. It’s also just as important away from the tables as 

well. Let’s look at the various ways in which focus is essential in Magic. We’ll start at the 

top with the broadest topic and work our way down from there.  

 

Tournaments 

The relevance of focus first begins when you arrive at the tournament venue. From the 

moment you walk through the doors and until you leave through them at the end of the 

tournament, you’re putting on a performance. You’re there to perform, compete, and do 

the business. That means that, from the moment you walk through those doors until you 

leave through them at the end of the tournament, that tournament you’re playing in is the 

only thing on your mind. It’s the only thing that exists in your life. You don’t think about 

school, work, relationships, or anything else outside of Magic. You’re not thinking about 

past tournaments, and you’re not thinking about future tournaments. Any and every 

thought that you have is 100% related to the tournament at hand that you’re playing in, 

nothing else.  

Why is this important? It’s important because, if your thoughts are occupied with school, 

work, relationship issues, past tournaments, future tournaments, etc., it’s very, very easy to 

go into your matches with those things weighing on your mind, which obviously isn’t ideal. 

You can fall into the trap of thinking about those things in the middle of your match and 

distracting yourself from the game you’re playing. You want to be able to go into every 

match with a clear mind that’s completely focused on the task at hand and not thinking 

about things that aren’t relevant to the tournament. That way, you don’t have to work to 

get yourself focused for each match. Your mind is already in a focused state because your 

thoughts aren’t on anything but the tournament. And, that’s the way it should be. Each 

tournament is your opportunity to get away from the realities and problems in your life and 

just immerse yourself in a game that you love to play. For those few hours during a 

tournament, you want to get away from everything and just focus on playing Magic. 
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Rounds 

Tournament Magic is structured by rounds. You play a number of rounds, determined by 

the amount of players in the field, and then once the rounds are finished, there’s a Top 8, a 

Top 4, and then a final. The relevance of focus when it comes to rounds is making sure that 

you take things one single round at a time. It starts with round 1 at the very start of the 

tournament. You focus completely on round 1. You play round 1, and then when round 1 is 

finished, you focus completely on round 2. Once round 2 is finished, you focus your mind 

completely on round 3, and then you rinse and repeat until there are no more rounds to 

play and the Top 8 is formed.  

Throughout the tournament, you only think of the round that’s immediately in front of you. 

You don’t think about future rounds that don’t exist yet. When playing round 1, you don’t 

have any thoughts related to a round 2. When playing round 2, you don’t have any thoughts 

related to a round 3, so on and so forth. Then, once you finish a round, you don’t think 

about that round for the remainder of the tournament. You play a round, you take the 

information that you need from that round to learn from and carry forward, and then once 

you have that information, you discard that round from your mind for the remainder of the 

tournament. You don’t think about it again at any point.  

Do not underestimate the importance of being able to be round-focused. There are many 

instances we know of where players bomb themselves out of tournaments because they 

either get too wrapped up in dwelling over previous rounds or they allow their minds to 

stress and worry over future rounds that don’t exist yet. In whatever immediate round 

they’re playing, their thoughts aren’t on the match at hand, but rather the bad beat they 

took in the previous round or the win they have to get in the next round to stay alive for the 

Top 8. Players will go on a losing run because they don’t move on from previous losses or 

they’ll lose out on making the Top 8 in the final home stretch by thinking too far ahead. 

In tournaments, the only round that matters is the round that you have direct control over. 

The only round you have direct control over is the round that you’re currently playing at 

any given moment. Whether it’s a past round or a future round, no matter what the 

situation, you have absolutely no direct control over those because neither of those rounds 

exists. The past round is the in the past, and the future round is in the future. They’re 

beyond your control. What’s done is done, and what will come is what will come. You have 

to be focused on the here and now and put all of your focus into the round that’s 

immediately in front of you and not think about past or future rounds in any capacity.  
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Games 

Matches of Magic are made up of a series of anywhere from 2-5 games. Game 1 and game 2 

are guaranteed, and games 3-5 are determined by how many wins and losses each player has 

and whether or not it's a best of 3 or best of 5 series. The relevance of focus when it comes 

to games is making sure that you take things one single game at a time. It starts with game 1 

at the very start of the match. You focus completely on game 1. You play game 1, and then 

when game 1 is finished, you focus completely on game 2. Once game 2 is finished, if 

there’s a game 3 needed, you focus your mind completely on game 3, and then you rinse 

and repeat until there are no more games to play and the match is finished.  

Throughout the match, you only think of the game that’s immediately in front of you. You 

don’t think about future games that don’t exist yet. When playing game 1, you don’t have 

any thoughts related to a game 2. When playing game 2, you don’t have any thoughts 

related to a game 3, so on and so forth. Then, once you finish a game, you don’t think about 

that game for the remainder of the match. You play a game, you take the information that 

you need from that game to learn from and carry forward into the next game, and then once 

you have that information, you discard that game from your mind for the remainder of the 

match. You don’t think about it again at any point during the match. 

Do not underestimate the importance of being able to be game-focused. There are many 

instances we know of where players throw way matches unnecessarily because they either 

get too wrapped up in dwelling over previous games or they allow their minds to stress and 

worry over future games that don’t exist yet. In whatever immediate game they’re playing, 

their thoughts aren’t on the game at hand, but rather the tough loss they took in the 

previous game or the win they have to get in the next game in order to not lose the match. 

Players will implode in matches because they don’t move on from previous losses or they’ll 

sabotage themselves after winning a previous game by thinking too far ahead in the match. 

In matches, the only game that matters is the game that you have direct control over. The 

only game you have direct control over is the game that you’re currently playing at any 

given moment. Whether it’s a past game or a future game, no matter what the situation, 

you have absolutely no direct control over those because neither of those games exists. The 

past game is the in the past, and the future game is in the future. They’re beyond your 

control. What’s done is done, and what will come is what will come. You have to be 

focused on the here and now and put all of your focus into the game that’s immediately in 

front of you and not think about past or future games in any capacity. 



Playing With Focus 

65 
 

Turns 

Games of Magic consist of turns. It starts with the player who wins the die roll and gets the 

first turn. That player plays their turn, they end their turn, and the opposing player then 

begins and plays out their turn. This cycle repeats until one of the two players eventually 

wins and the game ends. The relevance of focus in turns is being able to immerse yourself 

and concentrate completely on the turn that’s currently being played, whether that’s by you 

or your opponent, without being distracted by anything unnecessary and unrelated to the 

turn that’s currently being played. There are a number of distractions that keep players from 

focusing completely on the turn at hand.  

There are times when players entrench their mind and their thoughts on the mistakes or 

misplays they made on a previous turn. Instead of focusing on what’s going on in the here 

and now with the present turn, their minds are off in the past brooding over the mistake 

they made or the wrong line they took. This can easily lead to them tilting off and creating a 

negative mental state, which when they eventually do regain their focus and come back to 

the present turn, can have a negative effect on their performance the remainder of the game. 

This can be avoided by not allowing yourself to keep your mind stuck in previous turns and 

dwelling on mistakes and plays that aren’t going to benefit you in the present turn you’re in.  

Focus when it comes to turns is different than it is with tournaments, rounds, and games. 

With those things, you only think about one single tournament, one single round, and one 

single game at a time. You don’t think about past or future tournaments, rounds, or games. 

With turns, there are times when you have to think about a past turn in order to utilize 

specific game information from that turn. There are also times when you have to think a 

turn or two ahead in order to plan out your lines of play and decisions. In either case, it’s 

important that you’re able to recognize when you need to think about past turns, when you 

need to think ahead about future turns, and when you need to focus on the present turn.  

In the end, each turn is going to consist of decisions you make and actions you take. When a 

turn is finished, if you made a mistake, a misplay, or a sub-optimal decision on that turn, it’s 

important that you have the capacity to quickly learn from the mistake, the misplay, or the 

sub-optimal decision, and then just as quickly, refocus your mind and get it back in the 

present turn. Once a mistake happens, it’s over. You can no longer change it. You can’t 

control it. However, you can control how you react to it. Learn from the mistake, retain the 

beneficial information in your mind, and then get your mind back focused in the present 

turn and don’t allow yourself to dwell and brood over the mistake any longer.  
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External Distractions 

When you’re playing, there are a number of external distractions that can disrupt your focus 

and keep you from fully concentrating on your games. Let’s go over what those things are 

and how you can cope with them so that you’re focus isn’t impacted by them.  

Spectators – Many players have a hard time focusing on their play when there’s a crowd 

around them watching them play. The most effective way to deal with this is to do what I 

like to call “Putting your blinders on”. It’s like playing with your hands cupped on the side of 

your head to block out your peripheral vision and keep your line of sight focused on the 

table. In essence, you have to fade out those around you and the best way to do that is to put 

your blinders on and keep your eyes fixed on the playing space without looking around you.  

Surrounding Noise – Tournaments can be noisy, with so many people talking, chatting, 

and pacing about. During your games, you want to do the best you can to filter out the noise 

that’s going on around you. There will certainly be times where your senses will kick in and 

you’ll catch yourself tuning into the noise surrounding you. When that happens, you have to 

immediately refocus your mind and get your thoughts back on the game at hand.  

Neighboring Matches – Especially at larger tournaments like Grand Prix’s and the Pro 

Tours, your match will often take place with many other matches going on around you in 

close proximity. Similar to how you deal with spectators and surrounding noise, to keep the 

matches going on around you from affecting your focus, you have to both put your blinders 

on and filter out the noise. Don’t look at the matches going on around you and ignore the 

noise from those matches as much as you can.  

Rude Opponents – Magic is played by many, many different kinds of people, and 

unfortunately, not all players are the most pleasant. Don’t let your opponent’s behavior or 

verbal comments cause you to become focused on them as opposed to focused on yourself 

and your game. Block out your opponent’s rude behavior or negative comments. Don’t 

allow yourself to dwell on or get caught up in what your opponent is doing or saying.  

Judge Calls – This one doesn’t come up too often, but it comes up enough to mention. A 

judge may be called on you and a ruling made against you. Then, for the remainder of the 

game, you allow your focus to be locked onto what happened instead of letting it go. Once 

the judge call has been made and the judge walks away from the table, you no longer think 

about it, you put it behind you, and you re-adjust your focus back onto your game.  
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Firstly, focus in Magic means being able to stay in the present moment. It’s about not letting 

your mind become mired in the past or stuck in the future. And, that can be very easy to do. 

It’s very easy to find that your mind is dwelling or brooding over a past mistake or tough 

loss. It’s very easy to find that your mind is fantasizing about making the Top 8 or holding a 

trophy. A truly focused mind is a mind that isn’t caught in the past or future. A truly 

focused mind is a mind that’s keenly aware of and concentrated on the here and now. A 

truly focused mind is a mind that can leave the past in the past and the future in the future 

where they belong.  

Secondly, focus in Magic means, while being in the present moment, you don’t allow 

external distractions to impact your ability to concentrate your thoughts on what’s relevant.  

And, that’s also very easy to do. It’s very easy to find that your mind is glancing over at the 

spectators watching your match or tuning into the noise surrounding you. It’s very easy to 

find that your mind is being affected by your opponent’s words or behavior. A truly focused 

mind is a mind that blocks out spectators and filters out noise. A truly focused mind is a 

mind that doesn’t get caught up in the rude comments or toxic behavior of its opponent. A 

truly focused mind is a mind that’s not impacted or affected by external distractions.  

Lastly, focus in Magic means keeping your mind off of the things that you have no direct 

control over. You have absolutely no control over whether you will win or lose a game of 

Magic, so you don’t focus on the result because it’s completely beyond your control. Instead 

of focusing on the result, you focus on the performance that creates the result, because you 

do have control over how you perform. You have absolutely no control over the bad 

variance you experience during a game, so you don’t focus on or brood over your bad luck. 

However, you do control how you react to the bad luck, so you make sure to focus on the 

solutions to your bad luck rather than the bad luck itself.  

Staying in the present moment, blocking out external distractions, and concentrating only 

on the things you can directly control are the hallmarks of a focused player. An unfocused 

player will dwell on the past or worry about the future. An unfocused player will pay too 

much attention to the spectators watching their game or let their opponent’s comments and 

behavior get to them. An unfocused player will think too much about the result or get angry 

over their bad draws. A focused player does the opposite. A focused player immediately 

moves on from mistakes. A focused player only cares about the round they’re playing. A 

focused player doesn’t pay attention to external distractions. A focused player keeps their 

thoughts firmly on the things they can control and is always thinking about solutions.  
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One of the perfect examples in our game of a player utilizing the maximum of their ability 

to focus is a match that took place in the quarterfinals of the World Championships in 2006. 

Makahito Mihara from Japan was playing against, once again, Paulo Vitor Damo Da Rosa. 

Paulo was playing an aggressive Red-White creature/burn deck. Mihara was playing a Blue-

Red combo deck called Dragonstorm. In simple terms, the premise of Mihara’s deck was to 

cast a flurry of cheap spells so that he could make multiple copies of the card Dragonstorm, 

search his library for a bunch of dragon creature cards to put directly into play, and win the 

game by burning his opponent out in a single turn.  

Paulo and Mihara are playing a best of five series, and the series is tied 2-2, with the winner 

of the deciding game moving on to the semi-finals. On his 6th turn of the game, Mihara 

begins to combo off by casting Rite of Flame. The first Rite of Flame comes down. Then, 

Mihara casts a second one. The writing is now on the wall for Paulo. However, in the 

middle of going off with his combo, something strange and unexpected happens. After 

casting his second Rite of Flame, Mihara suddenly pauses, thinks for a second, and pulls the 

second Rite of Flame back into his hand. What’s happened? Unbelievably, Mihara has made 

a crucial mistake. He’s miscounted. He doesn’t have enough Mana to combo off and win.  

Mihara immediately recognizes he’s messed up. He can only net a total of 8 Mana, but he 

needs 9 Mana total to cast Dragonstorm. Mihara sees this, and a look of both panic and 

shock comes rushing over his face. His opponent Paulo, at first confused by what’s going on, 

eventually recognizes what’s happening and manages to crack a wry smile over Mihara’s 

newly unwanted predicament. With his plan now in tatters and the game teetering on the 

brink of failure, Mihara has to collect himself and try to find a way out of the mess he’s 

accidentally put himself into. After a brief moment of panic, Mihara does what great players 

do. He moves on from the mistake, refocuses himself, and looks for the solution.  

He comes up with a plan. In order to win the game, Mihara has to draw exactly a third Rite 

of Flame to be able to add enough Mana to his Mana pool to cast Dragonstorm. Not having 

one in his hand, he casts Repeal on one of Paulo’s creatures which allows him to bounce the 

creature and draw a card, hoping beyond hope to draw the third Rite of Flame. Upon 

drawing a card, what does he see? Unbelievably, it’s exactly what he needed, a third Rite of 

Flame! He casts the Rite of Flame, casts Dragonstorm, combos off, and wins the game to the 

utter amazement of both Paulo and everyone else. From there, he goes on to win the entire 

tournament. His ability to move on from his mistake and keep his mind focused in a crucial 

moment allowed him to win the game, and ultimately the World Championships.  
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Increasing Your Ability To Focus 

So, up to this point, we’ve talked extensively about what focus means in Magic, where it’s 

often utilized, and how to keep yourself focused both during your games and during the 

course of a tournament. However, knowing that you need to focus and being able to focus 

appropriately are two different things. Having said that, here are several great methods and 

exercises you can use to help yourself focus better during your games and tournaments.  

Exercise #1: Self-Talk - The absolute best way to help yourself focus to your maximum is 

to utilize your self-talk and your inner voice. The brain responds to commands, and 

whatever you talk about most inside your head is what your thoughts are much more likely 

to focus on. For example, if you notice that a crowd is watching you play and you constantly 

say things like, “There sure are a lot of people watching me” or “I hope I don’t mess up in 

front of all these people”, then your mind is constantly going to be focused on the 

spectators. Whatever you want to focus on most, talk about it in your head. What your 

thoughts focus on is what your brain will focus on.  

Exercise #2: Coins – For this exercise, grab a stack of coins. Any coins will do. To start, 

point your index finger straight up and hold it in that position. Grab a coin, place that coin 

flat on the tip of your finger, and keep the coin balanced on your finger for a count of thirty 

seconds. During the thirty seconds, keep your eyes locked on the coin. In your mind, 

describe what the coin looks like. Describe how the coin feels and the weight of the coin. 

After thirty seconds, place a second coin flat on top of the first one and balance both coins 

on your finger for thirty seconds. Again, describe the coins, how they look, and how they 

feel. Repeat this process over and over until you can no longer balance enough coins. If you 

do this exercise every day, your ability to narrow your focus will drastically improve. 

Exercise #3: Simulation – Grab a couple of Magic decks you have put together. Using 

cards from the two decks, lay out a complex board state onto a table. Utilize your focus by 

looking intently at each card on the battlefield, including the lands. Analyze the board state 

as deeply as you can. In your mind, talk about everything that you notice; how many lands 

are in play on both sides, how many creatures are in play on both sides, how many non-

creature cards are in play on both sides, etc. Then, put a random hand of seven cards on 

both sides of the table face down. Pick up the hand on your side, see what you have, and 

play out a turn just like you would in a real game, playing around the potential cards in your 

opponent’s hand. Once you finish the turn, look at your opponent’s hand and see how well 

you played the turn. Practicing focusing in simulation will help improve your game focus. 
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“Even with countless hours spent at the table play testing, not a lot of players 

manage to play a whole day without making a single misplay. And, it wouldn’t 

matter how much they play, as there will always be a time where they mess up. It 

comes down to one thing: Focus. If you’re not aware of how important Focus is, then 

you’ll never be able to win constantly in tournaments as you’ll never be able to play 

your best game.” 

Raphael Levy, World Magic Cup winner and Hall of Famer, said it best. If you’re not aware 

of how important focus is, you’ll never be able to play your best game. In this lesson, you’ve 

seen specific examples of what happens when a player both loses focus and gains focus at 

crucial moments in games, as well the astronomical difference that either losing your focus 

or keeping your focus can give you. Losing your focus in one crucial moment can be the 

difference between finishing 4th place and finishing 1st place at the Pro Tour. Keeping your 

focus in one crucial moment can be the difference between finishing 8th place and finishing 

1st place at the World Championships.  

Like we’ve discussed a number of times in this book up to this point, things like talent, skill, 

and ability will only take you so far. The mental aspect of your game will always end up 

making the difference. Yam Wing Chun is a talented, skilled, and technically abled Magic 

player. He proved that making the Top 4 of a Pro Tour, so his skill as a player is not in 

doubt whatsoever. Yet, none of that counted for anything because, in one crucial moment, 

he lost his focus, threw away a game that was 100% locked up and won, and lost out on a 

potential Pro Tour title in the process. Makahito Mihara is also a talented, skilled, and 

technically abled Magic player. Yet, he still managed to make a novice mistake by simply 

miscounting his Mana. His ability to move on from the mistake and keep his focus in one 

crucial moment is what ended up making the difference and allowed him to succeed. 

Work on your focus every chance you get. Whether you’re playing Magic Online from your 

home, playtesting down at your local shop, or playing round 1 of a Pro Tour, be consciously 

aware of what your thoughts are fixed on. Practice locking your eyes and vision on the board 

state. Practice visualizing lines of play and focusing on your decision-making process. 

Practice not being affected by external distractions. Practice blocking out the people 

watching your game and filtering out the noise around you. Practice immediately moving on 

from any mistakes you make without dwelling on them. Practice ignoring your opponent’s 

rude comments or behavior. Practice keeping your mind off the results and focusing on the 

process. The more you level up your focus, the more you’ll level yourself up as a player. 
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Lesson #5: Playing With Focus – Key Points From The Lesson 

-Focus is the ability to keep one’s thoughts completely fixed on one single thing at a 

time. It’s the ability to concentrate and lock your thoughts on a single target, a single 

moment, or a single task at hand.  

-The relevance of focus first begins when you arrive at the tournament venue. From 

the moment you walk through those doors until you leave through them at the end of 

the tournament, that tournament you’re playing in is the only thing on your mind. 

-Throughout the tournament, you only think of the round that’s immediately in front 

of you. You don’t think about rounds in the past or future rounds that don’t exist yet. 

-Throughout every match, you only think of the game that’s immediately in front of 

you. You don’t think about past games you’ve already played in the match or future 

games that haven’t been played yet. 

-The relevance of focus in turns is being able to immerse yourself and concentrate 

completely on the turn that’s currently being played, whether that’s by you or your 

opponent. 

-When a turn is finished, if you made a mistake, it’s important that you have the 

capacity to quickly learn from the mistake, and then just as quickly, refocus your mind 

and get it back in the present turn. 

-A truly focused mind is a mind that isn’t caught in the past or future. A truly focused 

mind is a mind that’s keenly aware of and concentrated on the here and now. A truly 

focused mind is a mind that can leave the past in the past and the future in the future 

where they belong. 

-A truly focused mind is a mind that blocks out spectators and filters out noise. A 

truly focused mind is a mind that doesn’t get caught up in the rude comments or toxic 

behavior of its opponent. A truly focused mind is a mind that’s not impacted or 

affected by external distractions. 

-Staying in the present moment at all times, blocking out external distractions, and 

concentrating only on the things that you can directly control are the hallmarks of a 

focused player.
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Lesson #6 

Avoiding Mental Burnout 

“Tournament Magic is taxing. It’s important to be in the right state of mind in 

order to play your best. How can you concentrate and play your best if you feel 

burned out, stressed out, and exhausted? These are not feelings that lend 

themselves to thoughtful problem-solving skills.” 

-Brian DeMars 

 

**** 

 

It’s round 5 of the Grand Prix. Every single round you’ve played up until this point has 

basically gone to time, which means you’ve been playing for nearly 5 hours straight up until 

this point. You’ve had very little rest in between rounds. It feels like it’s been a very long 

day. However, the day isn’t over yet. There are still 3 more rounds to go. As you begin play 

in round 6, you notice that you’re starting to feel tired, drained, and exhausted. You can’t 

think straight. Your thoughts are starting to become extremely muddled, and your ability to 

focus is almost completely shot. As a consequence of all of that, you make a number of silly 

mistakes that you normally wouldn’t make, and these silly mistakes end up costing you a 

match that you’d otherwise normally win.  

This is often times, unfortunately, an all too common story. Players will do fine in the early 

stages of a tournament, but then as the tournament progresses, they find their energy levels 

quickly dissipating. This drain on their energy causes them to lose a lot of mental energy as 

well, making it harder to think, concentrate, and focus. With their physical and mental 

energy on the wane, they start to make mistakes they wouldn’t normally make and lose 

games they wouldn’t normally lose. Not only that, the loss in mental energy can also mean a 

loss of emotional control, making it easier for them to indulge in negative emotions.
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In these modern times, Magic tournaments are a marathon, not a sprint. As the game 

continues to grow, tournament fields continue to grow as well. Grand Prix tournaments 

these days average over 1,000 players. Pro Tours will average anywhere from 500-600 

players. With such enormous fields, that means that players will be playing many multiple 

rounds in a single day, meaning that players will inevitably experience longer playing days, 

putting their physical and mental capacities to the test. If you’re going to be a modern day 

competitive Magic player, being able to avoid physical and mental burnout when competing 

in tournaments is absolutely essential to your success.  

To figure out how to avoid burnout, it helps to start by analyzing the mind and body and 

how much energy they burn by looking at some numbers. In a day with very little to zero 

physical activity, the body burns, on average, around 1,300 calories. This is called RMR, or 

Resting Metabolic Rate. Although the brain only accounts for 2% of the body’s total weight, 

it demands 20% of its available energy, and that’s only for keeping things in order and taking 

care of basic bodily functions such as regulating your breathing, keeping your heart 

pounding, etc. That means that your brain burns around 260 calories per day, or 10.83 

calories per hour. And again, that’s just for basic bodily functions and upkeep.  

However, what happens when the brain kicks into full gear and is forced to work hard, such 

as when you’re playing games of Magic? Those numbers ramp upwards in a pretty 

impressive way. When thinking hard, the brain burns around 1.5 calories per minute. A 

round of Magic lasts around 50 minutes. That means that, when playing Magic, your brain is 

burning around 75 calories per round of Magic. Let’s say you’re playing a Grand Prix that’s 

15 rounds long, along with a Top 8, Top 4, and finals. That means that, if you go all the way 

to the finals, by the end of the tournament, you’ll have burnt around 900 calories, and 

that’s purely just from your brain thinking hard. That doesn’t account for all of the walking 

around you do during the course of the weekend.  

Let’s put those numbers into perspective a bit. Riding a bicycle at about 15mph for one hour 

burns around 900 calories. Running at 7mph for one hour burns around 900 calories. 

Kickboxing for one hour burns around 900 calories. Playing soccer competitively for one 

hour burns around 900 calories. Swimming fast for one hour burns around 900 calories. 

This means that playing in one single Grand Prix over the course of one single weekend uses 

the same amount of energy as riding a bike for an hour, running for an hour, kickboxing for 

an hour, playing soccer competitively for an hour, or swimming fast for an hour. That’s 

pretty astounding. This shows just how serious of an issue burnout can be in tournaments.  
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As a tournament progresses, the need for performing your best becomes greater and 

greater. Round after round, you move closer and closer to the Top 8, then the Top 4, and 

then the finals. Externally, the stakes get higher and higher with each round, and the 

matches become more and more important. All of this means that being able to keep 

yourself in a peak state both physically and mentally becomes more and more important as 

the tournament progresses and you want to do everything you can keep yourself in as peak 

of a state both physically and mentally as you possibly can as you move into the latter stages 

of the tournament. Let’s look at some of the best ways to keep yourself in a peak physical 

and mental state come the latter stages of a tournament so that you can avoid burning out 

during the most crucial stages of a tournament. 

 

Utilize Controlled breathing 

The concept of meditation has been around for centuries, if not thousands of years. In the 

Indus Valley, archaeologists discovered evidence of meditation in wall art dating from 

approximately 5,000 to 3,500 BCE. The images depict people sitting in what many of us 

would recognize as meditation postures. In other words, the figures sat on the ground with 

crossed legs, hands resting on their knees, and their eyes slightly narrowed but not 

completely closed. There are also descriptions of meditation techniques found in Indian 

scriptures dating back to around 3,000 years ago. 

Meditation is essentially just conscious, controlled breathing. Now, of course, I’m not 

asking you to sit down on the floor, cross your legs, and meditate in the middle of a Magic 

tournament. However, you can still reap the benefits of meditation by skipping some of the 

other elements and just utilizing the controlled breathing aspect. Our breathing is normally 

controlled by our brains subconsciously and automatically without our direct awareness. 

However, you can take control of the breathing process at any time. And, by doing so, you 

can take advantage of a range of very useful performance-related benefits.  

In today’s modern times, the benefits of meditation, or controlled breathing, are being well 

and firmly established from a scientific perspective. In the world of sport, for example, 

sports psychologists and mental coaches such as myself make controlled breathing a pivotal 

part of their athlete’s performance routines. Every client I have across every spectrum of 

sport all practice and utilize controlled breathing as part of both their preparation for 

performance and during their performance. Let’s look at some of the benefits it gives you. 
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1) Controlling your breathing alleviates fear, stress, and pain – When you 

intentionally control your breathing, you release potent neurotransmitters and brain 

chemicals called endorphins. Endorphins interact with the opiate receptors in the brain to 

reduce your perception of fear, stress, and pain. Studies have shown that consciously 

controlling your breathing literally reduces the density of brain tissue associated with anxiety 

and worrying. As a Magic player, this makes controlled breathing a fantastic exercise when 

you find yourself in high pressure situations like those that occur in the latter stages of a 

tournaments as the stakes get higher. 

2) Controlling your breathing increases your ability to be calm and relaxed – Not only 

does consciously controlling your breathing release endorphins into your body to manage 

fear, nerves, and stress, it also activates what’s called the parasympathetic nervous system. 

The parasympathetic nervous system is what’s responsible for regulating your “fight or 

flight” response that you feel in tense situations and counter-acts that by executing a 

relaxation response. By consciously controlling your breathing, you create a relaxation 

response that helps to counteract nerves and tension and that allows you to remain calm and 

relaxed in tense games. 

3) Controlling your breathing increases your ability to memorize information – 

Consciously controlling your breathing helps to greater activate your limbic system, which is 

the area of your brain responsible for regulating your focus, concentration, and memory. 

Controlling your breathing will not only help prevent you from being unnecessarily 

distracted, but it can also help you to better store and consolidate new information 

throughout your games. 

4) Controlling your breathing increases your ability to make decisions – As you know, 

the ability to make decisions is kind of a big deal in Magic. Consciously controlling your 

breathing helps to increase and improve the functioning of your brain’s decision-making 

centers, helping you to make more correct decisions in the latter stages of a tournament as 

opposed to bad ones. 

5) Controlling your breathing increases your ability to be creative – Creativity is also 

important in Magic, and not just in a deck building sense. Whenever you find yourself in a 

complex game state during your games, you need creativity in order to see various lines of 

play and to come up with solutions. Consciously controlling your breathing helps to increase 

your ability to be creative. Studies have shown that people who practice controlled 

breathing score higher on tasks where creativity is needed than those who don’t. 
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Physically Relax During Your Matches 

The actual playing area in any given Magic tournament isn’t always the most comfortable 

space. Players are often times tightly packed onto tables side by side, the chairs are foldout 

metal chairs, and there isn’t much room for the body to keep loose and relaxed. Because of 

all of that, it makes it that much more important that you find ways to keep your physical 

body as loose and relaxed as possible. The more you keep your body and your muscles 

tensed up during your games, the more body and muscle fatigue you’re going to experience 

later on the tournament. I’ve actually seen players experience debilitating leg cramps at the 

table due to poor posture.  

When playing, try sitting in a way that’s not overly rigid or cumbersome. Don’t slouch your 

shoulders are arch your back too much, as curving your spine can put undue stress on both 

your upper and lower back. Using the back support of the chair is your best bet, but be 

mindful to sit reasonably straight when doing so, with your shoulders up. In mentioning the 

shoulders, make sure to keep your shoulders relaxed as well. When it comes to your legs, 

don’t sit with your legs crossed or tucked underneath each other. Many players will often 

times tuck one of their legs underneath the other and essentially squash their leg with the 

upper half of their body. Try to keep your legs free, loose, and relaxed during your games as 

often as possible. 

The most used part of your body during a game of Magic, besides the brain, is undoubtedly 

your hands. You want to keep your hands as rested as possible. This means giving up one of 

the most iconic sights in Magic: Stop flicking the cards in your hand so much! As often as 

possible, when you don’t need to look at the cards in your hand, I’d advise that you put your 

hand on the table, spread out your cards so your opponent knows how many cards you have, 

and rest your hands on the table or in your lap. I know it might sound silly, but flicking your 

hand a ton requires using valuable physical and mental energy to do, energy you could be 

applying to your actual game thoughts and decisions. 

Not only is this good for giving your hands a rest, but it also allows you to focus and 

concentrate better, as constantly flicking the cards in your hand requires some amount of 

both mental energy and focus to do, all for something that is essentially a pointless habit and 

more often than not serves as nothing more than a nervous tick. Calming and relaxing your 

hands will not only keep your hands rested, but it will also help to calm, relax, and rest your 

mind, as it’s one less thing your mind needs to worry about doing and spending precious 

energy on.  
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Remove Yourself From The Playing Area 

Magic tournaments can be very compacted, tight, and chaotic. As mentioned earlier, there 

are roughly 1,000 players playing in the same space at a Grand Prix and around 600 players 

playing in the same space at a Pro Tour. At things like FNM’s and PPTQ’s, players can be 

forced to play in small game shops where many players are crammed together. This can 

make the tournament playing space a very suffocating space. Also, with so many bodies 

constantly occupying the same tournament space, the air can easily become very heavy, 

dense, and stuffy.  

Between rounds, and especially after any long hard matches, one of the best things you can 

do to help yourself stay fresh is to remove yourself from the playing area and get yourself 

outside of the tournament space. This can be anything from simply going into another room 

by yourself or going completely outside of the building to get some fresh air. In either case, 

it’s important to get away from all of the commotion and all of the noise so that you can 

detox your mind, allow your brain to rest, and give you an opportunity to collect your 

thoughts.  

 

Low Intensity Movement 

There have been enough studies done that show that physical exercise, even something as 

simple as walking, is very healthy for the brain. Just walking briskly for a short time has been 

shown to increase focus and concentration. Images from brain scans that were taken when 

people were exercising have shown that, when people go for a walk, brain activity becomes 

fired up in the areas of the brain that are responsible for concentration and attention. 

Walking has also been shown to boost creativity in the brain by upwards of 60% compared 

to those who are sitting constantly. 

Having said that, when you have enough time between rounds, a great way to keep your 

mind focused and attentive is to head outside and go for a short, brisk walk. If you’re playing 

at a large venue like a convention center, go outside and walk around the building. If you’re 

playing at your local shop, walk to get food somewhere close by instead of driving your car 

to get food. On top of walking, you can do some other forms of low intensity movements. 

Find a space for yourself to do 10 jumping jacks or 10 pushups. Doing these kinds of low 

intensity movements will fire up your focus and keep your brain alert and attentive.  
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Eat & Hydrate Appropriately 

As the competitive and professional game becomes a bit more sophisticated and the 

standards players demand from themselves increases, players are slowly starting to 

understand the importance of eating the right foods and drinking the right liquids during 

tournament play. However, it’s something that many players still don’t do well enough. 

During tournaments, many players are eating things like sweets, snacks, or fast food. 

They’re drinking things like soda, sugary juices, or energy drinks. All of this stuff is pure 

junk that isn’t conducive to maximum performance. With tournaments getting more 

difficult and longer, eating and hydrating appropriately becomes more essential to success. 

Tournament venues are certainly never going to help with this. Local game stores often sell 

things like Cheetos, Oatmeal Cream Pies, and Peanut Butter Crackers. Many local game 

stores even carry food menus of nearby restaurants or take-out places. They sell drinks like 

Diet Coke, Chocolate Milk, and Red Bull. When playing at Grand Prix’s or Pro Tours, the 

convention centers and tournament sites will have food vendors setup on location, but 

again, almost every single one of them is selling junk food such as pizza, hotdogs, tacos, and 

hot pretzels. They’re also selling junk drinks such as Pepsi, Mountain Dew, Gatorade, and 

Monster energy drinks.  

99% of the food available on-location at tournaments is either filled with empty calories or 

is hot, heavy food that sits in the stomach and takes extra energy for your body to break 

down and digest. Energy that you could be using towards your actual performance is instead 

having to be used to break down empty, unhealthy food. 99% of the drinks available on-

location at tournaments are essentially either pure sugar or pure caffeine, both of which are 

good for a short term boost in energy levels but that come with the inevitable sugar or 

caffeine crash later in the day.  

When competing in tournaments, you want to always bring your own foods and your own 

liquids. You want to bring foods that are energizing, light, and filled with healthy calories. 

Foods such as peanuts, trail mix, and bananas are great because not only are they energizing, 

light, and healthy, but they also have a high satiation index, meaning that they’ll make you 

feel more full for longer and prevent unhealthy food cravings. In terms of liquids, nothing 

beats plain, ordinary water. If you fail to prepare adequately enough and have no choice but 

to purchase food and drinks on location, then make sure to stay away from any food that is 

heavy and stay away from any drinks that are loaded with sugar or caffeine. In the end, a 

good rule of thumb is if it’s available at the tournament, don’t buy it and don’t consume it.  
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Get Enough Sleep 

You’ve been there before, haven’t you? It’s a Friday night, and you have a big tournament 

coming up the next day. However, you’re up until midnight or 1:00am testing or still trying 

to figure out what deck you’re going to play. You don’t end up going to bed until 1:00am or 

2:00am, and you have to be up at 7:00am the next day for the tournament. As a result, you 

get little to no sleep and are basically no more than a walking zombie for the entire duration 

of the day on Saturday. Because you got so little sleep, you have to dump every kind of 

energy-boosting source you can find into your body, and almost all of it is unhealthy junk 

that isn’t conducive for performance.  

Before an event such as a Grand Prix, Pro Tour, or World Championships, you will find 

many players that will spend as much as 12 hours a day testing for days or weeks leading up 

to the event. We discussed earlier in this lesson the amount of work that the brain puts in 

when playing intensive games of Magic and how many calories that can burn. When the 

brain is functioning that hard day in day out, it needs to appropriately rest so that it can 

recover and allow for it to regain its ability to function optimally again the next day. That 

cannot happen if you do not give yourself and your brain the necessary amount of sleep it 

needs to recover and recuperate.  

The benefits of sleeping appropriately are well established and wide-ranging. It keeps your 

heart healthy, as the more you sleep the less stress hormones you produce and the less your 

heart has to work. It keeps your immune system strong, as it keeps the immune cells and 

proteins of your immune system in fighting shape. It helps to prevent headaches and 

migraines. It helps to elevate your mood and stave off crankiness. It increases your ability to 

learn and to retain information. And, most importantly, it keeps your brain from burning 

out, as improved concentration and higher cognitive functioning are linked to good sleep.   

What is the appropriate amount of sleep that you need? That depends on your age. For 

teenagers between the ages of 14-17, the optimal amount of sleep is anywhere from 8-10 

hours a night, with 7-11 hours of sleep being acceptable. For young adults between the ages 

of 18-25, the optimal amount of sleep is anywhere from 7-9 hours a night, with 6-10 hours 

of sleep being acceptable. For adults between the ages of 26-64, the optimal amount of sleep 

is anywhere from 7-9 hours of sleep a night, with 6 ½ - 9 ½ hours of sleep being acceptable. 

