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INTroduction
I’m Nathan Jones, a professional mixed martial artist and hard working 
athlete. In addition to MMA, I also actively compete in freestyle kickboxing 
(light and full contact) and Brazilian jiu jitsu (gi and nogi). 

Since 2010, I have battle tested my approach through to the highest level both nationally 
and internationally, in three very distinct and demanding domains. Whether I am on a 
mat, in a ring or in a cage, these transferable tips for combat sports have not only kept 
me safe, but have allowed me to enjoy the experience, accelerated my learning and  
have subsequently enabled me to achieve successful performances.

It is important to note that these are the top tips I have found to be the most useful 
along my journey, and are the ones that I frequently pass on to others when I provide 
coaching for competitions. 

These tips are relevant for all levels and can be applied regardless of rule set, style and 
discipline. However, they are not set in stone and are in no particular order. By putting 
yourself out there and challenging yourself, you will find out what works for you. After 
all, discovering yourself is what the martial arts are about!

Nonetheless, if you are new to competing, thinking about it or you are open to suggestions 
to progress, then this is a good place to start. It is my hope that some, if not all of the top 
tips I offer will resonate with you regardless of your chosen discipline. As you read, you 
can learn and incorporate these into your own practise and performance, develop good 
habits and in turn, they will help you to reach your goals.



Top Tips Summary
• ENJOY what you do

• PREPARE yourself properly

• FAMILIARISE yourself with parameters 

• EXPLORE fight variables

• TRUST others

• BELIEVE in yourself

• Take CONTROL

• Stay DISCIPLINED

• Have good SPORTSMANSHIP

• Keep FOCUSED

• Set GOALS

• LEARN from each experience 



enjoy
My first tip is that you have to ENJOY what you do. As fighters and competitors, we put 
all the time and effort into our craft, so you must make sure that you enjoy your work/
training.

This enjoyment and fulfilment is what will keep you eager to learn and to succeed. It will 
also keep you motivated to continue competing.

Of course, you do not have to compete, so enjoy the whole process. The ups and downs 
are part and parcel of anything challenging. Especially with something like combat 
sports, it can be a real roller-coaster ride. Embracing them can help to CONTROL your 
nerves and ensure that you focus on staying in the moment. 

Please be aware that in the early stages of a person’s career, it is not about the money. 
You will not get paid to fight; you will not have any sponsors and you will have to pay 
to compete and cover all of your expenses. However, the enjoyment of what you do 
makes it all worthwhile, meaning that any sacrifice made, was not in vain. 

Indeed, the training is the hard part; the fighting is the fun part: it is the crescendo of all your hard work – eight weeks 
or however long your PREPERATION camp is, so soak it all up. It is a priceless experience. This is your moment, stay 
calm, relax, breathe and ENJOY.

prepare
You must PREPARE. This tip seems like an obvious one, but it is 
important not to cut corners, (just like a relationship, if you cheat, 
it will not work!) You get out what you put in and the result will be 
left to you.  If you do not perform well, you will be left with ‘shoulda’, 
‘woulda’, ‘couldas’. The right PREPARATION gives foundation to 
your confidence.  Train hard and the fight will be “easy” (or at least 
ENJOYABLE). Remember it is ok to have a bad day;  just know a good 
day is coming.

With regard to PREPARATION (without going into specifics as there 
are many relative variables), work on your weaknesses. After all, you 
are only as strong as your weakest link. Repetition and consistency 
are key. Drill regularly to instil skills and responses into muscle memory 
and through to your subconscious. As with pressure of competition, 
the fight will go from 0 - 100 miles an hour really quickly. Everything 
will happen very fast. So with pressure inoculation we stay watertight.

When training, try out new things, and don’t be afraid to make 
mistakes.  Find out what works and what doesn’t. EXPLORE possible 
scenarios and ‘solve the puzzle’ of the fight. The more you are able 
to do this, the more you will develop. Come show time  you are less 
likely to have surprises (such as, game plan out the window, or having 
to come from behind), because you are PREPARED. It is important to 
note that tapering down your training in the lead up to competition in order to preserve your energy is necessary. The 
hard work is done, remember your PREPARATION.



familiarise
Other ways to PREPARE and to reduce stress is to FAMILIARISE yourself with different rule sets from fighting styles 
and formats. For example, with striking you may compete in points, light contact, low kick and full contact. Whereas 
with grappling you might compete in gi, no gi, open weight class or sub only. And with MMA the length of rounds differ 
from amateur to professional and the amount of rounds vary with championship bouts.

Whatever your chosen discipline, be sure to know the rules and FAMILIARISE yourself with them; such as style, pace, 
length or round etc, as surprises only serve to block or delay your ‘processing power’. Just like computers, our brains 
have limited capacity, so we want to channel it to making judgements in the exchanges - attack, counter, following 
instructions from the corner - not having to adjust to a new gum shield, flagging because you aren’t used to the extra 
round or improvising defences to the new rule set for instance.

