Main Tournament Strategy

By: Teodor Gheorghe
Before you play – SUPER IMPORTANT!

Before you enter any tournament, you have to be extremely focused! Do not have a TV on, or any other distractions (like wife or kinds nagging on you!). If you are distracted during a poker game, you will not be able to play to your full potential, and you will not succeed at making it deep into the money. I will guarantee you this. What I do when I play poker, is that I actually start of with very calm music, sometimes classical music, soft none the less. This puts me into a very calm and relaxed state, and now I will be able to give 100% concentration to my poker game. Concentration is key if you want to become a successful poker player! I do not recommend multi-tabling, unless you are playing a freeroll and then you are fully concentrated on your $9 buy-in MTT for instance. The $9 buy-in should be full screen, and your freeroll should be in mini mode. Anyways as I advance in the tournament, and make it close to the first break, I start to play some of my favorite rock tunes. These songs just give me energy and the good spirit to want to fight till the very end, even if I am short stacked! AC\DC has some good riffs: thunderstruck, shoot to thrill, whole lotta rosie, back in black, let there be rock. I have many other bands that give me a boost when I play poker. Here are a few of the bands I listen to: Jimi Hendrix, Stevie Ray Vaughan, Chuck Berry, ZZ TOP, Guns N Roses. I have a whole more, these are just a few that I can think of off the top of my head. You chose your own music that will motivate you, it will pay off! Always drink lots of water to keep you hydrated during the game, this way your brain and body will work with great efficiency! My last piece of advice is that you should never, ever, play poker when you are tired or when you are under the influence of drugs or alcohol! Ask yourself this question: “Am I playing this tournament, for a fun ‘gamble’ or did I enter this tournament to try to make a serious amount of cash!?”. You should know why you are playing poker, if you do not set yourself some goals before the tournament even starts, you will get no where with multi-table tournaments. Successful people always have goals and something to shoot for. This philosophy does not only apply to poker, but it should be the same in your every day life! Now are you ready to learn my MTT strategy?
Early stages – Super TIGHT

In this stage of the tournament you should be focused on not risking more chips then you have to. You will notice the players that came to gamble right away, or simply by looking at the poker software I have provided. Be aware of who the players are. Some of them will raise on 15/30 blinds to over 200 chips preflop, because they want to build a big pot and get a big stack really fast. These guys are going to be gone by the first hour! They are in every tournament you play in and you need to take advantage of them. When you get the big hands AA or KK you can milk these guys! If you have position let them do the betting. Your chip stack is all you have, so protect it! You have to play super tight, almost too tight! All you should be playing is AA, KK, or AK, when facing a decent sized preflop raise. Feel free to limp in with any mid-small pair and try to flop that set. If you get raised really big (over 5x the BB) you have to fold, even if there are 4-5 players in the pot. If you do hit that set and you folded preflop, then tough luck, but in the long run you will cash more tournaments if you make this fold. When you get the AA or KK in early position take a look at your stats and see if there is a player that likes to raise over 34% of their hands preflop. Chances are that if this guy is in a late position, you will get raised, so this is the only appropriate time to limp with AA or KK with any other hand, it’s a raise 4.5x the BB. I know this raise seems big, but you will get called many times, sometimes by 2 players. When that flop comes 35T, you have to bet it hard no matter what, just make sure that the cards did not flop the same suit, because now you have to be careful of the 1 card flush, if you do not have a flush card. Don’t even bother getting involved with suited connectors at this stage, I find that they are only 50-50 hands, because most of the time if you do flop a flush draw or straight draw you will usually be bet into quite hard, if the opponent catches a piece. Now you are risking your whole stack on a 32%-34% chance. Not even worth a limp preflop, just avoid them! In a cash game that would be fine, in this case it is not! You have to learn how to play like a machine, and over time you will. You will develop the “feel”. The main thing is that you constantly observe your opponents’ stats, take a mental note of the tight player who you can bluff with AK on a 334 flop and the loose donkeys who are going to call you down almost all the time!
Early - Mid Stage – Still Tight

This stage is what I consider the stage right after the first hour (1st break). At this stage in the tournament about 50% of the field is eliminated and about 66% of players still need to be eliminated in order for you to land in the money. You make it in the money just before the 2nd hour or a few minutes after it. You still have a long way to go to reach the 2nd break, so you should still be playing as tight as you were in the early stages. Here is an important formula, which I have developed to help me analyze how I am doing in a tournament You are going do have to do some math, so take out a calculator for this, if you need it.