So, the amount of sleep you need to optimally perform when playing Magic is dependent on 

your age. As often as you can, be sure to follow the best guidelines for your age and get the 

correct amount of sleep you need so that you can perform as well as you possibly can. 
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Exercise Regularly 

Exercising regularly doesn’t have to mean doing something intensive such as lifting heavy 

weights or running 10 miles a day. It can be something as simple as going for a walk or 

casually riding a bike for 30 minutes each day. In either case, just like with sleep, the 

benefits of good exercise are well-established and enormous. They include the following:   

-Treats mild/moderate depression as effectively as anti-depressant medication 

-Releases endorphins that help to reduce anxiety 

-Reduces physical tension and mental stress 

-Reduces the symptoms of ADHD 

-Improves concentration and memory 

-Sharpens thinking, focus, and decision-making 

-Increases confidence 

-Elevates mood 

-Prevents cognitive decline 

-Boosts creativity and imagination 

-Helps to promote better sleep 

-Increases physical and emotional pain tolerance 

-Fosters mental resilience 

The more you exercise regularly, the healthier your brain unquestionably becomes. The 

healthier your brain becomes, the better it can perform for you during Magic tournaments. 

Not only will it perform better, but it will be able to perform better for longer periods of 

time and not burn out as quickly. How much should you exercise? Like with sleep, it 

depends on your age. If you’re between the ages of 13-17, it’s recommended that you get at 

least 60 minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity daily. If you’re between the ages 

of 18-65, it’s recommended that you get at least 150 minutes of moderate to vigorous 

physical activity per week. As you’ve seen above, the benefits of physical exercise on the 

brain are outstanding, so don’t neglect it. This goes beyond just benefitting your Magic. 
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Every single one of these methods applies to when you’re playing Magic Online as well. In 

fact, almost all of them are easier to implement when playing Magic Online tournaments. At 

different times during your games, take a moment to pause and do thirty seconds to a 

minute of deep breathing. Try to use a comfortable, supportive chair when playing so you 

can be relaxed and comfortable. If you’re playing in a league, take a break between matches 

and either relax for a bit or go for a short walk outside, then come back and play your next 

league match. And, keep some healthy food and water next to you at your desk that you can 

consume to keep yourself energized and hydrated during your games. 

You can utilize all of these different methods for avoiding mental burnout, or you can simply 

utilize the ones that you prefer most. Also, some of them are purely contextual and can 

really only be applied in certain situations. For example, if you only have 3-5 minutes 

between one round and the next, you can’t realistically go outside for a walk and remove 

yourself from the tournament area for any length of time. However, some of them are 

methods that you can use in any context, regardless of how much time you have between 

rounds. Even if you have no time between rounds, you can do one minute of deep breathing 

while sitting at the table and shuffling for your next match. You can eat the right foods and 

drink the right liquids both at and away from the tables throughout the day.  

As modern day competitive or professional player, you have to compare yourself to a long 

distance runner. Once again, Magic tournaments are a marathon, not a sprint. You have to 

take care of and optimize both your body and mind for those long tournaments because if 

your body and mind starts to break down later in the tournament, then your performance 

level is going to break down right along with it. When that happens, you’ll be much more 

prone to making silly, unusual mistakes that you wouldn’t normally make and you’ll risk 

throwing away games that you normally would play just fine. And, it’ll happen in crucial 

rounds where making silly, unusual mistakes will be extra punishing.  

So, before and during your tournament performances, I highly encourage you to utilize any 

and all of these methods, as they’ll go a long way towards staving off mental burnout and 

help to keep you in a peak physical and mental state for the entire duration of a tournament, 

whether that tournament be one day or multiple days. This is one of the elements of the 

game where your success in the game has nothing to do with the cards but everything to do 

with how you manage yourself and your performance. You have to think of these things as 

something that you utilize as part of your overall performance routine and not just 

occasionally. Avoiding mental burnout will help you to avoid many unnecessary losses. 
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Lesson #6: Avoiding Mental Burnout – Key Points From The Lesson 

-If you’re going to be a modern day competitive Magic player, being able to avoid 

physical and mental burnout when competing in tournaments is absolutely essential 

to your success. 

-When thinking hard, the brain burns around 1.5 calories per minute. A round of 

Magic lasts around 50 minutes. That means that, when playing Magic, your brain is 

burning around 75 calories per round of Magic. Let’s say you’re playing a Grand Prix 

that’s 15 rounds long, along with a Top 8, Top 4, and finals. That means that, if you 

go all the way to the finals, by the end of the tournament, you’ll have burnt around 

900 calories. 

-Deep, controlled breathing can help alleviate fear and stress, increase your ability to 

focus, help you to better memorize information, keep yourself more calm and relaxed, 

improve your decision-making, and help boost your creativity. You can do controlled 

breathing both between rounds and during your games.   

-Keep your body as relaxed as possible during your games. Use the support of the 

chair to sit straight and keep your shoulders relaxed. Don’t sit with a curved spine 

and allow your legs to be loose. And, don’t spend unnecessary energy and focus 

constantly flicking the cards in your hand. Let your hands rest on the table or in your 

lap as much as possible.  

-Between rounds, and especially after any long hard matches, one of the best things 

you can do to help yourself stay fresh is to remove yourself from the playing area and 

get yourself outside of the tournament space. This can be anything from simply going 

into another room by yourself or going completely outside of the building to get some 

fresh air. 

-Be sure to get an appropriate amount of sleep, with anywhere from 7-10 hours of 

sleep being the most beneficial amount, depending on your age. Also be sure to 

exercise regularly, with anywhere from 60-150 minutes of moderate to vigorous 

exercise daily/weekly, again depending on your age. 

-Stay away from tournament food and drinks. Always bring your own food and drinks 

with you to tournaments. Light, energizing, healthy foods are always best. Nothing 

beats plain old water. Stay away from heavy foods and sugary/caffeinated drinks.
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Lesson #7 

Coping With Results 

“Champions have to deal with losing, too. How you handle losing and how you 

respond and react to it will go a long way toward determining your ability to 

succeed as a Magic player down the road.” 

-Darwin Kastle 

 
**** 

 

In the finals of the 2013 World Championships, Shahar Shenhar and Reid Duke were 

battling it out in a best of five series to see who would become the game’s next World 

Champion. The format was Modern. Shahar was playing a Blue-White-Red control deck, 

with Reid being on a Green-White Hexproof deck. Reid manages to race out with a game 1 

win and a game 2 win, going up 2-0 in the series. All he has to do is win one more game out 

of any of the next three and he’s the World Champion. However, despite being 2-0 down, 

Shahar properly copes with the situation. He remains calm and he doesn’t let being in 

the hole 2-0 affect him. He claws back game three to make it 2-1, then claws back game two 

to make it 2-2. After being down 2-0 and one loss away from losing, Shahar manages to 

overturn that 2-0 deficit and win 3-2 to become the World Champion.  

A year before the World Championships in 2013, Reid competed in the 2012 Player’s 

Championship. At that tournament, Reid could only manage to put together a shocking 2-10 

record, one of the worst if not the worst tournament performance he’s ever had. However, 

Reid properly coped with this terrible result. He used it as a source of learning and 

motivation going forward. Using that experience as fuel, he grinded out the remaining Pro 

Points he needed in order to qualify for the 2013 World Championships, and better yet, it 

came down to the last match in the last event of the season in order for him to get there!
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For traditional athletes, the most important characteristic of being an elite level athlete is 

their ability to react properly to their results. It’s what defines their careers. The best, most 

successful athletes are those that are able to use their painful results as a source of learning 

and fuel. Losing and failure makes them want to go at it again even more, not less. The 

worst, least successful athletes are those that allow themselves to become victims and feel 

sorry for themselves after a painful loss, neither learning from the experience nor using the 

experience as a source of fuel and motivation. Losing and failure makes them want to go at it 

again even less, not more. 

I believe it’s the same in competitive and professional Magic. The best, most successful 

players in the game are those that have been able to grind through their most painful losses, 

use them as a source of learning and fuel, and continue to press on forward. Unfortunately 

however, many players will do the opposite. Their losses and painful results kill them off. 

They allow the pain of losing to destroy them, not drive them. As a consequence and often 

times beyond their own realization, this lack of ability to properly cope with their bad 

results keeps them down and prevents them from moving to the next level as players within 

the game.  

Having said all of that, it’s just as important to also be able to cope with great results. In 

fact, winning and success can be just as detrimental as losing and failure. Where losing and 

failure can cause a player to lose confidence and belief in themselves, winning and success 

can cause a player to let those things go to their head, inflate their ego, and allow themselves 

to become too complacent. Not only that, their success can become a vice and they can 

become addicted to it. This causes them to develop a sense of paranoia over losing their 

success, causing them to feel more pressure, nervousness, anxiety, or stress out of a fear of 

not being able to hold onto the success they’ve managed to accumulate.  

Great athletes and great players have the capacity to cope with both losing and winning, 

with both failure and success. They’re able to maintain a relatively neutral, level-headed 

mental and emotional state. They don’t allow themselves to get too low when they lose, and 

they don’t allow themselves to get too high when they win. Now, is this to say you 

shouldn’t feel any emotion whatsoever when you win or lose? Of course not. That’s nearly 

impossible. It’s fine to feel disappointed when you lose and to feel great when you win. The 

key, once again, as always, is balance. If your results, whether good or bad, are causing you 

to get stuck in emotional states that are too low or too high, then you’ve lost that balance.  
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When it comes to losing, you don’t want to be a 0 and you don’t want to be a 10. Being a 0 

means that losing means absolutely nothing to you. Losing doesn’t cause any kind of reaction 

within you whatsoever and you don’t care to learn from your losses to see how you can 

improve. However, you also don’t want to be a 10. Being a 10 means that losing causes you 

to plummet into the sewers. You overreact to your losses, feed into destructive emotions, 

and all those emotions to take over. You want to be a 5. Being a 5 means you have 

emotional balance. When you lose, you feel a tinge of disappointment, but it doesn’t go 

beyond that. You don’t overreact and indulge in negative emotions such as anger or rage. 

 

 

 

 

 

When it comes to winning, you don’t want to be a 0 and you don’t want to be a 10. Being 0 

means that winning means absolutely nothing to you. Winning doesn’t cause any kind of 

positive reaction within you whatsoever. However, you also don’t want to be a 10. Being a 

10 means that you allow winning to go to your head, you become emotionally dependent or 

addicted to winning, and you become paranoid of failing and losing your success. You want 

to be a 5. Being a 5 means that, although you care about winning, you don’t allow yourself 

to get too high when success comes your way. You keep your feet on the ground, you stay 

humble, and you don’t allow yourself to become paranoid of losing the success you’ve 

managed to obtain.  
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One of the most pervasive myths and biggest forms of orthodoxy is the idea that, when you 

lose, it’s virtuous for you to get angry, upset, and mad. You’re doing a noble thing for 

yourself by getting frustrated and emotional when you lose. Don’t buy into that. There’s 

nothing virtuous or noble about getting angry, upset, or mad when you lose. It comes from 

the false idea that, by getting angry when you lose, it means you care about the loss. 

Getting angry or emotional when you lose doesn’t mean you care about losing. What 

determines whether or not you care about losing has nothing to do with your emotional 

reaction when you lose. It has everything to do with your actions following the loss.  

For example, let’s say you lose, and when you lose, you get really angry, upset, and mad 

with yourself or at the game. But then, after getting emotional, you don’t actually do 

anything else. You don’t try to learn from the loss. You don’t try to understand what 

happened so that you can grow and improve. You don’t use the loss as fuel and motivation 

to get better and keep pressing forward. You just get angry and nothing more. In that 

scenario, you can tell yourself that you care about the loss as much as you want. The fact of 

that matter is that you don’t. If you did, you’d try to learn from it, understand it, grow 

from it, and use it in a positive way going forward. You’d take some kind of positive action. 

On the opposite side of that, let’s say you lose, and when you lose, you don’t allow yourself 

get angry, upset, or mad at all with yourself or the game. But then, after the loss, you 

actually do something about it. You try to learn from the loss. You try to understand 

what happened so that you can grow and improve. You use the loss as fuel and motivation to 

become a better player and keep pressing forward. You don’t allow yourself to indulge in 

unhelpful negative emotions. You just focus on analyzing the loss, getting the solutions you 

need going forward, and then commit to applying those solutions in future games. In that 

scenario, you care much more about the loss then when you just got upset and did nothing. 

Now, some people will say, “Well, what if I get angry, upset, and mad but also actually do 

something about it by learning from the loss, understanding it, and using it as fuel going 

forward?” My answer to that is simple: You can do all of those positive things without 

the anger and negative emotions. You don’t need to get angry, upset, or mad in order to 

learn from a loss, understand it, and use it as fuel for motivation. Those emotions simply 

aren’t necessary, or helpful, for that process. Again, feeling disappointed is fine. There’s 

nothing wrong with being a bit disappointed you didn’t win. However, indulging in anger or 

frustration after a loss is unnecessary, unhelpful, and it’s letting your emotions go too far. 
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This is difficult for many people to accept, because for most of our lives, we’ve been 

indoctrinated by society to equate caring with emotions. It’s been continuously hammered 

into our heads that the more you feel towards something the more it means you care about 

it. Again, nothing could be further from the truth, and you’re going to level yourself up 

both as a person and as a Magic player when you overcome this dogma and move yourself 

away from it. Your feelings are not what determine whether or not you care about 

something. Your actions are what determine whether or not you care about 

something.  

Let’s say you decide that you want to lost some weight, get fit, and start living a healthy 

lifestyle. You tell yourself every day, “Losing weight, getting fit, and living a healthy lifestyle 

means everything to me! It’s something I REALLY care about!” But then, you never actually 

take any meaningful action. You don’t exercise. You don’t eat well. You don’t look after 

yourself. And, you don’t make any meaningful changes to your habits and routines. You can 

tell yourself that you care about losing weight, getting fit, and living a healthy lifestyle as 

much as you want. Your actions, or lack thereof, show that you don’t care about those 

things nearly as much as you feel that you do.  

Let’s say you have aspirations of making the Pro Tour and you dream of becoming a full-

time pro. You tell yourself every day, “Becoming a professional player and playing on the 

Pro Tour means everything to me! It’s something that I REALLY care about!” But then, you 

never actually take any meaningful action. You don’t playtest. You don’t practice. You 

don’t research or study the game. You don’t put in nearly enough of the work that’s 

required to reach that level. You can tell yourself that you care about making the Pro Tour 

and becoming a pro player until you’re blue in the face. Your actions, or lack thereof, show 

that you don’t care about that nearly as much as you feel that you do.  

Taking action and doing something means you care. If you say you care about losing 

weight, getting fit, and living healthy, and then you start exercising, eating well, and looking 

after yourself, THAT means you care. If you say you care about playing on the Pro Tour, 

and then you start playtesting, practicing, studying the game, and putting in the work, 

THAT means you care. If you lose a tournament final, and when you lose, you smile, laugh 

it off, and then immediately consult your notes, analyze the match, learn from your 

mistakes, and move forward in a positive way, THAT means you care. In those scenarios, 

your words and feelings mean nothing. Your ACTIONS are what mean something. 
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When Shahar Shenhar was down 2-0 in the finals of the 2013 World Championships, what 

showed that he cared about winning that match had nothing to do with whatever emotions 

he felt about the situation. What showed that he cared about winning that match was the 

actions he put forth to try and overcome the 2-0 deficit he was in. His actions in remaining 

calm, analyzing the situation, formulating a strategy, and executing his plans are what 

showed he cared about coming from behind and winning that match. Had he done the 

opposite, gotten angry, let his emotions get the best of him, and throw in the towel, then 

that would have shown that he didn’t care about winning that match.  

When Reid Duke walked away from the 2012 Player’s Championship with a 2-10 record, 

one of the worst tournament results in his career, what showed he cared about that bad 

result had nothing to do with whatever emotions he felt about that result. What showed he 

cared about that bad result was the actions he put forth to use that experience in a positive 

way. His actions in analyzing that tournament, looking at the mistakes he made, learning 

from that experience, and using that bad result as a source of fuel and motivation going 

forward is what showed he cared about that bad result. Had he done the opposite, gotten 

angry, let his emotions get the best of him, and given up on trying to make the 2013 World 

Championships, that would have shown he didn’t care about that bad result.  

I know I’m harping on and on about his, but I just want to make sure that you fully 

understand how important this is. Never let yourself think that getting angry or upset means 

you care about something. It doesn’t. Not even your words mean you care about something. 

Only your actions do. If you care about your losses, then prove it by staying calm, analyzing 

your games, learning from them, and using them as fuel going forward. If you care about 

becoming a better player, then prove it by doing all of the playtesting, practicing, 

competing, and studying of the game that’s required to become a better player. 

So, what are the best ways to cope with the results you experience in Magic? What are the 

best ways to deal with both losing and winning, whether it’s during a tournament or 

multiple tournaments in a row? As I mentioned earlier, the ability to handle and mentally 

cope with the results you experience each round during a tournament is going to go an 

extremely long way towards determining whether or not you succeed or fail in that 

tournament, and the ability to handle and mentally cope with your overall tournament 

results is going to go an extremely long way towards determining whether or not you 

succeed or fail in your career as player. Let’s look at the best ways to cope with results.  
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Coping With Losing 

1) Do not overly indulge in any negative emotions after losing - When you lose, it’s 

perfectly natural and acceptable to experience a feeling of disappointment. That feeling of 

disappointment shows that you take that game seriously and tried to do your best. However, 

you should never allow your emotional state to go beyond feeling disappointed. Once you 

start overly indulging in feelings of anger, frustration, or resentment, it’s very easy to trap 

yourself in a cycle of negative of emotions, and once that happens, that can be very difficult 

to get out from. It’s fine to be disappointed. It’s not fine to be angry. 

2) Never view your losses as a reflection of yourself – Another easy thing to do when you 

lose is to take your losses and turn them into a reflection of yourself and your abilities as a 

player. Just because you’ve lost or just because you’ve been losing doesn’t mean that you’ve 

suddenly turned into a bad player. You haven’t. You haven’t lost your ability, and you 

haven’t forgotten how to play Magic. Losing is something that happens to absolutely every 

single player, and on top of that, it’s completely unavoidable. It’s going to happen to you 

sometimes whether you want it to or not. It’s simply part of the process of playing high level 

Magic. When you lose, don’t allow your losses to make you think you’re a bad player. 

3) Always see losing as a growth opportunity – When losing is seen as a reflection of 

yourself, it becomes destructive. When losing is seen as a growth opportunity, it becomes 

constructive. You’re able to take something negative, turn it around, and use it to your 

advantage. Losing should always be seen as an opportunity to learn, to grow, to become a 

better player, and to continue your journey of becoming the best player you can possibly be. 

It sounds odd, but in a way, you should welcome losing. You obviously don’t try to lose, 

but when it does happen, you see it for what it is: An opportunity for you to grow and to 

become a better player. You welcome it and embrace it as a chance to learn and improve. 

4) Disconnect the past from the present and the future – Too often, players will make 

the mistake of thinking that, because they’ve been losing, they’re essentially guaranteed to 

keep losing. Never forget that past results have absolutely no bearing on present or future 

results. There’s no connection whatsoever between the results from the past and the results 

you can acquire in the future. You can lose your first three rounds of a tournament and still 

win the next twelve. You can scrub out of three Pro Tours in a row and win the fourth one. 

When you lose, make sure to never carry your losses with you mentally into your next 

round or next tournament. Leave them in the past where they belong.  
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I believe it was the one and only Master Yoda that said it best: “Fear is the path to the 

dark side. Fear leads to anger. Anger leads to hate. Hate leads to suffering.” In the 

first lesson on mindset, we talked about The Mindset Cycle and how a negative, poisonous 

mindset will cause a downward spiral in performances and results. That’s why it’s important 

to not allow yourself to overly indulge in negative, destructive emotions such as anger, 

frustration, and fear when you lose. The more you indulge in those emotions, the more 

poisonous and destructive your mindset becomes, which will only hurt your performance 

levels and results going forward. 

As a Magic player, you are your own best friend, best teammate, and best ally. When you 

lose and things go downhill a bit, one of the last things you ever want to do is to stop being 

your own best friend, best teammate, and best ally and suddenly turn into your own worst 

enemy. You don’t want to turn on yourself and starting doubting your skill and your 

capability as a player. Again, losing doesn’t mean you’ve become a bad player or forgotten 

how to play Magic. Once you reach a certain level, you don’t lose that level. It’s always 

there. If you find yourself not playing to that level, it’s almost always because that level is 

being hidden or suppressed by a poor mindset or attitude. Or, sometimes you simply lose 

because of variance or because you simply had a bad game, nothing more.  

Paul Rietzl is one of the game’s best ever players. He’s won a Pro Tour, Top 8’d three more 

Pro Tours, has won close to $300,000 in earnings throughout his career, and is in the Hall 

of Fame. He once said, “For me, there’s no real substitute for losing. I learn a lot by 

just playing a lot and losing.” With that kind of outlook, I don’t find it any coincidence 

that Paul has had the kind of career he’s had. He sees losing as a positive, not something to 

fear. He sees losing as an opportunity to learn, to improve, to grow, and to become a better 

player. By viewing your losses in this way, you take away their power to hurt you.  

“The way things have always been is the way things are always going to be.” It can be 

very easy to be lured into this fallacy. It can be very easy to think that, because you’ve lost 

or have been losing, that you’re going to lose again or continue losing. This just simply isn’t 

true. There is no connection between past results and future results. Every single game, 

every single round, every single tournament, and every single performance is completely 

unique. You have to see every game, every round, every tournament, and every 

performance as its own unique situation. The only connection that exists between all of 

those things is the connection that you create between them in your own mind.  
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Coping With Winning 

1) Do not let winning go to your head – It’s perfectly fine to feel good about winning and 

to celebrate it a bit, but what you always have to make sure you avoid is letting the fact that 

you’re winning go to your head. Just like how you don’t want to get too low when you lose, 

you don’t want to get too high when you win. If you do, you can develop a destructive sense 

of ego or arrogance. Confidence is obviously essential and you want to let your wins give 

you a boost in your confidence levels. However, don’t let your head get too big. Otherwise, 

your ego will end up being the architect of your own downfall.  

2) Remind yourself that no one wins forever – Once you start winning, it’s very easy to 

become addicted to it and emotionally dependent on it. It feels so good that you never want 

to lose that feeling, right? Of course, you always want to win and you want to maintain your 

winning results as long as you possibly can. However, that must always be done with the 

understanding that you simply cannot win forever. Your winning ways will come to an end 

at some point. That painful loss and terrible performance is waiting for you somewhere 

around the corner. Don’t fear that. Enjoy your winning while it lasts, but never allow 

yourself to be afraid of your winning ways coming to an end. Losing is part of the process.    

3) Keep your mind off the results and stay focused on the process – The fact that you’re 

winning should never change how you approach every game, every round, and every 

tournament. Whether you’re undefeated through the first day of a tournament or entering a 

new tournament after having won two tournaments in a row, it doesn’t matter to you. You 

don’t think about it or dwell on it. Every game, every round, and every tournament, you 

focus purely on maintaining your approach and executing your plan. You focus purely on 

staying relaxed, having fun, and playing the best Magic you possibly can, nothing more. 

4) Focus on trying to improve more, not win more – It’s great that you’re winning, but 

more important than winning is continuously improving and growing as a player. You don’t 

want to allow winning to turn your focus completely onto your results. Even when you’re 

winning, you want to always make sure you continue to focus on the fundamentals that 

helped created the winning results you’ve managed to acquire. Even when you’re winning, 

there are always going to be aspects of your game, both technically and mentally, that you 

need to continue working on and improving at. Growth, improvement, and continuously 

looking to get better as a player don’t end simply because you’re winning. Growth should 

be never-ending. You may not be able to master the game, but try to! 
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An arrogant player is a foolish player. An egotistical player overestimates their capabilities, 

takes completely unnecessary risks, and eventually sabotages themselves. When you’re 

winning, it’s very easy to develop an inflated sense of ego. Not only is an overly inflated ego 

dangerous for performance, it’s also bad socially. No one wants to be around or interact 

with someone who exudes arrogance or gives off the vibe that they’re better than everyone 

else. Once again, balance is the key. Confidence is fine, and absolutely necessary. However, 

there’s a very fine line between confidence and arrogance. Make sure that you never allow 

yourself to cross that line.  

Actors and musicians will often times talk about how they know that, one day, all of their 

fame, popularity, and notoriety is one day going to come to an end. They’re simply enjoying 

their “15 minutes of fame”, as it’s often called. Winning is much the same. You have to think 

of winning as your “15 minutes of fame”. Eventually, the winning is going to come at an 

end. Somewhere along the line, you’re going to lose a match or a tournament. You’re going 

to have a day where you play badly and fail miserably. It’s important that you’re always 

cognizant of that. Enjoy your winning and your “15 minutes of fame” while it’s happening. 

However, just know that losing is waiting for you somewhere around the corner. Don’t fear 

that. Just be prepared to react to it in the right way when it does eventually come your way.  

In Lesson #2: The Best Way To Win, we discussed the importance of setting a high 

standard and always demanding from yourself that you try to achieve that standard, 

regardless of external circumstances. The same principle applies to winning. Winning 

should never change how you approach any game, match, or tournament. Whether you’re 

5-0 in a tournament or running hot off the back of two tournament wins in a row, how you 

approach everything you do and the standard you demand from yourself shouldn’t change 

when you’re winning. The process always remains the same: Don’t care about your results, 

stay relaxed, enjoy what you do, and play to the maximum of your ability as best as you can.  

Personally, I’m not sure that Magic can be mastered. Has anyone ever fully mastered the 

game? Magic is such an intricate, complex game that there’s always some aspect of it that 

one can always continue to learn about, improve at, and grow into. Even when you’re 

winning, you should always make sure that your focus continues to remain locked on 

learning, improving, and growing as a player. Even when you’re winning, there are still 

things that you can get better at, refine, and attempt to master. You always want to be the 

kind of player who focuses more on growth and improvement than on results and winning. 
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At the beginning of this lesson, I said the following: “For traditional athletes, the most 

important characteristic of being an elite level athlete is their ability to react 

properly to their results. It’s what defines their careers.” Why is that the case? Why 

does being able to properly react to your results define your career as a competitive or 

professional Magic player? The reason is because being a competitive or professional Magic 

player goes beyond just one game, one round, or one tournament. Being a competitive or 

professional Magic player means there’s always the next game, the next round, and the next 

tournament. The ability to mentally recover from previous results and get yourself into the 

correct mental state for the next game, round, or tournament is absolutely crucial.  

Being able to properly cope with losing is important because, if you don’t, your losses can 

affect your future performances and results. Feelings of anger, frustration, resentment, and 

doubt can carry over. You can start to see your losses as a reflection of yourself and your 

abilities as a player. You can fail to recognize and utilize the prime learning opportunity that 

losing provides to you. And, you can fall into the trap walking into your next game, next 

round, or tournament believing that you’re going to lose since you lost previously, creating 

a false connection between the past and the future. All of this will undoubtedly affect your 

mindset in a negative way and derail your chances of performing well and playing your best.  

Being able to properly cope with winning is important because, if you don’t, your wins can 

also have an effect on future performances and results. Arrogance and ego can cause you to 

overplay and sabotage yourself. You can become addicted to and emotionally dependent on 

winning, causing you to play with a sense of fear and paranoia over losing and not being able 

to maintain your recent results. Winning can cause you to become complacent and prevent 

you from maintaining the high standards you demand from yourself. And, winning can cause 

you to become more results-oriented rather than growth-oriented. Like with losing, all of 

this can assuredly have a negative effect on your mindset and your ability to perform. 

Whenever you lose, there’s always the next game, the next round, or the next tournament 

to wipe the slate clean, start over again fresh, and seize an opportunity to create some 

forward momentum. Whenever you win, there’s still always going to be the next game, the 

next round, or the next tournament, so you simply can’t afford to get complacent and rest 

on your laurels. Being a competitive or professional Magic player is a continuous journey 

and your career as a player is always going to be defined by your capability to, whether you 

win or lose, let go of the past, reset your mind, and get yourself ready to go at it again.   
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Lesson #7: Coping With Results – Key Points From The Lesson 

-The most important characteristic of being a successful player is the ability to react 

properly to your results. It’s what will define your career. 

-Being able to properly cope with results is about being able to cope properly with 

both losing and winning, not just losing. Success can be just as hard to cope with as a 

failure. 

-Great players have the capacity to maintain a relatively neutral, level-headed 

mental and emotional state. They don’t allow themselves to get too low when they 

lose, and they don’t allow themselves to get too high when they win. 

-Getting angry or emotional when you lose doesn’t mean you care about losing. What 

determines whether or not you care about losing has nothing to do with your 

emotional reaction when you lose. It has everything to do with your actions following 

the loss. 

-There are four ways to cope with losing. First, do not overly indulge in negative 

emotions. Second, prevent yourself from viewing your losses as a reflection of yourself 

and your ability as a player. Third, see losing as an opportunity to learn, grow, and 

become a better player. Fourth, disconnect the past from the future because past 

results have no relationship whatsoever with future results.  

-There are four ways to cope with winning. First, do not let winning go to your head 

and inflate your ego. Second, remind yourself that no one wins forever and that a loss 

will eventually come your way. Third, keep your mind off of your wins and stay 

completely focused on the process of keeping calm, having fun, and playing your best. 

Fourth, always be motivated by growth more than winning. How good a player you’re 

becoming should always be more important than how much you’re winning.  

-Being able to properly cope with your results is the most important characteristic of 

a successful player because, if you can’t cope with your results, then your results can 

have an impact on future performance and future results.  

-Whether you win or lose, there’s always the next game, the next round, and the next 

tournament to focus on. Tournament Magic is a continuous journey.
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Lesson #8 

Eliminating Tilt 

“A great player knows how to control their emotions perfectly so that they can 

give their best performance every time.” 

-Yuya Watanabe 

 

**** 

 

It’s game 3. You won the first game, and your opponent won the second game. You’re 

playing Mardu Vehicles, and your opponent is playing Blue-Black Control. The game is 

extremely close and tightly balanced. Any little misplay or mistake by either player, or any 

massive draw off the top of the deck will swing the momentum of the game completely in 

the direction of the other player. The battlefield is empty on both sides, both players have 

no cards in your hand, and your opponent is only at a measly 2 life. Your opponent draws 

for their turn, thinks for a good ten seconds or so, and then passes the turn. You draw your 

card for the turn. As you slowly lift the card up from the table, you see you’ve drawn a 

Walking Ballista. With six lands in play, Walking Ballista is all you needed to win the game.  

However, before you cast it, you glance at your opponent’s one card in hand. You glance at 

their graveyard. It’s filled with different counter spells that have been cast throughout the 

game, meaning that they don’t have very many left in their deck. “He didn’t draw one of his 

last counter spells when I have the win in my hand, did he?” There’s only one way to find 

out. You tap four Mana and cast Walking Ballista as a 2/2. Your opponent thinks for a 

moment, and after thinking, they tap three Mana. “No way…..he didn’t…...” It turns out 

he drew his last Disallow. He casts it and counters your Walking Ballista. Feelings of anger 

and frustration flare up within. However, it gets worse. You pass the turn, and when you 

do, your opponent draws, taps five Mana, and slams The Scarab God down onto the table.
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 “You have got to be kidding me. Those have to be the two luckiest topdeck’s I have ever 

seen in my life”, you say to yourself. Now, the feelings of anger and frustration you had 

before swell to an all-consuming level. You don’t have any interest in trying to continue 

playing and clawing your way back into the game. “What’s the point? This game is definitely 

over now.” You essentially throw in the towel completely and give up on any intention of 

trying to stay focused and keep yourself in the game for as long as possible. As a 

consequence, you play the rest of the game poorly and your opponent quickly runs away 

with it, winning the game and the match.  

After signing the match slip, you storm off outside the tournament area and sit down by 

yourself. All you can think about are those two amazing draws your opponent got off the top 

of their deck to win the game. You don’t think about the good plays you made and the fact 

that you played great. You instead dwell on and brood over your poor fortune and the fact 

that you lost because your opponent luck-sacked his way to victory. The more you think 

about it, the more it pisses you off and the more hopeless you feel. “Why even try when my 

opponents will simply just topdeck exactly the right cards they need every single time? The 

rest of the tournament is probably going to be just like my last match anyways.” 

As the tournament officials announce that pairings are up for the next round, you slowly 

make your way over to the table and take your seat. However, your mind is still clinging to 

what happened in the previous match, and as a consequence, you sit down for this match 

with a defeated and deflated mindset. “Let’s just get this one over with already”, you say to 

yourself. Your opponent wins the die roll and gets to go first. “They won the die roll, of 

course.” They play a Plains, tap it, and cast a Toolcraft Exemplar. “And, of course, they have 

a play on their first turn. They’ll probably have the Heart of Kiran on turn two as well.” You 

draw, play an Inspiring Vantage, and pass. Your opponent draws, plays a land, taps both 

lands, casts Heart of Kiran, and attacks for three with Toolcraft Exemplar.  

“Yep, see? Wow, so ridiculous”, you utter to yourself. At this point, your mental control is 

so far gone that all you can focus on is the bad fortune you had last game and the amazing 

fortune your opponent has had this game. With your focus out of whack, you don’t pay 

attention to the lands you’re playing. You grab the first land that you notice in your hand 

and angrily place it onto the table. The only problem is that you’ve played a second Inspiring 

Vantage instead of the Concealed Courtyard sitting in your hand. Now, you can’t use the 

Fatal Push in your hand to remove your opponent’s Heart of Kiran next turn when they 

attack. Realizing this, you descend into an even deeper downward emotional spiral. 
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Unfortunately, the scenario described above can be an all too common experience that gets 

played out at tournaments every single week, from the lowest levels of the game all the way 

up to the highest levels. Players will completely choke themselves out of games and prevent 

themselves from playing to the maximum of their ability simply because they fail to exercise 

the correct amount of mental and emotional control that’s required to play such an 

emotionally swingy game as Magic. And in fact, for many players, I’d go as far as to say that 

I have no doubt that not being able to properly handle Tilt is the number one thing that’s 

holding them back from progressing to the next level.  

What is tilt, exactly? Tilt is an overall negative mental state that forms as a 

consequence of negatively reacting to an experience. In essence, tilt is a destructive, 

disempowering mental concoction of negative thoughts and emotions that put you into an 

overall negative mental state. This negative mental state, or tilt, then produces a number of 

harmful performance side-effects: Warped interpretations and perceptions of events, lack of 

focus, subpar or outright poor decision-making, etc. These harmful performance side-effects 

then naturally lead to a decrease in your overall performance levels, which ultimately affects 

your results.  

There are a number of different experiences that could cause a player to tilt and develop a 

negative mental state and they are experiences that can happen both at the table and away 

from it. For example, here a number of different experiences that could cause a player to tilt 

off during a tournament:  

Making a mistake 

Mulligans 

Drawing poorly 

Your opponent drawing well 

People watching you play 

A judge being called on you 

Losing to opponents you perceive to be worse than you 

Not having enough time between rounds 

A poorly run tournament 
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Any one of these experiences, and certainly more, could cause a player to tilt. And, if you 

notice, they all have one thing in common. They’re all experiences that you go through, 

almost like a mini-event that happens during the course of a game, a match, or a 

tournament. Making a mistake, taking a mulligan, drawing poorly, or losing to opponents 

you perceive to be worse than you are all mini-events that you can experience when playing 

the game, and how you react to those mini-events is going to play a massive part in 

determining what the rest of your game, your match, or your tournament looks like going 

forward.  

So we know what tilt is and where it can potentially come from. The next question we have 

to find the answer to is this: How does it tilt happen? How does a player go from 

experiencing something to being tilted by what they experience? Knowing what can trigger 

tilt and knowing exactly what the tilting process looks like are two completely different 

things altogether. Let’s look at exactly what the tilting process looks like in picture form: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The tilting process starts with the experience. First, you experience something, such as 

making a mistake, drawing an undesirable card, or losing the first game of a match. Then, 

even if it is on a conscious or subconscious level, you immediately produce negative 

thoughts and self-talk associated to what you just experienced. The negative thoughts and 

self-talk produces a negative emotional reaction, triggering emotions such as anger, 

frustration, fear, doubt, anxiousness, stress, etc. These negative emotions than trigger more 

negative thoughts and self-talk, which exacerbates and swells the negative emotions even 

more. With all of these negative thoughts, self-talk, and emotions combining and feeding 

each other, you end up in an overall negative mental state, or tilt. To help illustrate this a bit 

more, let’s go back and use the example of tilt that I provided earlier in this lesson. 
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You’re playing Mardu Vehicles and your opponent is playing Blue-Black Control. Your 

opponent is at 2 life, the battlefield is empty, and both players have no cards in hand. Your 

opponent draws a card for their turn, thinks for a moment, and then passes the turn to you. 

As you draw for your turn, you draw Walking Ballista and can now win the game. You cast 

Walking Ballista as a 2/2, but your opponent did happen to draw one of their last remaining 

counter spells and is able to counter it. Your opponent then untaps, gets another amazing 

topdeck in The Scarab God, and slams it onto the table. The momentum of the game has 

now completely swung into their favor through two very fortunate draws.  

Step #1: You Experience Something  – You experience your opponent drawing amazingly 

well two turns in a row, first to counter your Walking Ballista and then next to cast The 

Scarab God.  

