
The Reset
You lose a few games in a row during a tournament. Or you drop 100 rating points over a couple months.
· At some point, “I had some bad results” will shift into “I am bad”
· When you take too big of a mental hit or lose a certain number of games, the story one tells themselves will pivot from a chess issue to a perceived personal failure.
Negative Cognitions: naming the pattern
· In therapy, there's a term for this: a negative cognition. It's a belief about yourself that gets attached to a hard experience.
· For chess players, it usually sounds like: 
· “I suck”
· “No matter how much I study, it's not enough.”
· “I'm just going to keep losing.”
· These thoughts feel like facts. First off, they aren’t. They’re a narrative that you tell yourself to protect yourself from the pain of losing another game. And if you don’t correct it, honestly, you will.
How do negative cognitions turn into more loss?
· Once those beliefs settle in, they start showing up in your play, not just in your head: 
· Overthinking:  second-guessing moves that are actually fine
· Fear of mistakes: playing not to lose instead of playing to win. You’ll avoid necessary risks that your opponent is prepared to take
· Passive, hesitant play: avoiding sharp positions because they feel risky
· These losses then confirm your original belief, making the next game harder. Obviously this provides the “evidence” to your negative belief.
STEP 1: Separate yourself from the thought
· “I'm having the thought that I'm bad at chess” is different from “I am bad at chess”  even though they're about the same moment.
· This is called defusion (this is spelled correctly) noticing a thought as a thought, instead of treating it as the truth.
· You don't have to argue with it or prove it wrong. Just noticing “oh, that's the losing-streak voice again” is often enough to loosen its grip.
STEP 2: Shift the focus from yourself to the chess
· A losing streak makes everything feel like it's about you: your worth, your identity, your future as a player. This last one is a big for chess players as they get older because they view the door as closing.
· Resetting this cycle is to bring the focus back down to the actual chess: Depersonalize the game a bit and focus on the next move or plan. 
· The position doesn't know your rating dropped. It's just a position. Treat it like one.
STEP 3: Rebuild with easier matchups
· Play some games against weaker opponents on purpose. Duck some tough competition for a limited time to remind yourself you can win.
· After these games, look for what you did well, not just whether you won. It’s even better if you can identify it yourself instead of having others tell you. 
· Clubs are usually very willing to offer this structure: pairing lower-rated players gives them good competitive experience and also gives higher-rated players a low-pressure way to rebuild.
STEP 4: Lower the bar purposefully 
· A common instinct during a slump is damage control “just don't lose again,” “just don't blunder this time.” 
· This is still fear-based. A better target is to set genuinely lower expectations for what counts as a good game. 
· Ironically, this alone will improve your game because it pulls you away from distracting negative cognitions. 
· “I played one good idea in this game” is a perfectly fine standard for now. Lower expectations aren't giving up. They're how you get unstuck enough to start playing freely again.
What areas of life does this improve outside of chess?
· Resilience to failure!!!!
· Ability to navigate risk and high stress environments much easier
· Improved academic rebound and not internalizing struggles in classes
· Less unhealthy interpersonal comparison
· For adults/working youth: Improved workplace productivity due to having a more realistic assessment of their own performance
