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„People have forgotten that they first have to become what they want to be“


Norbert Elgert









Foreword


Mental training in chess is not only an interesting topic that was addressed by the 1st Congress of Chess Psychology on November 26, 2023, in Leipzig (which I had the privilege of attending), but also a recognized training method to improve athletic performance. It does not matter whether you are already a top player or simply a casual weekend chess player who plays for the joy of the game. I have been involved in mental training for athletes since 2016, initially in the field of golf and, since 2023, in chess. Both sports share many similarities. In golf, professionals claim that about 80% of performance is determined mentally. The same is true for chess, though perhaps even more so. Of course, the mental aspect is accompanied by the physical side, including fitness and nutrition, which are among the most important factors enabling a golfer or chess player to act strongly and effectively. All these components significantly influence the athlete and their results in their respective disciplines. Additionally, several other factors impact your performance both on and off the chessboard. In this book, you will not find a single chessboard diagram requiring you to replicate a motif, tactic, or famous game from the past to improve your play.


Instead, what awaits you on the following pages is mental training: guidance on positive and negative behaviors, along with their explanations. All of this is designed to help you play better chess. To successfully achieve a higher ELO or DWZ rating through mental training, it will depend on how well you understand, process, and ultimately apply the information in this book. With mental training, it is particularly crucial not only to acquire knowledge but to test and implement it.


Knowledge is power, but only if you use it. I can open the door for you, but it is up to you to walk through it—and decide how you proceed after reading. I can promise you that you will improve your chess skills if you are willing to reevaluate certain behaviors and adopt new perspectives. All of this is possible solely through your mental strength, without having moved a single chess piece on the board in any of my chapters.


However, be warned: Mental strength cannot be developed at the push of a button. It is the sum of many components, including perception, self- reflection, intrinsic motivation (the kind that comes from within), stress management during games, focused attention during training, and how you interact with yourself and others.


It is essential to develop awareness and take the first correct steps- just as you would with your minor pieces during the opening phase.


To achieve this, we will start from the beginning. Only when you understand yourself, know how the brain works, evaluate and possibly change your own behavioral patterns, and apply mental training, will you see dramatic changes in your results, whether in tournaments or casual games.


The mechanisms of mental training work excellently for golfers, as I have already written a book about. They play an equally significant role in chess.


The key is: It all comes down to you! In this book, I will share my experiences as honestly and candidly as possible. I will discuss what I have read, applied, and the exercises I’ve used in my own training.


Experience in chess shows that the key to improvement is not found in one of the many openings encountered in the game, nor in the choice of the best endgame plans, which often spark heated debates in clubs. At some point, you will find that your development has plateaued.


You may hit a training plateau, where you take one step forward only to take another backward, or at best stagnate without moving forward.


This happens to some players sooner, to others later. Sometimes, we block our own progress- with emotions like anger, disappointment, or excessive expectations, for example.


In this guide, I want to introduce you to several aspects of personal mental training and show you why mental preparation and a specific mindset toward the sport can give you a qualitative edge over those who scoff at mental training, structures, and plans.


What is important to me: Just because it’s called mental training doesn’t mean you can relax in your favorite armchair and simply imagine what kind of chess player you could become. You must train mental strength just like a new opening- again and again until it becomes second nature. In the coming pages, I will explain what mental training is and how you can use it to unlock your full potential in chess. I will illustrate, using various explanatory models, the power that the subconscious mind holds over the conscious mind and how it influences your play on the boardeither negatively or positively. I will show you how motivation for both technical and mental training can help you overcome the “inner saboteur”-but only if you let it.


Think of this guide as a journey of self-discovery, and stay curious about what you may uncover. You might recognize yourself somewhere in its pages; some parts may merely inspire you, while others might completely change your perspective on chess.


You may also find something that doesn’t resonate with you at all-that’s fine, and you don’t have to pursue those thoughts further. Have the courage to try something new before dismissing it entirely.


And now, enough preamble. Let’s move on to the first chapter, which will clarify just what you’ve gotten yourself into!


Yours sincerely,


Martin Schütt









Why Mental Training in Chess Is Important


What successful chess players have in common is their way of thinking and, even more importantly, their efficiency in training and preparation for a game. Many renowned grandmasters in chess are characterized by their strong self-confidence. They trust in their abilities, have the courage to try something unconventional, and, of course, possess a high level of self-discipline paired with determination.


This is the goal of development: to become who you want to be or, in other words, “the best chess player within you.”


All these aspects can be grouped under the umbrella term “mental strength.”


What does that mean? How can it be implemented, especially for those of us who are hobby or recreational players and want to achieve more? Or perhaps you are a strong club player who wants to improve within your team and play at board one?


This is exactly what I will explain in the following chapters so that you can apply it to yourself. Those who figure out how to fully access their potential and resources will achieve their goals before others and, by utilizing their skills effectively, will win more chess games than they lose.