Step #2: Negative Thoughts & Self-Talk – You produce negative thoughts associated to 

what you just experienced, and start talking to yourself in a negative way: “No way. No he 

didn’t. Those have got to be the two luckiest topdecks I have ever seen in my life. This game 

is definitely over now. There’s no way I can come back. This is so ridiculous.”  

Step #3: Negative Emotional Reaction – Your negative thoughts and self-talk triggers a 

negative emotional reaction to match them. Anger, frustration, resentment, etc. all set in.  

Step #4: Negative Mental State (TILT) – With your negative thoughts, self-talk, and 

emotions feeding off of each other, they combine to form an overall negative mental state. 

You’re now tilted. Your behavior changes, you start playing more hopelessly, and you end 

up playing at a level far lower than you’re capable of. 

This process happens very, very quickly. In fact, almost 100% of the time, it happens 

instantaneously and on a subconscious level without you being aware of it. Before you’re 

able to recognize what’s going on and catch it, you’re already on tilt, and once the tilt starts, 

it can be extremely difficult to break it. Once the negative thoughts and self-talk starts 

going, negative emotional reactions naturally become triggered as a consequence. Once 

negative emotional reactions become triggered, they exacerbate and feed into more negative 

thoughts and self-talk, which then exacerbates and feeds into even more negative emotions 

being perpetuated. It takes a very mentally strong person to be able to put a stop to negative 

thoughts, self-talk, and emotions that are feeding off of each other, which is why most 

players often times struggle with being able to get rid of their tilt once it’s started and the 

tilting process has already been put into motion.  
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In Lesson#3: Developing Confidence, we talked about how the human brain pumps out 

anywhere from 50,000 - 70,000 thoughts a day on average, meaning that you produce 

anywhere from 35 – 48 thoughts per minute. The overwhelming majority of those thoughts 

are thoughts you’re having completely on a subconscious level, without you being aware of 

it. That is also happening when you’re sitting at the Magic table playing your games. Every 

little thing that’s happening in front of you and every event that you experience during a 

game, you’re producing thoughts associated to those experiences. And, most importantly, 

it’s the thoughts that you associate to those events that determines your emotional reaction.  

The common misconception is that it’s the other way around, that it’s our emotions that 

produce our thoughts. We get angry and frustrated by something, and because we’re angry 

and frustrated, we think angry and frustrated thoughts to match the emotions that we’re 

feeling. In actuality, the process works in the opposite direction. The only reason you can 

feel any kind of emotion towards something is because you first have certain thoughts about 

it. That’s why you can have two different people who experience the exact same thing, yet 

have two completely different emotional reactions to the same experience. One person will 

feel one way about it and the other person another. 

For example, there are some players that will smile and be completely calm and relaxed 

when they lose a game. Meanwhile, there are others that will scowl, frown, and become 

visibly upset when they lose. They’ve both lost a game and gone through the exact same 

experience, yet they each have a completely different emotional reaction. Why? The reason 

is because the thoughts that they associate to the loss are different, and as a consequence of 

that, they have different emotional reactions and feel differently about the experience. If it 

were true that emotions came before thoughts, then everyone would always have the exact 

same emotional reaction to the same experiences, but we know that doesn’t happen.    

Understanding that thoughts are what trigger emotions is absolutely key when it comes to 

tilt, because what it shows is that, by consciously controlling and dictating your thoughts 

when you experience something negative, you can control the emotional reaction you have 

towards that experience. The common method that the overwhelming majority of players 

use to try and eliminate tilt is to try and deal with it after it’s already happened. That’s not 

only too risky, it’s totally unnecessary. You don’t need to eliminate tilt after it’s already set 

in motion. You can completely prevent tilt from ever happening in the first place. You can 

prevent yourself from going into a negative mental state by simply controlling and dictating 

the thoughts that you associate to the things you experience as you experience them.  



Eliminating Tilt 

101 
 

Again, let’s go back to the Mardu Vehicles vs. Blue-Black Control example that we’ve been 

using. When your opponent topdecks one of their last remaining counter spells to counter 

your game-winning Walking Ballista, and when they topdeck again to draw The Scarab God, 

the tilting process becomes triggered when you see The Scarab God hit the table. To 

prevent that tilting process from going off and propelling into motion, you have to 

consciously control and dictate the thoughts you associate to that experience. You 

have to talk to yourself in a positive, confident, and empowering way. By doing so, you 

prevent a negative emotional reaction and overall negative mental state from occurring.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Step #1: You Experience Something  – You experience your opponent drawing amazingly 

well two turns in a row, first to counter your Walking Ballista and then next to cast The 

Scarab God.  

Step #2: Positive Thoughts & Self-Talk – You produce positive thoughts associated to 

what you just experienced and start talking to yourself in strong, confident, empowering 

way: “Well, that’s Magic. Things can’t always go my way. But, that’s fine. I can’t control 

what my opponent draws. All I can control is my own play, and this game is not over until 

it’s over. I can play to my outs and come back into this game. I’m not giving up.” 

Step #3: Positive Emotional Reaction – Your positive thoughts and self-talk triggers a 

positive emotional reaction of confidence, determination, perseverance, hope, etc. 

Step #4: Positive Mental State (LIFT) – With your positive thoughts, self-talk, and 

emotions feeding off of each other, they combine to form an overall positive mental state. 

You’ve prevented yourself from tilting off. Your ability to keep playing is sustained and your 

performance level doesn’t decrease. You manage to create a lift instead of tilting. 
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Tilt is a four stage process. The first stage of the process is the thing that sets the entire 

process in motion, which is the event you experience. The second stage of the process is the 

negative thoughts and self-talk that you associate to the thing you’ve experienced. The third 

stage of the process is the negative emotional reaction that becomes triggered as a 

consequence of your negative thoughts and self-talk. The fourth and final stage of the 

process is the overall negative mental state, or tilt, that forms as a consequence of your 

negative thoughts, self-talk, and emotions perpetually feeding off of one another, like the 

gasoline that fuels the fire.  

The key to preventing tilt doesn’t start with stage 4. That’s the end point and by then, 

you’re already tilted and therefore can no longer prevent it from happening. The key to 

preventing tilt doesn’t even start with stage 3, because the emotional reaction is simply a by-

product of your thought patterns and self-talk. And, the key to preventing tilt isn’t in stage 

1, because the experience is what it is, it’s beyond your control, and once it happens, it’s 

done and you can’t change it. You can only react to it. That means that the key to 

preventing tilt is all about stage 2. It’s all about taking control over the thoughts you think 

and dictating what the voice inside your head is saying. 

By consciously taking control over your thought processes and dictating exactly what you 

say to yourself in the moment when you experience something negative, you control what 

your emotional reaction is going to be like. If you think and talk to yourself in a way that’s 

weak, unconfident, and disempowering, then you’re going to create a weak, unconfident, 

disempowering set of emotions, which will then put you into a negative mental state of tilt. 

If you think and talk to yourself in a way that’s strong, confident, and empowering, then 

you’re going to create a strong, confident, empowering set of emotions and keep yourself in 

a positive mental state, completely preventing yourself from being tilted.  

Now, instead of creating tilt, you’ve created what I like to call Lift. Instead of tilting 

yourself downwards, you’ve managed to lift yourself upwards. Often times, the difference 

between winning or losing a game, a match, or a tournament comes purely down to 

whether or not you tilt yourself down or lift yourself up out of the negative events and 

experiences you encounter as you’re playing. The players that have the mental strength to 

properly respond to things like taking mulligans, making mistakes, or losing games are the 

players who tend make it to the latter stages of a tournament and do so much more often 

than the players that don’t have the mental strength to properly respond to those kinds of 

obstacles. You can either tilt off or lift up. In the end, the choice is within your control.  
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Now, I do want to be clear about something. If you’re not used to trying to control your 

thought patterns and emotional reactions to things, it can be very difficult to do at first. 

However, consciously directing your thoughts, controlling the voice inside your head, and 

dictating your emotional reactions is a skill that anyone can learn to do. It just takes practice, 

and most of all, patience. Training mental skills is not an easy thing to do. It takes 

commitment, perseverance, and time for old mental habits and old ways of thinking to be 

replaced by new mental habits and new ways of thinking. You need to be willing to give 

yourself that time without being too hard on yourself or giving up when if it doesn’t work 

right away.  

For example, if you make a mistake during a game, it might be very difficult for you to force 

yourself to associate positive thoughts, self-talk, and emotions to that experience. If you’re 

used to thinking negatively, talking down to yourself, and getting angry in a situation like 

that, then your brain is naturally going to react that way out of habit and do what it’s always 

been allowed to do in the past. Because you’ve indulged in negative thinking, negative self-

talk, and negative emotions when making mistakes in the past, you’ve basically trained your 

brain to think negatively, talk negatively, and feel negatively when you make a mistake. The 

only way to reverse that is re-training your brain, and that takes time to do. 

The best way to get better at controlling your thoughts, self-talk, and emotions is to start by 

practicing it in games. Every chance you get, and every time you experience something that 

would normally potentially cause you to tilt, you practice “switching on” your brain, taking 

conscious control over what you think and how you speak to yourself and being aware of the 

emotions you feel in the moment. You practice thinking strong, confident, empowering 

thoughts and talking to yourself in a strong, confident, and empowering manner. The more 

you do this, the more that way of thinking in negative situations will become engrained into 

your subconscious and the more it will solidify as a mental habit over time.  

Another great way to practice controlling your thoughts and self-talk when experiencing 

negative events when playing is to do what I like to call Lift Scripting. With lift scripting, 

you get out a piece of paper, and on that piece of paper, you write out strong, confident, 

empowering thoughts that you would like to say to yourself in the moment when you 

experience a negative event. Then, like an actor who memorizes a movie script, you 

practice reciting those phrases to yourself and memorizing them. That way, when you 

encounter a negative event in a game or during a tournament, you’re able to pluck out from 

your mind one of the phrases you’ve recited and memorized to create lift instead of tilt.  
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For example, here’s what a sample Lift Scripting exercise would look like. You think of any 

and all situations that could come up in a game or during a tournament that could potentially 

tilt you off and you write down at least one strong, confident, empowering phrase that you 

would like to think and say to yourself in the moment you experience that specific event.  

 

Lift Script 

A) Taking A Mulligan – “Taking a mulligan doesn’t mean that I automatically lose. 

I’m going to enjoy the challenge of playing my best and competing in this game 

despite having to mulligan. Let’s do this.” 

B) Making A Mistake – “Everyone makes mistakes. It’s not the end of the world. Just 

keep focusing on playing to my outs and playing as well as I can the rest of the game. 

It’s not over until it’s over.”  

C) Losing A Game – “What’s done is done. There’s still one/two more games to go 

and I can absolutely come back into this match. Just focus on playing my best Magic 

and take things one game at a time. I’m not out of this yet.” 

D) Drawing Poorly – “I have absolutely no control over what cards I draw off the top 

of my deck. All I can do is to play the cards I happen to draw to the best of my ability 

and make the best decisions I can with what I’m given. If I can do that, then I’m 

satisfied with myself, win or lose.” 

E) Opponent Drawing Well – “I have absolutely no control over what cards my 

opponent draws. All I can do is to play my cards to the best of my ability and make the 

best decisions I can against my opponent. If I can do that, then I’m satisfied with 

myself, win or lose.” 

F) A Rude Opponent – “I’m not going to let my opponent’s words or actions affect me. 

I choose to smile, laugh, and feel good regardless of what my opponent is doing or 

saying.” 

G) A Crowd Watching You Play – “People watching me play doesn’t affect me in a 

negative way whatsoever. I enjoy playing in front of others and showcasing my skills.” 

H) Little Time Between Rounds – “I can absolutely play my best with little time to 

rest between rounds. I’m not going to let this affect me. I’m ready to play.” 
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Along with reciting these phrases to yourself on your own to memorize them, you can also 

bring your Lift Script sheet with you when you play to refer to as needed. If you’re playing 

Magic Online, you can keep it right next to you on your desk. If you’re playing at your local 

shop or at any other tournament venue, you can have your sheet out with you on the table, 

folded up in your deck box, or stored away in your bag to refer to if and when you need it. 

If you make a mistake, lose a game, or experience anything else that might cause you to tilt, 

you can take out your sheet and read the phrase to yourself that coincides with the event 

you’re experiencing in order to help you get through it in a positive way.  

As I mentioned earlier, prevention of tilt is the best way to eliminate it. However, 

practicing preventing tilt does take time to learn how to do effectively, and in the 

meantime, becoming tilted is something that can still happen as you learn how to prevent it. 

To help with that, here are some ways you can eliminate tilt and move on from it after it’s 

already gone into effect:  

1) Consciously Control Your Thoughts & Self-Talk – Yes, we discussed using this 

technique to prevent tilt so that it isn’t even an issue to begin with. However, if tilt does 

happen to you, it’s still also a great way to help yourself move out of it. When you tilt, 

recognize that you’re tilting and be aware of the thoughts and emotions you’re feeling in 

that moment. Then, take control of your thoughts and self-talk by talking to yourself in a 

strong, confident, empowering away about the thing you’re experiencing that’s tilting you. 

This can help to shift your overall mental state into a more positive direction.  

2) Utilize Deep Controlled Breathing – As I we discussed in Lesson #6: Avoiding 

Mental Burnout, taking deep, controlled breaths provides a range of great benefits that can 

help to stave off a tilted mental state. It releases a relaxation response that triggers your 

parasympathetic nervous system, the system responsible for regulating your “fight or flight” 

response, and can really help to calm any anxiousness, stress, or tension that you feel in a 

tilted mental state.  

3) Maintain A Proper Perspective – When tilt kicks in, that means your emotions have 

taken over. And, when you emotions take over, it’s easy to start thinking irrationally and 

lose all sense of perspective. No, making a mistake doesn’t mean you’re an awful player. 

No, taking a mulligan doesn’t mean that you’re guaranteed to lose. No, losing a game or a 

match doesn’t mean that Magic is awful and you should quit. When tilting, don’t allow your 

emotions to make you lose all sense of perspective. There’s much things worse out there in 

the world than making a mistake in a game or losing in Magic, I can promise you that.  
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Lesson #8: Eliminating Tilt – Key Points From The Lesson 

-For many players, being able to properly handle Tilt is the number one thing that’s 

holding them back from progressing to the next level. 

-Tilt is an overall negative mental state that forms as a consequence of negatively 

reacting to an experience. In essence, tilt is a destructive, disempowering mental 

concoction of negative thoughts and emotions that put you into an overall negative 

mental state. 

-Tilt produces a number of harmful performance side-effects: Warped interpretations 

and perceptions of events, lack of focus, subpar bad decision-making, etc. These 

harmful performance side-effects then naturally lead to a decrease in your overall 

performance levels, which ultimately affects your results. 

-There are a number of different experiences that could cause a player to tilt and 

develop a negative mental state. And, they’re experiences that can happen both at the 

table and away from it.  

-Tilt is the end result of a four stage process: First, you experience something. Second, 

you have negative thoughts and self-talk associated to what you experienced. Third, 

your negative thoughts and self-talk triggers a negative emotional reaction. Fourth, 

your negative thoughts, self-talk, and emotions feed off of each other to create an 

overall negative mental state, or tilt.  

-The best way to eliminate tilt is to prevent it from ever occurring in the first place. 

You do this by controlling the thoughts and self-talk that you associate to a negative 

experience and by think and talking to yourself in a strong, confident, empowering 

manner. This produces a positive emotional reaction to the experience and fosters a 

positive mental state, or Lift. 

-The best way to practice controlling your thoughts and self-talk when experiencing a 

negative event is to actively practice “switching on” your brain the moment you 

experience a negative event and consciously and purposefully talking to yourself in a 

strong, confident, and empowering manner.  

-You can eliminate tilt after it’s gone into effect by consciously controlling your 

thoughts and self-talk, by doing deep breathing, and by keeping a proper perspective.
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Lesson #9 

Implementing Habits & Routines 

“I have to say, preparing for Worlds was really one sided. On a technical level, I 
didn’t really do much testing and my deck choices were basically given to me 

from teammates a couple weeks before. Then how did I do so well? I meditated to 
focus my internal energies to serve me in specific purposes.” 

-Noah Long 

 
**** 

 

Magic, at the competitive and professional level, is going through a bit of a transitional 

period in the current stage of its life. For essentially its entire existence, Magic has always 

had high level events such as Grand Prix’s, Pro Tours, World Championships, etc. 

However, the internet and drastic advancements in technology are not things that have 

always been around during Magic’s life cycle the way they exist today. With the internet and 

technology being as powerful as they are, and with both of them constantly growing and 

becoming more powerful year on year, the push to make Magic a legitimate e-sport is 

something that both Wizards of the Coast and Magic players are striving to make happen.  

As Magic becomes more and more of a legitimate e-sport, that means the game will evolve 

more and more to fulfill that. The prizes that will become available at high level events will 

increase, meaning that the stakes at these events will increase along with it. And, with an 

increase in the stakes, that requires the game’s players to evolve and raise the standards they 

demand from themselves when it comes to, not only how they perform in tournaments, but 

also in how they prepare to perform in tournaments. Ultimately, this means that finding and 

utilizing different methodologies, habits, routines, and ways of approaching the game that 

can give you an edge over the competition will become more and more important. Those 

that do will rise to the top and those that don’t will sink to the bottom.
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As someone who works with traditional athletes from the professional ranks all the way 

down to the youth levels, habits and routines are extremely important components of 

maximizing performance. They give the athlete a well-thought, focused, systematic, and 

structured way of putting together the pieces that enhance maximum performance and 

allow it to thrive, everything from pre-performance preparation routines to routines that 

are utilized during the actual performance to help them sustain maximum performance 

throughout without losing it. In my own personal view, these kinds of structured routines 

are sorely missing from the game of Magic.  

As human beings, we’re very habit-oriented creatures. We find a systematic way of doing 

something, and then once we discover or formulate that system, we stick to it and utilize it 

unconditionally. For example, when I take a shower, I always do things in the same exact 

order. First, I wash my hair. Second, I wash my upper body. Third, I was my lower body. 

And fourth, I finishing rinsing off and exit the shower. The same is true when I clean my 

teeth each day. First, I start by flossing. I always start with my bottom teeth then do my 

upper teeth. Second, I then brush them, but again, I always brush from bottom to top. And 

then third, I rinse with mouthwash and finish up. There’s no rhyme or reason to the order I 

do them, it’s just the habit I’ve gotten into and it’s the systematic way I do those things.  

Habits and routines like these can be applied across the board. For example, my eating 

routine is the same every day. At 8:00am, I have 3 eggs and 2 tablespoons of peanut butter. 

At 10:00am, I have a protein shake. At Noon, I have a fruit/vegetable smoothie. At 

2:00pm, I have another protein shake. At 4:00pm, I have 3 more eggs and a chicken breast. 

At 7:00pm, I have my last protein shake and my last meal. The same is true with exercise. 

Every day, I wake up at 5:00am and do my cardio exercises, whether it’s running, biking, or 

swimming. From 6:30am – 7:30am, I do my weights. It’s the same routine day in, day out.  

By creating these habits and utilizing these routines, it allows me to perform to my 

maximum in my work and my life by structuring everything in a systematic way so that I can 

be as efficient as possible. As a Magic player at any level, adopting success-minded habits and 

routines are something that you need to start considering using. In doing so, you’ll be giving 

yourself a structured, systematic way of ensuring maximum performance when you 

compete. For the remainder of this lesson, we’re going to be going over and discussing a 

number of habits and routines, both good and bad, so that you can get a clear understanding 

of which habits and routines you want implement and which you want to be sure to avoid.   
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Bad Habits 

Bad Beat Stories 

There are a number of things in the game of Magic that, within the community, have 

reached a kind of iconic status, things that every tournament player knows when you refer 

to it. One of those things is bad beat stories. We all know how this one goes. You suffer 

some grave injustice during a game, such as an opponent ripping the game winning burn 

spell they needed to finish you off or the game when you draw nothing but lands for 5 turns 

in a row and never see any kind of meaningful or impactful spell to help you get into the 

game. In essence, it’s bad variance at its finest, and when you experience it, it leaves you 

reeling.  

However, it doesn’t end there. What happens next? You head over to the table where all 

your friends or teammates are gathered and you immediately start telling them about what’s 

happened. You go over every detail and recount the story as vividly as you can. “You’re not 

gonna believe this. I was at 3 life with the game completely locked up. I was going to win 

within the next two turns. But of course, he topdecked Lightning Bolt, the exact card he 

needed to win.” Or, it sounds like, “The game was dead even and all I needed to do was 

draw any kind of relevant spell and I would have pulled away. But instead, I drew nothing 

but lands for 5 turns in a row while he drew bomb after bomb. It was so ridiculous.” 

A study conducted by Professor Robert Sapolsky at Stanford University showed that 

repeated complaining rewires your brain to make future complaining more likely. Over 

time, you find it’s easier to be negative than to be positive, regardless of what’s happening 

around you. Complaining becomes your default behavior. And, we know this is true. We all 

know that one player who is constantly complaining about the horrific bad beat they just 

took tournament after tournament, don’t we? When you’re playing tournament Magic, you 

have to get out of the habit of talking about your bad beats. When you do, all you’re doing 

is making it impossible to leave a negative event in the past and you’re dragging that 

negativity with you into your future games and rounds, which is inevitably going to have a 

negative impact on your performance. On top of that, the more you relive it and the more 

you talk about it, the more you’re exacerbating feelings of anger, frustration, and 

resentment. One of the key components to performing to your maximum is being able to 

stay in the present moment at all times. You can’t do that if you’re always reliving your bad 

beats. Let them go, leave them in the past where they belong, and move on. 



Implementing Habits & Routines 

110 
 

Looking At The Top Of Your Deck When Mulliganing 

Your opponent finishes shuffling up your deck, hands it back to you, you exchange “good 

luck” pleasantries, and you draw your opening 7 card hand. As you look at it, it’s very close. 

You have a good hand, but you don’t have any of the colors of Mana you need for the cards 

in your hand. In the end, you decide it’s too much of a risk to keep, so you send it back for a 

mulligan. In this moment, you have a choice to make: Do you look at the top of your deck 

to see if it would have worked out, or no? Depending on who you talk to, you’ll get a 

different answer. Some people say you shouldn’t look, and some say that you should. Each 

person has their own take on it. It’s a classic debate.  

For me, there is no debate: Never look at the top of your deck after a mulligan. When it 

comes to deciding whether or not to look at the top cards of your deck after a mulligan, if 

you’re going to look, there needs to be a good, productive reason for doing so. Otherwise, 

what’s the purpose? Every decision comes with a set of benefits and costs. In regards to 

looking at the top cards of your deck after a mulligan, there is no benefit to it. If your 

opening hand contains the wrong color lands and the correct decision is to mulligan, then 

looking at the top cards of your deck and seeing two lands in a row doesn’t mean it was the 

wrong decision. It was pure luck that those two lands were there, nothing more.  

The information you obtain from seeing what cards were on the top of your deck is 

meaningless information, for two reasons. First, you’ve already made a decision to mulligan, 

so the next hand you draw and the next set of cards that are going to be sitting on the top of 

your deck are likely going to be completely different than previously, so whatever cards 

were there on your deck before has nothing to do with what’s going to be sitting on top 

after you mulligan. Secondly, as I mentioned earlier, it was pure luck that those lands were 

there and just because they were there that time doesn’t mean they will be in the future.  

Looking comes with no meaningful benefits, but it does come with some risks. Looking at 

the top of your deck, seeing those two lands, and knowing that you just threw away a hand 

that would have been amazing had you kept can very easily make a player tilt off or become 

negatively impacted by that mentally. They’ll be spending the remainder of the game 

thinking to themselves, “This game would be so different had I kept that hand.” On top of 

that, looking can lure you into keeping future hands that you shouldn’t when you see that 

your hand would have worked out this time. Looking at the top cards of your deck provides 

no real benefits and has only potential downsides. Always ignore the temptation to look! 
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Keeping Track Of The Standings During A Tournament 

Duncan is playing the best tournament of his life. He’s 11-1 going into round 13 of the 

Grand Prix. He’s been keeping track of his position in the standings throughout the 

tournament, so he knows he has a chance to Top 8 if he continues to win out the remainder 

of his rounds. As a consequence of knowing his position and knowing that he’s close to 

topping, he feels a bit of pressure, nervousness, and tension going into round 13. Because of 

that pressure he feels, he doesn’t play as well as he did earlier in the tournament and picks 

up a loss that round, dropping to 11-2. When pairings go up for the next round, he 

immediately checks the standings and sees that he’s dropped down 10 places.  

Looking at the other players records in the standings, he notices that, even though he’s fallen 

down 10 places, he still has a chance to make the Top 8 if he wins the last two rounds. 

However, he HAS to win them. He cannot lose either round. “Ok, ok. Try to stay calm. 

I’m so close and I simply can’t blow this now. I’ve come too far. I can’t afford to let myself 

lose out when I’ve come this close.” Because he’s aware of his exact position in the standings 

and what that means, he’s incredibly nervous, anxious, and tense going into round 14. 

During the match, he feels like every single play is do or die and he plays with an extreme 

amount of fear. As a consequence, he plays poorly, loses, and falls out of contention.   

When playing in tournaments, never look at the standings or keep track of your 

tournament position. Just like with looking at the top cards of your deck after you 

mulligan, keeping track of your position in the standings or that of any other players in the 

field has no upside and is all downside. The fact is, whether you’re in first place or last 

place, the way you approach every game never changes. You always demand your best level 

of performance every single time, regardless of your position in standings or the position of 

other players. If your position in the standings would change how you approach any given 

game, then you’re doing it wrong and you’re only setting yourself up for a potential crash. 

The biggest reason not to look at the standings at all during a tournament is that it prevents 

you from being mentally impacted by what you see. If you see you’re in first place or near 

the top of the standings, it can cause you to panic and become fearful of losing that position. 

If you see that you’re in the middle of the pack or near the bottom, it can cause you to 

throw in the towel and give up prematurely. If you’re in a position where you could 

potentially draw into the Top 8, then you can look. Until you reach that point in the 

tournament, you never look at the standings and you take things one single round at a time. 
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Indulging in Negative Thoughts & Emotions 

In Lesson #8: Eliminating Tilt, we talked about how tilt is ultimately the end result of a 

player feeding into the negative thoughts and emotions that come up as a response to various 

things they experience as they’re playing. As a human being, it’s perfectly natural and 

acceptable to experience negative thoughts and emotions. They’re woven into the human 

condition and they’re things that you can never manage to completely rid yourself of. 

Having said that, you can consciously control what kind of thoughts and emotions your mind 

produces, as well as decide whether or not you indulge in them once they occur.  

Some people are consistently more positive-minded. Others are consistently more negative-

minded. The difference between the two of them is that the positive-minded person 

indulges more in their positive thoughts and emotions than the negative ones. The negative-

minded person will indulge more in their negative thoughts and emotions than their positive 

ones. That’s not to say that the positive-minded person doesn’t experience negative 

thoughts and emotions. They do. They’re simply better at counter-acting those thoughts and 

emotions when they occur because they refuse to allow themselves to indulge in their 

negative thoughts and emotions when they do come up.  

Why is it bad to indulge in negative thoughts and emotions? It’s because of how the brain is 

designed. The brain is a recording and learning machine. Every thought you have and every 

emotion you feel is recorded and learned by the brain. The thoughts and emotions that are 

consistently used the most are the kinds of thoughts and emotions that the brain will 

replicate the most. The thoughts and emotions the brain replicates the most, those are the 

thoughts and emotions that your brain is going to use most consistently. Every time you 

indulge in negative thoughts and emotions, you’re essentially telling your brain, “It’s ok to 

react this way to this situation.” Your brain will take that command and run with it.  

If every time you take a mulligan, make a mistake, draw poorly, or lose a game you start 

indulging and feeding into any negative thoughts and emotions you associate to those 

experiences, then you’re going to train your brain to react that way every time you 

experience those things. It will form that mental habit. In fact, it’s neurological. Every time 

you indulge in a negative thought and emotion, you create what’s called a “neuro-signature” 

in your brain. Every negative thought and emotion you indulge in thickens that neuro-

signature and that neural connection becomes learned and connected, making it much more 

likely for those negative thoughts and emotions to occur when in that situation in the future.  
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Good Habits 

Recalling Your Best Plays 

The human mind has a natural tendency to gravitate towards focusing on negative stuff more 

than positive stuff. It’s actually biological in nature, and it’s how the brain is inherently 

designed to function. Why is it designed that way? It’s simple: It focuses on the negative 

stuff more than the positive stuff purely as a survival mechanism. For the overwhelming 

majority of our existence as a species, survival was a day to day task. This meant the brain 

had to constantly be on the lookout for anything and everything that could threaten its 

survival, so it evolved to constantly focus on “negative stuff” as a survival mechanism.  

The problem with that is that, in modern day society, survival is practically a non-issue. You 

don’t have to hunt for food anymore, as it can be delivered to your door in an instant. You 

don’t have to build your own shelter anymore, as someone else builds it for you. You don’t 

have to make your own clothes anymore, because other people make them for you. 

However, despite all of that, it still leaves us with a problem. Even though modern day 

society makes survival a non-issue, we still have a survival-based brain. That hasn’t changed 

for thousands of years. On a genetic level, we essentially have the same brain as the Cro-

Magnon humans from 45,000 years ago. We’re just smarter and have more knowledge.  

This survival-based instinct shows itself in Magic. Whenever you make a mistake, play 

poorly, or lose a game, your mind will naturally interpret those experiences as a “threat” and 

focus your mind on them by default. This is why you hear players talk about their bad beats 

way more often than they talk about their great plays and great draws. And that’s true, isn’t 

it? Think about yourself, as an example. Say you have a game where, for 99% of the game, 

you play wonderfully well and are making all the right plays, but then at some point, you 

make a huge mistake that costs you the game. What are you like to focus on most? 

Even though you played well for 99% of the game, will you focus on that? You’re far more 

likely to focus on that one mistake. Now, don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying you should 

completely block out and ignore your mistakes or losses. You need them so you can learn to 

become a better player. However, don’t mire yourself in them. Learn from those mistakes 

and losses, and then once you learn from them, discard the memory of them from your 

mind so you can move on. Get into the habit of focusing on the great plays you make and the 

great games you play so that you can keep your confidence and spirits as high as possible.  
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Using Your Mental Reset Button 

One of the hallmarks of a great athlete in traditional sport is the ability to not let previous 

results affect future performances. Top level athletes don’t let their results, whether good 

or bad, determine what their performance level is like going forward. The reverse of that is 

also true. The best athletes don’t let their performance level dictate their attitude. Whether 

they’re playing amazing or playing poorly, they never allow their performances to have an 

effect on their overall attitude and how they mentally approach competition. They’re able to 

go into every performance with a peak mental state, regardless of external circumstances.  

How are they able to do that? It’s because they have what I like to call a mental reset 

button. Their minds are like a video game console. When you play a level on a video game, 

and whether that level is completed or you run out of lives, you at some point power it 

down and start things back over again. Whatever happened the last time you played the level 

doesn’t matter anymore. When you power the console back on, you either start that level 

over again fresh or you move onto a completely new level and start over again new. In both 

cases, whatever your past experience was the last time the console was on has nothing to do 

with what you can experience starting the level over again or playing the next new level.  

As a tournament Magic player, you need to have the same kind of mental reset button that 

they do. When you finish a game in a match, you have to have the capacity to hit your 

mental reset button, forget that game ever existed, and focus completely on the next game 

you’re about to play. When you finish a round, you have to take the information that you 

need from that round in order to learn and prevent future mistakes, and once you do that, 

you again have to hit your mental reset button and move on from that round as if it never 

happened. No matter what results you get in your games or rounds, whether they’re good 

or bad, you don’t let the result effect our mindset and mentality in future games or rounds.  

Having a great mental reset button is, without question, one of the absolute most important 

components of a strong mental game. If you don’t develop the habit of mentally resetting 

after every game and every round, then you’ll often fall into the trap of carrying past results 

into future games and rounds and letting those past results impact your mindset when 

entering into those. When you win, you don’t get too high. When you lose, you don’t get 

too low. If you make a mistake, you shake it off. You see every game and every round as a 

completely clean slate and you don’t create an association between the past and the present. 

The motto is play, learn, reset, and play again. Rinse and repeat again and again.  
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Making Your Opponent Faceless 

If you’re going to play at high level Magic tournaments such as PPTQ’s, RPTQ’s, Grand 

Prix’s, Pro Tour’s, chances are that you’re often going to come up against very good players 

on a rather consistent basis. From time to time, you may even have to play against a 

household name such as Owen Turtenwald or Tom Martell. When you have to play against 

players such as these, it can be easy to become intimidated by them. You know their names, 

their accomplishments, and their stature within the game or in your local area. This sense of 

fear and intimidation can cause you to essentially throw in the towel before the match even 

begins, meaning that you’ve already consented to losing in your mind. 

Magic is a game where the cards are what matter, not the players. Whether you’re sitting 

across from a Pro Tour Hall of Famer or the kid who shows up with his deck sleeveless and 

wrapped up in a rubber band, what matters are the cards being played by yourself and your 

opponent. Who your opponent is, their name, their stature within the game, how many 

accomplishments they have, or what sponsor they have plastered on their shirt isn’t relevant 

in any way. The only thing that matters to you is the cards they’re playing, or in other 

words, the deck you’re playing against. As strange as it sounds, your opponent isn’t actually 

the player sitting across from you. It’s the deck they’re using and the cards they’re playing. 

Ryasuke Urase finished 3rd at the Magic Online Championships in 2016, taking home 

$9,000 in the process. Being a relative unknown going into the tournament, he was asked by 

an interviewer how he felt playing against some of the best players in the world and whether 

or not that would impact him. I thought his answer was brilliant: “It doesn’t matter who 

you’re playing against. Grizzly Bears are always 2/2s and Lightning Bolt always 

does 3 damage. So, no matter who you’re playing against, there’s always a chance you 

can win if you just play good Magic, and that’s all I’ve been trying to do all week.” 

When you’re playing games of Magic, get into the habit of always making your opponent 

faceless. Make them a nameless entity. If you’re playing against Gerry Thompson or Patrick 

Chapin, then in your mind, you’re not playing against Gerry Thompson or Patrick Chapin. 

You’re just playing against a Magic player. You’re trying to match up your cards against 

theirs, not yourself against them. Also, keep in mind that every single person who plays 

Magic is a human being, just like you. They’re imperfect, just like you. Anyone can beat 

anyone on any given day. No one is invincible in this game. Be cordial before and after the 

match, but during the match, focus on the cards and lines of play, not who the opponent is. 
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Finding The Silver Lining 

Earlier in this book in Lesson #5: Playing With Focus, I told the story of Yam Wing 

Chun, the Pro Tour competitor who in the semifinals of Pro Tour Hour Devastation threw 

away the match after topdecking the exact card he needed to win and move on to the finals. 

Yam let his emotions get the best of him when he saw his draw and he allowed himself to 

lose his focus at a crucial time, getting too far ahead of himself and making a tragic play 

error, costing himself a place in a Pro Tour final, as well as a potential Pro Tour title, 

Platinum status, and a $50,000 1st place prize. However, even despite such a harrowingly 

painful experience, there’s a silver lining that he can draw from that experience.  

Yam now knows how it feels to play in a high stakes situation. He knows how his mind will 

react to that situation. He now has a much better understanding of what he needs to do the 

next time he’s in a similar situation to keep his emotions under control and in check. Yam 

also knows how it feels to make an enormously costly mistake. He’s experienced getting too 

far ahead of himself and not slowing down his thinking processes before making a crucial 

decision. He now has a much better understanding of what he needs to do the next time he 

finds himself in a similar situation to stay completely focused in the moment and think things 

through carefully. Finding those silver linings will make him a better player going forward. 

As I mentioned previously a few pages back, the human mind is naturally inclined to always 

focus on the bad stuff. To keep your mindset in a strong place and prevent it from going into 

the dumps, you have to consciously force yourself to always find the silver lining in 

everything you experience. This may require you to get a bit creative. The silver lining may 

not always be immediately obvious and to find it, you may have to do some contemplation 

and analyze things considerably before coming to it. However, the fact is that, no matter 

how painful an experience may be, there’s always something in that experience that you can 

take with you going forward that will benefit you and improve you moving into the future.  

Develop the habit of finding the learning lessons in everything. The question you want to ask 

yourself is, “What’s the great thing about this?” When you make a mistake, you ask yourself, 

“What’s the great thing about this?” When you lose a game, you ask yourself, “What’s the 

great thing about this?” When you reach the finals of a major tournament and come up 

painfully short after getting so close to achieving what was seemingly impossible in your 

mind, you ask yourself, “What’s the great thing about this?” Finding the silver lining in 

everything will not only help you grow as a player, it’ll help you be more positive-minded. 
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Routines 

Routines are simply habits that are structured and organized in a constructive and systematic 

way. Routines allow you to take your good habits, techniques, methodologies, and 

approaches and utilize them in a deliberate, consistent fashion in order to maximize yourself 

and your ability to perform. For tournament Magic, there are three different categories of 

routines you will use: Preparation routine, tournament routine, and recovery routine. 

Preparation routines are routines that you do to get yourself prepared to play. Tournament 

routines are routines you utilize during the actual tournament. Recovery routines are 

routines that you do to recover and reset post-tournament. Let’s start by looking at 

preparation routines. 

Preparation Routine 

1) Technical Preparation 

This is the most common and universally practiced form of preparation for tournaments. 