First of all you can figure out the amount of chips you need by the 1st break before the tournament even starts. We will need this number of chips in order to make the money simply by folding every single hand. You have to take a look at the tournament summery in the tournament lobby, look at the blind structure, and how fast the blinds go up. Here is an example of a $1K GTD on Partypoker. The blinds go up every 15 minutes. They start at 40-20, 60-30, 100-50, 200-100. Since there 60 minutes (first break) divided by the 15 minute blind change times, you get 4 blind levels by the end of the first break. Now after you have that final blind level, you have to add the SB and BB and multiply it by 20. You should have roughly 6000 chips before the first break in this case. I find that if I stick to this formula, I will make the money about 35% of the time. 

So after figuring out your goal, you are all set up from the start of the tournament mission in mind. You have to know what you are trying to achieve in a tournament, if you play without a goal, you will not be successful. After you make that double up some time before the first break, make sure you keep playing tight afterwards, the main big hands. If there is a raise from a tight player, and you have TT just throw it away, unless it’s a multi-way pot, and the preflop raise was not so big to begin with. Essentially you want to have the most dominant hand every time you enter a pot, and when you do you have to be super aggressive. At these stages of the tournament when the blinds are around 100-50 (using the $1K GTD as an example) you have to start blind stealing. Take a look at the statistics, and see which players are the tight ones, anyone under 20% is an easy target! When everyone folds to you and you are on the Cut Off, with only 3 players left to act behind you, you know that both blinds are tight players, just by looking at the statistics, so you should raise it 2.5x the BB with garbage. You should have a solid tight aggressive image by now, so this will work like a charm. The 250 bet does as good of a job as the 300 will, plus the 250 raise gives the impression to your opponent that you are looking for a call. If they raise you, are out, if they call, you’re done, unless you hit! Do not try to bluff your way out here if you get called! 
What you need to take into consideration is that you will be card dead sometimes. If you are down to 2500 chips and you are in the final blind of 200-100, with just about 5 minutes left before the first break, you have to gamble your tournament life unfortunately. Pick your spots with any pair, any suited ace, QJ, JK, KQ, KTs, QTs, TJs, T8s, T9s – 56s, and obviously the bigger hands. But if the big hands don’t come soon enough you might have to just gamble with those connectors and hope to get lucky and 2-4x up. One of the plays I love doing when I have a short stack in position is raise about 2.5x the blind, get heads up with the BB and then just move all in after the flop no matter what hit! You will be surprised at how often this works. Today (Dec 11, 08) I did this play, I had AT in late position and the BB was a loose calling station. The flop landed all lows 7 high with 3 spades. I had the T of spades, so I decided to go through with my play. I went all in for about the pot, and the opponent called. They had A9 of hearts. I guess some players never learn. I ended up doubling through this donkey up by making my flush on the river with Qs although I didn’t need to hit anything. This guy was drawing to 2 nines! So let’s recap, this is the stage in the tournament where you need to double up if you are the short stack, not after the break! If you are a short stack at this stage, well then this was not your tournament, just hope you get lucky now, or else just try again next time.
Middle Stage 

After you make it to the 1st break, 50% of your opponents are gone now. You have your 20x(BB+SB) stack, so what do you do now? Continue, to play tight, and do the exact things you were doing in the early middle stages of the tournament. You have to spot out the players you can bluff, and the ones that will call you. At this stage, do not mess with the big stacks when you do not have a hand! They have a tendency of calling medium to small stacks way to often. So you simply outplay them, by only playing strong hands against them, and at the same time you look for opportunity to raise the tight blinds, this way the big stack will be more prone to calling you down when you have AA or KK, with a marginal hand like TT or AQ. They will do this for two reasons, they think they are untouchable because of their stack and they think that you are bluffing them. So it’s a psychological effect. Say they do have an AQ, for some reason the hand looks a lot more powerful in their eyes (mainly because of their stack) than it really is and they just convince themselves that they have you beat! This is a great way to accumulate chips, and make the money in very good shape! Just play good, tight-aggressive poker through this second hour, and you will be in the money without even knowing it! 