Why not do a practise fight in the gym or a dummy run with somebody 
you don’t normally train with. You could do a smaller competition, or 
simply train simulation competition rounds e.g., if the fight is 5 minutes 
then do 5 minute rounds, if you have to wear a head guard or no groin 
box then train accordingly. You may want to travel and spar with new 
people, and/ or undertake a trial diet for your weight class if necessary. 
Being FAMILIAR with the situation and conditions allows you to be 
more relaxed, which in turn, will help you to cope with stress better. You 
can then make better decisions: faster or smarter decisions - you can 
therefore respond and not react. So FAMILIARISE yourself.

EXPLORE
Don’t be afraid to EXPLORE. Yes, it is good to focus on your strengths and to strategise against opponents strengths 
and offence. But what if your ‘go tos’ do not work? What then? Be FAMILIAR with EXPLORING the parameters and 
variables of the fight when sparring. It is important to have a backup plan: a plan B and plan C. I always say when I am 
teaching, ‘don’t have a good side.. Just be good!’ This way you can work with what you have, and when you can get it. 
You’ll have a higher chance of being comfortable when in weaker positions, staying calm under pressure, able to make 
rational decisions whilst maintaining composure and much more receptive to direction from your corner. 

By the same token in EXPLORING, you become FAMILIAR and comfortable with being uncomfortable (pressure inoculation). 
Such a state will facilitate the implementation of the game plan and / or allow you to have a great performance. Get used 
to different body types and styles. EXPLORING and FAMILIARISING yourself will enable you to adapt to competitions and 
tournaments. As with these formats you may not know who you will be up against, it literally could be anyone! And then 
it’s a completely different person the next round. Therefore, the 
type of fight you are going to get is at random. Therefore covering 
those angles in preparation allows the quality of the performance 
to be down to you, and keeps you focused on the task in hand.

Subsequently, this notion of EXPLORING, takes you away from 
being predictable. Don’t be predictable. Change it up. Yes, play 
to your strengths, but as the saying goes, ‘there is more than 
one way to skin a cat’. This will increase your success rate, as 
predictability aids your opponent’s defence, by giving them time 
and chance to adapt to you. So have other ways to set up your 
desired techniques, namely, Option 1, 2 or 3.



TRUST
Good coaches always reinforce the need for variations in both your 
attack and defence. Therefore, we must TRUST. TRUST your coach 
and your team. Listen to their pointers, and TRUST their guidance. 
In my opinion, good coaches don’t try to change how you fight; they 
enhance the way you fight. I’m not talking about teaching you a new 
style, or strengthening a skill set. I mean in preparing you for a fight 
or competition - utilising your strengths to win. Recognise that your coach/ team have a 
viewpoint and can see things that you aren’t able to. Have faith that you are in it together. It 
may be an individual sport, but it is a team effort.

In the same vein, TRUST yourself and listen to your body. 

Don’t over train. Of course you want to PREPARE, but over training can affect your performance 
in the gym. Train smart; rest and recovery are just as important as hard training. Look out for 
signs of over training such as: feeling tired and drained, abrupt drop in performance, lower 
immunity and higher incidence of injuries. This is why it is good to TRUST your coaches as you 
will not always see the signs or  accept them, due to focus.  Coaches  can advise you on your 
training and will be monitoring you whilst training. 

BELIEF
With TRUST, comes BELIEF. You must BELIEVE in yourself. Self BELIEF 
and the right mindset engenders confidence and allows you to be 
assertive with your techniques. You will not, or at least, are much less 
likely to be able to take control of the fight without what I call ‘hot 
sauce’ - which is power and intention. Being confident means you 
can add hot sauce without thinking about it. With confidence you can 
be first, return the service, ‘roll a double’ as it were - and take your 
turn again! You can fight your fight and know your PREPARATION 
will pay off. 

To reinforce my own BELIEF I visualise.  I know what I can do and how good I am.  So I 
visualise my success. I am realistic with this; it is not going to be straight forward and 
easy. I am facing an equally prepared and accomplished opponent.  I will have success, 
they will have success. I visualise my strengths and my  overcoming adversity. I stay 
focused and keep my eyes on the prize. I often have four statements that I say to myself.

I repeat to myself over and over in order to keep me on the right frequency. It helps me to block out variables which 
are outside of my control, such as negativity from the crowd, social media, opposition and self doubt. Create your own 
statements that you BELIEVE in, statements that mean something to you and that can keep you zoned in.  