Technical preparation consists of everything related to the technical aspect of the game: The 

card pool of the format, the different tiers of decks in the metagame, choosing which deck 

to pilot, playtesting different matchups, understanding the correct lines of play, etc. You 

cannot succeed in a tournament unless you prepare the technical aspect of the game.  

2) Physical Preparation 

This is the second-most practiced form of preparation for tournaments. Physical preparation 

consists of everything related to getting your body physically prepared to compete in a 

tournament: Physical exercise such as cardio, yoga/stretching, eating the right foods, 

getting an appropriate amount of sleep, etc. You need your body to be in great shape in 

order to physically endure lengthy Magic tournaments.  

3) Mental Preparation 

This is the least practiced form of preparation for tournaments. Mental preparation consists 

of everything related to getting your mind into the best mental state possible to compete in a 

tournament: Visualization exercises, controlled-breathing exercises, confidence exercises, 

focus-building exercises, etc. Magic is a mental game, so you need your mind to be in peak 

condition so you can maximize your chances of playing your best during the tournament. 
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Technical Preparation 

Card Pool – Technical preparation begins with knowing fully, or at least having a 

considerable awareness of, all of the cards available in the card pool of any given format. 

This is especially important for eternal formats such as Modern, Legacy, and Vintage where 

almost every card ever printed is available for players to use. It’s also very important for the 

Limited format, as knowing what cards were drafted in the card pool of a draft pod will give 

you the ability to know what cards you need to play around in your games. Knowing the 

card pool for Standard can allow you to innovate and brew decks to hate out the metagame. 

Metagame – To have a realistic chance of succeeding in a tournament, you need to have an 

in-depth understanding of what the current metagame is for the format you’re going to be 

playing. What are people playing? What are the best decks in the format? Which decks are 

tier 1, tier 2, or tier 3? Is there a clear frontrunner that’s completely dominating that format 

that you need to pay the most attention to, or is the format extremely diverse and filled with 

a variety of viable decks that you need to be aware of? Having a clear understanding of the 

metagame is not only important for when you’re playing in the tournament. It’s also 

important for deciding what kind of deck you’re going to build or choose to play.  

Playtesting – Now that you know what cards you have available in your card pool and now 

that you know what the best decks in the metagame are, you can begin putting together or 

picking up different decks and playing them against other decks to test them and see how 

they perform. Playtesting has multiple purposes. Its first purpose is to give you an 

understanding of how a deck plays and how it matches up against the other decks in the 

format. Its second purpose is for you to learn how to pilot the decks efficiently so that you 

can fully understand the various sequences, lines of play, and decisions you need to make in 

specific matchups. 

Deck Selection – Once you’ve gotten a clear picture of the metagame and thoroughly 

playtested the variety of decks available, you can now move onto selecting the deck you’d 

like to play in the tournament. Whether your deck ends up being something you 

constructed yourself or whether you simply used a stock list given to you by teammates or 

the internet, your deck needs to do a couple of things. Firstly, it needs to have a coherent 

and effective plan for how it’s going to play in different matchups. Secondly, it needs to be 

able to reasonably compete against the best decks in the metagame. Otherwise, you’ll be 

setting yourself up for failure from the beginning.  
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Physical Preparation 

Cardio Exercise – For the average person, cardio exercise is the best and really the only 

necessary form of exercise. The simple fact of the matter is that physical exercise is 

absolutely essential for healthy living and a long life. Studies have conclusively shown that 

even something as simple as walking for 30 minutes a day is directly linked to improvements 

in cholesterol, blood pressure, diabetes, obesity, vascular stiffness and inflammation, and 

mental stress. Not only will basic cardio exercising improve your physical capacity to play in 

Magic tournaments, it will also improve your mental capacity to play in them as well.  

Yoga/Stretching – Day 1 of a Grand Prix is 8 rounds long. Each round is 50 minutes long. 

That means that you could be sitting down for almost 8 hours in one day. And, the chairs at 

tournaments aren’t always the most comfortable things either. The playing space is also very 

crammed and compacted, with players being stacked onto tables very tightly next to each 

other. All of this can make it difficult to be physically comfortable when playing and can 

create extreme tension and stress in your muscles and joints. Doing yoga and stretching 

exercises in the days leading up to the tournament can help loosen your muscles and joints, 

making it much easier to be more loose, relaxed, and physically comfortable when playing. 

Eating Well – Not only is it important that you eat well during a tournament, it’s also 

important that you eat well leading up to a tournament. Eating better will not only help you 

perform better in a tournament, it will also help you test better when preparing for that 

tournament. Testing sessions can be long, so foods with light and simple carbohydrates are 

the best and healthiest energy foods to consume. For me, homemade fruit and/or vegetable 

smoothies are some of the best sources of food you can consume, because not only are they 

fantastic for your overall health, they’re great sources of clean energy, the opposite of foods 

or drinks containing a lot of caffeine or complex, refined carbs.  

Sleeping Well – When preparing for a tournament, staying up until midnight or 1:00am 

the night before the tournament and waking up 6 hours later to play is not good preparation. 

Your technical preparation should be done far enough in advance to where you can make 

sure that you’re getting 8-9 hours of sleep the night before the tournament. Also, during 

your testing period in the days or weeks leading up, you also want to make sure you’re 

getting a full 8-9 hours of sleep. Like with exercise and eating well, sleeping well will help 

you to test better and prepare better, so it’s something you want to make sure you do 

throughout your testing period as well in order to maximize your preparations. 



Implementing Habits & Routines 

120 
 

Mental Preparation 

Visualization Exercises – The day before a tournament, spend time visualizing yourself 

playing a full game of against each of the different decks that you expect to face at the 

tournament. If you’re playing Standard, visualize yourself playing a full game against Temur 

Energy, Ramunap Red, God-Pharaoh’s Gift, etc. Visualize the entire game from the very 

beginning when you draw your opening hand all the way to the end when your opponent 

scoops up their cards. The key is to be very immersive. Visualize every land drop, every 

spell cast, every creature that attacks and blocks, everything. You want to visualize the game 

as if you were there actually playing it. And most importantly, visualize yourself playing 

perfectly, making perfect decisions, and taking perfect actions. You have to see yourself 

playing the way you want to play. On top that, visualizing yourself playing perfectly also 

helps to build confidence, as seeing yourself playing well has the same effect on your 

confidence as physically playing well. Visualization has been shown to improve performance 

by as much as around 20%. 

Visualization exercises are an absolute staple of mental preparation routines in traditional 

sport. Visualizing actions activates the same areas of the brain responsible for physically 

executing those actions. If you were to visualize yourself raising your right arm, you would 

activate the same areas of your brain that would activate if you were to physically raise your 

right arm. The reason is because the brain doesn’t distinct between reality and fantasy. To 

the brain, everything is images, whether they’re images processed through your eyes or 

images processed in your mind. This means that, by visualizing yourself playing games of 

Magic, it has the same effect as actually playing them, meaning that you can get double the 

amount of practice and game time in with half the effort. 

Meditation Exercises – For a mental sport like Magic, the mind is everything, and the 

calmer, more relaxed, and more stable your mind is, the better it’s going to perform for 

you. In Lesson #5: Playing With Focus, we talked about the numerous and well-

established benefits of controlled breathing and meditation exercises, such as reduced 

nervousness, stress, and anxiety, as well as an increase in the ability to focus, retain 

information, memorize things, be creative, and make decisions. In the days leading up to a 

tournament, do some form of controlling breathing and meditation exercises to help clean 

out and “detox” your mind. Not only will this help put your mind into better shape to 

perform, it’s also very good at helping to get rid of pre-tournament nerves and jitters.  
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Focus Exercises – Not only is it important that your mind is calm and relaxed when 

performing, but it also needs to be focused. A great way to help sharpen your focus before a 

tournament is to do exercises specifically designed to help narrow your focus and your 

ability to concentrate. I gave you some sample exercises you could do to help with this back 

in Lesson #5, but here are some more sample exercises:  

Exercise #1: Grab a chair and sit in front of a window facing the outside, or go outside and 

find somewhere to sit, whether it’s on the grass, in chair, on a bench, etc. Look around you 

and notice everything there is to see outside. Don’t label or categorize what you see. 

Instead, just take notice of the various colors, patterns, and textures. Pay attention to the 

movement of anything and everything you can see: The grass as the wind blows through it, 

the leaves of trees being moved by the breeze, a person walking their dog, etc. Notice the 

many different shapes and objects in the environment around you and how they move. Begin 

using the voice inside your head to describe what you see around you. However, do not 

judge anything or think critically. Just notice things, observe them, and describe what you 

see. Describe them in great detail, everything from the shape of the object, its size, its 

texture, the speed it’s moving at, etc. Block out any thoughts that have nothing to do with 

the things you’re observing in your immediate environment. If those thoughts come into 

your mind, focus on an object around you and begin again by using the voice inside your 

head to describe that object. 

Exercise #2: Lay down on the floor. You can use a mat or towel if you’d like. Let yourself 

settle into your body and mind and reach a point of relaxation. Let go of any thoughts or 

images, and picture nothing but blackness in your mind. First, focus on your feet. Without 

moving them, try to feel each toe on each foot. Notice how your feet feel in that moment. 

Second, focus on your knees. Focus on each knee one at a time and notice how they feel in 

that moment. Third, focus on your core (abs). Tighten your core, notice how it feels, then 

relax your core and notice how that feels. Do this three times. Fourth, focus on your hands. 

Tighten your hands into a fist for 10 seconds, and then relax them. Focus on how your hands 

feel when they’re tense, and then notice how your hands feel after releasing the tension. 

Feel each finger on both hands. Repeat this three times. Lastly, focus on your entire body. 

Notice how your body feels and try to pick up on any sensations that you notice. 

Doing exercises like these in the days leading up to a tournament will really help to build 

and sharpen your ability to focus, concentrate, and keep your mind in the present moment. 
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Confidence Exercises – Confidence is the foundation of a strong performance mindset. If 

can get yourself into a state of feeling confident, then your mental game is essentially 90% of 

the way finished. There’s very much a connection between the mind and body where when 

your mind is confident, you will play confidently. If your mind is fearful and doubtful, you’ll 

play with fear and doubt. In the days leading up to a tournament, one of the best ways to get 

yourself into a confident mental state is to spend 10 minutes a day reciting confidence 

building affirmations. You recite to yourself a list of phrases that, when you say them, make 

you feel strong and confident. Here are some samples affirmations you can use:  

“I believe in myself and have absolute faith in my abilities.” 

“I am ready for anything.” 

“I am able to handle whatever comes my way.” 

“I feel more powerful and capable every day.”  

“I am transforming into someone who can achieve anything.”  

“I achieve whatever I set my mind to.” 

“I believe that I can achieve anything I want.”  

“I will face anything that confronts me.” 

“I face each challenge head-on.” 

“I trust myself in everything.” 

As the game of Magic continues to transform into a legitimate e-sport, the demands on 

players and teams to maximize every edge they can is going to increase, because as the stakes 

increase higher and higher, so too do the standards that players and teams need to demand 

from themselves in order to maximize their ability to perform. Real, proper preparation is 

something I think is lacking at the highest levels of Magic, and personally, I would like to see 

all forms of preparation, from technical preparation to physical preparation and mental 

preparation, become the standard and the norm that top level players and teams adhere to 

when preparing to compete in tournaments. You’re wasting valuable edges if you don’t. 
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Tournament Routine 

When you go to play in a tournament, you have a strategy for how you’re going to best 

perform against certain decks that you expect to play in that tournament. However, do you 

have a strategy for how you’re going to physically and mentally navigate your way through 

the tournament and keep yourself in a peak condition physically and mentally to perform? 

I’m willing to bet that most players don’t utilize that kind of routine. It’s all well and good 

to prepare to play in a tournament, but once you’re there, you need to have a routine for 

keeping yourself in the best physical and mental shape possible throughout the duration of 

the tournament so that your performance level doesn’t drop from fatigue or burnout. 

Tournament routines can be broken down into three different categories, as follows: 

1) Pre-Match Routine  

A pre-match routine is a routine that you would utilize as you’re sitting at the table before 

the start of any given match. The purpose of a pre-match routine is to give your body and 

mind a last minute touch up before the match begins. This routine consists of doing a 

controlled breathing exercise, reciting affirmations, and performing some light upper body 

stretching.  

2) Mid-Match Routine 

A mid-match routine is a routine that you would utilize between each of your games in a 

match, whether the match is a best out of three or a best out of five. The purpose of a mid-

match routine is to keep your body and mind as relaxed and fresh as possible between 

games, as well as to help mentally reset your mind and flush out any negativity. This routine 

consists of doing a controlled breathing exercise, talking to yourself about information 

related to the match, and reciting confidence affirmations. 

3) Post-Match Routine 

A post-match routine is a routine that you would utilize after your match is over and 

between each round of the tournament. The purpose of a post-match routine is to help you 

learn from the previous round, reset your mind, and keep your body and mind relaxed and 

rejuvenated going into the next round. This routine consists of getting out of the 

tournament space, eating/hydrating, controlled breathing, and low intensity movement. 
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Pre-Match Routine 

This pre-match routine is the routine that you would use before every match you play. The 

good thing about this routine is that it allows you to multi-task. With rounds being timed to 

50 minutes and the timer often starting as you take your seat, there isn’t enough time to 

both shuffle your deck efficiently and do a pre-match routine before or after that. This 

routine allows you to get yourself physically and mentally prepared while shuffling your 

deck so it saves time. There are no excuses not to do it!  

Step #1 - As you sit down and start mash-shuffling your deck, begin doing 5-5 breathing 

exercises where you inhale for 5 seconds deeply through your nose, then exhale for 5 

seconds slowly through your mouth. Continue mash-shuffling your deck until you’ve 

completed three 5-5 breathing cycles.  

Step#2 - Next, start pile-shuffling your deck. As you’re pile-shuffling your deck, recite a 

confidence affirmation to yourself inside your head where you talk to yourself in a strong, 

confident way. For example, my confidence affirmation might sound something like this: 

“I’m excited to play. I trust and believe in myself. I’m just going to focus on playing 

the best Magic that I can and whatever happens, happens. I will face whatever 

challenges come my way during the match and I will overcome them. And, I’m gonna 

have fun and enjoy the match. Let’s do it.”  

Step #3 - Next, present your deck to your opponent. When they take your deck to shuffle 

or cut it, do some quick upper body stretches of your back, shoulders, and neck. First, twist 

to your right and hold it for 5 seconds. Second, twist to your left and hold it for 5 seconds. 

Third, do circular cycles with your shoulders for 5 seconds. Lastly, rotate your neck in a 

circular motion for 5 seconds.  

On top of doing these things before the match begins, you can also use them during the 

game as well. For example, if you start feeling anxious, nervous, or stressed at any point 

during the game, you can do a 5-5 breathing exercise to create a relaxation response and 

relax yourself. If you make a mistake or start falling behind in the game, you can recite a 

confidence-building affirmation to yourself to keep your thoughts strong and confident and 

prevent them from becoming negative. If you start to feel a bit tight and cramped up 

physically, you can do the light stretches to loosen your muscles and joints and keep yourself 

feeling comfortable.  
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Mid-Match Routine 

This mid-match routine is the routine that you would use between each of your games in a 

match. It is designed to help you release any physical or mental tension or stress from a 

previous game and get your mind focused on the next immediate game in front of you. 

Ultimately, it’s not too different than the pre-match routine, with the biggest change 

coming in Step #2 where your internal conversation changes a bit and is a little different 

than the internal conversation from the pre-match routine.  

Step #1 – After you’ve finished side-boarding and you’re ready to begin the next game, 

start mash-shuffling your deck. As you’re shuffling, begin doing 5-5 breathing exercises 

where you inhale for 5 seconds deeply through your nose, then exhale for 5 seconds slowly 

through your mouth. Continue mash-shuffling your deck until you’ve completed three 5-5 

breathing cycles.  

Step#2 - Next, start pile-shuffling your deck. As you’re pile-shuffling your deck, recite a 

focus-building affirmation to yourself inside your head to get yourself focused on the game 

at hand and in the present moment. For example, my focus-building affirmation might 

sound something like this: “Whatever happened last game is irrelevant. It has nothing 

to do with the game I’m about to play. The past is the past. My thoughts are only on 

the present moment and I am focused completely on the here and now. I’m excited to 

play and my aim is to play the best Magic I can. I’m ready.”  

Step #3 - Next, present your deck to your opponent. When they take your deck to shuffle 

or cut it, do some quick upper body stretches of your back, shoulders, and neck. First, twist 

to your right and hold it for 5 seconds. Second, twist to your left and hold it for 5 seconds. 

Third, do circular cycles with your shoulders for 5 seconds. Lastly, rotate your neck in a 

circular motion for 5 seconds.  

If your match is just a normal best out of 3 series, than you would do this routine 1-2 times 

over the course of the match, depending on how many games you play. If your match is a 

best out of 5 series, you would do this routine 2-4 times throughout the course of the 

match, depending on how many games you play. This routine will help to keep your mind 

from becoming stuck on incidences or results from past games and get you focused in the 

present moment. It also helps to keep your body from tensing up and feeling tight or 

crammed, as the light stretching between games keeps your muscles and joints relaxed. 
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Post-Match Routine 

This post-match routine is the routine that you would use once a match is completed and 

you enter the waiting period before the next round begins. It is designed to help you 

mentally move forward from the match in the previous round, refresh your mind, and keep 

you feeling energized physically and mentally so that you can avoid burnout. Now, you 

don’t have to do this routine between every single round. How much of it you can do and 

how often you do it will largely be dependent on how much time you have between rounds. 

Having said that, use this routine as much and as often as you feel it’s necessary to do so. 

Step #1 – Once your match is finished and you take care of all the necessities (Gathering 

your gear, reporting your results, etc.), head outside of the tournament space so that you 

can get away from all of the noise and commotion. Once you’re away from the tournament 

space, go for a short walk. If you’re at a local shop, walk around the building once or twice. 

If you’re at a convention center, walk around outside the front of the building for a few 

minutes. Wherever you are, walk outside and get some fresh air into your lungs. 

Step #2 – Once you’re finished doing some light movement, have a seat somewhere outside 

the tournament space and be with yourself for a few minutes. At this point, do some more 

5-5 breathing exercises like you did for your pre-match and mid-match routine. Inhale 5 

seconds deeply through your nose, then exhale 5 seconds slowly through your mouth. Do 

this for 2 minutes straight or longer, if you feel you need it.  

Step #3 – Once you’re finished doing some deep breathing, you can head back into the 

tournament area. With any time remaining that you have left, make sure to drink some 

water and hydrate, as well as eat a healthy snack or light meal to keep your body nourished 

and energized. Also, you can listen to some music during this period as well. Mainly, you 

just want to relax and get yourself feeling good physically and mentally as much as you can. 

The purpose of the pre-match, mid-match, and post-match routines is to keep your mind 

and body in as peak of a condition as possible so that you can maximize your ability to 

perform as much as possible, for as long as possible. Mental and physical burnout is a very 

real issue in Magic tournaments, especially bigger tournaments such as Grand Prix’s and Pro 

Tours, so having a routine in place for making sure you keep yourself feeling fresh, focused, 

and revitalized before your matches, during your matches, and between your matches can 

be the difference between doing well in a tournament or doing poorly.  
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Recovery Routine 

With the tournament completed, the last phase is to mentally recover and rebound from 

that tournament. The purpose of the recovery routine is two-fold. First, it’s to evaluate the 

tournament from a performance perspective so that you can look at how you performed, 

analyze both the technical and mental aspect of your performance, and learn from that 

performance so that you can improve going forward. Second, it’s to help you cope with 

whatever results you experienced at the tournament and move forward from them 

amicably, whether the results were bad or good. If you don’t utilize a recovery routine, you 

risk missing out on one of the best ways to improve as a player. You also risk not coping 

appropriately with the results from the tournament and allowing them to affect you moving 

forward into your next tournament. The recovery routine is broken down into three 

categories. 

1) Technical Performance Evaluation 

The purpose of the technical performance evaluation is to evaluate, analyze, and dissect your 

performance from a technical perspective so that you can understand what you did poorly, 

understand what you did well, and learn from both of those things so that you can grow and 

improve as a player after every tournament. This involves analyzing your performance 

strictly from a technical gameplay point of view. 

2) Mental Performance Evaluation 

The purpose of the mental performance evaluation is to evaluate, analyze, and dissect your 

performance from a mental perspective so that you can understand on a mental level what 

things you did poorly, what things you did well, and learn from both of them so that you can 

improve and grow your mental game going forward. This involves analyzing strictly your 

mental game and not the technical aspect of your game. 

3) Tournament Experience & Final Thoughts 

The purpose of the tournament experience evaluation is to look at your entire tournament 

as a whole in order to analyze everything together as a complete picture and get a clear 

understanding of what your thoughts are on your total experience from the tournament. 

This involves gathering and articulating your thoughts on the entire tournament as a whole.  
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Technical Performance Evaluation 

To improve as a player, you have to have the willingness and the courage to look back on 

your matches and acknowledge the things you didn’t do well. The only way to get better as 

a player is through making mistakes, making the wrong decisions, and then learning from 

those bad mistakes and poor choices. As in-depth as you can, think back to each match you 

played throughout the tournament and identify the mistakes, misplays, and sub-optimal 

choices you made in each of those matches. Then, identify the solutions to them so you 

know what to do going forward in future games. On top of acknowledging the things you 

didn’t do well, acknowledge the things you did do well. Think back to and realize the 

great plays you made and the correct decisions you made. Not only will this build 

confidence, it will solidify in your mind the correct way to play going forward.  

Mental Performance Evaluation 

Just as you would evaluate the technical side of your game so that you can improve and get 

better, you want to do the same for the mental side of your game. As vividly as possible, 

think back to each match you played throughout the tournament and analyze how you 

performed mentally in each of the games. Was there any point where you had overly 

negative thoughts? Did you tilt off at all during a game? Did you find yourself thinking too 

much about the result when you shouldn’t have been? Pinpoint the specific examples during 

the tournament where your mental game wasn’t where it should have been, then identify 

the solutions to those things so you know what to do next time going forward. And again, 

acknowledge the things you did well. Did you manage to prevent yourself from tilting in a 

situation that would normally make you tilt? Feel good about that and acknowledge it.  

Tournament Experience & Final Thoughts 

Lastly, look at your tournament experience as a whole and just articulate your overall 

thoughts on how you felt about your performance, the tournament itself, the moments you 

experienced, the things you were happy with, the things you were unhappy with, etc. What 

were the things at the tournament you were satisfied with and want to experience again? 

What were the things at the tournament you were unsatisfied with and don’t want to 

experience again? The best way to do all of this is to write your thoughts out on paper. 

Thoughts are so much easier to articulate and make clear when you can put them down in 

black and white and see them in front of you, so don’t hesitate to do all of these on paper. 
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Once you have all of this information from the tournament, it makes it much easier to have 

something concrete to lean on to help you move forward from that tournament. And, that’s 

really the most important thing at the end of the day. Whether the result of the tournament 

was good or bad, and whether or not you were satisfied or unsatisfied with how things 

went, you need to mentally and emotionally put the tournament behind you so that you can 

stay in the present moment and look forward towards your next tournament without 

dragging the results from the previous tournament with you into your next one. Whether 

you’ve won or lost, the objective at every tournament is always the same: Have fun, 

demand your best performance level possible, and continue to always learn and improve.  

A lot of these habits and routines may be things that you do only sparingly, or perhaps 

they’re things you don’t do at all. That’s ok. Just start from scratch and begin implementing 

them as part of your preparation and overall performance strategy for tournaments. And, 

most importantly of all, allow yourself to be patient as these habits and routine form 

and take root. Some of them may work for you right away, and some of them may take 

time for you to get used to and see or feel the effects of. Scientifically speaking, it takes 

anywhere from 18 days to 254 days for a habit or routine to become cemented and 

automatic, depending on the habit or routine, the person, and the circumstances.  

Makihito Mihara, a former World Champion and Magic Pro Tour Hall of Famer, has a 

routine where once he’s done shuffling and he’s waiting for the match to begin, he sets his 

opening hand on the table, puts his hands into his lap, and sits peacefully with his eyes closed 

until the match begins. Brian Kibler, another Magic Pro Tour Hall of Famer, has talked 

about how he used to like to listen to use music in between rounds leading up to his 

matches. Ben Seck, a Pro Tour player from Australia and a Grand Prix commentator, has 

talked about how he likes to go for a walk outside in between rounds at Grand Prix’s to help 

him relax and stay energized for the tournament.  

Having great performances consistently is all about being able to consistently put together 

the pieces that add up and create a great performance. The best way to do that is to turn 

those pieces into habits and routines so that you can utilize them in a structured, systematic 

way as opposed to them just being things you utilize only on occasion or by accident. The 

more you implement positive performance habits and routines, the more automatic they 

become over time and the more streamlined your ability to perform your best becomes 

moving forward. As a high level player, that should be the standard you want to meet. 
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Lesson #9: Implementing Habits & Routines – Key Points From The Lesson 

-As human beings, we’re very habit-oriented creatures. We find a systematic way of 

doing something, and then once we discover or formulate that system, we stick to it 

and utilize it unconditionally. 

-When you’re playing tournament Magic, do not fall into the habit of talking about 

your bad beats. Never tell your bad beat stories during a tournament. 

-Never look at the top of your deck after a mulligan. There are no tangible benefits to 

looking and it only comes with risks.  

-Until you reach a point in the tournament where knowing your position in standings 

actually impacts the present moment, you never look at the standings. 

-It’s ok to experience negative thoughts and emotions during a tournament. However, 

don’t get into the habit of indulging them. It will only make them stronger going 

forward. 

-Get into the habit of focusing on the great plays you make and the great games you 

play as opposed to always focusing on the things you don’t get right. 

-Develop the habit of using your mental reset button after every game and every 

round, not allowing your experiences from previous games and rounds to affect you 

moving forward.  

-When you’re playing games of Magic, get into the habit of always making your 

opponent faceless. The cards and the deck you’re playing against is what matters, not 

the person. 

-Develop the habit of finding the learning lessons in everything negative. The 

question you always want to ask yourself is, “What’s the great thing about this?” 

-Utilize preparation, tournament, and recovery routines to help you prepare 

adequately for tournaments, allow you to maximize your performance for the entire 

tournament, and to recover yourself mentally and move forward once the tournament 

is completed.
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Lesson #10 

The Psychology of Deck Choice 

“One of the hardest parts of Magic is simply choosing the right deck for a 

tournament. Sometimes I’m asked which deck someone should choose for an 

event, and generally speaking, it’s hard to answer those questions because it’s all 

contextual. So many factors go into which deck to choose that there’s really no 

way to answer that for someone without knowing more information.” 

-Brian Braun-Duin 

 

**** 

 

As a former soccer player, one of the most important decisions I had to make was to decide 

what pair of cleats I wanted to wear. This isn’t just because of the fact that certain cleats are 

better for certain field conditions, but there was also very much a psychological factor. I felt 

very comfortable wearing my trusty Adidas Predators. I didn’t feel nearly as comfortable if I 

had to wear anything else. I have several clients who are professional golfers. And, without a 

doubt, one of the most important decisions they make is which clubs they’re going to put 

into their bag. Again, this isn’t just a strategic decision. There’s a psychological factor at 

play. 

In Magic, one of the most important decisions a player will make for a tournament, if not 

the most important decision, is what deck they’re going to pilot. Most players will base their 

decision completely on a technical and strategic perspective, such as the current metagame, 

what the best deck is, which deck is the most hated out, etc. However, I believe there’s a 

psychological factor that has to be considered when choosing a deck for a tournament. The 

deck you choose to play is an important factor when it comes to your tournament mindset, 

and you need to consider the psychological aspect of your game when selecting your deck.
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Everyone knows that Craig Wescoe is a White-Weenie aficionado and master. At any given 

Constructed tournament, you can be almost guaranteed that Craig is going to be playing 

some kind of white-creature-based archetype, even if it may not be the bona-fide best deck 

in the format. On the opposite end of the spectrum, the same can be said of Guillaume 

Wafo-Tapa. Guillaume is a control aficionado and master, and at any given Constructed 

tournament, you can also be almost guaranteed that Guillaume is going to be playing some 

kind of control deck. The reason these two players make the choice to play these decks isn’t 

just a technical or strategic decision. There’s a psychological factor at play.  

Up to this point, you know that we’ve talked extensively about the importance of mindset 

on performance. The better your mental state when you sit down to play, the better your 

performance level and the better your results. The worse your mental state when you sit 

down to play, the worse your performance level and the worse your results. The reason 

these two players make the choice to play these kinds decks isn’t just a technical or strategic 

decision. There’s a psychological factor at play. The reason these two players, as well as 

many other players, choose to play the same archetype time after time is down to three key 

psychological factors: Certainty, Comfort, and Confidence. 

Certainty – When you play with an archetype you’re familiar with, it gives you a sense of 

certainty. You know what to expect from the deck. You know how it’s going to play. You 

know what the decision trees often look like against the other decks, you know what the 

play patterns will be, and you know what each turn is going to look like. Because you’ve 

done so many laps with the deck, your decision-making is supported by much more 

certainty than when you play an archetype that you haven’t played nearly as much. 

Comfort – When you have that distinct sense of certainty, that brings with it a feeling of 

comfort and security. Your mind is much more at ease and comfortable when you play 

because the deck you’re playing is so familiar to you. You can feel comfortable in knowing 

that you know how to play your deck because you’ve played it so much, so often. When you 

feel comfortable with a deck, your mind is more composed and you’re able to both think 

and make decisions with more clarity. 

Confidence - When you have certainty and comfort, that creates and breeds confidence in 

your ability to play your deck well and make the right decisions, and confidence is without 

question the most fundamental and important psychological factor when playing Magic. 

Playing with an archetype you’re very familiar with can give you the confidence you need to 

play a deck to its fullest, and most importantly, take risks and leaps of faith when necessary. 
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The more intimately familiar you are with a specific deck, the more certainty that gives you. 

If you play control decks a lot, you become much more certain of when to make specific 

decisions. You feel much more certain of knowing when to counter a spell and when not to 

counter a spell. You feel much more certain of knowing when to tap out on your turn and 

when not to tap out on your turn. You feel much more certain of knowing when to play a 

removal spell on a creature and when not to play a removal spell on a creature. That 

certainty makes it much easier to trust your decisions and commit to them when you go to 

make them.  

The more certainty you feel with a specific deck, the more comfortable and secure you can 

feel when playing it. If you play aggro decks a lot, you feel much more comfortable playing 

out your creatures onto the board in the face of a potential turn 4 or turn 5 board wipe. You 

feel much more comfortable playing threats into your opponent’s open Mana and possible 

counter spell/removal spell. You feel much more comfortable attacking with your creatures 

when the battlefield is clogged and mucked up, the combat math is complicated, and the 

potential lines of play your opponent could take when blocking varies greatly. That comfort 

makes it much easier to stay relaxed when you play and keep yourself relatively stress free. 

The more certainty and comfort you feel with a specific deck, the more confidence and self-

belief you can have when playing it. If you play combo decks a lot, you feel much more 

confident in your decision to combo off and go for the kill when you think it’s the right time 

to do so. You feel much more confident in your decision to delay things and wait one more 

turn before comboing off and killing your opponent if you think you should wait. And, you 

feel much more confident in your ability to reset and recover if you make a mistake or fizzle 

out in the middle of going off. That confidence and self-belief makes it much easier to 

commit to your decisions and lines of play and see them through.  

When choosing a deck, you obviously need to consider the technical implications of playing 

that deck, such as where it stands in the metagame, how it matches up against the other 

decks in the field, how much or how little it’s hated out for sideboarded games, etc. 

However, you also need to make sure you consider the mental implications of playing that 

deck. It doesn’t matter if you decide to play the best deck in the format. If you hate playing 

the deck, if it makes you feel uncertain, if it makes you feel uncomfortable, and if it makes 

you feel unconfident when playing it, you should not play that deck, because you’ll never be 

able to play it to its best and fullest capabilities anyways. You’re much better off playing a 

deck that’s perhaps not quite as good, but that makes you feel much better when playing it. 
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In any given format, there is always a deck or multiple decks that are considered tier 1 and 

the best deck or decks in the format. Then, just below that, you have your tier 2 decks that, 

while they can be strong and are able to compete, aren’t quite as consistently strong and 

powerful as the tier 1 decks. Going even further down, you have your tier 3 decks that ride 

the borderline between being competitive decks and homebrews. And then lastly, you have 

your tier 4 decks which are essentially just 100% homebrews, are likely not to be 

competitive enough to play, or are simply just completely unknown. This system isn’t an 

exact science, but it generally works itself out this way.  

Let’s say you’re going to a tournament, and the format for that tournament is going to be 

Legacy. Let’s say based on the current Legacy metagame at the time that Delver, Dredge, 

and 4-Color Leovold are the tier 1 decks of the format going into the tournament. At the 

tier 2 level, you have decks like Death & Taxes, Eldrazi, and Sneak & Show. Through your 

testing, you’ve narrowed down your deck choices down to two decks: Dredge and Death & 

Taxes. You’re having a difficult time choosing which deck you want to play. Both decks 

tested well, both decks are competitive, and both decks check off the technical components 

you want and need from a deck.  

However, Dredge is a deck that you don’t really feel certain, comfortable, or confident 

playing. It’s very high variance, you don’t have a vast amount of experience playing decks 

based around a graveyard strategy, and you don’t particularly enjoy playing a deck that 

utilizes that kind of game plan. With Death & Taxes, you feel much more certain, 

comfortable, and confident playing that deck. It’s very consistent, you have a vast amount of 

experience playing proactive, creature-based decks, and you really love and enjoy the style 

of deck and strategy that Death & Taxes provides. Despite it being a tier 2 deck, you’re 

much better off playing Death & Taxes over Dredge, even though Dredge is tier 1.  

The reason is simple: You can’t play a deck to its best and fullest capabilities if your 

mindset is affected negatively by the deck itself. Even though Dredge may technically be 

the stronger deck and better choice from a technical perspective, you’re far more likely to 

make mistakes and suboptimal decisions with a deck you don’t feel certain, comfortable, 

and confident playing. Even though Death & Taxes is technically a tier 2 deck that isn’t quite 

as strong, if that deck makes you feel certain, comfortable, and confident when playing it, 

you’re far more likely to make less mistakes and make more optimal decisions. Playing a tier 

1 deck poorly is often times not nearly as good as playing a tier 2 deck really well. Your 

chances of succeeding with the tier 2 deck are much higher in that instance.  
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Competitiveness vs. Fun 

Having said all of that, this brings about an interesting topic and dilemma that many players 

often face when choosing a deck to play for a tournament: Do you pick something that’s 

100% competitive, or do you pick something that’s fun to play and that you enjoy 

playing? Even if you hate playing the best deck in the format, do you pick it anyways and 

just go with it since it’s the best deck, or is it better to decide to play something that’s really 

fun for you to play and that you enjoy, regardless of its ability to compete? How you answer 

this depends completely on each individual, as everyone is different when it comes to 

tournament Magic. My answer is simple: Strike a balance between competitive and fun.  

In 2013, Craig Wescoe played in the World Championships. The field that weekend was 

littered with the two best decks in the format: Jund Midrange and American Midrange. In 

fact, 13 of the 16 decks in the field were those two archetypes. That’s almost 100% of the 

entire World’s metagame. However, Craig opted to play neither of those decks and went 

with something else more his style. Craig managed to place 5th playing a Boros Humans 

deck. He could have opted to play either of the two best decks for the tournament. Instead, 

he chose to play something that maybe wasn’t the best deck, but that struck a balance 

between being competitive, being fun to play, and staying true to how he loves to play.  

For most formats, there are a plethora of different decks and archetypes to choose from that 

range from tier 1 all the way to straight up homebrews. Figuring out which kind of deck to 

play ultimately comes down to what matters most to you when playing in a Magic 

tournament: Is it winning, fun, or somewhere in between? There are players that are 

super spikes that care only about winning and will only play the best deck. There are players 

that will pick a deck purely based on having fun and not how much it can win. Other players 

will try to strike a balance by trying to play something that’s both competitive and fun for 

them to play. There is no right or wrong. It’s all personal preference.  

When it comes to the mental aspect of deck selection, an important component is asking 

yourself, “What matters most to me for this tournament: Winning, fun, or somewhere 

in between?” Answering that question can help guide you in the right direction and help 

you pick the best deck for you and what you desire from that tournament. If winning is your 

absolute priority, then pick the best deck. If fun is your absolute priority, then make 

something quirky and crazy. If winning and fun is your aim, then pick a deck that can both 

compete and allow you to have fun playing it. Don’t worry or concern yourself with what 

anyone else thinks. If a certain deck resonates strongly with you, go for it and run it.   
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When it comes to players choosing similar archetypes over and over again, the layers 

surrounding that habit and pattern do go a bit deeper. Besides simply feeling certain, 

comfortable, and confident playing something that’s familiar, why do players tend to pick up 

the same archetypes time and time again? The answer can also lie in a person’s personality. 

When it comes to material things like clothes and music, people almost always select those 

things based on how they match their personality. For example, Tiger Woods always wore 

red on the final day of a golf tournament because for him, red meant aggression and it 

personified the intense side of his personality that he wanted to display for that day.  