To achieve the goal of becoming the best chess player within you (this applies to everyone, regardless of level), a few prerequisites are necessary:




	Self-management


	Efficiency and willingness to perform


	Determination





Those who embody these qualities are far ahead of the chess competition. The good news is: anyone can learn and apply these principles, whether you’re “just” a hobbyist or already at a higher level. The key is to have the will to do what is necessary to achieve the goals you’ve set for yourself.


This is exactly what most chess players lack: The will to do what is necessary and the drive to want more.


If you want to develop your mental strengths, this means tapping into your personal performance potential, regardless of all obstacles. Are you fully utilizing your potential in the moment and giving it your all? Or is this only the case sometimes? What do you lack to make it consistent? Is it motivation, efficient training, or missing resources?


Who else but you can best answer these questions?


Each of us has mental strength, and we use it in nearly all areas of life. We employ it at work, in family life, or in sports to achieve various goals or complete tasks. Regardless of age, education, background, or existing skills, you are capable of going far beyond what you currently believe possible. This isn’t a cheap sales pitch; you genuinely have the ability to mentally push yourself to achieve things you previously thought impossible. Most people surpass themselves in moments of life-threatening situations, performing feats beyond normal limits. However, to achieve mental strength in chess, you don’t need to face life-threatening circumstances; you just need to adopt a different mindset—one that inspires you to invest more in yourself than usual. Efficiency, focus, and motivation will then lead to corresponding results.


With simple mental techniques, it is possible to improve your performance in chess, especially when it matters most. This can include having more confidence in challenging games, such as turning a losing position around because you have the self-belief to avoid leaving the game as the loser. Mental strength also means building resilience, standing firm, and making it as difficult as possible for your opponent.


Your defense should be impenetrable so that, at the very least, you can secure a lucky draw (assuming, of course, that you possess the requisite skill). Mental strength alone won’t win a chess game, but combined with your skills and a mental determination not to lose, it can.


Here’s a simple motto for you:


Mental training is a conscious effort to improve physical, mental, and emotional techniques to support you as an athlete and help you reach your maximum performance potential when you need it.


Mental training consists not only of mental exercises but also practical action-oriented exercises. These involve a detailed analysis of your preparation and, of course, the experiences from all your past chess games. The focus in this context is on the mental and emotional moments within a game and how these have shaped your play. From this, efficient training sessions can be developed to help you consciously influence your thoughts and emotions, enabling better performance in future games. This is the goal of chess mental training for all of us who play chess: to get up one more time than we fall. That’s exactly what it means to work on your mental strength- to fuel your inner fire, maintain your motivation, and achieve your goals.


The most important factor in all of this is you!


Mental strength doesn’t develop at the push of a button; it’s the sum of many factors and is a process. If you’re not ready to do what is necessary, to learn new things, change old habits, and adopt new behavior patterns and perspectives, even the best trainer or coach in the world won’t be able to guide you to the success you aim for.


Please be aware that the following chapters can only help improve your chess game if you are willing to try new things and attempt them a second time if they don’t work right away. The journey is the goal: change is always a process. New perspectives take time, and it can take weeks before you notice any improvement. Under pressure and stress, you might even fall back into old habits, risking setbacks.


None of us are immune to failure-even grandmasters can stumble. But they get back up and start again.


Let’s learn from that!


I’d like to take this opportunity to introduce four key points that will greatly benefit your mental training:




	
Sharpening Focus to Find the Essence:

Concentrate your energy on a single task and focus on the essentials in your training or game. Either on your own or with guidance from a coach, identify your strengths and enhance them. At the same time, recognize your weaknesses-and work to diminish them. Begin by setting aside dedicated time for training, free from distractions. This focus will not only improve your learning efficiency but also help you achieve better results in a shorter amount of time.





	
Incorporating Mindfulness in Decision-Making:

Conduct your training with awareness and precision. Take time to analyze game information and create handwritten notes. A training journal can be particularly useful-not only to reflect on your training but also to document your progress. Where were you a month ago in your games? What has improved? How many rating points (ELO) have you gained? These are the results of your training and game-related decisions. This feedback is crucial, both for you and, if applicable, your coach.





	
Managing Stress and Inner Balance:

Mental and emotional stability are not only essential in life but also crucial in every chess game. Stress leads to poor decisions; anger and frustration result in rushed moves without considering the consequences. It’s important to determine what kind of emotional player you are in order to calm your mind and establish a stable foundation you can rely on during games.





	
Authentic Play:

Authentic play means playing according to your character and feeling comfortable in your own skin. Choose openings that match your playing style and with which you feel at home and confident. Avoid playing anything you can’t fully embrace.


For example, an attacking player won’t easily transform into a defensive player. This doesn’t mean attacking immediately but perhaps setting up a strategic time delay by positioning a piece before launching an attack.


As a player, you should clearly define your playing style and embody this definition in your moves. By playing authentically, you’ll gain confidence and focus on what matters most in the game. Your authentic play will lead to sustainable success.








I’d like to conclude this first chapter with a quote whose author I unfortunately don’t know. It may sound simple, but it’s actually quite challenging to apply, regardless of the sport:


“Embrace the reason for your failure and find the path to success in defeat.”
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