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Chapter 1

You the Performer

You are a Navy SEAL, in the helicopter en route to a mission. You check and recheck your equipment; everything is sound and ready to go. You look around at your teammates: they are quiet, breathing deeply amid the ruckus of the flight, visualizing what is about to happen. You do the same, closing your eyes and imagining the environment where you will soon find yourself, not just seeing it but feeling, smelling, and hearing it. You review the scenarios you will encounter if everything goes according to plan (like that’s gonna happen), and the contingencies if it doesn’t. You breathe deeply, intently. The helicopter lands, the door opens.

You are an aerobatic pilot, flying your custom-designed biplane into competition, where you will execute a wide variety of maneuvers that will wow the crowds (and hopefully judges) and subject your body to g-forces that would render just about every other human unconscious. You have your sequence card taped to the instrument panel in front of you, but it is superfluous; you have visualized your routine so many times you almost feel like you have already completed it perfectly. You finish one trick and initiate the next when suddenly you can’t see anything. Smoke fills the cockpit. As you lift the canopy to clear the air so you can see again, you feel something warm on your leg. You are flying at 150 mph a thousand feet above the ground, and oil is leaking from the engine.

You are the chief of police of a US city. You have been on the force over thirty years, working your way up from a young cop walking the beat to the leader of a large, diverse force and the voice of public safety in your community. But today you are none of those things. An officer has died in the line of duty, and you are on your way to meet the family. You pull over a few blocks from the home to breathe and center yourself. What happens next is not about you, the police department, or the city. What you say and how you act will help the family start to heal, or not.

You are a US congressman, having served in Washington, DC, for several terms. By now you are getting used to it: the relentless polls telling you if you are liked or not, the never-ending fundraising, the constant planning for the next election. You have authored a bill of which you are very proud. It will make a difference in people’s lives, and it may even save some of them. But today it is getting debated on the floor of Congress and the outcome is uncertain. The chairman of the committee is against the bill for various political reasons, so this debate and the subsequent process of marking up your bill are sure to be brutal. You reach into your briefcase, pull out photos of people who will be helped by the bill, and lay them on the table in front of you. This battle is about them, not you. The questions begin.

You are a student walking into a final. It is 50 percent of your grade, in a course that could make or break your chances to get the job you want or get into the college you wish to attend.

You are a parent. Your oldest is suffering the emotional travails of high school social cliques and academic pressures, your youngest is in their room worrying about an upcoming test, and you have a dinner to make and a full email inbox that can’t wait until tomorrow.

You are a businessperson, about to make a presentation to a client, partner, or boss. It’s about a project that you have been working on for the past six months and care about deeply. You have thirty minutes to convince a skeptical audience that it matters.

You are standing at a podium, about to give a speech. You have your notes in front of you and have practiced a dozen times, but now a live audience fills the room and lights shine in your face. What in the world ever made you think this was a good idea?

You are at a café, waiting for a date. You are excited about this one; you talked over the phone and even FaceTimed for a few minutes, and they made you laugh! You’re sipping wine, condensation forms on the glass, they are late. How long will you wait? Then the door swings open and the person whom you have only seen on your phone screen rushes in.

As you read these scenarios you probably can relate more to the last few than the first ones. You are much more likely to be a student, parent, businessperson, reluctant public speaker, or romantic than a Navy SEAL, aerobatics pilot, police officer, or member of the US Congress! But in fact, all of these scenarios have something in common: they are about performance. They describe a situation where a person is about to undertake something challenging where the outcome matters. That challenging thing could be something extreme—surfing a gigantic wave, rushing into a burning building—or it could be something much more mundane—the sales presentation, the science test, the school play. The stakes and degree of difficulty may vary substantially, but the essence does not.

We are all performers. We all regularly undertake challenging things that matter to us. And we all, for the most part, try to do our very best. A few of us are the best at what we do; a lot of us are good and would like to get better. Maybe we’re not going to be world champions, but we each have potential and we want to live up to it. So we learn skills, we practice, we read and train, we fail, we chastise ourselves, we suck it up, we practice more, we try again, all in an ongoing effort to get better.

Unfortunately, amid all this training and preparation we tend to ignore the most important component of high performance: the mental aspect. We train everything but our minds. And when the moment arrives, that’s what often betrays us.