The same can be said of deck selection. People who have intense or aggressive personalities 

will often times select intense and aggressive decks such as Affinity, White Weenie, Burn, 

and Stompy decks. People who have a more calm and controlled personality will often times 

select calm and controlling-type decks such as Blue-White Control, Blue-Black Control, and 

Red-White Prison decks. People who have a stranger and quirkier personality will often 

times select strange and quirky decks such as Amulet Titan, Dredge, and Living End. And in 

the end, this makes total sense. There’s a very real reason why people often play decks that 

match their personality.  

Many players use Magic as a vehicle for creativity and self-expression. They see their decks 

as a personification of themselves, their personalities, and the qualities that make them the 

person that they are. In essence, they want their decks to be an extension of themselves and 

who they are as people. This is also why many players will often times absolutely refuse to 

play the de-facto best deck of a format or to go and just net deck a deck for a tournament. 

They feel like they’d be selling out and betraying a sense of who they are if they simply 

conformed and played the best deck or took a list off the web. They want to play something 

that resonates with their personality and that they feel is a representation of themselves. 

As a former soccer player who used to excel in the sport through physical intensity and 

aggression, I always tend to play decks that match that aspect of my personality. In a way, I 

see games of Magic as a battle, and in a battle, I like to be proactive, take the front foot, and 

attack my opponent. That’s why I tend to play aggressive decks. They suit my personality 

better and they allow me to utilize what I feel are the strongest and best competitive 

attributes of my overall personality. I’m better at Magic when I’m able to just cast creatures, 

turn them sideways, and try to kill my opponent as fast as possible. I’m not as good at Magic 

if I try to play slow, thoughtful, more defensive-minded decks such as control decks. They 

just don’t suit my personality or my best characteristics when it comes to competition. 
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As you know, Magic is almost 100% a mental sport. The only physical aspect of the game is 

the drawing, casting, and using of cards. Outside of that, the game is played almost 

exclusively inside the mind. It’s also a very complex game where one’s intelligence and 

mental capacities are a critical component to, not only learning the game effectively, but to 

play it as effectively as possible as well. Going even deeper in the topic of psychology in deck 

choice, we can discuss the benefits of choosing certain decks and archetypes by analyzing the 

different aspects of intelligence, evaluating which attributes of your intelligence are your 

strongest, and then selecting a deck that allows you to maximize those attributes.  

To do this, we want to have a look at what’s called the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale. 

Originally designed and published in 1955, this scale was an IQ test designed to measure 

intelligence and cognitive ability in adults and older adolescents. It is currently in its fourth 

edition, called the WAIS-IV, and was released in 2008 by Pearson. It is the most widely 

used IQ test for both adults and older adolescents in the world. In short, the WAIS-IV scale 

uses an index consisting of the four index scores representing the major components of 

intelligence. Those four major components are as follows:  

Verbal Comprehension – This component reflects an individual’s ability to understand, 

use, and think with spoken language, as well as understand intricate and complex sentence 

structures. It also demonstrates the breadth and depth of knowledge acquired from one’s 

environment. It measures the retrieval from long-term memory of such information.  

Perceptual Reasoning – This component reflects an individual’s ability to accurately 

interpret, organize, and think with visual information. It measures nonverbal reasoning skills 

and taps into thinking that is more fluid and requires visual perceptual abilities. Perceptual 

Reasoning is the ability to use information gained through the senses, particularly visual, and 

make sense of them quickly. 

Working Memory – This component reflects an individual’s ability to take in and hold 

information in immediate awareness and then perform a mental operation on that 

information. It also measures the mental manipulation of number operations. Working 

Memory is the ability to store and manipulate information for a brief time. 

Processing Speed – This component reflects an individual’s ability to process simple or 

routine visual information quickly and efficiently. It measures visual and motor speed. 

Processing Speed is the ability to quickly and efficiently scan and understand visual 

information and complete a task with the data. 
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Verbal comprehension in Magic would refer to the ability to read, understand, and use cards 

correctly and in the most effective way possible. Throughout Magic, there are many cards 

where the text box is either completely convoluted with many sentences or contains 

complicated instructions that are hard to decipher and understand completely. Cards such as 

Ice Cauldron, Chains of Mephistopheles, and Dead Ringers are good examples. If your 

verbal comprehension is high, then you’d be ok playing a deck that contains these kinds of 

complicated, difficult to decipher cards and that could utilize complex interactions. If your 

verbal comprehension is lower, you’d want to stay away from those kinds of decks.  

Perceptual reasoning in Magic would refer to several different things. First, it refers to the 

ability to recognize patterns and complicated lines of play, things such as combos and other 

various forms of synergies where cards work together in unison. Second, it refers to the 

ability to analyze and interpret game information, things such as seeing and understanding 

when you’re ahead in a game or when you’re behind. Third, it refers the ability to evaluate 

and decipher board-state information, things such as noticing and knowing when and how 

you can attack or block with creatures. If your perceptual reasoning is high, you can play 

with decks that utilize combos, synergies, and tempo. If your perceptional reasoning is low, 

you’d want to stay away from those kinds of decks.  

Working memory in Magic would refer to the ability to memorize various amounts of 

information going on throughout a game, and most importantly, formulate a strategy and 

plan based on that information, things like planning and executing a specific line of play over 

multiple turns. It also refers to the ability to assimilate and hold many numbers inside your 

mind and figure out intricate mathematical equations, things such as being able to do 

complex combat math. If your working memory is high, you can play decks that require 

planning things out over multiple turns or that tend to involve a lot of complicated combat 

math. If your working memory is low, you’d want to stay away from those kinds of decks.  

Processing speed in Magic would refer to the ability to quickly analyze and process 

information in the immediate moment, things such as quickly figuring out whether to 

counter a spell or kill a creature with a removal spell, as well as being able to quickly analyze 

and process combat situations. If your processing speed is high, you can play decks that 

require you to make quicker decisions in the moment and that require fast processing of 

complicated game-states. If your processing speed is low, and if it takes you a longer portion 

of time to analyze what’s going on and comprehend any given situation during a game, 

you’d want to stay away from those kinds of decks.  
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As you can see, choosing what deck to play in a tournament goes way beyond simply asking, 

“What’s the best deck?” If the best deck in the format doesn’t suit your best intellectual and 

cognitive attributes, or requires you to utilize your weakest intellectual and cognitive 

attributes the most, then you wouldn’t want to play that deck. You’re better off playing a 

deck that’s slightly weaker but that utilizes your greatest intellectual and cognitive 

attributes. As we discussed earlier, you’re better off playing a slightly weaker deck to its 

maximum rather than playing a very strong deck poorly. Your chances of playing well and 

getting results with the former are much higher.  

Say that you have two players playing against each other at a tournament. Player A is playing 

with a tier 2 deck, but she knows the deck inside out. She feels extremely certain, 

comfortable, and confident playing the deck. The deck also utilizes her best intellectual and 

cognitive traits. Player B is playing the best deck in the format, but he doesn’t know the 

deck very well at all. He feels very uncertain, uncomfortable, and unconfident playing the 

deck. And, it’s a deck that requires him to use his weakest intellectual and cognitive traits. 

In that scenario, Player A has a higher chance of playing well than Player B and Player A has 

a higher chance of getting a good result from that match than Player B, even though her deck 

may not be tiered as high or be quite as strong.  

The great thing about Magic is that there’s variance. In most cases, though not always 

(Aetherworks Marvel/Caw Blade Standard comes to mind), the margin between tier 1 

decks and tier 2 decks isn’t a massive gap. Tier 1 decks are not always guaranteed to win. 

We see instances all of the time of decks that are either considered tier 2 or are off the radar 

going into a tournament, completely beating decks that are considered to be better, and 

getting great results. In knowing that, you’re much better off playing a tier 2 deck that 

makes you feel great and utilizes your intellectual skills better when playing as opposed to 

playing a tier 1 deck that makes you feel miserable and that you’re not good with. 

In closing, when deciding which deck you’re going to play for any given tournament, don’t 

just look at the technical side of things. Otherwise, you could be setting yourself up for 

failure unintentionally. Look at and consider the psychological and mental aspect of the 

deck. Does it make you feel certain? Does it make you feel comfortable? Does it make you 

feel confident? Is it a deck you enjoy playing and find really fun to play, or is it a deck that 

you can’t stand and that makes you feel awful when playing it? And lastly, does the deck 

allow you to utilize your best intellectual and cognitive traits, or does it require you to use 

your weakest ones? Combine the technical and mental aspects when choosing your deck. 
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Lesson #10: The Psychology Of Deck Choice – Keys Points From The Lesson 

-The deck you choose to play is an important factor when it comes to your tournament 

mindset, and you need to consider the psychological aspect of your game when 

selecting your deck. 

-When choosing a deck, you want to play a deck that provides for you three key 

psychological factors: Certainty, Comfort, and Confidence. 

-The more intimately familiar you are with a specific deck, the more certainty that 

gives you. The more certainty you feel with a specific deck, the more comfortable and 

secure you can feel when playing it. The more certainty and comfort you feel with a 

specific deck, the more confidence and self-belief you can have when playing it. 

-You can’t play a deck to its best and fullest capabilities if your mindset is negatively 

affected by the deck itself. Playing a tier 1 deck poorly is often times not nearly as 

good as playing a tier 2 deck really well. Your chances of succeeding with the tier 2 

deck are much higher in that instance. 

-If winning is your absolute priority, then pick the best deck. If fun is your absolute 

priority, then make something quirky and crazy. If winning and fun is your aim, then 

pick a deck that can both compete and allow you to have fun playing it. Go with what 

resonates with you and not what other people think you should do. Stay true to you. 

-Many players use Magic as a vehicle for creativity and self-expression. They see their 

decks as a personification of themselves, their personalities, and the qualities that 

make them the person that they are. In essence, they want their decks to be an 

extension of themselves and who they are as people. 

-Evaluate which attributes of your intelligence are your strongest, and then select a 

deck that allows you to maximize those attributes. Those attributes are Verbal 

Comprehension, Perceptual Reasoning, Working Memory, and Processing Speed.  

-Verbal Comprehension is the ability to understand, use, and think with spoken 

language, as well as understanding complex sentence structures. Perceptual 

Reasoning is the ability to use information and make sense of it quickly. Working 

Memory is the ability to store and manipulate information for a brief time. Processing 

Speed is the ability to quickly understand visual information and complete a task.
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Lesson #11 

Motivation In Magic 

“The accolades are nice, but winning has never been what’s motivated me to play 

Magic. I love gaming. I love thinking and mental battles. I love high level 

competition. The reason to play Magic is not to chalk up victories. It’s to play a 

great game.” 

-Ben Stark 

 

**** 

 

Shahar Shenhar is a professional Magic player from Israel who won the World 

Championships in 2013. He then managed to win the World Championships again in 2014, 

and in the process, became the first player ever in the history of the game to win the World 

Championships back to back. However, the following year, he didn’t have too great of a 

season. His only notable finish the entire year was a 4th place finish at Grand Prix Detroit, a 

Team Limited event. At the four Pro Tour events that year, he finished 116th, 327th, 235th, 

and 237th. He received an automatic invitation to the World Championships in 2015 since he 

was the winner from the year before. He finished 23rd out of 24 players.  

What happened? How did he go from being so dominant and successful the previous two 

years to falling off so drastically during the 2015 season? It could have been caused by any 

number of factors. However, undoubtedly, a major player in the reason for his decline was 

his motivation. He simply didn’t have the same level of motivation to dedicate to the game 

like he had in the previous two years when he was so successful. And, this is according to 

Shahar himself. He once said, “To be honest, I like to be great at whatever I do. I’ve 

always been very competitive. For me, the better I do, the less committed I become. 

Winning Worlds has given me some disinterest in Magic, for example.”
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Throughout the many years of Magic’s existence, many a player has come into the game and 

then gone out. Some people stay playing for a very long time and only leave many years 

after they’ve started playing. Some people only stay playing for a short time before they 

depart for good. Others will play the game for a while, take a break for a bit, come back 

into the game at a later point, and then repeat this cycle numerous times throughout their 

playing careers. Although the lengths of time that each of them plays the game is different, 

as well as if and when they eventually enter back into the game, there is one thing that 

remains in common with each of them: Their decisions are driven by motivation.  

Professional players spend an inordinate amount of time dedicating themselves to the game. 

They’re usually traveling every single week, sometimes at long distances, to play in various 

Grand Prix events around the country or around the world. To prepare for these and other 

events, they spend countless hour playtesting, practicing, and researching the game so that 

they can stay in peak form. William “Huey” Jensen, the 2017 World Champion, talked 

about how, in the weeks leading up to the tournament, he spent anywhere from 12-14 

hours per day preparing for that tournament. The key element that drives these kinds of 

players to put so much time and energy into the game is one thing: Motivation. 

Motivation is like the gasoline that fuels the car. You can have the nicest, strongest, and 

fastest car in the world. If it doesn’t have any gasoline in it, then it simply cannot run. It 

won’t function. Human beings are the same, and motivation is our gasoline. It’s the fuel that 

energizes people into making decisions and taking actions. You can be the best player in the 

world and a back to back world champion, but if you don’t have any motivation to play the 

game, all of the wonderful skill and ability that you possess will count for nothing, as you 

won’t have the necessary fuel to put those things into action and utilize them to their fullest. 

However, the opposite is also true. When the gas tank is filled all the way up with 

motivation, the potential of what you can do and achieve becomes limitless.  

When it comes to motivation in Magic, the main issue that any player has is being able to 

keep and sustain their motivation consistently over a long period of time. The ups and 

downs of the game, along with the time, energy, and resources that are needed to commit 

to the game at the highest levels, can often times take a toll on a player’s motivation levels 

and willingness to pursue the game over the long term. This makes learning how to keep 

your motivation over a long period of time without losing it absolutely essential. To learn 

and understand how to do that, it starts by understanding that motivation isn’t actually 

something you lose. You never “lose” motivation. It just gets channeled into other things.  
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I’ll give you an example. It’s the Monday before a Saturday PPTQ that you have coming up. 

To do well in that tournament, you need to do some preparation. You have the day off from 

work, so you have two choices. One, you can playtest for the PPTQ. Two, you can lie in 

bed all day, watch some movies, and simply relax. In the end, you choose to lie in bed all 

day and watch movies instead of playtesting and preparing for the upcoming tournament. In 

that example, the common misconception is to think that you’re lacking motivation. 

However, that’s not true. It’s actually the opposite. You’re very highly motivated in that 

scenario. You’re simply very highly motivated to lie in bed and watch movies all day.  

Let’s do another example, but in a more broad sense. You’ve been playing Magic for 10 

years now, and you’ve seen a reasonable amount of success in your career. You’ve won a 

few Grand Prix tournaments, placed high at various Pro Tours, and even played in the 

World Championships one year. However, after a decade of playing the game, you find 

yourself becoming disinterested in Magic. Instead of dedicating your time to Magic, you find 

yourself doing other things outside of the game. Instead of playing Magic, you branch out 

into other card games and start delving into those. You haven’t lost any motivation in that 

situation. You’re highly motivated. You’re simply highly motivated to play other games. 

The simple fact is this: Motivation is always 100% present in every person, every day. 

Motivation is not something that comes and goes and that you either have or don’t have. No 

one “loses” motivation. You always have it, it’s always there, and it’s constantly dictating the 

decisions you make and actions you take on a daily basis. When someone says they don’t 

have motivation or that they’ve lost it, what’s really going on is that their motivation has 

been channeled away from the thing or things they want it to be channeled into and diverted 

into other things. It hasn’t disappeared. It has simply been redirected into other actions that 

are either productive or unproductive in nature.  

To understand how it works that way, you have to break down the process. Every action, 

whether it’s productive or unproductive in nature, ultimately comes to fruition through the 

decision and choice to take that action. And, all decisions and choices have a motive of some 

kind. When you take the unproductive action of lying in bed watching movies instead of 

preparing for a tournament, that unproductive action was triggered by a decision to make 

that choice, a decision that had some kind of motivation behind it. There was a reason why 

you made that decision, whether you realize or understand what that reason was or not. 

When you’re doing things and taking actions that are unproductive towards Magic, your 

choices to take those actions are still being driven by some kind of motivation in some form. 
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This same concept applies to everyday life as well. If you come home from work and decide 

to sit on the couch and watch TV instead of going for a run or hitting the gym, you’re not 

lacking motivation in that scenario. You’re actually highly motivated. You’re simply highly 

motivated to watch TV instead of exercising. Although your motivation is being channeled 

and directed into an unproductive activity, that doesn’t change the fact that your motivation 

is still there and that it’s what’s guiding you in the direction of making that specific choice 

and taking that specific action. Even in a situation like that where it seems like motivation 

isn’t present, it is. It’s just being put to use in other actions. 

Motivation doesn’t get lost. It simply gets channeled and re-directed. If you feel like you 

don’t have the motivation to prepare for a tournament or study the game, it’s not that you 

don’t have the motivation to do those things. You do. For one reason or another, you’re just 

channeling and directing that motivation into other actions and not directing it into 

preparing for a tournament or studying the game. If you feel like you’ve “lost” the 

motivation to keep playing tournament Magic, it’s not that your motivation has disappeared. 

It hasn’t. For whatever reason, your motivation is simply being channeled and directed into 

some other thing or things besides playing tournament Magic. 

If you feel like you’ve lost your motivation or that you can’t get it going in the first place, 

the question you want to ask isn’t, “Where is my motivation?” The question you want to ask 

is, “What is my motivation being channeled into and why?” If you find yourself 

choosing to do unproductive things or taking actions that aren’t Magic related, you want to 

try and figure out and understand why you’re motivated to make those decisions and take 

those actions. Something is motivating you to make decisions and take actions that aren’t 

Magic related. And, that something is always the same. It comes in different forms, but the 

thing itself that creates motivation is always the same thing: Desire.  

Desire is what creates motivation. The desire you have for something is what motivates you 

to make certain decisions and take certain actions so that you can obtain that desire. Using 

the example I used previously, if you decide to lie in bed and watch movies all day instead of 

preparing for an upcoming tournament, that action is triggered by a decision. You make that 

decision because you’re motivated to make it. And, what motivates you to make that 

decision is your desire to obtain something, whether it’s internal or external in nature. In 

this case, your desire to relax and not doing something tedious and difficult such as 

playtesting for a tournament is what motivates you to make the decision to lie in bed and 

watch movies all day instead of going and preparing for the tournament you have coming up. 
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If you find yourself not channeling your motivation into Magic in some form, that can mean 

any number of three different things. One, it can mean there’s something related to Magic 

that you don’t desire to obtain or experience. Two, Magic makes you feel some kind of pain 

in some way and you want to avoid that pain. And three, it can mean that you desire to 

obtain or experience something outside of Magic that means more to you than anything you 

can obtain or experience in Magic. No matter what aspect of Magic you’re having trouble 

channeling your motivation into, the trouble you’re having in channeling your motivation 

into Magic comes from any or all of the following three things:  

1) You don’t have the desire to obtain the internal or external rewards a specific 

activity in Magic has to offer.  

2) You don’t have the desire to experience some kind of pain that you perceive Magic 

is currently making you feel. 

3) You have a greater desire to obtain the internal or external rewards of another 

activity.  

Because you don’t have the desire to obtain the internal or external rewards a specific 

activity in Magic has to offer, you’re not motivated to make the decision to do those 

activities. Because you don’t have the desire to experience some kind of pain that you 

perceive Magic is currently making you feel, you’re not motivated to make the decision to 

continue playing the game. And, because you have a greater desire to obtain the internal or 

external rewards of another activity, you instead channel your motivation into that other 

activity instead of Magic. Whether it’s any or all of these factors that’s effecting your 

motivation, it ultimately comes down to what you either desire or don’t desire, and that is 

what’s impacting whether you channel your motivation into Magic in some form or not.  

So what does all of this mean? What it means is that, if you feel you can’t get up the 

necessary motivation to do some Magic activity or that you’ve “lost” your motivation for 

Magic as a whole, to get your motivation channeled back into Magic, you have to start by 

asking this question: “Does Magic make me feel pleasure, or does Magic make me feel 

pain?” Understanding whether or not Magic is making you feel pleasure or pain will help to 

paint a clearer picture as to why you’re not channeling your motivation into the game at that 

time. From there, you can recalibrate your desires, form a new approach towards the Magic 

as a whole, and start getting your motivation channeled into a specific Magic activity or back 

into the game altogether. 
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Having said that, the layers to motivation are still yet more complex and we can continue to 

delve deeper into exploring motivation in Magic, because ultimately, it isn’t just a simple 

matter of black or white where you either channel your motivation into Magic or not. There 

are actually different kinds of motivation, and depending on what kind of motivation you 

have, that’s going to determine what kinds of decisions and actions you take, as well as 

whether or not your motivation will sustain itself over the long term. You not only want to 

have a productive form of motivation, you want to be able to sustain it over the long term. 

That requires utilizing the best kind of motivation. 

I say “The best kind of motivation” because, to be exact, there are two different kinds of 

motivation that a person can utilize: Extrinsic Motivation and Intrinsic Motivation. And, 

although they’re both forms of motivation, they’re both very different from each other and 

will affect you and your game in completely different ways. And, in the end, one of them is 

absolutely a better form of motivation than the other. Which one that is, you’ll find out by 

the end of the lesson. Let’s explore both forms of motivation in greater detail.  

 

Extrinsic Motivation 

Extrinsic motivation is when the bulk of your motivation for practicing, competing, and 

playing the game is the desire to achieve some kind of external outcomes or rewards. It’s 

when the sources of your motivation come primarily from sources outside of yourself. The 

following are some examples of sources of extrinsic motivation in Magic: 

Winning 

Rewards 

Prizes 

Trophies 

Money 

Rankings 

Leaderboard Positions 

Awards 

Medals 

Recognition 

Praise 

Points 
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Whether it’s an individual game, match, or tournament, any time your main source of 

motivation to play is motivated primarily by the desire to obtain one or more external 

rewards, you’re being motivated primarily by extrinsic motivation. It also applies to your 

playing career as a whole. If your main reason for playing the game of Magic as a whole and 

your main motivation in Magic is being driven by the desire to obtain these kinds of external 

rewards, then you’re being motivated primarily by extrinsic motivation. Having said all of 

that, while it does provide some upside in terms of motivating you, extrinsic motivation 

does have more downside than upside.  

Extrinsic motivation only works as long as you don’t achieve what it is that’s motivating 

you. Once you do, that thing will slowly lose its power to motivate you moving forward. 

For example, take booster packs. Using booster packs as a source of motivation is a double-

edged sword. It will work in the beginning and you’ll be motivated to play by the desire to 

attain them. However, as time goes by, using booster packs as a source of motivation will 

become less and less effective. You’ll either fail to win them and redirect your motivation 

towards other things because you’re not winning them as much as you want to. Or, you’ll 

eventually redirect your motivation towards other more rewarding activities because the 

value of winning booster packs goes down the more you win them.  

There’s actually a scientific term for this phenomenon. It’s called the Overjustification 

Effect. Scientific research has conclusively shown that if a person is motivated to do an 

activity primarily by the desire to obtain external rewards and outcomes, then that person 

will experience a reduction in their motivation to continue doing that activity over time and 

will eventually redirect their motivation into other things. The overjustification effect 

happens both when you don’t get the rewards and outcomes, as well as when you do, which 

makes total sense when you think about it. 

Let’s say your main motivation for doing something is the desire to obtain some kind of 

external reward. If you try and try and try to get that reward but can never obtain it, you 

will eventually redirect your motivation into other activities or tasks where you feel you 

have a better chance of attaining a reward. If your main motivation for doing something is 

the desire to obtain some kind of external reward, and if you continue to succeed and get 

the same reward over and over again, that reward will eventually lose the value and prestige 

that it used to have. Once that happens, you’ll become bored of the activity, desire a new 

reward from something else, channel your motivation into that, and move on from the old 

activity. In both cases, the overjustification effect has set in and derailed your motivation.  
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At the beginning of this lesson, I talked about professional player Shahar Shenhar and how he 

went from winning the World Championships back to back in 2013 and 2014, culminating 

in him having the best year or couples of years in his playing career, only to then go on a run 

of several years of mostly poor performances and results before finally bouncing back again 

in 2017. Let’s go ahead and dissect his quote again: “To be honest, I like to be great at 

whatever I do. I’ve always been very competitive. For me, the better I do, the less 

committed I become. Winning Worlds has given me some disinterest in Magic, for 

example.” 

What happened to Shahar is a classic example of being too extrinsically motivated and being 

impacted by the overjustification effect. I talked previously about how using the desire to 

win titles and prizes as a main source of motivation will become less and less effective over 

time, either because you fail to win the titles and prizes you’re after and you move on, or 

because you do eventually obtain them, get bored of the game, seek new challenges, and 

either slow down playing or stop playing completely. That’s what happened to Shahar. The 

more he won in Magic and the more he obtained high rewards for winning, he eventually 

reached a point where he got disinterested in the game and stopped playing as much.  

Lastly, one of the major drawbacks of being too extrinsically motivated is that, the more 

you’re motivated by external rewards and results, the more the game stops being a fun game 

that you inherently enjoy doing and the more the game starts to feel like work or a job. The 

game will start to feel like a monotonous task that you’re forcing yourself to do out of 

necessity rather than something you’re actually voluntarily happy to do. Once that happens, 

you’ll very quickly start channeling your motivation out of Magic and into something else. In 

other words, you burn out mentally and emotionally. When players burn out and take 

breaks from the game, it’s often times down to them being too extrinsically motivated and 

turning the game into a carrot-chasing activity rather than a fun game they enjoy playing.  

So, what does a player do? Do you just not have any desire whatsoever to win things and not 

be motivated at all by wanting to achieve rewards and be successful? No, that’s absolutely 

not the case. It’s important to be clear about that. There’s definitely nothing wrong with 

being motivated by the desire to win things like rewards, prizes, trophies, rankings, or 

money. In fact, it’s almost impossible not to be motivated by external rewards in some 

fashion. Having said that, external rewards should never be your MAIN sources of 

motivation. It’s all about balance. It’s fine to be motivated by external rewards, but you 

never want to allow them to be the main sources that motivate you to play Magic. 
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At this top of this lesson, I provided a really great quote from Hall of Fame professional 

player Ben Stark: “The accolades are nice, but winning has never been what’s 

motivated me to play Magic. I love gaming. I love thinking and mental battles. I love 

high level competition. The reason to play Magic is not to chalk up victories. It’s to 

play a great game.” What does Ben mean by this? Does this mean that Ben doesn’t care to 

win at all and has no desire to achieve things in the game and be successful? No, of course it 

doesn’t. What it does mean is that, while he is motivated by the desire want to win and be 

successful in some form, he’s motivated more by the internal rewards that the game of 

Magic provides. In short, he’s driven by a very strong sense of Intrinsic Motivation. 

 

Intrinsic Motivation 

Intrinsic motivation is when the bulk of your motivation for practicing, competing, and 

playing the game is the desire to achieve, not external rewards or outcomes, but rather 

internal satisfaction and fulfillment. It’s when the sources from which you draw your 

motivation come, not from external sources, but from sources within you. The following 

are some examples of sources of intrinsic motivation in Magic: 

Passion 

Love For The Game 

Fun 

Enjoyment 

Doing Your Best 

Learning 

Feeling Good 

Performing To Your Maximum 

Overcoming Challenges 

Growth 

Mastering The Game 

Fulfilling Your Potential As A Player 

Purpose 

Playing The Perfect Game 

Curiosity 

Creativity 

Thrill Of Competition 



Motivation In Magic 

150 
 

Instead of being motivated primarily by the desire of winning a prize, trophy, or ranking, 

you’re motivated instead by the overcoming the challenges the game provides, mastering the 

game on technical level, and becoming the best player that you can possibly be. Instead of 

being motivated primarily by achieving wins and avoiding losses, you’re motivated instead 

by the concept of constantly learning as much about the game as you can. You’re motivated 

by the ideal of trying to play the perfect game of Magic. And, most importantly, you’re 

motivated more by the game itself, how it makes you feel when playing it, and the passion 

that you have for the game. 

Intrinsic motivation is the best kind of motivation. That’s because, with intrinsic motivation, 

the sources you draw your motivation from come from within you, meaning you’re in 

control of them and always have a source of motivation ready to be tapped into, unlike with 

extrinsic motivation where the sources of your motivation are beyond your control and are 

very condition-based. Intrinsic motivation is the best kind of motivation because it works in 

both the short term and the long term, unlike extrinsic motivation which tends to wear off 

over time. With intrinsic motivation, there is no overjustification effect that you have to 

worry about derailing your motivation, unlike with extrinsic motivation.  

Intrinsic motivation doesn’t fade away. Extrinsic motivation is more powerful than intrinsic 

motivation in the short term, but intrinsic motivation always wins out in the long term. 

That’s what makes it superior to extrinsic motivation. The players who burn themselves out 

and have to walk away from the game are almost always putting themselves into that 

situation because they’ve over-utilized extrinsic motivation and burned themselves out 

emotionally as a consequence. With intrinsic motivation, psychological burnout isn’t an 

issue. You won’t need to take breaks from the game for mental or emotional reasons and 

you’ll be able to sustain your motivation to play the game over a longer period of time. 

Lastly, and most importantly, being motivated primarily by intrinsic motivation keeps Magic 

as a fun game that you love to play rather than turning it into work, a job, or a monotonous 

task that becomes tedious and forced. You’re much more likely to be happy to voluntarily 

go and do things like playtesting, practicing, and other important tasks that aren’t 

necessarily very thrilling or immediately rewarding on an external level. Intrinsic motivation 

makes it much easier to cope with bad results and bounce back from them. Intrinsic 

motivation makes it much easier for you to be willing to embrace challenges and attempt to 

overcome them. Intrinsic motivation makes it much easier for you to develop a stronger a 

sense of confidence and self-worth. All around, intrinsic motivation is simply the best.  
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When you first started playing Magic, did you have trouble channeling your motivation into 

the game? It probably came very easily. That’s because, when you first started playing, your 

motivation was very intrinsic in nature. You didn’t care all that much about things like 

trophies, medals, prizes, or money. You cared about having fun, playing with your friends, 

and learning as much as you could about this new game you discovered. All you thought 

about was doing this thing that you, for some reason, absolutely loved doing. You didn’t 

need any other reason to want to play the game other than knowing you had an amazing and 

fun time every time you played it.  

However, what happened over time? As you continued to play the game and the better you 

became at it, the more competitive things got. The more competitive things got, the less 

important things like having fun, enjoying yourself, doing your best, and focusing on 

learning became. It became more and more about winning, points, and rankings. More and 

more, this game you used to play purely because you loved it and because it made you feel 

really good playing it morphed into something else; it started to feel more like work and less 

like a game. Perhaps it even became your job or your career. It was no longer just a game 

anymore, at least not in your mind. It transformed into something else entirely.  

When I work with players, I always tell them that, in some ways, they should go back to 

having the same mentality and mindset that they had when they first started playing the 

game. When you first started playing, Magic was just a game. It was fun. You were 

motivated by how Magic made you feel and how much you loved that feeling. You were 

motivated by learning, growth, and the vision of becoming the best player that you could 

be. You were motivated by the curiosity you had and the inquisitiveness to discover 

everything you could about the game. You were motivated by playing your best and 

overcoming the new challenges that came your way. 

No matter what level you’re at now, your main sources of motivation should be intrinsic in 

nature. Your motivation should come from the love you have for the game, to be the best 

you can be, to connect with the community, to master everything about the game, to grow 

and learn as much as possible, to enjoy what you do, to love overcoming challenges, to 

maximize your full potential, and to create memories that will last a lifetime long after your 

playing days have finished. You can still win things and be successful in Magic by being 

intrinsically motivated. In fact, studies show that intrinsic motivation leads to higher success 

rates than extrinsic motivation. So, be motivated by the internal, not the external. As Ben 

said, “The reason to play Magic is not to chalk up victories. It’s to play a great game.” 
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Lesson #11: Motivation In Magic – Key Points From The Lesson 

-When it comes to motivation in Magic, the main issue that any player has is being 

able to keep and sustain their motivation consistently over a long period of time. This 

makes learning how to keep your motivation over a long period of time without losing 

it absolutely essential. 

-Motivation isn’t actually something you lose. You never “lose” motivation. It just 

gets channeled and redirected into other things.   

-Motivation is always 100% present in every person, every day. Motivation is not 

something that comes and goes and that you either have or don’t have. No one “loses” 

motivation. You always have it, it’s always there, and it’s constantly dictating the 

decisions you make and actions you take on a daily basis. 

-Every action, whether it’s productive or unproductive in nature, ultimately comes to 

fruition through the decision and choice to take that action. And, all decisions and 

choices have a motive of some kind. 

-If you feel like you’ve lost your motivation or that you can’t get it going in the first 

place, the question you want to ask isn’t, “Where is my motivation?” The question you 

want to ask is, “What is my motivation being channeled into and why?” 

-There are actually different kinds of motivation, and depending on what kind of 

motivation you have, that’s going to determine whether or not your motivation is 

strong enough and whether or not it will sustain itself over the long term 

-The two different kinds of motivation that a person can utilize are Extrinsic 

Motivation and Intrinsic Motivation. And, although they’re both forms of motivation, 

they’re both very different from each other and will affect you and your game in 

completely different ways. 

-Extrinsic motivation is when you’re motivated primarily by external rewards. 

Intrinsic motivation is when you’re motivated primarily by internal satisfaction. 

-Intrinsic motivation is superior to extrinsic motivation. Extrinsic motivation works in 

the short term, but fades out in the long term. Intrinsic motivation is strong in both 

the short and long term, sustains motivation much better than extrinsic motivation, 

and produces higher rates of success than extrinsic motivation.
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Lesson #12 

Dispelling False Beliefs 

“More than a few think it’s time for me to retire. Maybe I don’t have it 

anymore?” 

-Paul Rietzl 

 

**** 

 

As human beings, our actions are very largely driven by our belief systems. The decisions we 

make, the actions we take, and the behaviors we exemplify are almost always a reflection of 

what we believe about ourselves and the world around us. For example, take someone who 

believes very deeply in the concept of eating healthy and living an active lifestyle. What are 

their actions and behaviors like? They eat exclusively healthy foods and they exercise 

regularly. Or, take for example someone who believes very deeply that the earth is being 

ruined by pollution. What are their actions and behaviors like? They maybe drive an electric 

car, recycle religiously, or volunteer to walk around and pick up litter in public areas. In 

both cases, their decisions, actions, and behaviors are a reflection of the beliefs they possess 

about themselves and the world surrounding them. 

The overwhelming majority of your beliefs are subconscious in nature. You have a million 

different beliefs about yourself and the world around you, but the absolute majority of them 

you’re not even aware of. You’ve acquired these beliefs from a number of different sources: 

Your own interpretations of your life experiences, what people have yammered into your 

head constantly over time, your interactions with the environment or society around you, 

etc. Many of the beliefs you possess are true and are beneficial for you. However, many of 

them are false, harmful, and can hold you back and limit you. This also applies when it 

comes to your beliefs about the game of Magic and yourself as a Magic player.
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Beliefs are essentially the guiding principles in life that provide direction and meaning in life. 

They function as the preset, organized filters to our perceptions of the world, both external 

and internal. Beliefs are like “internal commands” to the brain that dictate how to represent 

what is happening when we congruently believe something to be true. In the absence of 

beliefs or inability to tap into them, people feel disempowered. Beliefs originate from what 

we hear and keep on hearing from others ever since we were children, as well as even 

before that. The sources of our beliefs include environments, events, knowledge, past 

experiences, visualization, and others.  

Often times, people have the misconception that beliefs are cemented, static, fixed things 

that cannot be changed or altered. However, that’s simply not the case. If that were true, 

then people would never be able to change and reform themselves, but we know that’s not 

the case. We see, hear, and read stories of people all the time who are able to change who 

they are, reform themselves, and remove old beliefs in order to replace them with new and 

more positive beliefs. In actuality, beliefs are a choice. We have the power and the ability to 

choose our own beliefs and to decide what we want to believe in. And, our beliefs 

ultimately end up shaping our reality.  

To understand just how powerful and impactful something as simple as beliefs can be, all 

one has to do is look at the Placebo Effect. The placebo effect is a heal-inducing effect that 

people experience when they think they’re receiving treatment for something, when it 

reality, the treatment is fake. Because they believe that the treatment they’re receiving is 

real and legitimate, they utilize some kind of mind-body connection through their belief 

system that can actually create a physiological response and manifest physical changes in the 

body. The science behind the placebo effect is universally well-established and documented, 

and it’s something that will work anywhere from 20%-80% of the time in patients. In some 

instances, simply believing you’re being treated, even if you’re not, can physically heal you.  

The purpose of this lesson is to help you explore your belief systems so that you can identify 

any potential negative or false beliefs you might be harboring that could be holding you back 

and limiting you from breaking through in the game and becoming the best player that you 

can possibly be. To do that, we’ll be covering and discussing a number of different false 

beliefs that players within the game, including perhaps yourself, can easily be harboring at 

one point or another. By identifying false beliefs, understanding how they become adopted, 

and learning how to dispel them, you can either start working to remove these false beliefs 

or prevent yourself from harboring them in the future. Let’s take a look.  
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False Belief #1: “If I take a mulligan, I’m guaranteed to lose.” 

Magic is a game of card advantage. The more cards you get to see over the course of a game 

than your opponent, the better chance you have of winning. The less cards you get to see 

over the course of a game than your opponent, the less chance you have of winning. 

