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Rhys Dowden is the owner of Operator Edge, a company through which he provides to his clients extensive mental conditioning 
along with military, self-defence, and strength training.

Growing up in Queensland, Rhys enlisted in the Army as soon as he was 18 and then served a little more than four years in the 
Royal Australian Armoured Corps. Later in his career, he served on Steve Irwin’s personal security detail at the Australia Zoo for six 
months and then worked as a private security contractor in Iraq between 2004 and 2006 before re-enlisting in the Army and going 
through the Commando Selection and Training Course in 2008. He then did two tours of duty in Afghanistan with the 
2ndCommando Regiment, one tour as an operator and one tour as a sniper, accruing all-told ten years of military service.

Throughout his career, Rhys has trained in Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu (BJJ) under Rodney Ellis at Southern Cross Jiu-Jitsu Association and Daniel 
Almeida at Extreme MMA Byron Bay, holding a brown belt, in addition to Ken Do Kai, kickboxing, and boxing. As a teacher, he 
focuses on bringing about deep mindset shifts. He adds to the content of his courses constantly, working to increase the intensity 
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Let’s face it, forging mental resilience is hard and often it’s difficult to even know where to begin. With a stream of information out 
there and many ‘experts’ encouraging you to ‘take action’ and ‘keep moving forward’ or ‘grind it out’ or ‘hustle your arse off’, it can 
be overwhelming to say the least!

With that in mind, what I’ve attempted to do in this guide is layout some essential components I feel you need to pay attention to, 
in order to effectively and efficiently begin building your mental resilience. 
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I believe it’s extremely important to develop an ‘all-round’ strategic approach to forging greater mental toughness and, to do that, a 
great place to start is to focus on the components within this guide. Below you’ll find simple, but highly effective tactics you can 
incorporate immediately to help you improve your mindset, health, well-being and, therefore, your resilience.

So get stuck in, absorb the information, start applying the principles and tactics and begin to see an improvement in your overall 
mental and physical strength.

MINDSET

The first component within this guide is ‘mindset’. There are many, many strategies and tactics one can utilise to begin building their 
resilience, such as:

• Ensuring you build a solid and bulletproof plan
• Knowing exactly what you’re going after and what you want to achieve
• Identifying all possible setbacks that could occur and having counter measures to mitigate those hurdles 
• Setting specific and achievable targets to reach throughout your plan
• Building your emotional intelligence
• Mastering self-talk
• Mastering body language

Just to name a few.

Here let’s look at two critical factors that, if handled effectively, will enable you to not only build your mental resilience, but also 
determine the likelihood of you reaching your goals successfully.

The two critical factors within the mindset component are: Fear and Stress. 

Firstly, however, let’s look at how choice is a powerful influencer on developing a stronger mindset and ultimately determining 
success.
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Mindset is a choice

Years ago I remember talking to a Navy Diver at a party one night, where I casually informed him I was discharging from the Army.

This Navy Diver, with a somewhat horrid look on his face, asked, “What are you going to do? Aren’t you nervous about finding 
work?”

His attitude surprised me a little, and it also made me a touch angry… why should I be worried? What possible reasons would I have 
to be nervous about leaving the Military?

I looked him dead in the eyes and said with a hint of contempt, “Mate, there are winners and losers in this world, and I’m a winner.”

I walked away.

I couldn’t fathom this guy’s mindset. I thought to myself, “This is why people stay in the Military for years, even when they’ve had 
enough.” It’s also the exact reason many people become stagnant in life; they stay in the same job they hate, doing the same old 
shit and never progress… they’re simply too nervous, scared, or anxious to move forward.

They’re worried about failing, unwilling to commit to uncertainty, even if it will benefit them and make they happy in the long run. 
For some, this uncertainty is a killer, a momentum stopper, and it breeds contempt and unhappiness.

I’ve always tested myself, taken the risk, pushed the envelope. Not in the face of uncertainty, but despite it.