HARDWARE AND SOFTWARE

In the pages ahead, I’m going to show you how to mentally prepare for and perform in those moments, whether they are big or small, anticipated or spontaneous. My insights, principles, and exercises derive from the work I’ve been doing for more than three decades. I’ve developed and managed mental performance programs for the US Navy SEALs, Los Angeles Dodgers, and Red Bull athletes, and worked as a performance coach for leaders from the realms of sports, military, first responders, and business. You could say I’m a mental performance geek. I love to learn about what makes performers tick, and help them tick better.

All of these experiences and work have brought me face-to-face with thousands of top performers across a range of fields, from military warriors and athletes to businesspeople and first responders. Along the way, I have developed a strong point of view about what separates the very best from the rest. To understand my thesis it helps to look at your phone, that amazing device that likely sits within your reach at this very moment.

Your phone (or tablet or computer) is a great piece of hardware. It’s got spiffy processors featuring specifications with words like bits, cores, and clock rate, the latter measured in something called GHz. It has loads of memory, measured in GBs. It has cameras with megapixels, frame rates, and aperture ranges. These are all impressive—they must be, because the ads and reviews tell us they are. They are also useless. To operate, the hardware needs software. Who cares how many GHzs and GBs your phone has? What you care about is getting your messages, watching your videos, posting stuff, playing games, or actually talking to people. The hardware is important, but the operating system and applications are what make the phone perform. You can have the best hardware, but that doesn’t matter unless the software keeps up. Software makes everything work!

When I talk to the best performers, the story is always the same. They have great hardware. They are all superb physical and intellectual beings, with skills honed through lots of hard work and repetition, but so are a lot of other people. It is the top performers’ mental approach to their craft that sets them apart. They are mentally tough. They don’t hold themselves back. They don’t worry about what might go wrong and how it will look; they act based on their identity and values, not on what might happen to their reputation. In the moment of stress, they remain calm and cool.

When you watch the very best perform, you think these people are just different. That calmness and confidence, that’s innate, right? They must have been born with it!

Nope! They have learned how to be excellent. Yes, they may have physical or intellectual traits that set them apart from the rest of us, but even the best are mentally fallible. The champion on the verge of an important competition still perseverates on what could go wrong rather than remembering their great skills and ability. (A text received from one of my clients a few hours before a competition: I find myself doubting myself, any suggestions?) It is what goes on above the neck and between the ears that makes them the very best. The difference between settling and achieving, between good and great, between contentment and fulfillment, is entirely mental. The difference maker, just like in your phone, is the software.

LEARNING EXCELLENCE

Throughout my decades of work with performers, a few common truths have emerged. Just about everyone wants to perform to their very best. We all try to reach our full potential, and maybe a bit more, in every aspect of our lives. Some people are more driven than others, of course. They will work harder and longer, getting the most out of every hour of the day, while the rest of us are fine whiling away an evening watching a show or a game. But the essential human nature is unchanged. We want to be good at what we do in every aspect of our lives. That’s part of what makes us happy.1

However, most of us sabotage ourselves when it comes to reaching our full potential. Rather than focus on who we are, what we want to achieve, and how we are going to get there, we invest energy in thinking about what might go wrong. What will other people think? What if we fail? How will that look? We act based on reputation rather than identity. We stop taking risks. We worry about failure. We get scared. When we are old and look back on our lives, most of the things we regret are the things we didn’t do, not the things we did.2 Yet we spend a great deal of our time and energy talking ourselves out of doing. I can’t do that, I might fail. I can’t do that, I’m not very good at it. I can’t do that, I’ll look bad.

Then, when the moment of performance arrives, we find ourselves at the mercy of our own atavistic fight, flight, or freeze mechanism. Our breathing and heart rates go up, we get butterflies in our stomach, we sweat more, our thoughts race. These reactions may have been helpful back when we were being chased by predators, but in most of today’s performance scenarios they are detrimental. We aren’t ready for the stress and don’t know how to handle it. As a result, we don’t achieve our fullest potential.

Don’t feel bad; this isn’t our fault. For most of history, performance education in any field was primarily hardware-based: strength, endurance, techniques, nutrition, knowledge, and skill. Mental training is traditionally limited to rote learning: how to do something, whether baking a cake or solving an equation. Think back to when you were in school and you had an important test coming up (or back to last week, if you’re a student!). Your teacher taught you the material, gave you homework, and maybe told you what stuff would be on the test. But did they teach you how to approach the test? How you could prepare for the pressure of taking it, and how you could calm and refocus yourself when you start to freak out after realizing you’re halfway through the period but only a third of the way through the test? Of course not. You were left to learn that for yourself. The hardware was prepped, the software ignored.