However, that doesn’t mean you have no chance of winning. Regardless, that still doesn’t 

prevent many players from believing that, when they’re forced into take a mulligan during a 

game, the game is automatically a lost cause and their chances of winning that game are 

essentially completely shot. So, they either force themselves to keep wonky opening hands 

they shouldn’t keep, or they mentally give up on the game once they’ve mulliganed.  

The fact of the matter is that Magic is a game of extremely high variance. And, that variance 

can unexpectedly work to your advantage just as much as it can sometimes work against 

you. There are a number of reasons why you’re not guaranteed to lose when you take a 

mulligan. First, there’s every chance you could draw well off the top of your deck and get 

yourself into the game early. Second, even if you mulligan, your opponent could mulligan 

down to the same amount of cards as you or less, putting you on an even playing field or 

better. Third, even if you mulligan and your opponent keeps a seven card hand, their hand 

could be mediocre and they could draw poorly for several turns, allowing you a chance. 

Where does this false belief come from? It mostly often comes from a player having 

experiences mulliganing down to 6 or 5 and either losing painfully or losing a few times 

consecutively, and when that happens, they make the false association in their mind that 

“Mulligan = Losing”. Don’t let this false belief force you into keeping bad hands and losing 

games you shouldn’t be losing. It is absolutely more than possible to mulligan and still win 

games. We see players do it all the time. If you allow yourself to harbor this false belief, 

then your actions will reflect it. You’ll refuse to mulligan bunk hands and lose games 

because of it. 

Dispel this false belief. Mulligans are a part of the game, and they always will be. But, just 

because you have to mulligan during a game doesn’t mean you’re guaranteed to lose the 

game. Whatever hand you end up keeping, simply focus on playing that hand to the best of 

your ability. Each turn, try to maximize and optimize as much as you can the decisions you 

make and lines you take. By playing tight, smart, and to your outs, there’s always every 

chance possible that you can get into the game and get a result. Your opponent could 

stumble or make mistake, and sometimes, that’s all the opening you need to turn things 

around.  



Dispelling False Beliefs 

156 
 

False Belief #2: “I’m only good at playing certain kinds of decks.” 

One of the beautiful things about Magic is that there’s such an enormous amount of variety, 

diversity, and choice in the game. Magic has a card pool of over 30,000 cards. In any given 

format, there can be numerous different kinds of decks that a player can pick up, play, and 

learn to pilot effectively, especially in formats such as Modern and Legacy where as many as 

10 different decks can be perfectly viable for tournaments. However, despite such an 

enormous amount of variety and choice, players will often times place themselves into a 

bubble and pigeon-hole themselves to only playing specific kinds of decks or archetypes. 

They don’t believe they can be as good with something other than their typical wheelhouse. 

Yes, you may be good at playing White Weenie Aggro or Blue-Black Control and that may 

be 100% true. However, you don’t know if that’s the only deck you’re good at playing 

unless you give yourself a proper chance to play something else. Not only that, you can’t 

ever see just how good you can be with a specific deck unless you give yourself the time and 

patience that’s needed to learn the ins and outs of a different deck so that you can become 

proficient with it. The fact is, you could be even better at a different deck than the one 

you’re used to playing, but you never discover that because you never allow yourself the 

opportunity to try anything else. 

Where does this false belief come from? It often times comes from a player attempting to 

play something they don’t normally play and either playing badly with it or losing a lot with 

it. From that, they then create a false association in their mind that “Deck A = Playing 

Badly” or “Deck A = Losing”, give up on it, and never attempt to pick it up again. Or, it can 

come from a friend or teammate constantly telling them, “You’re not any good with 

anything besides what you normally play, so just stick with that and don’t try to play 

anything else.” Again, you have no idea how good you can become with a deck until you, 

not only attempt to play other decks, but give yourself the time to learn them efficiently. 

Dispel this false belief. Magic is filled with such an enormous amount of variety and there’s 

no telling just how capable you are of playing different kinds of decks until you give them a 

go and put in the laps with them. There are many players throughout the game who are able 

to play multiple different kinds of decks and archetypes, and they’re the proof that, with 

enough work and patience, you too can learn to play a variety of different decks. By doing 

so, you expand your toolbox as a Magic player, give yourself more flexibility for 

tournaments, and make yourself unpredictable, as players will have hard time being able to 

pin you down on any one specific deck, giving you a good advantage when competing.  
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False Beliefs #3: “I can’t come from behind once I start losing.” 

Losing can happen on multiple different axes. It can mean losing a game, a round, or a 

tournament. Many players, when they fall behind in a game and start losing that game, 

they’ll think the game is hopeless and wave the white flag. If they fall behind in a match by 

losing the first or second game, they’ll give up on the match before it’s even finished, even 

though there’s still one or two more games left to play. If they start out a tournament with 

an 0-2 or 0-3 record, they’ll just drop instead of finishing the tournament out. In all of those 

situations, because they react to losing so poorly, they of course end up losing more or 

quitting and never give themselves the proper opportunity to turn things around. 

At Pro Tour Ixalan, William “Huey” Jensen started the tournament out 1-4. Despite such a 

torrid start to the tournament, he managed to recover, turn things around, and battle back 

to an 11-5 finish, grabbing 39th place and winning $1,500 in the process. Despite starting 

out at 1-4, he went 10-1 through his last 11 rounds. In Magic, every game, every match, and 

every tournament is completely unique. Just because you couldn’t recover from a losing 

position before doesn’t mean you can’t in the future. If you allow yourself to harbor this 

false belief, then your actions will reflect it. Every time you fall into a losing position, you’ll 

mentally give up, drop your performance levels, or drop out of the tournament entirely. 

Where does this false belief come from? It comes from a player experiencing uninterrupted 

losses on numerous occasions throughout their career. Every time they’ve fallen into a 

losing position in a game, match, or tournament and not recovered from that losing position 

quickly enough, they create a false association in their mind that “Losing Position = Cannot 

Recover”. Because they’ve never been able to recover from a losing position before in their 

career, they adopt the belief that they don’t have what it takes to recover from a losing 

position, turn things around, and come back in futures games, matches, or tournaments. As 

a consequence, they create a self-fulfilling prophecy and can never climb out of any holes.  

Dispel this false belief. Again, every single game, match, and tournament is its own 

completely unique circumstance and experience. There is no connection between previous 

circumstances and future ones. Just because you weren’t able to recover from losing 

positions in previous circumstances doesn’t mean that you don’t have the ability to recover 

from them and won’t recover from them in the future. Never make the mistake of creating 

a false association between the past and the present. You can lose game one and still win 

games two and three. You can start a tournament 0-2 and battle back to finish 13-2. 

Anything is possible in Magic.  
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False Belief #4: “I always choke when it matters most.” 

During one of my monthly Reddit AMA’s that I do over on /r/Spikes, a player once came 

in with a question in regards to how he could overcome the obstacle of having a stigma for 

always choking in big matches. In fact, it was so bad, he said that his friends actually had a 

nickname for him: The Choker. How terrible is that, right? I’m sure his friends didn’t mean 

any harm by the nickname and were just teasing him with it, but coincidentally, them 

constantly reminding him of the times he’s choked and going as far as calling him “The 

Choker” actually created a belief within him that he was essentially destined to always bomb 

out when he needed to win.  

Professional player Christian Calcano has played in a total of 27 Pro Tours throughout his 

career. For the first 26 of those Pro Tours, he failed to reach the Top 8 in every single one 

of them. However, on the 27th attempt at Pro Tour Amonkhet in 2017, he finally made it 

through and clinched his first Top 8. For years, when it mattered most and when playing on 

the biggest stage at the Pro Tour, he technically “choked” time and time again when he 

needed to perform and couldn’t get himself to break through and clinch that first Top 8 that 

he so desperately was seeking. However, through determination and perseverance, as well 

as a shift in his overall mindset, he was able to avoid the choke and finally break through.  

Where does this false belief come from? It comes from a player falling short in a big game or 

important moment multiple times throughout their career, and then what happens is the 

player creates a false association in their mind that “Big Moments = Losing”. They create a 

connection between their past results and their future results, believing that, because they 

always lost in big games in the past, they’re going to lose in big games in the future. They 

convince themselves they don’t have the ability to close them out. So, as a consequence of 

that, it’s once again a self-fulfilling prophecy. Every time they get into a clutch situation, 

they choke.  

Dispel this false belief. Similar to the previous false belief that you can’t recover from a 

losing position, the belief that you cannot close things out when it matters most comes from 

you creating a connection between the past and the present. Christian Calcano is not the 

only example of a player who has choked on multiple occasions before but that managed to 

eventually break through. There are many others like him at various different levels 

throughout the game. If you keep plugging away, keep persisting, and refuse to throw in the 

towel, you’ll eventually turn that choke into a clutch. You’ll eventually have your 

breakthrough moment. Again, the past doesn’t dictate the present unless you let it.  
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False Belief #5: “I can’t win against a bad matchup.” 

In Lesson #2: Developing Confidence, I told the story of Craig Wescoe playing in the 

finals of Pro Tour Dragon’s Maze against Dusty Ochoa. Going into the finals, most people 

thought that Craig was the underdog, including his opponent Dusty. In a post-match 

interview following his semifinal win, Dusty was asked about how he felt playing against 

Craig’s Green-White Aggro deck in the final. He said, “I feel much more confident against 

that deck than the Red deck, so I’m pretty happy about it.” Dusty was playing an Esper 

Control deck, so he felt he was the favorite going in, as did many others. Well, as it turned 

out, Craig won the finals 3-0, and not only that, he won the entire match in 30 minutes. 

There was no question that Dusty’s Esper Control deck was a bad matchup for Craig’s 

Green-White Aggro deck. However, despite the odds, Craig was not only able to win, he 

did so in comfortable fashion and did it in one of the fastest victories in Pro Tour final 

history. How was he able to do it? Well, as we discussed earlier, Magic is a high variance 

game, and at times, that high variance will work in your favor. There were times in the 

match when Craig needed to draw exactly the right land or he would fall out of the game 

and he’d draw the land. Dusty had one or two occasions where he got stuck on lands that 

had the wrong colors and he could never get things going. Craig certainly played well and 

earned his victory, but there’s no doubt that he was aided by great luck too. 

Where does this false belief come from? It comes from a player consistently losing to what 

they perceive to be bad matchups multiple times in the past, as well as perhaps the culture of 

negativity that other players tend to perpetuate when it comes to bad matchups when 

playing. As a consequence, they create a false association inside their mind that “Playing 

Against Bad Matchups = Losing”, meaning every time they have to play against a matchup 

they perceive to be bad for them, they go into the game assuming they don’t have a chance 

and inevitably almost always end up losing.  

Dispel this false belief. Magic isn’t won on paper, statistics, or percentages. Magic is won on 

the table by playing the game, and in a game of Magic, absolutely anything can happen, 

especially the unexpected. If you play your deck well and get a bit lucky here and there, 

there’s every chance you can win against a matchup that is perceived to be bad for you. 

However, you can’t make that happen if you believe that a bad matchup is automatically a 

lost match. You have to approach every bad matchup with the attitude that, if you play your 

best and play with belief, anything can happen and you have every chance of winning a 

match you maybe, technically, have no business winning.  
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False Belief #6: “I can’t lose against a good matchup.” 

In Lesson #2: Developing Confidence, I told the story of Craig Wescoe playing in the 

finals of Pro Tour Dragon’s Maze against Dusty Ochoa. Going into the finals, most people 

thought that Craig was the underdog, including his opponent Dusty. In a post-match 

interview following his semifinal win, Dusty was asked about how he felt playing against 

Craig’s Green-White Aggro deck in the final. He said, “I feel much more confident against 

that deck than the Red deck, so I’m pretty happy about it.” Dusty was playing an Esper 

Control deck, so he felt he was the favorite going in, as did many others. Well, as it turned 

out, Craig won the finals 3-0, and not only that, he won the entire match in 30 minutes. 

Did I just write the exact same thing that I wrote on the last page? Yep, I sure did! That 

story doesn’t just exemplify that you always have a chance to win against a bad matchup. It’s 

also a great example of that fact that, no matter how great you think a matchup is and how 

confident you feel going into that match, there are absolutely no guarantees that you will 

win. Again, there was no question that Dusty’s Esper Control deck had the advantage and 

was the favorite going into the finals. Did Dusty get too overconfident and allow that 

overconfidence to be his downfall? Perhaps, who knows? Despite the matchup being 

favorable, as discussed before, Craig drew pretty well and Dusty got a bit unlucky, swinging 

some percentage points in Craig’s favor and making it much easier for him to win.  

Where does this false belief come from? It comes from a player consistently winning against 

what they perceive to be good matchups multiple times in the past, as well as perhaps the 

culture of bravado that other players can tend to perpetuate when it comes to good 

matchups when playing. As a consequence, they create a false association inside their mind 

that “Playing Against Good Matchups = Automatic Win”, meaning every time they have to 

play against a matchup they perceive to be favorable for them, they go into the game 

assuming they’re going to win or with a sense of entitlement that they should win.  

Dispel this false belief. Once again, Magic isn’t won on paper, statistics, or percentages. 

Magic is won on the table by playing the game, and in a game of Magic, absolutely anything 

can happen, especially the unexpected. If you going into a match thinking you’re entitled to 

win and slack off, there is every chance you can lose against a matchup that you really 

shouldn’t be losing to. However, you can prevent that from happening if you believe that 

every great result is earned, not given. You have to approach every good matchup with the 

attitude that, if you think the match is won before you start, anything can happen and you 

have every chance of losing a match you maybe, technically, have no business losing. 
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False Belief #7: “Succeeding in Magic is based purely on talent/luck.” 

Success is the end product that people see. However, what they don’t see is the enormous 

amount of dedication, commitment, sacrifice, and perseverance that players at the highest 

levels in the game had to apply to Magic in order to succeed at it like they have. None of the 

most successful players in the game were handed anything. Every single one of them had to 

start at the bottom, work their way up, and grind through the inevitable downs that Magic 

always inevitably presents to every player that decides to play the game competitively. To 

say that their success is based purely on talent or luck cheapens and degrades the amount of 

time, energy, and resources they put into Magic to get where they are. 

It of course goes without saying that the more talent you have, whether natural or learned, 

the easier it is to be successful at the game. It also goes without saying that you also do need 

a lot of luck along the way to succeed too. However, those things are never the defining 

factors that make the difference. There are many talented players within the game who 

never reach the highest levels of Magic or achieve any meaningful success. There are also 

many talented players who have gotten lucky at various points throughout their careers but 

never managed to maintain any success they were able to garner. If success in Magic was 

simply down to having talent or luck, then those players would have been more successful.  

Where does this false belief come from? It comes from a player trying to find excuses to 

explain away why they haven’t been able to be as successful at the game as others have been 

able to. Instead of looking to themselves for why they haven’t been able to succeed in Magic 

and instead of analyzing their own technical and mental game, they create a false association 

in their head that “Talent/Luck = Success” so that they can deflect away from their own 

shortcomings and not have to force themselves to acknowledge the weaknesses in 

themselves and their game. As a consequence, they continuously blame their lack of success 

on bad brain genetics or bad luck and never realize that it’s them that’s holding them back. 

Dispel this false belief. Success, in anything, is never gotten or sustained through talent and 

luck alone. Those factors can certainly expedite the process, but they never make the 

difference at the end of the day. In sport, we have a saying: “Hard work beats talent when 

talent doesn’t work hard.” No matter how talented or lucky someone is, if they don’t 

work to refine and master their talent, and if they don’t take advantage of the luck they’ve 

been shown, those things will count for nothing and that person won’t be able to obtain 

success, much less manage to keep it over a period of time. Success comes from doing 

something, failing, learning, going again, and repeating this process until you succeed. 
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False Belief #8: “I could never be as good as them.” 

“Them” could be anyone, from the shark who constantly takes down your local FNM’s and 

PPTQ’s to the Hall of Famer who runs the field at the Grand Prix and Pro Tour. They’re 

the amazing player that’s really good at the game and is always either Top 8’ing the 

tournaments or winning them. Every time you have to play against them, you’re nervous, 

fearful, and doubtful of your own ability when playing them. In your mind, the match is 

already an auto-loss. You feel that they’re on such an elevation so far above you that 

attempting to play them is almost fruitless and pointless. And, you feel that there’s no way 

that you could ever become as good at the game as they are. 

You can be as good or as bad at this game as you want to be. It just depends on how much of 

yourself you’re willing to apply to it. The players that are very good at the game or that are 

some of the best in the game got to that point because they put a large amount of 

commitment, desire, and sacrifice into the game to become that good. You could as well if 

you applied the same level of commitment, desire, and sacrifice to the game that those 

players have. If you allow yourself to harbor this false belief, then your actions will reflect it. 

You’ll play poorly against them every time you play them or you’ll limit yourself from ever 

pushing yourself further within the game to try and reach the level that they’re at. 

Where does this false belief come from? It can come from a number of things. Perhaps 

you’ve lost to them every time you’ve played them. Perhaps you know what their stature 

within the game is, how many tournament championships they’ve won, or what title or 

ranking they hold. Perhaps you’ve heard people constantly talking about how incredible of a 

player they are and how difficult it is to beat them. Because you’ve never been able to beat 

them before, because you know their stature within the game is much higher than yours, or 

because you constantly hear people talking about how unbeatable they are, you create a false 

association in your head that “Player A = Too Far Above Me”. 

Dispel this false belief. Every single Magic player is a human being, and because they’re 

human beings, they’re imperfect. They’re not invincible or infallible. It’s fine to use people 

as role models to guide yourself in the direction that you’d like to go, but never put 

someone on a pedestal. Magic is a game, and like any game, it’s a game that can be learned 

and a game that any person can work to become as good at as at they want, if they’re willing 

to make the necessary sacrifices and put in the necessary amount of time to become a great 

player. As a Magic player, you have to believe that you can be anyone’s equal and not 

elevate them to some kind of unreachable status. Otherwise, you’ll be limiting yourself.  
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There are number of other false beliefs that players could be harboring, but I think these are 

some of the more prevalent and pervasive ones that you see and hear about the most often. 

When it comes to these false beliefs, some of them may apply to you. All of them may apply 

to you. Or, maybe none of them apply to you right now, but could apply to you in the 

future. In either case, it’s good to be aware of them. That way, you can either work on 

dispelling them now if you possess them or prevent yourself from harboring these false 

beliefs in the future so that they can never limit you or hold you back from progressing as a 

player within the game. 

The important thing is to have the courage to analyze yourself and honestly determine 

whether or not you’re harboring any of these false beliefs. Most people don’t like to look in 

the mirror and expose their inner selves or recognize anything about themselves that they 

perceive to be a weakness. You don’t want to be that kind of person. Whether it’s in Magic 

or in life, you simply cannot grow and succeed without having the courage to look in the 

mirror and acknowledge any shortcomings you may have. Again, we’re all human beings, 

and every single one of us has aspects of ourselves that need to improve and wrinkles we 

need to iron out. That doesn’t make you flawed or defective. It simply makes you human. 

The last thing you want to do is put in a ton of time, energy, and resources into the game, 

only to hit a plateau and prevent yourself from moving forward because you’re harboring 

and hanging onto false, debilitating beliefs that are impacting your ability to grow and 

progress. At all times, have the willingness to openly accept the need for change and don’t 

be afraid to explore your belief systems to see if there’s anything about your beliefs that you 

need to tweak or completely overall. As we discussed earlier, beliefs are not cemented, 

static, or fixed. You get to decide what you believe in and what beliefs you harbor about the 

game as a whole and yourself as a Magic player.  

When working with my clients, one of the things I’m always telling them is to constantly 

question what they believe. I want them to constantly ask themselves, “Am I holding onto 

any beliefs that are holding me back? Is this belief benefitting me or hurting me?” By 

constantly questioning what you believe, you prevent yourself from latching onto false, 

limiting, destructive beliefs in perpetuity and forcing yourself into a situation where you 

need to make a drastic change to your belief system in order to move forward and progress 

into positive change. Never stop questioning what you believe about Magic, what you’re 

capable of doing, what you’re capable of achieving, and what kind of player you’re capable 

of becoming. The sky is the limit. But, that’s only going to be your limit if you let it.  
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Lesson #12: Dispelling False Beliefs – Key Points From The Lesson 

-As human beings, our actions are very largely driven by our belief systems. The 

decisions we make, the actions we take, and the behaviors we exemplify are almost 

ways a reflection of what we believe about ourselves and the world around us. 

-False Belief #1: “If I take a mulligan, I’m guaranteed to lose.” Just because you 

have to mulligan during a game doesn’t mean you’re guaranteed to lose the game. 

-False Belief #2: “I’m only good at playing certain kinds of decks.” You don’t know if 

that’s the only deck you’re good at playing unless you give yourself a proper chance to 

play something else. 

-False Beliefs #3: “I can’t come from behind once I start losing.” Just because you 

weren’t able to recover from losing positions in previous circumstances doesn’t mean 

that you don’t have the ability to recover from them and won’t recover from them in 

the future. 

-False Belief #4: “I always choke when it matters most.” If you keep plugging away, 

keep persisting, and refuse to throw in the towel, you’ll eventually turn that choke 

into a clutch. 

-False Belief #5: “I can’t win against a bad matchup.” Magic isn’t won on paper, 

statistics, or percentages. Magic is won on the table by playing the game, and in a 

game of Magic, absolutely anything can happen. 

-False Belief #6: “I can’t lose against a good matchup.” Once again, Magic isn’t won 

on paper, statistics, or percentages. Magic is won on the table by playing the game, 

and in a game of Magic, absolutely anything can happen. 

-False Belief #7: “Succeeding in Magic is based purely on talent/luck.” Success, in 

anything, is never gotten or sustained through talent and luck alone. Those factors 

can certainly expedite the process, but they never make the difference at the end of 

the day. 

-False Belief #8: “I could never be as good as them.” As a Magic player, you have to 

believe that you can be anyone’s equal and not elevate them to some kind of 

unreachable status. Otherwise, you’ll be limiting yourself.
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Lesson #13 

Practicing Self-Compassion 

“The game state is as it is, and sufficient for the moment is its own trouble. You 

know well that the past is beyond your control and so there is no sense expending 

mental resources dwelling on what cannot be changed. Instead, you freely forgive 

yourself and remain alert and attuned to what is going on right now.” 

-Craig Wescoe 

 

**** 

 

You have a big tournament coming up, and you have two weeks until the tournament 

arrives. You want to do as well as you can at that tournament, so you begin practicing, 

playtesting, and preparing. You do all of your due diligence, complete your testing, and the 

day before the tournament, you settle on a deck and feel ready to go. “I’m ready for this 

tournament. I haven’t been doing all that well lately, so I need to make sure I have a 

good tournament. Otherwise, all this work will have been for nothing.” The next day 

at the tournament, you struggle. You start off with a loss in your first round and you’re 

never able to recover. You end up finishing the tournament with a 3-5 record.  

After taking so much time to prepare and get yourself in as good of a position as possible to 

do well at the tournament, you’re enraged with yourself for playing so badly and getting 

such bad results. You go outside of the shop and find a bench off to the side where you sit 

down by yourself. As you’re sitting there, you start to re-envision your matches again and in 

doing so, some very harsh thoughts begin to creep into your mind. “I am such a joke of a 

player. I don’t even know why I’m even wasting my time playing this game if I’m 

going to do this badly. I might as well quit now because I’m never going to be good 

enough to make it anywhere in this game if I’m going to be this terrible.”
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We’ve all known many a player who is this harsh with themselves when they don’t do well. 

Perhaps you struggle with the same thing. Unfortunately, this kind of attitude towards 

losing or failure is fairly common in players who are playing in the lower reaches of the 

game and trying to work their way up into the higher reaches of Magic. The expectation 

they place on themselves and the desire to play at the higher levels of the game often times 

causes them to attack and turn against themselves when they fall short of those expectations 

and desires. Even more unfortunate is the fact that, often times, this kind of attitude is 

glorified and thought to be necessary in order to succeed, when in reality, it’s not.  

The reason this kind of attitude is often glorified is because it’s seen as a player “being hard 

on themselves.” And, being hard on oneself is seen as beneficial and necessary for success 

because of this false idea that it’s somehow noble and virtuous to be overly self-critical and 

angry. Let me be clear: There’s a big difference between being hard on yourself and 

being demanding of yourself. Being hard on yourself is the kind of overly exaggerated self-

criticism and self-attacking that I described in the earlier example. The “hard” aspect isn’t 

constructive or game-focused in any way. It simply involves berating yourself and talking 

yourself down when things don’t go well.  

There’s a difference between doing that and being demanding of yourself. Being 

demanding of yourself is more constructive and game-focused. It actually provides 

something constructively beneficial rather than just giving you an outlet to attack and berate 

yourself, which provides no real benefits in any way. And, here’s the best part about being 

demanding of yourself rather than hard on yourself: You can get the same perceived 

benefits that you think you can get from being hard on yourself, but you can get them 

without needing to attack yourself and be overly self-critical. Instead of coming down 

on yourself, you’re simply honest about your performance and results instead. 

For example, instead of saying, “I’m such a joke of a player”, you morph that into, “At the 

moment, I’m not where I need to be if I want to compete at this level. I need to work a 

bit more and play more games so that I can keep getting better.” Notice the big 

difference between those two. They’re both saying the same thing in that you’re not where 

you want to be or need to be as a player right now. However, the first approach tries to 

accomplish that through negativity, self-deprecation, and insults. The second approach does 

it by taking the emotion out of the equation and replacing it with objectivity. The first 

approach isn’t constructive or game-focused in any way. It’s just insults. The second 

approach is constructive and game-focused, not using insults to try and solidify the point.  
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Having said all of that, we come to the most critical discussion that this lesson aims to 

explore: The differences between self-criticism and self-compassion. As we talked about 

earlier, when it comes to success and improvement, the most common approach that many 

people utilize is self-criticism; the idea that being overly critical with oneself is the best way 

to succeed and improve. I don’t agree with that approach at all, and to counter it, I want to 

discuss with you the concept of self-compassion over self-criticism. To start that discussion, 

let’s analyze what scientific research has shown about self-criticism and whether or not it’s 

as beneficial as most people think that it is.  

In 2011, five separate studies were conducted out of the Department of Psychology at the 

University of Massachusetts Darmouth. The purpose of these studies was to examine the 

effects of self-criticism on goal pursuit across a variety of domains. The results of all of the 

five studies demonstrated the same thing: A consistent pattern of a negative association 

between self-criticism and goal progress. In other words, the more self-critical people 

were towards themselves, the more they harmed their progression toward the stated goals 

they wanted to achieve. The more they criticized themselves, the harder they made it to be 

successful at something. 

Ricks Warren, PhD is an associate professor in the Department of Psychiatry at the 

University Of Michigan Medical School. Elke Smeets, PhD is a lecturer of psychology and 

neuroscience at Maastricht University in the Netherlands. Dr. Kristin Neff is an associate 

professor in the Department of Educational Psychology at the University of Texas at Austin. 

They once published a joint article on the effects of self-criticism. They said, “Self-critical 

individuals experience feelings of unworthiness, inferiority, failure, and guilt. They 

engage in constant and harsh self-scrutiny and evaluation, fear being disapproved, 

fear being criticized, and fear losing the approval and acceptance of others.” 

Golan Shahar is a professor of clinical health and developmental health psychology at Ben-

Gurion University of the Negev in Israel. He is also the author of a book called Erosion: The 

Psychopathology of Self-Criticism. Here is what Golan has to say on self-criticism: “Self-

criticism is a tendency to set unrealistically high standards and to adopt a punitive, 

derogatory stance toward the self once these are not met, as invariably they are not 

because of their ever-raising nature. Self-criticism is a trait that has been shown to 

lead to numerous forms of psychopathology: Depression, anxiety, eating disorders, 

and bi-polar disorder symptoms. It can lead to psychosomatic symptoms whereby the 

mental struggles manifest in physical problems like fatigue and pain. 
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The evidence is pretty overwhelmingly clear: If you want to reach higher levels within 

the game of Magic and improve as a player, self-criticism is not a good way to go 

about getting there. Beating yourself up when you make a mistake, berating yourself when 

you lose a game, and insulting yourself when you bomb out of a tournament is not only 

psychologically harmful, it can be physically harmful as well. You think you’re doing a noble 

and virtuous thing by attacking yourself when you fall short, but in reality, you’re doing the 

opposite. You’re harming yourself both physically and mentally. You’re impeding your 

growth and your progression towards the aims you want to achieve.  

Where does the tendency to revert to self-criticism come from? How does one develop the 

habit of being overly self-critical? It can come from a number of different things. However, 

the overwhelming main source of developed self-criticism comes from being raised in a 

harsh, critical, and punitive family environment when growing up as a child. Outside of the 

home, it often comes from being harshly criticized by other authority figures, people such as 

teachers or coaches. Because you were often harshly criticized when you were young, it 

slowly became internalized and morphed into self-criticism as you progressed into 

adulthood. 

Now, let me be clear about something. Is this to say that you shouldn’t be critical of yourself 

in any form, critique your skills and your game, or point out any weaknesses that you 

currently possess? The answer to that is, of course, no. To get better, improve, progress, 

and become more successful in the game, you have to always be looking to analyze both 

yourself and your game so that you can identify the weaker points, work at them, and move 

towards either making them stronger or eliminating them altogether. I would never say 

anything differently, and you shouldn’t think that either. However, it’s all about the way in 

which it’s done. Trying to get there by beating yourself up isn’t the way to do it. 

If you’re short of where you want to be in the game and as a player, and if you’re constantly 

making mistakes, losing games, and struggling in tournaments, the best way to fix that is not 

to be derogatory towards yourself or to be self-loathing. As scientific research has firmly 

established, all you’re going to do is make it much more difficult than necessary to improve 

yourself and start making progress. So, then what’s the best way to handle and cope with 

any pain, inadequacies, or failures experience in Magic? Without question, the best way to 

handle those things is by utilizing self-compassion. Self-compassion is the act of extending 

compassion to yourself when you experience instances of perceived suffering, failure, or 

inadequacy. It’s being positive and supportive of yourself instead of self-deprecating.  
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Earlier, I mentioned Dr. Kristin Neff, an associate professor in the Department of Education 

Psychology at the University of Texas at Austin. She’s one of the leading researchers in the 

country, if not the world, on the science of self-compassion and its effects on people. She’s 

done an extensive amount of research and work in this area, and is also the author of a book 

called Self-Compassion: The Proven Power of Being Kind to Yourself. According to her 

research, the benefits of self-compassion are well-established: Self-compassion is positively 

associated with life satisfaction, wisdom, happiness, optimism, curiosity, learning 

goals, social connectedness, personal responsibility, and emotional resilience.  

Her research suggests that giving yourself a break and being more accepting of your failures, 

inadequacies, and suffering may be the first step toward better overall physical and mental 

health. People who score high on tests of self-compassion have less depression and anxiety, 

and tend to be happier and more optimistic. Preliminary data suggests that self-compassion 

can even influence how much you eat and may help you lose weight. On top of all the things 

self-compassion is positively associated with, it is also associated with a lower tendency for 

self-criticism, depression, anxiety, rumination, thought suppression, perfectionism, and 

disordered eating attitudes. 

All of this brings up an interesting question: If self-compassion is so much clearly better 

than self-criticism, then why is self-criticism the norm and not self-compassion? There 

are a few answers to that question. First, the idea that self-criticism is beneficial is something 

that, although completely false, is deeply engrained within our society. “If you wanna 

succeed, you gotta be hard on yourself!” is such a deeply engrained concept in our society 

that breaking that dogma is very difficult to. Second, people think that self-criticism is what 

keeps them in line. They think that, if they’re not being overly hard on themselves, they 

don’t care enough, are taking it too easy on themselves, or they will become complacent. 

Now, I know what you might be thinking. You might be thinking that if you don’t stay hard 

on yourself and act as your own worst critic, then your standards will drop and you won’t 

have as much desire or motivation to be successful and improve. Dr. Kristin Neff comes to 

the rescue once again to help debunk this myth: “People believe that self-criticism helps 

to motivate them, but research reveals that being kind to yourself does not lower your 

standards. With self-compassion, you reach just as high, but if you don't reach your 

goals, it's okay because your sense of self-worth isn't contingent on success.” So no, 

you don’t need to be hard on yourself or beat yourself up to stay motivated and achieve in 

Magic. You can still achieve and improve without behaving that way towards yourself. 
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Self-compassion is NOT self-pity. People will often times tend to confuse those two things 

and conflate them. According to Dr. Neff, “When individuals feel self-pity, they become 

immersed in their own problems and forget that others have similar problems.  They 

ignore their interconnections with others, and instead feel that they are the only ones 

in the world who are suffering. Self-pity tends to emphasize egocentric feelings of 

separation from others and exaggerate the extent of personal suffering. Self-

compassion, on the other hand, allows one to see the related experiences of self and 

others without these feelings of isolation and disconnection.” 

To get a better understanding of what self-compassion really is and how you can utilize it, 

we can analyze it further. According to Dr. Neff, self-compassion is comprised of three key 

components. She describes these three components as follows:  

1) Self-kindness vs. Self-judgment – Self-compassion entails being warm and 

understanding toward yourself when you suffer, fail, or feel inadequate, rather than ignoring 

your pain or barraging yourself with self-criticism. Self-compassionate people recognize that 

being imperfect, failing, and experiencing life difficulties is inevitable, so they tend to be 

gentle with themselves when confronted with painful experiences rather than getting angry 

when life falls short of set ideals or expectations. 

2) Common humanity vs. Isolation – Frustration at not having things exactly as you want 

is often accompanied by an irrational but pervasive sense of isolation, as if you were the only 

person suffering or making mistakes. All humans suffer, however. The very definition of 

being human means that one is mortal, vulnerable, and imperfect. Therefore, self-

compassion involves recognizing that pain and personal inadequacy is part of the shared 

human experience, something that we all go through rather than being something that 

happens to you and you alone. 

3) Mindfulness vs. Over-identification – Self-compassion requires taking a balanced 

approach to your negative emotions so that feelings are neither suppressed nor exaggerated.  

This stance stems from the process of relating personal experiences to those of others who 

are also suffering, thus putting your own situation into a larger perspective. It also stems 

from the willingness to observe your negative thoughts and emotions with openness and 

clarity so that they are held in mindful awareness. Mindfulness is a non-judgmental, 

receptive mind state in which you observe thoughts and feelings as they are, without trying 

to suppress or deny them. Mindfulness requires that you not be over-identified with 

thoughts and feelings to the point that you get caught up and swept away by them. 
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Utilizing self-compassion means that you’re accepting and understanding of yourself or your 

situation when you suffer, fail, or feel inadequate rather than beating yourself up or 

resorting to overly harsh self-criticism. It means that you recognize that being human means 

being imperfect and being vulnerable. You acknowledge that you’re not the only person in 

the world who fails, falls short, has weaknesses, and is imperfect. Lastly, if you feel any 

negative emotions associated to any kind of failures or inadequacies, you’re mindful of those 

emotions, neither ignoring them nor exaggerating them and not allowing yourself to get 

caught up and swept away by those emotions.  

You’re a playing a game, and you make a crucial mistake that costs you the game. In that 

moment, you say to yourself, “I tried my best that game and I’m happy with the way I 

played overall. Everyone makes mistakes from time to time. I’m not alone in that. I’m 

human so I’m going to be imperfect at times. It doesn’t make me a bad player or 

anything. It happens.” With this example, you utilize all three components of self-

compassion. “I tried my best” is self-kindness instead of self-judgment. “Everyone makes 

mistakes sometimes” is common humanity instead of isolation. “It doesn’t make me a bad 

player” is not over-identifying with what’s happened and being mindful about it. 

You’re playing in a tournament, and by the midway point, you end up going 1-4 and 

dropping. In that moment, you say to yourself, “I gave it everything I could and things 

just didn’t work out for me today. Even pros have tournaments where they drop early, 

so it happens to people. Results aren’t always going to go my way. This doesn’t mean 

I’m losing my touch.” With this example, you utilize all three components of self-

compassion. “I gave it everything I could” is self-compassion instead of self-judgment. “Even 

pros have tournaments where they drop early” is common humanity instead of isolation. 

“This doesn’t mean I’m losing my touch” is not over-identifying and staying mindful.  

By utilizing self-compassion in the moment when you experience these kinds of situations, 

you prevent yourself from plunging into the emotional sewers and allow yourself to move 

forward from an instance of failure with a more positive-minded attitude. That positive 

attitude will make it much easier to get back into the saddle and go right back at things again 

the next time. Remember, self-compassion is a coping mechanism, not a learning tool. You 

use self-compassion to help you positively deal with moments of failure or inadequacy. If 

you lose a game due to a crucial mistake, you still then need to sit down with yourself at a 

later point, analyze that moment on a technical level, and see what solutions you need to 

implement going forward so that you can continue to learn, grow, and improve as a player.  
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If self-compassion is something you struggle with but want to start working on and utilizing 

going forward, then here are some great exercises that you can do to help improve in that 

aspect: 

 

Exercise #1: Self-Compassion Reflection 

For this exercise, go back into your mind and think about a time when you made a huge 

mistake that cost you a game or an entire match. After having done that, have an internal 

conversation with yourself and talk yourself through that experience in a positive, self-

compassionate way. Encourage yourself. Lift yourself up. Let yourself know that everyone is 

imperfect at times and that it’s ok to make mistakes. Talk to yourself with a sense of 

understanding, acceptance, caring, and a desire for your own happiness and well-being.  

