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WHO DO YOU WANT TO BE?

Q5

CONTEST CREW

The question is not “How do I become them?”

• After returning to amateur radio after nearly 40 years, I used interviews with elite operators as a way to learn.

• Across dozens of conversations, the same habits kept appearing, regardless of station size, geography or contest 

specialty.

• The useful question became: What kind of contester do you want to be?
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THERE ARE NO SECRETS

Q5

K5ZD

Show up. Contest. Repeat.

• The best operators rarely start with equipment. They start with listening, accuracy, efficiency and practice.

• Tools such as RUFZ, MorseRunner and 2BSIQ training turn difficult skills into repeatable habits.

• Improvement is less mysterious than it looks: get on the air, review what happened, and do it again.
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PRACTICE GETS IT DONE

Q5

W9KKN

Train harder than you’ll work in the contest.

• Practice should make contest conditions feel familiar rather than exceptional.

• Build speed and accuracy before you need them. Deliberate training reduces the number of decisions you must 

make under pressure.

• The operators who look effortless have usually done the hard work long before the clock starts.
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PREPARATION BEATS TALENT

Q5

N6MJ

Log analysis of those before you.

• At WRTC, stations, antennas, power and geography are intentionally equalized. Preparation becomes a major 

separator.

• Dan studies prior logs and winning performances to understand propagation, rates, band changes and what is 

realistically possible.

• Talent matters. Knowing the battlefield before the contest begins matters more than most of us think.
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GREAT OPERATORS ARE STUDENTS

Q5

KL9A

Finished second. Took notes.

• After finishing second, Chris still captured station-owner observations and lessons in his phone.

• Elite operators do not treat expertise as arrival. They keep collecting information, asking questions and looking for 

small edges.

• The mindset is simple: there is always something to learn from the station, the score and the people around you.
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THEY ARE DELIBERATE

Q5

WV4P

Put everyone where they contribute most.

• At a serious multi-operator station, assignments are intentional: runners, in-band partners, multiplier specialists and 

sleep schedules.

• Strengths are matched to the moments where they create the most value.

• Very little is accidental. Good contesting is a sequence of purposeful choices made before and during the event.
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THEY ADAPT

Q5

N6MJ

“Stop to take a shower.”

• Exhaustion can make staying in the chair feel tough and heroic, even when it is hurting the score.

• In one CQWW story, the better competitive decision was to step away, reset and come back sharper.

• Adaptation means abandoning the original plan when reality says the plan is no longer working.
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THEY DEFINE SUCCESS

Q5

KL9A

“I feel like I won.”

• Winning matters, but the scoreboard is not the only measure of a great performance.

• Operators such as KL9A, N6KT and OK1RI repeatedly frame success around maximizing the opportunity actually 

available to them.

• Know your own scoreboard: Did you execute well? Did you learn? Did you get everything you reasonably could from 

the weekend?
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EXPERIENCE CREATES JUDGMENT

Q5

K1AR & N3GJ

“You want to try our thing?”

• A 406-QSO hour can look like instinct from the outside. It is usually experience compressed into very fast decisions.

• Years of operating create pattern recognition: when to run, when to move, when to change bands and when to trust 

an opening.

• You build judgment by trying things, seeing what happens and storing those outcomes for the next decision.
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INVEST IN IMPROVEMENT

Q5

CT1ILT & K3LR

Rebuild everything. Or improve what you have.

• Improvement does not require one philosophy. One station may make a major technical rebuild; another may 

relentlessly refine an already strong system.

• The common denominator is measurement: identify friction, make a change, and see whether performance 

improves.

• The station is never truly finished because the operators are never finished learning.
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GIVE BACK

Q5

K9HZ

Make room for the next operator.

• Great contesters do more than build their own scores. They create opportunities for others to operate, learn and 

belong.

• Mentoring, opening a station and sharing hard-earned knowledge strengthen the next generation of contesters.

• A strong contest community depends on experienced operators making room for the next one.
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INTEGRITY

Q5

Protect your reputation.

• A contest score lasts for a season. A reputation follows you much longer.

• Rules, adjudication and controversy can be complicated, but the enduring lesson is simple: operate in a way you 

can defend after the contest is over.

• Trust is part of competitive capital. Once damaged, it is difficult to rebuild.
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THE PATTERN

Q5

DJ5MW & DM5EE

Decide. Adapt. Execute.

• The best operators make a decision, commit to it, watch what happens and adjust quickly when conditions change.

• They do not confuse consistency with rigidity. Execution includes knowing when to change course.

• Across the interviews, the pattern repeats: preparation creates options; experience improves decisions; discipline 

turns decisions into results.
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FINAL THOUGHT

Q5

The best never think they’re finished.

• Practice. Prepare. Study. Decide. Adapt.

• You are not trying to become somebody else. You are deciding what kind of contester you want to be.

• The most accomplished contesters I interviewed still behave like students. That may be the most important lesson of 

all.
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