This is where performance psychology comes in. It is, at its essence, the process of assessing where the performer is mentally strong and where they need to improve, then learning and practicing mental routines to get better and stronger. I help performers evolve their software so they can get stronger, more resilient, and more confident above the neck and between the ears.

In this book, I distill everything I have learned in my career into a clear set of principles and practices that anyone can use to learn excellence. It is a practical guide to improving your software, so that you can reach your full potential in every aspect of life. Together, we’ll learn about five disciplines to learning excellence—think of these as the components of your performance operating system. We start with Values and Goals. What are the things you care about the most? Why do you do what you do? What big, ambitious goals do you want to set for yourself?

Next, we cover Mindset. Maybe you’ve heard of things like positive mindset and growth mindset, which sound cool, but what do they mean and how do you get there?

After that, Process, as in trust the process and don’t worry about the outcome. Which again sounds cool, but . . . what? How can you not worry about the outcome?

Up next, Adversity Tolerance. We are wired to fight, flee, or freeze when confronted with a stressful situation, but that instinct, which helped our species survive eons ago, doesn’t work so well in most situations today. What can you do about that?

Then, Balance and Recovery. You are not what you do. There are many different aspects of your life that deserve your attention, but sometimes when you’re juggling a bunch of balls you may drop one or two. Some stuff has to wait. Is that OK?

For each of these components, I talk about the practices top performers employ, why they matter, and how they work. I show you how to integrate them into your life, and how you can use them to become a better performer. I illustrate my principles and practices with stories from some of the amazing people with whom I have worked from the military, sports, first responder, and business worlds. I might get a bit nerdy highlighting research that confirms my observations and experiences. I follow each chapter with a Learned Excellence Action Plan, a concise summary of the principles covered in that chapter.

I conclude with a discussion about practicing excellence. How can you put all of these principles into action? Where do you start on day one? How can you overcome the inevitable doubts and obstacles that might get in your way? What can you do to translate the disciplines of Learned Excellence to teammates and colleagues? And—this is a question I get a lot—to your children?

This book distills my experience of working with thousands of performers and interviewing thousands more into an accessible guide and framework that covers all aspects of mental performance—Values and Goals, Mindset, Process, Adversity Tolerance, Balance and Recovery—and gives you clear ideas for how you can practice each one of them. Maybe you aren’t a Navy SEAL, a world champion athlete, a first responder, or a business, medical, or political leader. Maybe you’re not heading for a nighttime raid where hostiles lurk, or paddling out to surf a giant wave. Maybe you’re just a normal person like the rest of us, trying to do well at your job and make good things happen in the world while being a good partner, parent, child, sibling, and friend and having a measure of fun and joy along the way. These things matter, too; in fact they matter the most. They are why you are a performer, and why you want to learn excellence.

Before we get started, let me tell you a bit more about the journey that led me to write this book, and why you can count on me as your guide.





Chapter 2

Learning About Excellence

In 1996, after completing the academic portion of my PhD in clinical psychology, I had several internship options. A professor recommended the US Navy, and when I attended one of their open houses I was blown away by the depth and breadth of the experience they offered. My paternal grandfather had served in the Swiss Army during World War II before immigrating to the US with his family in 1956, and I had grown up hearing tales of his war experiences, which included shooting down a German plane from the ground. (Switzerland maintained “armed neutrality” during the war. It did not ally itself with either side and mobilized its military only to defend against invasion. While Germany never invaded, its planes often strayed across the Swiss border. At least one of them didn’t make it back.)

My grandparents and their family gave up a lot when they came to the US, arriving here with next to nothing. Everything we had, I gradually came to realize growing up, was due to the risk they had taken and this wonderful country that was now our home. When the opportunity came to serve as a naval officer, I felt it was the least I could do to honor my grandfather’s service and my parents’ sacrifice, help pay back my family’s debt of gratitude to our country, and serve something bigger than myself. Plus, the job was in San Diego, a city my wife, Andrea, and I had come to love while I was doing my PhD work there.

After I successfully completed Officer Indoctrination School (OIS) in 1996, I entered the Navy as a lieutenant and spent the next four years working as a clinical psychologist at the Naval Medical Center in San Diego. My job included providing outpatient individual and group psychotherapy to active-duty Navy personnel; applying psychotherapeutic treatment for anxiety disorders, depressive and adjustment disorders, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and substance abuse and dependence; evaluating individuals for “fitness for duty” (were they mentally fit for a specialized role?) and security clearance (for example, submarine and weapons screening); performing critical incident debriefing, psycho-diagnostic assessments (personality testing), and “emergency watch” (assessing and helping suicidal or homicidal service members); and teaching. Like I said, the depth and breadth of experience was fantastic.