‘It’s my time to shine.’
‘I am going to give the performance of my life.’
‘This is what I do everyday.’
‘BAG and TAG.’



control
A must is having CONTROL of your emotions. Like I 
said with ENJOY - stay calm, relax and breathe. This is 
a broad scale tip as it is prevalent in everything we do. 
We are in the driving seat with our emotions and must 
manage them accordingly. Train your mind and your 
thoughts, so with pressure and adversity you are able 
to respond with composure and not panic.

A question that I frequently get asked is whether 
I get scared. The answer is yes - every time. Nerves 
are good, but by taking CONTROL of these and taking 
action, you can harness the fret into a threat to your 
opponent. For instance, this is what spiders and snakes 
do: they are at their most dangerous when they are scared and feel threatened.   

That being said, have CONTROL of your inner feelings, and practise your poker face. It is better that you 
don’t show your weakness, like being tired or hurt. Opponents operate like sharks do when there is blood in 
the water and will step on the gas even more to try and capitalise on your weakness. If hurt or tired, suck 
it up, take CONTROL and find a way to stall or even nullify further attacks, keep the distance or close the 
distance etc., to give you time to recover and regain composure or finish the round to keep you in the fight.

DISCIPLINE
Another form of CONTROL when competing is to stay DISCIPLINED. Keep your stance, guard and form. This 
DISCIPLINE is important whatever your style. You want to perform techniques properly and do not want to 
telegraph them or get caught off guard and caught out. Risky or flashy techniques or those that have a low 
percentage success rate should not compromise your stance, guard or form.

Moreover do not show your back or look away, or 
celebrate early, or turn to the referee. You must 
defend yourself at all times. Likewise, do not rush 
for the finish. In striking there is a saying: ‘if you 
go for knock out you will lose decision’.  Similarly, 
in grappling there is a continual reinforcement of 
position over submission. Don’t just step on the 
gas flat out; instead it is a lot wiser to take your 
time,  assess the situation go through gears just 
as you would when driving.  Take CONTROL, stay 
DISCIPLINED and take 100% responsibility for this.



SPORTSMANSHIP
The fight game is a sport. Therefore 
good SPORTSMANSHIP is vital, and 
must be displayed at all times. It can be 
anything from making weight, shaking 
hands with your opponent before and/ 
or after,  as well as with their team 
and acknowledging the referee and 
crowd, if applicable. These things are 
not everybody’s cup of tea, and that 
is fine. Do whatever you are used to, 
but uphold a degree of respect and 
professionalism regardless of the level 
you are competing at. 

Having good SPORTSMANSHIP is a courtesy and this can go a long way 
for you in your chosen sport, career and life. It is good practise. Just because you do not want to kill 
someone, or to the lesser extreme, hurt your opponent, that doesn’t mean that you do not want to 
win. On the contrary, you both want to win, and that is the SPORTSMANSHIP exemplified - the best 
person will win. 

As a referee will say in main event,  pay per views 
or in the movies – “fight fair, fight hard, fight clean.” 
This is what fighters should do. This coupled with 
some of the points within DISCIPLINE such as 
protecting yourself at all times makes for good 
SPORTSMANSHIP.

In addition to this, it is important to note that 
you should always be respectful during and after 
the bout, and accept decisions (even if wrong 
or you do not agree). Arguing ringside or at the 
edge of the mat will not change the outcome, 

especially if politics are involved.  Remember you are 
not only representing yourself and your team, you are most importantly, representing the sport 
itself. Your job is to FOCUS on the task in hand. Your coach can deal with discrepancies. Maintain 
good SPORTSMANSHIP and ENJOY.



focus
Stay DISCIPLINED in your PREPARATION and keep 
FOCUSED. As you’ve read, there are a lot of things 
to do, remember and consider. So keep FOCUSED 
as much as possible. As previously mentioned, your 
brain has limited processing power so concentrate 
on the necessary and fight specifics during 
training. Then after the session get on with the 
rest of your day. Switch on when you are training 
again. Switching off is important for recovery but 
also for operational function of your everyday life. 

Furthermore, there is no need to overcomplicate things, less is 
more. FOCUS on your main task and be efficient with your energy. You should ask yourself, what is the 
quickest or easiest way to score/ counter/ win?   What has the strongest chance of working?  E.g. plan 
A, B or C.  Or what is the best way to go about the fight?  Option 1, 2 or 3.

With this in mind – drill, drill, drill.   As they say in the gym – “drillers make killers”. Have two or three ‘go 
to’ moves and repeat. Not until you get it right, but so you can’t get it wrong! Just as there is a need 
to explore in your sparring, there is also a need to be specific in your training. Be systematic in your 
approach.  What do you need to do in order for you to be able to do such and such? If unsure, a flow 
chart can help.