One of the strategies I use when I feel like I can make the money and have a decent short stack after getting there is very simple, but extremely effective. I will chow down on the clock each time it is my turn to act. I will wait until I have 2 seconds left to act, and just fold! I will continue to do this until I make the money, or until I get QQ, KK or AA, and depending on my position, I will set my cursor to a proper bet amount then wait till there are 3 seconds left and finally hit the raise button. This way I do not give any tells. At this stage of the tournament, it really is raise or fold preflop. If I have a big stack at this stage, I will try to avoid other big stacks, and just raise the tight medium stacks that are trying to make it in the money. Generally these players will only fight back at you with a good hand, so feel free to try and steal their blinds! On the contrary, never mess around with the smaller stacks, unless you have a big hand, because if you raise them, chances are that they will shove with any pair, ace rag, connectors, you name it! You will only be losing precious chips from your stack. Do not over rate your hand because you are a big stack. You might think that since you are a big stack, you can now play a lot looser. This is further from the truth than you would think. If you embrace this mentality you will encounter many big stack meltdowns, and instead of saving those chips to boost you into the final table, you become short stacked, after a medium stack cripples you because you decided to play 98s, and you flopped a 9! Your opponent had QQ, and you did not improve on the river, what now? Well now you have no chance to take small jabs at any of the stacks, and you are stuck waiting around to make the money, feeling stupid about how you just threw away a good chance to land that final table. Don’t get me wrong, you can still make it to the top from a short stack, but your chances of making the final table have decreased dramatically! This part of the tournament is probably one of the tensest, so try and keep yourself relaxed here and just make the money!

Middle – Late Stage

After the bubble bursts, you will get a bunch of short stacks, and medium stacks just knocking each other out. If you have a big stack, play super tight, and just enjoy the show! On the other hand, if you are a short or medium stack, you have to take your shot as well, pick your spots, just as I described in the stages right before the first break, and hope to double or triple up. 

Late stage

This is where you start to get excited about making the final table, and over 65% of these players are just as good as you are! Identify them and play accordingly, are going to have to look for tells at this stage, and make sure to apply major pressure to your opponents when you enter a hand. At this stage your raises should be respected by almost every player. Same rules apply in this stage, try to fight only the medium stacks, do not get involved with the big stacks or the short stacks unless you have good hands! You should use your image against your opponents at this stage of the tournament, if you have been playing at the same table for over 12 hands. Identify the players that just want to make the next money level, and pounce on these guys! If you are not going to play QQ or KK very aggressively in these late stages, you might get a bad beat from a hand like A5s! When you enter a pot, raise no matter what hand you have even if it is AA.  
The FINAL TABLE!

Be happy that you landed the final table, you have to realize that you got very lucky! But others need to be luckier than you to make it this far, trust me! About half of your opponents are mentally exhausted at this point. They have been playing for about 4 hours straight, and they want to get it over with. The short stacks will knock each other within the first 20 minutes or so. If you are the only short stack, shove that thing in the pot, when ever you get a good chance! You have to let your opponents know that you will not be pushed around! At this point they all expect you to go out next, so you have nothing to lose really. After gaining a few blinds, slow down a little and hope that you catch some premium hands. Hopefully you double up, and now someone else will be at risk. When it gets down to the final 5, you have to start to be super aggressive, and just start loosening up your starting hand requirements. The bets speak louder than the cards at this stage, so you have to zone in at this stage and try to take home a victory! You will have to out play your opponents big time now, start pulling moves on people. And when you do catch a decent hand like AJs, you raise, and everyone folds, show it so you get some credibility form your opponents. They will subconsciously remember that time you raised with the AJs, and they will not get involved unless they have a hand! This does not work for all players, as some are not zoned into what is fully going on. When you finally make it to the top four, give yourself a pad on the back, you are indeed a great player! Now you have to play even more aggressive, and just try to take down first place. If I had a bigger stack than the rest of the opponents, I would actually ask all the players to make a deal at this stage, since the blinds are really big, and the underdog can easily come out on top! This way if I have over 65% of the chips in play, out of three players I will cash out just a little under the 1st place prize. Why gamble to try and win 1st place cash, when you pretty much already hold that position, with three people left!

Well if you reach the final heads up stage, without a cooperation of a deal from your opponent, you are just going to have to play super aggressive! Raise with K5s –Kas, Q8s-QAs, QT, QJ, JK, KT, 89, 77, 55, 66, any marginal hand like these will be an above average hand in heads up, so you just have to play more hands! Making a pair with A6 on a 62Q flop is a great hand! Bet it out hard, see how your opponent reacts. Heads up is a game about “feel” so just play your opponent, If you are up against a passive opponent, then lucky you! If you are up against an aggressor, then you have to make over the top moves more often in order to win pots against him. Just give it your best shot, and if you lose, you know that you lost playing your best game! If you win, you will be the happiest person in the world, for a few moments! 