A few months before my assignment was up, I received an offer to continue my clinical work at the US naval hospital in Rota, Spain. I was coming up on four years of service, so I could have left the Navy and returned to civilian life. Andrea and I went out to dinner one night to talk it over. We had a one-year-old daughter, and it would have been an easy decision to stay put in the comfortable San Diego life we were building. But Andrea brought up a question: Do we want to spend our lives busting our tails in our careers just so we can travel when we retire? Or do we want to see the world now? When she put it that way, there was no doubt that going to Spain was the right answer.

My clinical work continued while at Rota, and I also got to take on the very cool job of working with NASA on space shuttle missions, serving as the “medical regulator” covering the two transatlantic landing sites. After the shuttle launched, there was a four-minute window where the mission could be aborted, whereupon the shuttle would be redirected to land at sites in either Morocco or Spain. If such a thing were to happen, it was my job to help the astronauts and to serve as an officer on the ground with responsibility for securing the sanctity of the mission and arranging any necessary medical care at non-US facilities. Fortunately, none of the missions I covered were forced to abort, but in my role I got to know and work with several NASA astronauts and leaders.

As my three-year stint in Rota neared its end, I wanted to take my family back home to California. I had fulfilled my obligation to the Navy and could have returned to civilian life, but midway through my Rota tour, on September 11, 2001, the US was attacked. There was no way I was going to resign my commission at that point; serving felt more important than ever. I remembered my grandfather, defending the Swiss border during World War II. Fortunately there was a perfect job available that would put my skills and experience to work: lead psychologist at the Navy SERE school.

THE HIGHEST LEVEL OF STRESS

SERE stands for survival, evasion, resistance, and escape. If you are part of the military and are heading to a posting where you might be in harm’s way, SERE school provides you with some very important skills that might come in handy: how to navigate, create shelter, and find food in the wilderness so you can avoid capture, and, if you are captured, how to withstand captivity, sleep deprivation, and other extreme experiences so you can survive and get back home.

SERE entails more than just physical skills training. Evading or experiencing capture exposes a person to levels of stress that most of us can only imagine. People in such a situation live in a near-constant state of “flight, fight, or freeze,” which inhibits their ability to think clearly and act effectively. The objective of SERE training is to inoculate its students against that stress by giving them a taste of the challenges they might face if they are caught behind enemy lines. That way, if they ever find themselves in such a scenario, they have more confidence they can get through it.

SERE students are brought to a remote wilderness and trained in survival techniques, then, at an unexpected moment, they are “captured” by authentic-looking bad guys who work for the US military but in their uniforms, language, weapons, and vehicles appear and act very much like enemies. The students are then subjected to an array of experiences that are very close to what they might go through in a real-life prisoner scenario. To say that SERE training is intense is an understatement: its students experience the highest level of stress, as measured by cortisol levels, ever seen in research. At no point are the students in any danger, but that is very hard to remember when you are literally the most stressed-out person on the planet!

When most people start a new job they go through some form of training, and when I took on the SERE role I was no different. But this was no ordinary orientation. Even though I wasn’t going to be shipped out to some dangerous locale, I was headed to the exact same training program I would later be overseeing.

I joined my cohort at a remote, mountainous location, where we trained for a couple of days in navigation and wilderness survival skills. We learned how to evade capture, but not well enough: one day, while we were out running an exercise, we found ourselves suddenly surrounded by several imposing members of an unidentifiable military force ostensibly unfriendly to the United States. They were very authentic-looking baddies, down to their foreign-looking uniforms, foreign-sounding language (I never did figure out what it was), and the non-American vehicles they brought screeching to a halt all around us.

The next several days were some of the most intense of my life. Subjected to interrogation, sleep deprivation, and other unpleasantness, I fought off hallucinations by trying to hang on to the thought that I wasn’t actually in danger and by remembering studies I had read of POWs in Vietnam who survived by staying positive and retaining a sense of humor about the situation. By the time I returned home to San Diego, I had gained a newfound appreciation for the rigor of SERE training and lost fifteen pounds.