It is very important to focus your sessions. Theme your sessions.  For example, one session may be on 
attack, the other on defence, or a session focused on a strength and the other a weakness. Indeed, as 
mentioned in PREPARE, working on weaknesses is very important. If your weakness becomes stronger, 
everything becomes stronger, by proxy. I often write out my training schedule for fight camps to keep 
me on track with sessions. By keeping it FOCUSED you will work toward your GOALS faster.

AN EXAMPLE OF A BJJ FLOW CHART AN EXAMPLE OF TRAINING



GOALS
It is important to have GOALS as they keep you FOCUSED, and 
allow you to track your progress and keeps you on track with the 
progress you are making.

GOALS should be SMART - Specific, Measurable, Achievable, 
Realistic and Timed. Setting clear and concise GOALS will make 
it easier for you to plot your next step. Working toward a GOAL 
keeps you motivated or as fighters like to say, “keeps them 
hungry.” The hunger is good as it will keep you on the frequency 
of reaching your end GOAL - your ‘WHY’. Why do you do this? Why are you on this path?  
Why do you keep doing this? 

These questions give your training purpose as the ‘why’ is bigger than just one 
competition; as one particular event could and indeed should be part of many. Ancient 
martial arts are about enlightenment and modern combat sports are about being the 
champion. The healthy medium between the two, I believe, is a balance of fulfilling your 
potential and being the best you can be. In parallel to this, my advice would be to not 
chase the belt, but rather to chase the knowledge. The belt is a reflection of the knowledge and experience, and 
will come in due course. 

When setting GOALS it is necessary to reflect often, and upon completion of GOALS, you should continue to reflect, 
acknowledge progress and then set new ones. Being reflective aids your LEARNING and allows you to re-sync or 
adjust your course if needed. It also acts as clarification for your next step. This is an essential process of your 
journey to get to your end GOAL. 



LEARN
Whether you win, lose or draw, remember to take 
something from it. You must LEARN from each experience. 
It is one of the most valuable skills to have. Debrief with 
your coach, re-watch the match/fight and then have 
some time by yourself to reflect. After which, take some 
time to consolidate the learning and to be clear of the 
actions needed. Then set GOALS incorporating new 
lessons, this is to be done regardless of the result, as 
there is always room for improvement. 

Yes, more can definitely be improved upon, no matter how 
good your performance. Do not think that just because 
you won, there is not still lots to do. In fact, the opposite 
is true. Being complacent will cause you to become 
unstuck sooner or later. Hard work beats talent. So keep 
working hard and keep LEARNING as you go. As a fighter, 
or a competitor, or an athlete, whichever description 
you identify as, do not be afraid to test yourself, to ‘put 
yourself out there’ or to ‘put it on the line’. The more you 
do this, the easier it will be. But also the more feedback 
you’ll receive, the more you will LEARN and the SMARTER 
your GOALS will be.

One thing for certain is that it’s okay to lose. I believe being afraid to lose is a weakness (and this is very 
different to wanting to win). No one wants to lose, or sets out to lose, but if you do, then it is okay, the 
better person won that day.  It is not the end of the world. Do not let it put you off, as every experience 
has a lesson. What do you prove to yourself by protecting your record or by ‘sand bagging?’ Whilst always 
winning or having an easy win is great, but what did you LEARN? Is that making you better? Have you set 
new GOALS from your LEARNING? 

You never lose, not really. As cliché as it sounds, you win or you LEARN. It has taken my coming through 
to the other end to truly BELIEVE in this. I have lost several times, but I do not have regrets.  And you 
shouldn’t either. Don’t stay down, dust yourself off, set GOALS and take action. Regrets will only team up 
with the ‘wouldas’, ‘shouldas’, ‘couldas’, and haunt you. Leave it all out there.  Perform to your potential. It 
makes winning that much sweeter!



TOP TIPS
Every time you step on The Mat, or in The Ring, or The Cage to compete - ENJOY the 
experience. Make sure you PREPARE properly, by FAMILIARISING yourself and EXPLORING 
the variables. In doing so TRUST others in your team and BELIEVE in yourself. The buck 
ultimately stops with you, so Take CONTROL and stay DISCIPLINED.  Regardless of result, 
have good SPORTSMANSHIP and keep it FOCUSED. Win or lose, make sure you set GOALS 
and LEARN from each experience. ENJOY the process and do it all over again!

I hope you will find these tips helpful to you. As you have read, they are interchangeable, 
run parallel and all work with each other. You may find that you or other successful people 
who you follow are already doing or implementing these tips, or using other techniques 
and strategies that are relevant to them; that is absolutely fine. Just utilise what you like 
and leave what you don’t.

Remember competition is a particular mindset and combat competition, although popular, 
it is very niche, and not for everybody. You are amongst the few.  As with anything, if it 
were easy, then everybody would be doing it. So if you want it, GO GET IT.    

I wish you all success!

Nathan



And follow me  
on social media

@mrbagandtag
@inthebagptc
@inthebagma