 

Exercise #2: Self-Compassion Journal 

As you’re competing in tournaments and playing competitive Magic, whenever you 

experience some kind of failure or inadequacy, keep a log where you write out a self-

compassionate response to that failure or inadequacy. Whether it’s making a mistake in a 

game, playing poorly in a match, or getting a poor record and dropping out of a 

tournament, write out what the failure or inadequacy was, and then write out the self-

compassion response you’d like to use to react to that situation and help you cope with it in 

a positive, compassionate manner. 

 

Exercise #3: Self-Compassion Dialogue 

This exercise is similar to exercise #2, but in verbal form and more immediate. As you’re 

competing in tournaments and playing competitive Magic, whenever you experience some 

kind of failure or inadequacy, be mindful of your reaction to that experience and work to 

craft a self-compassionate response to that failure or inadequacy by talking to yourself in a 

self-compassionate way. Whether it’s making a mistake in a game, playing poorly in a 

match, or getting a poor record and dropping out of a tournament, “switch on” your brain 

and your inner voice and control how you speak to yourself. Create a self-compassionate 

inner dialogue with yourself and talk yourself through the experience so that you can cope 

with it in a positive and compassionate manner.  
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When it comes to self-criticism vs. self-compassion, I want you to think of it this way. If you 

had a friend or teammate who made a huge, game losing mistake, what you would say to 

them when they came walking over to you? If you had a friend or teammate who played 

poorly and lost an important win-and-in for Top 8, how would you interact with that person 

when their match was finished? Would you insult them? Would you berate them? Would 

you come down hard on them and be extremely critical of them? Would you say to them, 

“How could you make such a huge mistake/play so badly? You’re such a terrible 

player. You’ll never be good enough. You should just quit right now!” 

Chances are you wouldn’t react that way at all. In fact, I’m pretty sure you’d react in the 

complete opposite manner. I’m willing to bet you’d be supportive. I’m willing to bet you’d 

be positive and encouraging. I’m willing to bet you would try your best to lift that person 

up. I’m willing to bet you’d maybe give that person a hug and try to make them feel better 

about themselves. I’m willing to be you’d say something like, “Hey, you did everything 

you could to play your best and get a result. No one is perfect and people make 

mistakes/play badly sometimes. You’re not alone in that, we all have. It doesn’t make 

you a bad player. Keep your head up and keep going. You can overcome this.” 

Having said that, here’s the real question: If you’re willing to treat your friends and 

teammates that way, then why can’t you treat yourself that way? If you’re willing to 

lift other people up, inspire them, encourage them, give them a hug, and try everything you 

can to make them feel good about themselves when they make a mistake, play badly, or 

bomb out of a tournament, then why can’t you react the same way towards yourself when 

you go through similar experiences? Some people will say to that, “Well, I expect more 

from myself.” I’ll be honest. That’s a cop out. The answer is that there’s absolutely no 

reason why you can’t treat yourself the same way as you do others, and you should.   

In the last lesson on false beliefs, we talked about how holding onto false beliefs can hold you 

back and limit you from progressing forward. In a way, this lesson was an extension of that 

concept. The idea that you have to be overly self-critical, be hard on yourself, and be “your 

own worst critic” in order to improve is a false belief. If it’s something you currently 

struggle with, you want to really utilize the information in this lesson and start working 

towards being more self-compassionate towards yourself going forward. Remember, your 

chances of making progress towards your aims, achieving success, and improving as a player 

are far higher when utilizing self-compassion instead of self-criticism. You don’t need to be 

hard on yourself and beat yourself up in order to attain those things. You can do better! 



Practicing Self-Compassion 

174 
 

Lesson #13: Practicing Self-Compassion – Key Points From The Lesson 

-There’s a big difference between being hard on yourself and being demanding of 

yourself. 

-Being hard on yourself isn’t constructive or game-focused in any way. It simply 

involves berating yourself and talking yourself down when things don’t go well. 

-There’s nothing noble, virtuous, or advantageous about being self-critical. 

-Self-critical individuals experience feelings of unworthiness, inferiority, failure, and 

guilt. They engage in constant and harsh self-scrutiny and evaluation, fear being 

disapproved, fear being criticized, and fear losing the approval and acceptance of 

others. 

-Self-criticism is a trait that has been shown to lead to numerous forms of 

psychopathology: Depression, anxiety, eating disorders, and bi-polar disorder 

symptoms. It can lead to psychosomatic symptoms, he says, whereby the mental 

struggles manifest in physical problems like fatigue and pain. 

-If you want to reach higher levels within the game of Magic and improve as a player, 

self-criticism is not a good way to go about getting there. 

-Self-compassion is the act of extending self-compassion to yourself when you 

experience instances of perceived suffering, failure, or inadequacy. It’s being positive 

and supportive of yourself instead of self-deprecating. 

-Self-compassion is positively associated with life satisfaction, wisdom, happiness, 

optimism, curiosity, learning goals, social connectedness, personal responsibility, and 

emotional resilience. 

-Research reveals that being kind to yourself does not lower your standards. With 

self-compassion, you reach just as high, but if you don't reach your goals, it's okay 

because your sense of self-worth isn't contingent on success. With self-compassion, 

you reach just as high, but if you don't reach your goals, it's okay because your sense 

of self-worth isn't contingent on success. 

-Self-compassion consists of three fundamental components: Self-kindness vs. Self-

judgment, Common humanity vs. Isolation, and Mindfulness vs. Over-identification.
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Lesson #14 

A Passion For The Game 

“Magic is an amazing game and it means a lot of things to a lot of people, but 

for me, it was almost too many things. It was my job, my hobby, my social 

network, my creative outlet, my competitive outlet, my writing material and my 

media consumption. It is incredible that Magic can fill all of those roles, but I 

was running at max speed for a little too long and I needed a break.” 

-Conley Woods 

 

**** 

 

One of the great successes that Magic has managed to create for itself over its 25 year life 

span has been its ability to invoke such an enormous passion for it from the people who play 

the game. Magic players love Magic. It’s not the kind of game where you just kind of like it 

and kind of play it. Throughout my time being involved with Magic, I’ve come across a wide 

variety of people and diverse communities within Magic who all showcase their passion for 

this wonderful game in their own way. Some people write content, some stream gameplay, 

some produce videos, and some even do cosplay.  

This passion for the game rings especially true for competitive and professional Magic 

players. They have a passion for the game that generally tends to far supersede most players. 

They’re willing to commit and put forth an enormous amount of time, energy, and 

resources into the game so that they can play it at the highest level. They spend a lot of time 

playtesting, practicing, and traveling to tournaments. They spend a lot of time creating 

Magic content. They spend a lot of money on their decks, collections, and gaming supplies. 

For many players, Magic can become an all-consuming passion and something that very 

easily encompasses an overwhelming portion of their day to day lives.
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Magic is a game that’s played by millions of players around the world. We all know of that 

famous saying, “You never actually get away from Magic.” We’ll take breaks, move in a 

different direction for a bit, and focus on other things. However, we always end up coming 

back in the end. I did the same thing myself. I started playing around 1998, but around 

2004, I cut myself off from the game so that I could focus on my school and my soccer 

career. I returned in 2007 and played for a couple more years before I took a long, 6 year 

break from the game. I returned in 2013 right around the time when Gatecrash had just 

released. I’ve been hooked backed in ever since then. Why did I decide to come back? I have 

a passion for this game and it’s played a meaningful, important role in my life. 

I spend a lot of time reading articles, watching gameplay videos, and tuning into tournament 

coverage. I’d say that, at least once I day, I spend some amount of time reading, writing, 

watching, or doing something that’s related to Magic in some form. Besides the actual 

gameplay side of the game, I’ve managed to incorporate my career work in sports 

psychology and mental coaching into the realm of competitive Magic, which has been 

fantastic and something I’ve enjoyed immensely. I spend a great deal of time writing articles 

and producing content for Channel Fireball. I also do monthly Q&A sessions over on the 

competitive Magic forum on Reddit. I also spent a lot of time writing this book! 

Why do I do all of this? It’s because I love this game. I’m passionate about it. It’s given me 

more than just a hobby to enjoy. It helped me make friends when I was younger. It’s 

connected me with people all over the world and allowed me to interact with people I 

otherwise would never have known. It’s given me the ability to express my work in a new 

medium I’ve never done before. It’s tested my mind, my body, and my willpower. Along 

with sports, it’s helped teach me the values, as well as the pitfalls, of winning and losing. It’s 

helped refine my skills of perseverance and resilience. It’s provided me with a lifetime of 

memories that are both wonderful and heartbreaking.  

The game itself is completely unique, and it’s that uniqueness that plays a key role in 

forming the steely bond between the game and the players. Whether it’s the lore, the story, 

the characters, the game design, the deck building, the community, or in this instance the 

competitiveness, there’s many different ways the game invokes and fosters the passion that 

millions of players around the world have for it. That passion is the glue that keeps 

everything held together, from the Wizards staff that clearly has a passion for making the 

game all the way down to the players who clearly have a passion for playing the game. That 

passion is important to utilize in order to maximize your experience with the game. 
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Human beings are emotionally driven creatures. As much as we try to ground ourselves in 

reason and logic, the overwhelming portion of our decisions and actions are founded in 

emotion. In fact, scientifically speaking, they say our decision-making is driven 80% by 

emotion and only 20% by logic. This means we’re much more likely to make a decision 

based on our emotional state than we are on the facts and logic we have at the time, even if 

the logic is completely right. Even when we have all of the facts, statistics, and numbers, 

we’re still more likely to make a decision and take action based on what we feel emotionally 

rather than what we know logically. 

We see this all the time in Magic. For example, at the World Magic Cup, we see teams with 

less big tournament experience taking on teams with some of the best players in the world 

on them. Now, all logic and reasoning says that the team with less big tournament 

experience should just forfeit the match and not even bother trying to compete against the 

more experienced team, because statistically, they’re clearly better. Their players have 

more pro points, earnings, and stature within the game. And yet, despite all logic and 

reasoning showing that they shouldn’t even bother playing, the less experienced team goes 

and competes against the more experienced team. Why? Emotion; Pride for representing 

their country; confidence in their ability; excitement at the idea of creating an upset.   

Humans are driven by emotion, meaning that the game of Magic is driven by emotion. Why 

do we love the game of Magic so much? It’s because of the emotion that it evokes; the 

feelings that become stirred within us and the sense of both pleasure and agony that we 

experience when playing and watching the game. We love Magic because of the feeling we 

get when we see the underdog take down the favorite. We love Magic because of the feeling 

we get when we curve out perfectly and playing the perfect game. We love Magic because 

of the feeling we get when we bounce back from a tough loss. We love Magic because of the 

social interaction involved and the way the game makes us feel when we play it.  

Passion is the ultimate emotion. Passion is defined as a strong, intense feeling of emotion 

towards something. In the end, it’s passion that drives Magic players to practice, playtest, 

compete, and pursue a career in the game. It’s passion that motivates players to spend their 

hard-earned money and resources to support their hobby and career. That passion is the life 

blood of the game. Without passion, Magic just wouldn’t be the same game. It wouldn’t 

have nearly the same amount of support and success that it currently has. It’s the emotion 

towards the game that you, me, and every other player out there in the world has, as well as 

Wizard’s employees, that helps keep it going and helps to keep it alive and thriving.  



Controlling Your Passion 

178 
 

Why is passion important as a competitive Magic player? There are a few reasons why. First, 

when you have passion for something, your ability to persevere through the challenges and 

obstacles you’ll inevitably experience along the way vastly increases. Your passion for the 

game and the love you have for it helps to push you through the tough losses, the moments 

of failure, and the long hours. It’s what causes you to put in an enormous amount of time, 

energy, and resources into the game and drive you forward when things get difficult. The 

love you have for the game can continuously push you to move forward, get better, and 

improve towards the things you want to achieve in the game.  

Second, when you have a passion for something, that passion can give you a very distinct 

sense of purpose or meaning. Personally, I’ve spoken to a number of players who have told 

me that Magic was the first thing in their life that made them feel like they had something 

really good to look forward to. They weren’t very happy or fulfilled with their personal 

lives, so their Friday’s at FNM’s or Saturday drafts gave their lives a sense of meaning and 

gave them something to cling to in hard times. Paul Cheon, one of the game’s most prolific 

Magic streamers, once said that the purpose of his stream was to help other players make the 

Pro Tour. That gave his stream and himself as a player a great sense of meaning. 

Lastly, when you have passion for something, your desire to master it and be the best you 

absolutely can be at it becomes much more amplified. That passion gives you the impetus to 

launch yourself into what you’re doing, to be committed to it, and to have the drive and 

determination to practice, learn, and become better. Passion brings with it a distinct sense 

of curiosity and inquisitiveness. Both of those forces can be an immense catalyst for fostering 

the desire and motivation to take action and pursue something. The more desire and 

motivation you can foster to take action and pursue the game, the higher your commitment 

to practicing, playtesting, competing, and improving at the game will be.  

If you’re a competitive Magic player, your passion for the game is there in some form. 

Recognizing it, acknowledging it, and feeding off of that passion is vitally important, 

especially in the difficult moments. When things aren’t going well and results are hard to 

come by, lean on your love for the game. Always remember why you play the game in the 

first place. Never forget that, in the end, Magic is a game. It’s meant to be enjoyed and it’s 

meant to give its players a sense of happiness and contentment. The competitive aspect of 

the game can make it very easy to forget that. Having said all of that, while passion is 

incredibly important for Magic, it’s also a double-edged sword. If your passion for the game 

is not controlled, it can have drastically negative consequences on you and your game.  
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The Dualistic Model of Passion 

In Lesson #11: Motivation In Magic, we talked about how there are two different kinds of 

motivation, extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. And, although they’re both forms of 

motivation, they’re both very different from one another and affect you in completely 

different ways. The same holds true when it comes to passion. Scientifically speaking, there 

are two different kinds of passion: Obsessive Passion and Harmonious Passion. These 

two forms of passion make up what’s called The Dualistic Model of Passion. They’re both 

forms of passion that you can utilize to give you the necessary desire to want to pursue the 

game, but like with motivation, they’re both very different from one another and they both 

will impact you in completely different ways. Let’s start with Obsession Passion. 

 

Obsessive Passion 

Obsessive passion is similar to extrinsic motivation. It’s when your passion for the game is 

driven more by external achievement, rewards, and recognition more than internal 

satisfaction and fulfillment. With obsessive passion, you tie your self-worth to the 

achievement, rewards, and validation that Magic might bring and become more passionate 

about those things than about the game of Magic itself. With obsessive passion, the 

experience of failure, or even just a lack of progress, feels like a personal attack. Every step 

backward or in the wrong direction and your ego and pride takes a hit. When someone 

speaks poorly about you or criticizes your game or skills, you take it personally and see it has 

an attack against yourself.  

Professor Robert J. Vallerand is Full Professor and Director of the Research Laboratory on 

Social Behavior at the University du Quebec at Montreal. He has published close to 300 

scientific papers and chapters as well as seven books, including The Psychology of Passion. 

He is the essentially the father of modern scientific research on the subject of passion, and 

his studies on obsessive passion are pretty conclusive. People who display obsessive passion 

are not only likely to engage in unethical behavior such as cheating, but they are also at a 

high risk for anxiety, depression, and emotional burnout. Their relationship with their 

passion is likely to erode over time and their overall life satisfaction is poor. Lastly, people 

with obsessive passion have a much harder time pulling themselves away from their passion. 

This causes them to neglect important areas of their life not related to their passion, things 

such as their family, personal relationships, physical health, mental health, schooling, etc.  
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This is dangerous. If you develop an obsessive passion for the game, every failure or 

perceived lack of progress becomes interpreted as a personal attack. Any steps taken that 

moves backwards or in the wrong direction has a direct impact on your ego and sense of 

self. Anything critical or unflattering someone says about your skills or your achievements as 

a player isn’t just seen as criticism. It’s seen as a personal insult. As a consequence, you 

become very overly-defensive. In order to protect yourself from what you perceive as 

personal attacks, you make excuses for your lack of growth and poor results instead of facing 

your issues directly and looking inwards for the source of your shortcomings.  

Obsessive passion can also lead to players doing very dubious, unethical things in order to 

achieve their desires. For example, why do players cheat at Magic tournaments? They know 

it’s illegal. They know it’s wrong. Yet, they’re willing to risk the consequences of cheating 

in order to get what they want. Most people would just say that it’s greed. However, while 

that’s certainly true, that doesn’t paint the whole picture. Where does the greed come 

from? It comes from their obsessive passion. Their obsessive passion for the game creates a 

very strong emotional need to feel successful at it in order to justify the time and energy 

they put into it and to fulfill an internal need to validate themselves. Their obsessive passion 

is so strong that they’re willing to do wrongful and unethical things in order to fulfill that.  

Obsessive passion can cause you to create huge imbalances throughout all areas of your life. 

If your passion for the game becomes obsessive in nature, it’s highly likely to cause you to 

neglect your relationships with any spouse, family, or friends. It can also cause you to 

neglect your job, schooling, or financial growth. Lastly, your obsessive passion towards the 

game can cause you to neglect your own physical and mental health. Many players spend so 

much time playing, producing, and doing something Magic related that they set aside little 

to no time to exercise and stay physically fit. Their eating habits are poor because they spend 

a lot of time traveling and playing.   

Lastly, obsessive passion almost always inevitably leads to players burning out and needing 

to take a break from the game. You put so much emotional energy into practicing, 

playtesting, studying, researching, traveling, and competing in tournaments that you run 

yourself into the ground both physically and mentally. On top of that, your obsession 

passion for results causes you to feel a constant stream of stress and tension, as you’re 

constantly worrying and brooding over what your results are or could be which again causes 

you to run yourself into the ground physically and mentally. To prevent all of this, you need 

your passion for Magic to be more healthy and balanced. You need Harmonious Passion. 
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Harmonious Passion 

Harmonious Passion is when your passion is driven, not by external rewards or validation, 

but rather for the internal satisfaction and fulfillment of personal growth and mastery. It’s 

becoming engaged with the game because of the joy you experience from playing the game 

itself, not the potential results and rewards. Research on harmonious passion has shown that 

it leads to greater overall happiness, health, life-satisfaction, and longevity when pursing an 

activity. You’re far less likely to experience physical, mental, and emotional burnout.   

The underlying forces that foster and drive your passion for the game should be internal in 

nature. Of course, when you play a game of Magic, play in a big tournament, and go to your 

shop to playtest and practice, you want to win, you want to get a trophy, and you want your 

deck to succeed in playtest games. It’s impossible to not have any desire for external 

achievements. Every Magic player gets a morale boost from winning. The important thing is 

to not become emotionally needy when it comes to those things. You simply want to 

recognize when those feelings come up and keep them at a distance in order to prevent them 

from becoming the dominating and underlying forces driving your passion for the game.  

On top of harmonious passion being more process-focused and internally driven, it also 

means not being so all-in when it comes to how much time you spend putting into the game 

itself. Now, of course, I’m not saying that competitive Magic players shouldn’t be 

dedicated, committed, and hard-working. To be a great player, you have to be that way. 

You have to play a lot, practice a lot, and dedicate yourself to the game. The important 

thing is to make sure that your commitment to the game is properly balanced so that 

it doesn’t create imbalances in other areas of your life.  

Conley Woods is an ex-professional Magic player. He has two Pro Tour Top 8 finishes to his 

name, as well as a Top 4 finish at the World Championships in 2011. Eventually, he reached 

a point where his passion for the game became imbalanced and transitioned into obsessive 

passion. In an article he once wrote for TCGplayer.com entitled Exploration and Change, 

Conley described how things had gotten out of balance and needed to be rebalanced.  

“Magic is an amazing game and it means a lot of things to a lot of people, but for me, 

it was almost too many things. It was my job, my hobby, my social network, my 

creative outlet, my competitive outlet, my writing material and my media 

consumption. It is incredible that Magic can fill all of those roles, but I was running 

at max speed for a little too long and I needed a break.” 
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What he needed to do was to tune down his passion for the game a bit and transition it into 

harmonious passion. He did that by backing away from the game and getting into other 

things he never thought he would ever have any interest in, namely dancing. It started out as 

something outside of his comfort zone that he decided to explore, but in time, it became a 

life-changing aspect of his life and led to some dramatically positive changes. He lost around 

160 pounds through dancing regularly. He gained a new-found confidence about himself 

that was missing before with things like his social skills and interactions with people. And, 

he discovered a passion for something he had no idea he could be passionate about.  

“Dancing became a catalyst for change in my life. It touched on so many areas that I 

had neglected in favor of Magic. I began to notice myself losing weight. While I was 

not dieting, simply increasing my activity level was having a real impact. I was also 

putting myself in a nightlife setting all of the time, so my social skills and 

interactions began to improve. Experience has always turned into confidence with me 

and now I was experiencing something totally new and different. Today, I am almost 

160 pounds lighter than I was 14 months ago. I have a new passion that I once 

actively avoided. All of my logic and forethought would have never led me down such 

a path. I just needed to make some changes and try some new things to create some 

momentum for myself.” 

By dialing back his passion for Magic a bit and making it a bit more balanced, harmonious, 

and less obsessive, he was able to bring his attention to other areas of his life that he had 

been neglecting up to that point, as well as discover new things that he otherwise would 

never have discovered or cared for. This led to a refreshing in his approach to Magic, and he 

came back into the game with a new invigoration for brewing again and producing new 

content, especially streaming on Twitch. He still loves Magic, but the game has less of a hold 

on him and his passion for it is more healthy and balanced than in previous years when it was 

all-consuming and obsessive.  

So, once again, it’s fine to love the game. In fact, it’s a necessary ingredient for success. 

Oodles of scientific studies have conclusively shown that, the more you love something, the 

better you are at it and the better the quality you produce when doing it. However, as 

discussed, don’t let your passion for the game take things too far. Keep it balanced. Magic 

should never cause you to neglect your work, your relationships, your physical health, your 

mental health, or keep you from pursuing other interests and activities in life. Harmonious 

passion is the best way to utilize your love for the game while also keeping it in check.  
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If you’re not sure whether or not your passion for the game is obsessive or harmonious, than 

there are some questions you can ask yourself to help you figure that out and find the answer 

a bit more clearly. They are as follows:  

1) Do you feel drained and burnt out from the game? When it comes time to play in a 

tournament, do you find yourself feeling too exhausted to perform? When you have to 

playtest and learn a new format, do you dread the idea of having to do so? 

2) Do you define yourself by the game, how much time you spend playing it, or what 

your achievements in the game look like? If you were to create a pie graph of your life, 

how much of that graph would Magic take up? Would Magic take up most or all of that 

graph? 

3) Do you see yourself in a negative way? Studies have shown that people with an 

obsessive passion are more susceptible to having a negative self-image of themselves. Do you 

have a more negative self-image? Do you see yourself in more of a negative light than a 

positive light?  

4) Is your internal conversation about the game more negative than positive? For 

example, when it comes to Magic, do you find yourself using phrases like, “excited about, 

“looking forward to”, and “can’t wait to”? Or, do you find yourself using phrases like, “don’t 

really want to,” “not excited about,” or “wish I didn’t have to”? Do you find yourself 

constantly talking more about how cruel Magic can be than how fun and enjoyable it can be? 

5) Are you unable to prevent yourself from playing Magic or consuming Magic content 

when you shouldn’t? Are you unable to resist the compulsion to play when you know there 

are other things you need to focus on? Does your passion for the game cause you to neglect 

those things and involve yourself with Magic even when you know you should be focusing 

on other more important things in your life?  

6) Does the game feel like a burden, a job, or a monotonous task? Do you see Magic as 

an activity that you’re forced to do? Does Magic feel more like work than it feels like a fun 

game? 

If you find yourself answering yes to most or all of these questions, then you very likely have 

an obsessive passion for the game and you should look to make some changes in order to 

realign things and get your passion for the game into a properly balanced state. If you don’t, 

then these six questions will only become exacerbated and they will get worse over time.  
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To make the necessary changes and transition your obsessive passion into a more 

harmonious passion, there are a number of things you can do. 

A) Create a schedule for when you can involve yourself with Magic. Come up with a 

specific, detailed, concrete schedule as to when you are allowed to play Magic and when 

you’re allowed to consume Magic content each day of the week. Things involving your 

work, your education, your health, and your personal relationships should be prioritized 

first, with Magic being scheduled around those things. If you’re a professional Magic player, 

then be sure to create a schedule where playing Magic, producing Magic content, taking care 

of your health, and maintaining the relationships in your personal life is properly balanced 

and where Magic is not an overwhelmingly lopsided portion of that schedule.  

B) Leave Magic at the shop, the tournament hall, or on the computer. Once you’re 

done playing or consuming content, leave Magic behind you where it belongs and move into 

putting your focus and energy into other areas of your life. This is especially important after 

things don’t go well when playing. It’s easy to take home that bad beat, bad luck, or bad loss 

and let the frustration and anger from those things stay with you while at home, potentially 

taking out your frustration and anger out on friends or loved ones. If things went really well 

then go ahead and enjoy it, feel good about it, and celebrate it. However, once you’re done, 

leave it behind you to go and enjoy other things in your life. Don’t become too wrapped up 

in it.  

C) Change your language and your internal dialogue when it comes to Magic. It’s 

been scientifically documented that using specific kinds of words and language can impact 

your mindset and your actions. If you find yourself constantly using phrases like, “don’t 

really want to,” “not excited about,” or “wish I didn’t have to” when it comes to Magic, 

instead use phrases like, “want to”, “can’t wait to”, and “look forward to” when it comes to 

the game. Do you have to practice for an upcoming Grand Prix? Don’t say, “I wish I didn’t 

have to practice.” Instead, say, “I’m really looking forward to practicing.” This will 

help keep Magic from feeling like something you’re forcing yourself to do. 

D) Explore new things and immerse yourself in different hobbies. It took Conley 

Woods stepping away from Magic and immersing himself into dancing to rebalance his life 

and get things back on track. It’s rarely ever a good thing to completely and utterly commit 

yourself to only one thing in your life. Don’t be afraid to leave your comfort zone and allow 

yourself to discover new things and new activities. In doing so, you’ll go a long way towards 

preventing yourself from burning out too fast and needing to cut yourself off from the game.  
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Early on in my work career, the concept of obsessive passion vs. harmonious passion was 

something even I got wrong. I definitely suffered from a very intense obsessive passion 

towards my work. When I first started out, I had no clients, no reputation, no money, 

nothing. I knew that I had to work extremely hard to get myself to where I wanted to be, 

and so I did that. I would go basically 24 hours a day, 7 days a week at my career with very 

little sleep. Because I spent so much time involved with my work, I didn’t pay enough 

attention to my family and friends, which affected my relationship with them. I didn’t look 

after my physical or mental health and quickly found myself out of shape from not exercising 

and emotionally burnt out from pushing so hard all the time.  

Changes were made. I used essentially of all the tips I listed previously. I came up with a 

schedule where I restricted how many hours a day I would work. I also gave myself off on 

Sundays and would refuse any work on Sunday, no matter how much money I might miss 

out on. When my scheduled work periods were finished each day, they were finished. Once 

I was done for the day, I was done and I focused on other things in my life. I stopped using 

forceful language like, “I really need to get this session out of the way” and started using 

more enthusiastic language like, “I’m really looking forward to doing this session 

tomorrow.” Work stopped feeling like something I was forcing myself to do and started 

feeling like something I wanted to do and loved to do again.  

Lastly, I started immersing myself in other things. I got back into Magic and started playing 

again. I began getting into doing some writing, something I always wanted to do but never 

allowed myself to do because I didn’t see it as a priority in my life. I also started exercising 

again, getting into yoga, swimming, and kayaking. I live in southwest Florida, one of the 

most beautiful areas of the country with the Gulf of Mexico just 30 minutes from my house 

and I was wasting that. These things gave me other outlets to release my energy and kept me 

from dumping all of my energy and passion into only my work and burning out too quickly.  

By making these changes, it brought a much needed balance back into my life. I looked 

forward to work again. I woke up each day excited about the day. My relationships with my 

friends and family drastically improved, and I even expanded my social circle and cultivated 

more friendships than I had in previous years. I was immersing myself in new and different 

things, which brought a sense of diversity and versatility to my life. Each day was different 

and my life didn’t quite feel so stale and stagnant anymore. So, I would encourage you to do 

the same. Love Magic. Have a passion for the game. However, allow your passion to be 

processed-focused and don’t let your passion for Magic interrupt other areas of your life. 
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Lesson #14: A Passion For The Game – Key Points From The Lesson 

-Passion is defined as a strong, intense feeling of emotion towards something. 

-Scientifically speaking, there are two different kinds of passion: Obsessive Passion 

and Harmonious Passion. These two forms of passion make up what’s called The 

Dualistic Model of Passion. 

-Obsessive passion is similar to extrinsic motivation. It’s when your passion for the 

game is driven more by external achievement, rewards, and recognition more than 

internal satisfaction and fulfillment. 

-With obsessive passion, you tie your self-worth to the achievement, rewards, and 

validation that Magic might bring and become more passionate about those things 

than about the game of Magic itself. 

-With obsessive passion, the experience of failure, or even just lack of progress, feels 

like a personal attack. Every step backward or in the wrong direction and your ego 

and pride takes a hit. When someone speaks poorly about you or criticizes your game 

or skills, you take it personally and see it has an attack against yourself. 

-People who display obsessive passion are not only likely to engage in unethical 

behavior such as cheating, but they are also at a high risk for anxiety, depression, 

and emotional burnout. Their relationship with their passion is likely to erode over 

time, their overall life satisfaction is poor, and they tend to neglect other areas of 

their life such as their personal relationships, physical and mental health, etc. 

-Harmonious Passion is when your passion is driven, not by external rewards or 

validation, but rather for the internal satisfaction and fulfillment of personal growth 

and mastery. It’s becoming engaged with the game because of the joy you experience 

from playing the game itself, not the potential results and rewards. 

-Harmonious Passion is when your passion is intense enough to drive you to pursue 

the game, but not so intense that it creates imbalances in other areas of your life 

outside of the game. 

-Research on harmonious passion has shown that it leads to greater overall 

happiness, health, life-satisfaction, and longevity when pursing an activity. You’re 

far less likely to experience physical, mental, and emotional burnout.
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Lesson #15 

Defining Your Own Success 

“One of the greatest mistakes I believe people make in life is trading happiness for 

other things, money being the worst culprit. If you want to be happy, you have 

to learn to prioritize happiness. This might sound like silly advice, but it's 

shocking to me how often people don't prioritize their own happiness in their 

decision making.” 

-Mark Rosewater 

 

**** 

 

Luis Scott-Vargas is a household name in the world of Magic. He’s one of the game’s 

greatest ever players. His accomplishments include fifteen Grand Prix Top 8’s, as well as 

five Grand Prix wins. He also has eight Pro Tour Top 8’s and one Pro Tour win to his name. 

In 2013, he was inducted into the Pro Tour Hall of Fame. Throughout his career, he’s 

managed to earn almost $340,000 in tournament prize money and has accrued 508 pro 

points. On top of all of that, Luis is well known for being a great ambassador of the game. 

One could easily say, without doubt, that Luis has had a successful career in the game.  

I, on the other hand, am nowhere near a household name in Magic. And, I’m absolutely 

nowhere near being one the game’s greatest ever players. I’ve never made the Top 8 of a 

Grand Prix, much less won one. I’ve never played on the Pro Tour. I’ve never earned a 

single dollar in tournament prize money, and I’ve also never accrued a single pro point 

throughout my career. I did win a Magic 2015 Game Day a few years ago, made the finals of 

a PPTQ, and won various smaller events at the lower levels of the game. One could easily 

say, without doubt, that I haven’t had a successful career in the game……………or have I?
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Dictionary.com defines success as the following: “The accomplishment of an aim or 

purpose.” Well, that doesn’t really tell us much. What does it mean to have an aim or 

purpose in Magic? What does an aim or purpose need to be? Does it need to be external and 

materialistic in nature? Or, can it be something that’s more internal and processed-focused 

in nature? The fact is that there is no right or wrong answer to any of those questions. 

They’re completely subjective and beholden to the individual who seeks to find the answer 

to them. If you talk to 100 Magic players, you can get 100 different answers as to what 

obtaining success in Magic is and what it means.  

In society, we tend to define success based almost exclusively on external and material 

things. The bigger your house, the fancier your car, the more expensive your clothes, and 

the more money you have in the bank, the more successful you’re considered to be. It’s not 

too dissimilar in Magic. The more Grand Prix Top 8’s and wins you have, the more Pro 

Tour Top 8’s and wins you have, the more earnings you’ve made, and the more pro points 

you accrue, the more successful you’re considered to be. Out of those 100 Magic players we 

talked about earlier, while most of their answers would vary in detail slightly from person to 

person, I’m willing to bet most of them would still base their metric for success on “things.” 

For example, take Luis Scott-Vargas and his career. Did he have a successful Magic career? 

I’m willing to be all 100 of those people would give a resounding yes. However, the answer 

isn’t so straightforward like that. Whether or not Luis had a successful career would have to 

be determined by Luis himself. Maybe all of those external and materialistic things he 

acquired throughout his career don’t mean much to him, and so as a consequence, he 

doesn’t feel like he really succeeded in Magic. Then again, maybe those things mean 

everything to him and he absolutely feels like a success. As mentioned earlier, there is no 

right or wrong answer. It depends purely on Luis’s own personal definition of success. 

The same applies to my own Magic career. Based on the accomplishments I provided to you 

earlier (Or lack thereof!), would most people say my Magic career was a success? I’m 

willing to bet most of those same 100 people would give a resounding and resolute no on 

that. However, again, the answer is by no means straightforward. Maybe I don’t care for 

external or materialistic things in Magic? What if I cared more about how much fun I had 

playing Magic, how much I got to creatively express myself, or how many new players I 

helped break into the game and get into Magic? Once again, as mentioned earlier, there is 

no right or wrong answer. It depends purely on my own personal definition of success.  
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For now, let’s stick to the mainstream definition of success and refer to it as the ability to 

acquire external and materialistic rewards in Magic. For most competitive and professional 

level players, that’s what they’re after. They want to obtain the titles, the status, the Top 

8’s, the wins, the trophies, the prizes, the medals, the ranking, and the money. Well, I take 

that back. That’s not necessarily true. While it may seem like that’s what most players are 

after, those things are not what they’re really trying to obtain. What they’re really trying 

to obtain is the feeling of happiness they believe they will acquire by getting those 

things.  

It’s no different than regular society. For example, why do most people want the big house, 

the fancy car, the designer clothes, and the money in the bank? Is so that they can have those 

things in their possession and stare at them all day long? Is it so they can show off to their 

family, friends, and neighbors? It could be. However, in almost every instance, the real 

reason they want those things is because they’re chasing a happiness they believe 

they’re going to finally have once they obtain them. If they felt that having a big house, a 

fancy car, designer clothes, and money in the bank would make them miserably unhappy, 

would they work so hard and sacrifice so much to pursue them? 

When people are chasing success, what they’re really trying to chase after is happiness. They 

want the feeling that they believe they’re going to get when they finally make that Grand 

Prix Top 8, qualify for that Pro Tour, or win that $60,000 prize money. They’re not really 

happy with where they are in the present moment in their careers or in their lives, and they 

believe that by obtaining these kinds of external and materialistic rewards, happiness can be 

found. Once they achieve their aims, then they’ll be happy. Until then, they’re not satisfied 

and don’t allow themselves to be happy in the present moment. The problem with that 

approach is that it’s entirely wrong-headed, and scientific research has shown that to be the 

case. 

Shawn Achor is a New York Times bestselling author of the books Before Happiness and 

The Happiness Advantage. He also provides lectures at Harvard University on positive 

psychology. Shawn has become one of the world’s leading experts on the connection 

between happiness and success. While at Harvard, he conducted an in-depth study and body 

of research to find out the answer to an age old question: Is it success that brings happiness, 

or is it happiness that brings success? His results were conclusive, and the opposite of 

conventional wisdom: It is happiness that brings success, not the other way around. 
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“If we can get somebody to raise their levels of optimism or raise happiness, it turns 

out every single business and educational outcome we know how to test for improves 

dramatically. You can increase your success rates for the rest of your life and your 

happiness levels will flat-line, but if you raise your level of happiness and deepen 

optimism, it turns out every single one of your success rates rises dramatically 

compared to what it would have been at negative, neutral, or stressed.” 

This is contradictory to what most people believe about success and happiness. We’re 

practically brainwashed to think that, in order to be happy, success has to be obtained first, 

and then once we have that, THEN we can be happy. Shawn’s research shows that the 

process is actually the other way around. It is happiness that creates success, not success that 

creates happiness, which when you think about it, makes total sense. The happier and more 

optimistic you are now in the present moment, the better your mindset and attitude is going 

to be. The better your mindset and attitude is, the more active, actionable, and productive 

you’re going to be. The more active, actionable, and productive you are the better your 

results become and the more success you create for yourself. 

If you want external and material success in Magic, you have to flip the formula around from 

success = happiness and change it to happiness = success. In fact, MetLife, one of the oldest 

and most successful insurance companies in the world, utilized Shawn’s research on 

happiness and changed their hiring practices. Instead of hiring people purely on credentials, 

they started hiring people based on their level of optimism. And, that was even if those 

people performed poorly on the standard industry “aptitude test.” What was the result? It 

turns out that the optimistic group outsold their more pessimistic counterparts by 

19% in year one and 57% in year two.  