My new job entailed overseeing the psychological components of the SERE school program, designing new curricula to train students on how to manage extreme stress and scenarios to trigger that stress, all while keeping them safe. This work, which I began in 2003, started my transition from working primarily as a clinical psychologist, helping people overcome mental challenges so they can heal and get back to “normal,” to working as a performance psychologist, helping people up their game mentally so they can achieve their highest potential.

(SERE training is somewhat similar to the famous 1971 Stanford Prison Experiment, run by Dr. Philip Zimbardo. During the experiment, Dr. Zimbardo’s team created a simulated prison on the Stanford University campus and randomly split up a team of volunteer students into prisoners and guards. The experiment was stopped after only six days (planned duration was two weeks) because some of the guards had started to treat the prisoners sadistically. It was part of my job to ensure nothing similar happened at SERE. I ended up having the honor of sharing some of our work with Dr. Zimbardo.)

At the time, performance psychology was just coming into its own as a branch of the psychology field, so my timing was propitious. A primary component of performance is managing stress, using your mind to control your body at the precise moment when all it wants to do is throw a punch, run away, or curl up in a ball. In my work at SERE, I got to be at the epicenter of the premier stress response training center in the world. I saw firsthand the mental tactics the best performers use to succeed, and what failure mode looks like.

While at SERE I received a top-secret security clearance, which enabled me to work directly with people preparing for or coming back from secret missions. This came in handy when, in addition to my responsibilities at SERE, I was asked to be a lead psychologist on the Navy’s repatriation team, working with military personnel who had been detained in other countries and then returned to the US. In this role, I looked out for the person’s health and safety, took part in the intelligence debrief, and helped them reintegrate with their family and friends when they got home.

For example, in 2005 I had the incredible task of being the lead psychologist helping Navy SEAL Marcus Luttrell come home. Marcus had survived a battle in Afghanistan that cost the rest of his team their lives. An Afghan village sheltered him for several days until he was rescued. I met Marcus at a base in San Antonio, Texas, as he returned to the States from a base in Germany, and then spent a week with him and his family at their home in Texas, helping him gradually repatriate. Marcus subsequently wrote a book about his experiences, Lone Survivor, which later became a movie.

My work with Marcus and others who had been captured showed me just how resilient human beings can be under extreme pressure. There is a wide variety in the backgrounds of people who are captured. Some of them, like SEALs or SERE alumni, are well trained, but others, like truck drivers, may not be. Yet many of the untrained individuals navigate their capture quite well. What gets them through? Positivity and purpose. They want to see their family, kids, and loved ones again. There’s no giving up because they have a lot to live for. The power of this motivation, for many, is existential.

SEALS, RED BULL, DODGERS, AND WORLD CUP

In early 2006, Navy Admiral Joseph Maguire, the commander of Naval Special Warfare Command, called me with a new offer. Would I be interested in becoming the first psychologist at the Navy’s Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training, a.k.a. BUD/S? This is the training program for incoming Navy SEALs, the sea, air, and land teams that constitute the best of the Navy’s best. I said yes, and in September 2006, I left SERE school and joined the BUD/S staff.

My mandate as the BUD/S lead psychologist was twofold. First, I was tasked with creating a psychological assessment mechanism to help identify which candidates were likely to succeed in BUD/S training and which were likely to fail. At the time, BUD/S failure rates (people who didn’t complete the training) were 75 percent, which was making it harder for the Navy to achieve its post-9/11 objective of rapidly growing the SEALs. Could I create an assessment system that would help screen out those failures before they even started the training?

Over the next eighteen months my team and I developed, from scratch, a psychological “resilience” test that, when combined with data on the candidate’s physical characteristics, became a very good predictor (over 97 percent accuracy) of who would fail BUD/S. We gave the test to all incoming BUD/S classes and used its results to filter out nearly 20 percent of the new trainees. BUD/S completion rates rose from 25 percent to around 40 percent. This was a big win for the program. (People who scored low enough on physical and mental attributes to be filtered out were not permanently rejected. They were given the opportunity to improve and apply again later.)

The assessment tool I developed for BUD/S wasn’t about figuring out what was wrong with a person. These were all spectacular individuals, highly mentally and physically fit. There was nothing wrong with any of them. Our job was to help the Navy discern who was mentally prepared to perform at their very best under extreme duress. Unlike many of the existing mental assessment tools available to psychologists, our system wasn’t about healing people, it was about predicting performance based on certain psychological attributes, and it worked very well.

My other mandate when I joined BUD/S was to develop a mental toughness curriculum. We developed a tool to assess and predict mental performance. Could we then take the students who passed that test and train them to become even more resilient? Could we train the best to get better? Up until then, the BUD/S program didn’t have a codified and teachable mental toughness program. They figured that the extreme and rigorous physical regimen would do the trick. If you can survive SEAL training’s infamous Hell Week, the appropriately named highlight of BUD/S training, you must be mentally tough enough, the thinking went. This is only partially true. Yes, students had to be all sorts of mentally and physically tough to survive, but was there a way to better understand the mental tactics and skills they were using to successfully navigate the extreme adversity? And train them to be even tougher? Their resilience was uncanny, but it was learned before they arrived at BUD/S. It became my job to help them hone it.

I started wading into all the available research on the field. For example, in 2006 my British colleagues conducted a seminal study that involved plunging subjects into freezing-cold water. What happens when you jump into water that cold? You gasp, of course! This reflex is involuntary—you can’t control it. Except the Brits discovered you can. Their training program, entirely mental, enabled study participants to delay their gasping reflex. After which they were handed a warm towel and a stiff cup of tea.1

During the time I was at BUD/S, public interest in the Navy SEALs and their intense training practices grew substantially, mainly because of their incredible success on the battlefield since 9/11. They were absolutely dominating. There were plenty of TV news stories and magazine articles about BUD/S, often featuring photos of our trainees doing some form of extreme physical exercise (carrying big logs, slogging through the surf in full combat gear) on our San Diego beach.

Famous people started visiting the BUD/S facility, including athletes and teams from the major professional leagues. I was making a career of performance psychology, and here were many of the top performers in the world beating a sandy path to the BUD/S door every day.

So, I made a request to my commanding officer. All these athletes were welcome to come visit, look around, and watch our students train. Our public affairs officer was always fielding visitation inquiries. I had just one request: Would they mind sitting down for an interview with me during their visit? I’d like to ask them a few questions. Like, how do they prepare for upcoming games or matches? And what mental practices made them so resilient and gave them the ability to rise above everyone else to reach the top of their game? What mental skills and techniques do they use to perform under pressure—when it matters most? It will only take an hour or so; would that be OK?

My commanding officer agreed to the request. While they got to visit BUD/S, it was something they could give back to us. They all said yes. Dozens of professional sports teams, US Olympic teams, Lance Armstrong, Michael Phelps, Tiger Woods, and many, many more; every time an athlete came to observe the SEAL training at BUD/S, I got to spend an hour or so interviewing them. Over time I was able to build an extensive knowledge base of the mental approaches of the world’s top performers.

I assimilated this and other research into the first Navy SEAL mental toughness curriculum. But when I reviewed the program with a focus group of SEAL instructors and other experts (talk about a tough focus group!), they weren’t so sure about this approach. After all, they had all developed their mental toughness the old-fashioned way: by surviving Hell Week. What good would it be to codify these techniques? By codify, did I mean coddle? So, we compromised: we integrated mental performance techniques into BUD/S training sessions, but during Hell Week no performance psychology coddling was allowed. The students still needed to navigate the stress all by themselves, but at least they would have access to the mental tools and techniques they had learned in BUD/S up to then to help them. And so was born one of the world’s first empirically developed military programs focused entirely on mental training to maximize performance.

It took us nearly three years to fully develop and deploy the BUD/S mental toughness program. Once we accomplished that, I shifted my job to become the lead psychologist for all deploying SEAL Teams on the West Coast. In this role, I was able to reinforce the mental performance techniques the SEALs had learned in BUD/S through ongoing practice exercises. While at BUD/S I was training students trying to graduate and become SEALs; now I got to work with active, combat-deploying SEALs. The core competencies of SEALs are shooting, moving, and communicating. This is how they perform, often under mortal threat, and it was my job to help them get better. When they were at BUD/S it’s like they were learning their mental toughness ABCs, but once they graduated and joined a SEAL Team they were speaking in sentences. I remained the Naval Special Warfare Group One psychologist from 2009 to 2012, where I worked mainly with SEAL Teams 1, 3, 5, and 7. (There are eight Navy SEAL Teams. Teams 1, 3, 5, and 7 are based in Coronado, California, next to San Diego, while Teams 2, 4, 8, and 10 are based at the Little Creek base in Virginia Beach, Virginia.)

In 2012, I became the force psychologist for the entire SEAL community at Naval Special Warfare Command
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