How can this be? Shawn explained that intelligence and technical skills only predict 25% of 

success: 

“If we know the intelligence and technical skills of an employee, we can actually only 

predict about 25% of their job success. 75% of long term job success is predicted not by 

intelligence or technical skills like how we normally hire, educate, and train, but it’s 

predicted by three other umbrella categories. It is optimism (which is the belief that 

your behavior matters in the midst of challenge), your social connection (whether or 

not you have depth and breadth in your social relationships), and the way that you 

perceive stress.” 
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I think there could be very real correlation between the results from Shawn’s research and 

some of the most successful players we see in Magic. Players like Brad Nelson, Reid Duke, 

Luis Scott-Vargas, Ben Stark, Seth Manfield, Gerry Thompson, and several others all have 

one similar trait in common with each other: They’re all happy people with very personable 

personalities and with a tendency to be more optimistic than pessimistic. They’re the 

opposite of many of the players you see struggling to obtain success in the game, who look 

miserable when they play, have abrasive personalities, and tend to be more pessimistic than 

optimistic. This obviously isn’t empirically proven or anything, just my own observation.   

The key, then, to obtaining material success in Magic is to find a way to be more optimistic 

and happy now so that success can follow in the future. But of course, that’s much easier 

said than done. How does one increase optimism and happiness in Magic? To do that, there 

are several process-oriented things you can do to help foster more optimism and happiness 

within you as you pursue material success within the game. They are as follows:  

1) See problems as challenges, not problems – At the competitive level in Magic, players 

are constantly faced with loads of problems, everything from having your best creatures 

removed from the battlefield in a tight game, to being paired against players better than you, 

to having to face a bad matchup in a tournament, to starting out a tournament 0-2, and the 

list goes on. Studies show that when people see problems, not as problems, but as 

challenges, everything from resilience to personal well-being increases across the board. 

Don’t see your problems as things to stress over. See them as fun challenges to enjoy 

overcoming.  

2) Lean on your Magic community – By far, one of the greatest aspects of Magic at any 

level is the social interconnectivity it creates and fosters. Some of my best friends in my life 

are relationships that began in Magic. Competitive and professional level Magic can be 

stressful and daunting. Lean on your personal Magic community for support, 

encouragement, and joy. Utilize and leverage those relationships and use them to keep you 

buoyed in the rough seas of high level Magic. Humans are naturally social creatures.   

3) Do more of what makes you feel good – Love brewing decks? Love playing eternal 

formats with broken cards? Love making videos for the community? Whatever it is about 

Magic that makes you feel really good, make time to do more of that in between the 

competitive stuff. Get out of the competitive grind from time to time and do things that are 

more laid back and “feel good.” There’s no reason you can’t do both as a Magic player.  
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The grand myth is that material success will bring happiness. The fact is that it doesn’t. 

Now, don’t get me wrong. Obtaining the material things you want from Magic will 

certainly make you happy, but that happiness will only last for a short time. When you grab 

that first big Top 8 finish, win that Pro Tour title, make those thousands of dollars, or come 

out on top in that player of the year race, you’ll be happy. However, that happiness won’t 

last long. External and material things never create long term happiness. And, there’s a 

reason why that’s the case. There’s actually an entire concept of psychology related to this. 

It’s called Hedonic Adaptation.  

First you desire something. The desire you have for that something motivates you to take 

action and pursue it. In time, you eventually obtain what you wanted and achieve your 

desire. In the immediate moment, you’re extremely happy and euphoric. But, with each 

passing day, that feeling fades out. Your brain very quickly adapts to the new achievement 

and that feeling of extreme happiness and euphoria that you initially felt wears off. Once 

that happens, you return back to the level of happiness you were at before you achieved 

your desire. You start thinking, “That’s it? What do I do now?” When that happens, 

expectations increase, you find something new to desire, and the cycle starts all over again. 
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You want to win an FNM. You pursue that desire. You eventually achieve that desire and 

win an FNM. You experience happiness, but only for a short time because your brain 

quickly adapts to the new achievement. Once that happens, you have a “That’s it? What 

do I do now?” moment. You eventually return back to your baseline, neutral level of 

happiness and are no happier now than before you won the FNM. However, you feel 

dissatisfied and unfulfilled now that the emotional high from getting that achievement has 

worn off. As a consequence, your expectations increase, and you start searching for the next 

thing to achieve. “I want to win a Grand Prix!”  

So, you pursue that desire. You eventually achieve that desire and win a Grand Prix. You 

experience happiness, but only for a short time because your brain quickly adapts to the new 

achievement. Once that happens, you have a “That’s it? What do I do now?” moment. 

You eventually return back to your baseline, neutral level of happiness and are no happier 

now than before you won the Grand Prix. However, you feel dissatisfied and unfulfilled 

now that the emotional high from getting that achievement has worn off. As a consequence, 

your expectations increase, and you start searching for the next thing to achieve. “I want to 

win a Pro Tour!” 

Next, you pursue that desire. You eventually achieve that desire and win a Pro Tour. You 

experience happiness, but only for a short time because your brain quickly adapts to the new 

achievement. Once that happens, you have a “That’s it? What do I do now?” moment. 

You eventually return back to your baseline, neutral level of happiness and are no happier 

now than before you won the Pro Tour. However, you feel dissatisfied and unfulfilled now 

that the emotional high from getting that achievement has worn off. As a consequence, your 

expectations increase, and you start searching for the next thing to achieve. “I want to win 

the World Championships!” 

Now, you pursue that desire. You eventually achieve that desire and win the World 

Championships. You experience happiness, but only for a short time because your brain 

quickly adapts to the new achievement. Once that happens, you have a “That’s it? What 

do I do now?” moment. You eventually return back to your baseline, neutral level of 

happiness and are no happier now than before you won the World Championships. 

However, you feel dissatisfied and unfulfilled now that the emotional high from getting that 

achievement has worn off. As a consequence, your expectations increase, and you start 

searching for the next thing to achieve. “I want to make the Hall of Fame!” 
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Lastly, you pursue that desire. You eventually achieve that desire and make the Hall of 

Fame. You experience happiness, but only for a short time because your brain quickly adapts 

to the new achievement. Once that happens, you have a “That’s it? What do I do now?” 

moment. You eventually return back to your baseline, neutral level of happiness and are no 

happier now than before you made the Hall of Fame. However, you feel dissatisfied and 

unfulfilled now that the emotional high from getting that achievement has worn off. As a 

consequence, your expectations increase, and you start searching for the next thing to 

achieve. “Next I want to…………………………wait, I’ve done everything.” 

Eventually, you run out of things you want to achieve, or can achieve. So, what do you do? 

You quit. Magic no longer has any use to you since it can longer give you any kind of 

external or material rewards that you haven’t gotten before, and so you discard it in search 

of the next activity that you can use to keep searching for a happiness that you think you’ll 

eventually find. The thing is, you never will. Why? Hedonic Adaptation. This is why they 

call it the hedonic treadmill. The more you chase external and material things to find 

happiness, the more it’s like running in place on a treadmill. You’re running laps, but in 

reality, you’re spinning your wheels and running place. You’re not going anywhere. 

If you try to find satisfaction, fulfillment, and happiness through external and material 

things, the want and pursuit for external and material things will never end. Every time you 

obtain something you think you wanted in order to make you happy, you’ll only be happy 

for a moment before you start thinking, “This is it? What do I do now?” Your eyes 

become glued to the next shiny thing. You go after that, and then when you get it, the same 

cycle of being happy for a brief moment in time before going back to baseline, neutral 

happiness happens again, and again, and again into perpetuity. Hedonic adaption always 

leads to the same dead end: Unfulfillment and never-ending dissatisfaction.  

Marco Pierre-White is one of the world’s best chefs. Hailing from England, he’s one of the 

very few chefs in the world to obtain the restaurant industry’s highest possible rating from 

acclaimed restaurant critics Michelin Guides, which is 3 Stars with 5 Red Knives & Forks. 

After he finally achieved that incredibly rare feat, he said he was only happy for a brief 

second before a realization dawned on him: “For 22 years, I worked to realize my dream. 

I got my 3 Michelin Stars. In that moment, I came to realize that I spent all those 

years chasing a dream I never really wanted.” That night, he went home and ate a ham 

sandwich. He then decided to retire, gave back his Michelin rating, and sold the restaurant. 
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If happiness doesn’t come from material things, then where does it come from? The answer 

is quite simple: It comes from the doing. It comes from the chase itself, not the actual 

getting of what you want. That’s the secret. Happiness comes from the doing of things, 

not the attainment of things. Happiness in Magic comes from sitting down to play the game 

you love. Happiness in Magic comes from being with the people in the game who make you 

feel welcomed and loved. Happiness in Magic comes from taking challenges head on and 

overcoming those challenges. Happiness in Magic doesn’t come from winning an FNM, 

Grand Prix, Pro Tour, or World Championship. It comes from pursuing those things.  

In mentioning Luis Scott-Vargas earlier, he once wrote a fantastic article for Magic’s official 

site called What I Love About Magic: The Challenge. In it, he described how the 

challenge of the pursuit of being the best player he could be and trying to fulfill his potential 

as a Magic player was what he loved most about the game, and he encapsulated this outlook 

brilliantly at the end of the article when he said the following:  

“At the end of the day, I always felt I was competing against myself. Doing well at 

the Pro Tour was awesome, forming a team was awesome, and playing busted decks 

was always great, but what I really wanted to do was play excellent Magic. When I 

didn't, it was less about my results and more that I wanted to live up to my own 

potential as a Magic player. I love finding out how good I can be, and challenging 

myself to be that player. It's a quest that never ends, and I still find myself 

evaluating where I land compared to where I've been and where I might be.” 

Luis is the hallmark example of a player with the correct mindset and mental approach 

towards the game, one who seeks out and finds satisfaction and fulfillment in the process of 

Magic, not the rewards of Magic. Does Luis love to win? Of course. Does he want to obtain 

external and material success in Magic? Absolutely. However, at the end of the day, as much 

as he would like to obtain those things and as much as he works to obtain them, he doesn’t 

seek happiness or validation from them. That’s the key point here. It’s fine to pursue Pro 

Tour titles, #1 rankings, and thousands in prize money. What’s not fine is to try and 

generate long term happiness from those things. It simply won’t happen. Like we discussed 

earlier, you’ll be happy for a moment, but then you’ll eventually be left thinking, “That’s 

it? What do I do now?” The game of Magic is its own reward. The feelings you get when 

you play the game, the ups and the downs, the moments of redemption, and the time spent 

with friends who share your passion for the game is where the happiness is found. 
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We now come full circle back to where we started with our original question: “What is 

success and how does one define it?” Ultimately, success is a mindset. It’s a mental state. 

It’s not how many Pro Tour wins you have, how high you are in the rankings, or how much 

you’ve won in tournament earnings. Those things can make you feel successful, but that’s 

all they can do. They can only give you the outlet to create and foster a successful mindset 

and mental state. However, a successful mindset can be created and fostered a number of 

different ways, and you certainly don’t need external and material things in order to allow 

yourself to feel like you’re successful.  

During a segment at the 2016 Magic Online Championships, various Wizards of the Coast 

employees were asked what they felt their definition for success was. The answers varied 

from person to person. Mark Rosewater defined success simply as, “Doing what you 

love.” Matt Tabak defined success as, “The amount of fun you have during the day.” 

Randy Buehler defined success as, “Thinking about what it is you actually care about 

and what makes you happy and then doing that, not what everybody else thinks 

you’re supposed to do.” As you can see, each person has their own view as to what success 

means to them. 

However, all of their answers have one thing in common: They’re not related to external 

or materialistic things. “Doing what you love.” “The amount of fun you have during the 

day.” “Thinking about what it is you actually care about and what makes you happy and then 

doing that, not what everybody else think you’re supposed to do.” None of these answers 

have anything to do with winning things, having certain titles, or making a specific amount 

of money. All of their answers are focused on, not the achievement of those things, but the 

pursuit of those things. Doing what you love, having fun every day, and doing what you care 

about and what makes you happy is a really great way to go and achieve material things. 

I’ve always said that, for me, my own personal Magic career has been a resounding success, 

despite my total lack of external and material achievements. My own personal definition for 

success in Magic is based on being able to answer yes to a few questions. First, do I love 

Magic and enjoy it when I play it? Yes. Second, do I give everything I can and commit myself 

to the game 100% when playing? Yes. And third, do I try to be as positive and valuable of an 

influence on the game and the larger community as I can be? Yes. Since I can answer yes to 

all three of those questions, then I consider my Magic playing career to be a success, because 

for me, my own definition for success is being able to say yes to those things. 
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As we bring this lesson to a close, I’d like to ask you this question now: What’s your own 

personal definition for success? In order for you to feel successful and generate a 

mindset where you feel successful, what needs to happen? Remember, success is a state 

of mind, a mental state. It’s a feeling. If your ability to feel successful and generate a mindset 

where you feel successful is based primarily on external and materialistic achievements, then 

you should do some soul-searching and reconsider how you approach the game and what it is 

about Magic that really matters to you most. You can allow yourself to feel successful today, 

right now. All you need to do is shift your parameters for what success means to you. 

When you base your ability to feel successful on the feelings and experiences that Magic 

gives you rather than the external and materialistic rewards in can provide, you give yourself 

the ability to feel successful today, right now, in the present moment. Are you someone 

who loves Magic? Do you give everything you can when you play and commit yourself 

100% to your games and tournaments when playing? Do you try to be as positive and 

valuable of an influence on the people you interact with in the Magic community, no matter 

how big or how small that community may be? If you can answer yes to those things, then 

you have every right to think that your time in Magic has been a resounding success.  

Remember the key lessons of this book: Mindset is everything. The less you care about 

winning, the easier it is to win. Build your confidence from within, not from without. Enjoy 

the game and have fun! Channel your focus when you play. Take precautions to avoid 

physical and mental burnout at tournaments. Properly cope with the results you experience, 

both good and bad. Eliminate tilt by preventing it from happening in the first place. Get into 

positive performance habits and routines. Consider the mental aspects when choosing a deck 

to play. Be more intrinsically motivated. Let go of false beliefs. Be more self-compassionate. 

Control your passion for the game. And, define what success means for you personally. 

Well, it’s been a long journey, but we’re finally here. We’re at the end of this book. I want 

to thank you from the bottom of my heart for taking the time to pick it up and read it. I’m 

only able to do this and share my work because of people like you who take the time to read 

it, consume it, and support it. My only hope is that this book gave you some valuable 

insights as to how you can improve your mind, your mental game, and your ability to enjoy 

this wonderful game of Magic we all love. If you see me at Grand Prix or any other 

tournament, please don’t be afraid to come and say hi so that we can meet and have a chat. 

Otherwise, thank you again for reading, and I wish you all the best in your career in Magic!  
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Lesson #15: Defining Your Own Success – Key Points From The Lesson 

-Success is defined as “The accomplishment of an aim or purpose.” What that aim or 

purpose is can be different for each person.  

-We tend to define success based almost exclusively on external and material things. 

The more Grand Prix Top 8’s and wins you have, the more Pro Tour Top 8’s and wins 

you have, the more earnings you’ve made, and the more pro points you accrue, the 

more successful you’re considered to be. 

-While it may seem like that’s what most players are after, those things are not what 

they’re really trying to obtain. What they’re really trying to obtain is the feeling of 

happiness they believe they will acquire by getting those things. 

-We’re practically brainwashed to think that, in order to be happy, success has to be 

obtained first, and then once we have that, THEN we can be happy. Scientific 

research shows that the process is actually the other way around. It is happiness that 

creates success, not success that creates happiness. 

-To be more optimistic and happy in Magic so that you can generate success, you can 

do three things: One, see problems as challenges, not as problems. Two, lean on your 

personal Magic community. Three, do more of what makes you feel good in Magic and 

less of what makes you feel bad. 

-As human beings, we have a baseline, neutral level of happiness. When we reach 

targets and achieve external success, the feeling of happiness and satisfaction that 

comes with those achievements only lasts for a brief moment before we eventually and 

inevitably return to our baseline, neutral level of happiness and are back longing for 

more success and achievement again. This leads to a never-ending cycle of searching 

for happiness and satisfaction, but never actually finding it. This process is called 

Hedonic Adaptation. 

-Success is a mindset, a mental state. Success is a feeling.  

-Success is self-defined, and should always be contingent on intrinsic feelings, not 

external achievements.
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Player Quotation Credits 

“What determines success in Magic? Is it intelligence? Experience? Hard work? Certainly, those are 

qualities that all of the most successful Magic players share. A good answer would be that it’s a 

combination of all three. The best answer, however, is that, while important, they all pale in 

comparison to what’s really most critical: A healthy state of mind.” 

-Reid Duke   http://www.starcitygames.com/php/news/print.php?Article=24040 

“It is important to note that my goal is to play perfectly in Magic tournaments, not to actually win 

them. It is more of a cause and effect relationship, as playing perfectly usually brings a surprising 

amount of success.” 

-Patrick Chapin   “Next Level Magic”, PG.72 

“Confidence is one of the most crucial things to have when playing Magic. It's actually very difficult 

to function without it. Decisions are much more difficult to make correctly, and second-guessing 

yourself becomes second nature without it. It is a very slippery slope.” 

-Brad Nelson http://www.starcitygames.com/article/23377_Past-Mistakes--Future-Goals.html 

“The only way I can try to explain how LSV, Owen, and myself went on insane runs is confidence. 

There is no logical way to look at it. Of course, the run-goods played a major role (or at least the not 

run-bads), but being able to trust your game decisions is one way to go above and beyond. I know I 

was making more unique plays that were resulting in wins that I would not have achieved this 

year.” 

-Brad Nelson http://www.starcitygames.com/article/23377_Past-Mistakes--Future-Goals.html 

“I had less and less confidence in my ability and my luck, which would have a serious impact on my 

game. Every loss made me think that more losses were to come because of the confidence issues I was 

having. Without grounding myself, I spiraled into the darkest place I could have ever imagined. I 

had no faith in my abilities as a Magic player and didn't even know why I was going to events.” 

-Brad Nelson http://www.starcitygames.com/article/23377_Past-Mistakes--Future-Goals.html 

“Despite having just won the Pro Tour and realizing one of my lifelong dreams, my job was not yet 

over. I had to stay composed and exhibit good sportsmanship, respecting that my opponent just lost 

a match with a lot on the line.” 

-Craig Wescoe   http://magic.tcgplayer.com/db/article.asp?ID=11180

http://www.starcitygames.com/php/news/print.php?Article=24040
http://sales.starcitygames.com/carddisplay.php?product=1054705
http://www.starcitygames.com/article/23377_Past-Mistakes--Future-Goals.html
http://www.starcitygames.com/article/23377_Past-Mistakes--Future-Goals.html
http://www.starcitygames.com/article/23377_Past-Mistakes--Future-Goals.html
http://magic.tcgplayer.com/db/article.asp?ID=11180
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 “Once you know how to have fun playing Magic, the wins will just come to you. You will be under 

much less pressure and feel more relaxed and less stressed. I can tell you first hand that, once I 

started having more fun when playing, I no longer felt burnout at Grand Prix’s and Pro Tours. I 

became a more well-rounded Magic player. Soon after I learned that Magic can actually be fun, I 

ended up making the Top 25 of Pro Tour M15 and then made the Top 8 of Grand Prix Orlando a few 

months later” 

-Melissa De Tora    http://magic.tcgplayer.com/db/article.asp?ID=12271 

“Reaching the Top 8, after starting 7-2, is a lofty goal in a tournament this size. It would mean 

going 6-0 in matches, and sometimes even sweating tiebreakers after that. Going into Sunday, my 

focus was more on playing some fun matches of Magic than it was on any particular final result.” 

-Reid Duke   https://www.channelfireball.com/articles/winning-with-sultai-in-louisville/ 

“Perhaps just as important, I think I enjoyed playing Magic more at this tournament, and leading 

up to it, than I ever have in my life. Granted, it’s easy to claim something’s fun when you’re running 

hot. But even on Saturday, when my record wasn’t particularly good, I was having a blast.” 

-Reid Duke   https://www.channelfireball.com/articles/winning-with-sultai-in-louisville/ 

“Hey! This is not a negative post, but actually one of the posts I make with a big smile on my face! 

We (A few friends and I) drove 3 hours to play some Modern. I made it to the finals. I'm on Dredge 

and I am not the kind of guy to lurk around and see what others play, but rather go smoke a 

cigarette or eat my sandwiches. My opponent was on Blue/Black Mill. I got totally caught off-guard 

when he started doing what he was doing and immediately noticed that my chances of winning this 

game were at about 1%, since the way I play Dredge plays into his way of winning the game. I was 

sure I was going to lose so we kept joking around. It was one of the chillest games of Magic I’ve 

played and I went 0-2 trying to get my creatures out from my hand. It was pretty rough as he 

discarded my creatures from my hand and exiled my creatures from my graveyard. I seriously LOVE 

it when people come up with these crazy decks in meta-games where they shine very bright! Lots of 

love to you brewing guys! (I’m a spikey idiot).” 

-Reddit user Rhythm_in_My_Soul  

https://www.reddit.com/r/magicTCG/comments/5c8iby/i_drove_3_hours_to_get_milled_down_in_t

he_finals/ 
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“I am proud to say that I fully accomplished this one. I had taken Magic way too seriously in the 

past and there were times when I felt like the game wasn't even fun. I blamed losses on things other 

than myself and I was even salty at times. A few years ago I remember hanging out with Raphael 

Levy at a Grand Prix. I don't recall the exact details but I remember that I did not make day two 

and made a comment that my opponents got lucky and I got unlucky. Raph said that variance is a 

part of Magic and there is nothing you can do about it. All you can really do is play your best. There 

will be times where you will find yourself on the wrong side of the randomness but if you play well it 

will balance out. I listened to his advice but did not actually take it to heart until a while later. One 

day it just hit me. At Pro Tour Dublin last year, I experienced some very unfortunate variance. It 

seemed like round after round I was mulliganing to five and four, not drawing what I needed, and 

getting bad matchups. It had nothing to do with how I was playing; I was actually playing pretty 

well and making the most out of bad situations. The difference was that I was not letting the bad 

beats affect my emotions or my play. At the conclusion of each round, I had the same attitude 

regardless of whether I won or lost. By the end of the tournament, I had finished one loss outside of 

a money finish, and I was actually happy about it. It would have been great to win the last round to 

make Top 75, but I had a fun tournament, enjoyed playing against each of my opponents, and ended 

the tournament on a high note.”  

- Melissa De Tora     http://magic.tcgplayer.com/db/article.asp?ID=12271 

“Magic is a game. I know this can come to a surprise to some of you, but it is just a game. We spend 

our weekends in convention centers with like-minded individuals who enjoy doing the same things 

we do. We get to hang out with our friends and not worry about the stress of everyday life. We get to 

have fun! Too many players put unneeded stress on themselves based on their tournament results, 

whether it's about a tournament finish or even before the event starts. Their level of happiness is 

solely dependent on their results. This is bad! So very, very bad! Magic is just a game. It was created 

for people to enjoy their time while playing it. Nobody gets upset when they are playing Magic with 

nothing on the line, but once the tournament gets underway, everything changes. The stress of 

accomplishment changes your perspective on things and forces a shift in priorities. Instead of 

enjoying yourself and wanting to get better, the only thing that matters is winning. If you win 

you're happy. If you lose, you’re sad. You can never get better at Magic if you're not enjoying it. If 

at any point you don't enjoy playing, then stop. It is as easy as that. If you don't want to stop but 

also don't enjoy it, then you need to reassess your priorities. You could very well be playing Magic 

solely for the rush of winning.” 

-Brad Nelson     http://www.starcitygames.com/article/29222_Mental-Mindset.html 
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“You have to love what you are doing. You have to love entering the tournament hall filled with 

players. You have to love remaining calm amidst the pre-tournament anxieties, the hustle and 

bustle, the players scrambling to assemble their decks, the judges hurrying to set up for round one, 

and the traders eagerly competing for the best early deals. You have to love playing without concern 

for results. You have to love being in the state of intense concentration during a game, being keenly 

aware of all factors. You have to love the feeling of trusting yourself and of waiting patiently for 

what needs to happen. In order to truly love playing Magic competitively, you must appreciate the 

experience as a whole. If losing or misplaying causes you undue stress or unhappiness, then you 

should consider either working hard to restore your mental attitude to what it should be, or 

reconsider altogether your involvement in playing competitively. Likewise, if you are making good 

decisions, in control of your emotions, and not overly attached to results, yet you find that for 

whatever reason your heart simply isn't in it anymore, perhaps it is time to take a break. Sometimes 

the fire burns out, and at other times it is rekindled. You must love what you are doing in order for 

it all to be worthwhile.” 

-Craig Wescoe    http://magic.tcgplayer.com/db/article.asp?ID=10685 

“Even with countless hours spent at the table play testing, not a lot of players manage to play a 

whole day without making a single misplay. And, it wouldn’t matter how much they play, as there 

will always be a time where they mess up. It comes down to one thing: Focus. If you’re not aware of 

how important Focus is, then you’ll never be able to win constantly in tournaments as you’ll never 

be able to play your best game.”  

-Raphael Levy   http://magic.tcgplayer.com/db/article.asp?ID=12219 

“Tournament Magic is taxing. It’s important to be in the right state of mind in order to play your 

best. How can you concentrate and play your best if you feel burned out, stressed out, and 

exhausted? These are not feelings that lend themselves to thoughtful problem-solving skills!” 

-Brian DeMars   https://www.channelfireball.com/articles/fighting-burnout/ 

“Champions have to deal with losing, too. How you handle losing and how you respond and react to 

it will go a long way toward determining your ability to succeed as a Magic player down the road.” 

-Darwin Kastle   http://www.gatheringmagic.com/darwinkastle-062512-losing-sucks/ 

“For me, there’s no real substitute for losing. I learn a lot by just playing a lot and losing.” 

-Paul Rietzl   www.podcastchart.com/podcasts/mtg.../29-how-paul-rietzl-learns-from-losing 

“A great player knows how to control their emotions perfectly so that they can give their best 

performance every time.”  

-Yuya Watanabe    https://www.channelfireball.com/articles/what-makes-a-great-player-great/ 

http://magic.tcgplayer.com/db/article.asp?ID=10685
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“I have to say, preparing for Worlds was really one sided. On a technical level, I didn’t really do 

much testing and my deck choices were basically given to me from teammates a couple weeks before. 

Then how did I do so well? I meditated to focus my internal energies to serve me in specific 

purposes.” 

-Noah Long http://manadeprived.typepad.com/manadeprived/2011/01/my-mental-preparation-for-

worlds.html 

“One of the hardest parts of Magic is simply choosing the right deck for a tournament. Sometimes 

I’m asked which deck someone should choose for an event, and generally speaking, it’s hard to 

answer those questions because it’s all contextual. So many factors go into which deck to choose that 

there’s really no way to answer that for someone without knowing more information.” 

-Brian Braun-Duin   https://www.channelfireball.com/articles/choosing-the-right-tournament-deck/ 

“The accolades are nice, but winning has never been what’s motivated me to play Magic. I love 

gaming. I love thinking and mental battles. I love high level competition. The reason to play Magic 

is not to chalk up victories. It’s to play a great game.” 

-Ben Stark   http://www.starcitygames.com/article/26735_Inside-The-Magic-Studio-Ben-Stark.html 

“To be honest, I like to be great at whatever I do. I’ve always been very competitive. For me, the 

better I do, the less committed I become. Winning Worlds has given me some disinterest in Magic, 

for example.” 

-Shahar Shenhar   https://www.channelfireball.com/articles/what-makes-a-great-player-great/ 

“More than a few think it’s time for me to retire. Maybe I don’t have it anymore?” 

-Paul Rietzl   https://www.channelfireball.com/home/losing/ 

“The game state is as it is, and sufficient for the moment is its own trouble. You know well that the 

past is beyond your control and so there is no sense expending mental resources dwelling on what 

cannot be changed. Instead, you freely forgive yourself and remain alert and attuned to what is 

going on right now.” 

-Craig Wescoe   http://magic.tcgplayer.com/db/article.asp?ID=10685 

“Magic is an amazing game and it means a lot of things to a lot of people, but for me, it was almost 

too many things. It was my job, my hobby, my social network, my creative outlet, my competitive 

outlet, my writing material and my media consumption. It is incredible that Magic can fill all of 

those roles, but I was running at max speed for a little too long and I needed a break.” 

-Conley Woods    http://magic.tcgplayer.com/db/article.asp?ID=13060&writer=Conley+Woods 
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“Dancing became a catalyst for change in my life. It touched on so many areas that I had neglected 

in favor of Magic. I began to notice myself losing weight. While I was not dieting, simply increasing 

my activity level was having a real impact. I was also putting myself in a nightlife setting all of the 

time, so my social skills and interactions began to improve. Experience has always turned into 

confidence with me and now I was experiencing something totally new and different. Today, I am 

almost 160 pounds lighter than I was 14 months ago. I have a new passion that I once actively 

avoided. All of my logic and forethought would have never led me down such a path. I just needed to 

make some changes and try some new things to create some momentum for myself.” 

-Conley Woods     http://magic.tcgplayer.com/db/article.asp?ID=13060&writer=Conley+Woods 

“One of the greatest mistakes I believe people make in life is trading happiness for other things, 

money being the worst culprit. If you want to be happy, you have to learn to prioritize happiness. 

This might sound like silly advice, but it's shocking to me how often people don't prioritize their 

own happiness in their decision making.” 

-Mark Rosewater https://magic.wizards.com/en/articles/archive/making-magic/how-get-your-dream-

job-2012-06-01 

“At the end of the day, I always felt I was competing against myself. Doing well at the Pro Tour was 

awesome, forming a team was awesome, and playing busted decks was always great, but what I 

really wanted to do was play excellent Magic. When I didn't, it was less about my results and more 

that I wanted to live up to my own potential as a Magic player. I love finding out how good I can be, 

and challenging myself to be that player. It's a quest that never ends, and I still find myself 

evaluating where I land compared to where I've been and where I might be.” 

-Luis Scott-Vargas https://magic.wizards.com/en/articles/archive/ways-play/what-i-love-about-

magic-challenge-2017-02-24
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Scientific Research Citations 
“Research shows that when people work with a positive mind-set, performance on nearly every level 

such as productivity, creativity, and engagement improves.” 
https://hbr.org/2012/01/positive-intelligence 

“Previous studies suggest that process-oriented thinking is often more effective than outcome-

oriented thinking. Specifically, relative to outcome-oriented thinking, engaging in process-oriented 

thinking improves performance on cognitive tasks and learning of motor skills (Taylor et al. 1998).” 

http://mba.tuck.dartmouth.edu/pages/faculty/petia.petrova/Petrova%20Web%20site%20material/Proc

ess%20vs%20Outcome%20-%20Summary.pdf 

“Multivariate analyses examining the interrelationships between beliefs and noncognitive 

symptoms revealed that thoughts on loss or personal failure were the strongest predictors of 

depressive symptoms, thoughts on social threat were the strongest predictors of anxiety symptoms, 

and thoughts on hostility or revenge were the strongest predictors of aggression.” 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15311991 

“This study was designed to determine the effectiveness of a group stress reduction program based 

on mindfulness meditation for patients with anxiety disorders. Repeated measures analyses of 

variance documented significant reductions in anxiety and depression scores after treatment for 20 

of the subjects--changes that were maintained at follow-up. The number of subjects experiencing 

panic symptoms was also substantially reduced.” 

https://ajp.psychiatryonline.org/doi/abs/10.1176/ajp.149.7.936 

“Pranayamic breathing, defined as a manipulation of breath movement, has been shown to 

contribute to a physiologic response characterized by the presence of decreased oxygen consumption, 

decreased heart rate, and decreased blood pressure, as well as increased theta wave amplitude in 

EEG recordings, increased parasympathetic activity accompanied by the experience of alertness and 

reinvigoration.” 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306987706001666 

“The results suggest that yoga practice, including physical postures, yoga breathing, meditation 

and guided relaxation improved delayed recall of spatial information.” 

http://minimeyoga.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/SPATIAL_AND_VERBAL_MEMORY.pdf 
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“Combined Goal Management Training and Mindfulness meditation improve executive functions 

and decision-making performance.” 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/49795048_Combined_Goal_Management_Training_and_Min

dfulness_meditation_improve_executive_functions_and_decision-

making_performance_in_abstinent_polysubstance_abusers 

“We show that FA meditation and OM meditation exert specific effect on creativity. OM meditation 

induces a control state that promotes divergent thinking, a style of thinking that allows for many 

new ideas being generated.” 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2012.00116/full 

“Walking had a large effect on creativity. Most of the participants benefited from walking 

compared with sitting, and the average increase in creative output was around 60%.” 

https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/releases/xlm-a0036577.pdf 

“Walking improves cardiac risk factors such as cholesterol, blood pressure, diabetes, obesity, 

vascular stiffness and inflammation, mental stress, and also helps protect against dementia, 

peripheral artery disease, obesity, diabetes, depression, colon cancer, and even erectile dysfunction.” 

https://www.health.harvard.edu/newsletter_article/walking-your-steps-to-health 

“He first separated people into three different groups and tested each group on how many free 

throws they could make. He then had the first group practice every day for an hour, the second 

group only visualized themselves making free throws, and the third group did not practice or use 

visualization. After 30 days, he tested all three groups again. The first group improved by 24%and 

the second group increased by 23%, without even touching the basketball.” 

https://digital.library.txstate.edu/bitstream/handle/10877/5548/EKEOCHA-THESIS-

2015.pdf?sequence=1 

“Performing the behavior more consistently was associated with better model fit. The time it took 

participants to reach 95% of their asymptote of automaticity ranged from 18 to 254 days.” 

http://repositorio.ispa.pt/bitstream/10400.12/3364/1/IJSP_998-1009.pdf 

“The brain is rewiring its own circuitry, physically changing itself, to make it easier and more likely 

that the proper synapses will share the chemical link and thus spark together–in essence, making it 

easier for the thought to trigger.” 

http://psychpedia.blogspot.com.cy/2015/11/the-science-of-happiness-why.html 
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Wechsler Intelligence Scale IQ Test  

https://wechslertest.com/ 

“A growing body of theory and evidence suggests there is a significant relation between the effort  

allocated  to  the  decision  process  and  the  motivation  of  the  decision  maker.  More generally, 

motivation serves adaptive behavior since it directs the individual to act in conformity to his or her 

basic instinct of survival as well as to other acquired needs, values and goals.” 

http://home.iscte-iul.pt/~luis/papers/comint.pdf 

“The present results support the hypothesis that maximization of experienced pleasure (i.e. 

experience value), and its counterpart minimization of displeasure, occurs in the process of decision 

making.” 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC116425/#B1 

“A meta-analysis of 128 studies examined the effects of extrinsic rewards on intrinsic motivation. As 

predicted, engagement-contingent, completion-contingent, and performance-contingent rewards 

significantly undermined free-choice intrinsic motivation, as did all rewards, all tangible rewards, 

and all expected rewards.” 

http://psycnet.apa.org/record/1999-01567-001 

“Even when other factors were accounted for, such as race, religion, gender, socioeconomic 

background, and scholastic scores, cadets with primarily internal motives were about 20% more 

likely to make it through West Point than the average.” 

http://www.pnas.org/content/111/30/10990.abstract 

“Measureable physiological changes can be observed in those taking a placebo, similar to those 

observed among people taking effective medications. In particular, blood pressure, heart rate, and 

blood test results have been shown to improve among subsets of research subjects who responded to a 

placebo.” 

https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/the-placebo-effect-amazing-and-real-201511028544 

“The results of the five studies demonstrated a consistent pattern of negative association between 

self-criticism and goal progress.” 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0146167211410246 
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“Self-critical individuals experience feelings of unworthiness, inferiority, failure, and guilt. They 

engage in constant and harsh self-scrutiny and evaluation, and fear being disapproved and 

criticized and losing the approval and acceptance of others.” 

http://self-compassion.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Self-Criticism.pdf 

“Self-criticism is implicated in affective, anxiety, eating, substance use, and psychosomatic 

disorders; violent behavior; and suicidality. Tracing the pathways leading from self-criticism to 

adverse health outcomes demonstrates that self-criticism propels us to actively create a negative 

social atmosphere, which in turn compromises our well-being.” 

http://www.oxfordclinicalpsych.com/view/10.1093/med:psych/9780199929368.001.0001/med-

9780199929368 

“Studies suggest that trait levels of self-compassion are linked to well-being, greater levels of 

happiness, optimism, life satisfaction, body appreciation, perceived competence, and motivation as 

well as lower levels of depression, anxiety, stress, rumination, body shame and fear of failure.” 

http://self-compassion.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Neff.Germer.2017.pdf 

 “These findings indicate that contrary to popular belief, intuition and emotions play crucial roles 

in our abilities to make smart, rational decisions.” 

https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/f309/16c3ca39d79b26b6c278b6fd157b29ca7e0c.pdf 

“Those who are obsessively passionate feel an uncontrollable urge to engage in their work, feel more 

conflict between their passion and other areas in their life, and their work forms a large part of 

their often unstable and negative self-concept.” 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/beautiful-minds/201109/how-increase-your-harmonious-

passion 

“The results showed that being harmoniously passionate for a given activity leads to higher levels of 

psychological well-being on both hedonic and eudaemonic well-being.” 

https://psywb.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/2211-1522-2-1 

“Third-person self-talk facilitates emotion regulation without engaging cognitive control.” 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-017-04047-3#Sec2 

“When raising your level of happiness and deepening optimism, it turns out every single one of your 

success rates rises dramatically compared to what it would have been at negative, neutral, or 

stressed.” 

http://www.bakadesuyo.com/2014/09/be-more-successful/
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