This has always and will always continue to be a choice. I’ve chosen from an early age to be a winner. I’ve chosen to back myself, 
even when failure was certain, because I know I’ll eventually win, even if it takes many attempts, many setbacks, many hardships, 
constant self-assessment, continual self-improvement, and brutally honest looks into my personal character and flaws.

The difference between those who succeed and those who fail is their mindset.

And mindset is ultimately a choice.

You choose to be positive, to commit, to overcome setbacks, to improve yourself, to learn and grow, to get out of your comfort 
zone, and continue to move forward.

You choose to succeed. You choose to be a winner. It’s that simple.

If no one has ever told you this, if nobody has ever sat you down and said, “You’re a winner”, if you’re unsure how to make this 
mindset shift…

Well, here it is.

YOU’RE A WINNER. I give YOU permission to be a winner!

Make the mindset shift from loser to winner. You must dump the blame game attitude, the “it’s everybody else’s fault” attitude. You 
must take charge of your life, take charge of your happiness and desires, and lead yourself in the direction you honestly want to go.

How are you going to do this?

By affirming it constantly. Write it down. Write down exactly the person you are. Not the person you were or the person you want 
to be, but the winner you are.

This is the first step in building your mental toughness, choosing the winner mentality.

So, your tasks are as follows…

1. Write down the person you are, the winner. Look at it constantly and reaffirm you are that individual.
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2. At the end of each week, write down 3 things you’ve won. By this, I mean, 3 things you’ve achieved or 3 goals you’ve completed.

3. Write down 3 things you’ve previously won. When are 3 times you’ve been a winner? This will give you confidence in your ability 
to continue to win and reach the goals you set.

4. Complete the ‘Mindset is a choice’ worksheet.
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Let’s now look at ‘Fear’.

Strategies for Dealing with Fear, Effectively
Fear is in the same class of powerful emotions as anger and love. It does indeed elicit a strong effect on our mind and body. Fear 
can also introduce strong physiological body responses that are usually akin to flight-or-fight responses. However, it can also take 
effect when dealing with non-dangerous situations like exams, public speaking, a party, or even a date.

The word anxiety is often bundled up with fear. However, it’s a type of fear that involves the thought of something wrong happe-
ning shortly rather than at the moment. Both of these usually last a short while. However, some have the potential to go on longer 
and even take over your life. At this point, it can affect most of the things in your life, what you do and much more: your ability to 
eat, concentrate, sleep, travel and enjoy. It can even affect things like leaving the house to go out, to work or school. Moreover, it 
can also affect your health.

Most people, when overwhelmed by fear, choose to avoid these situations where the emotion is brought up. In this article, I’ve 
outlined some techniques to help you break the cycle of fear or learn to cope with it and enjoy life to the fullest.

1. Create a character to represent your fears.

Fear is a concept of our minds, and as such we can create a character out of it. Pick a character either from a book, a video game or 
even a movie, and have this character illustrate the fear within you. Then, when a situation arises that brings out the fear within, say 
the character’s name with some catch intro sentence. Mine is always, “Righto Captain Bitch, here we go again!”

This works well, for creating a fictional character enables you to separate the fear from you. Remember, your fear is birthed out of 
your subconscious in your mind and naming it makes you take charge of the situation.



2. Take your fear head on, until the end.

Fear tends to hold us hostage, giving us bad-case scenarios of what is going to happen if we follow through with what we need to 
do at present. The best way to counter this is by thinking the opposite and imagining how you will handle the situation in the event 
of the best-case scenario. We have to think on the bright side, beyond what happens after I’ve asked for, say, a raise, promotion, 
having completed an exam, confronted a bully or completed Special Forces Selection. This involves asking the “so, what?” and 
“then, what?” questions.

“So what will happen after I’m successful? Then, what will I do and how will I handle the situation?

You’ll realise by now that we are following fear until the endgame asking these types of questions.

3. Deconstruct your fear.

Fear is birthed over feelings of being irrational and overprotective. It involves all the negativity that comes with a concept, idea, 
invention or action you’d like to move forward with.

Fear often holds people back: fear of failure, fear of the unknown, fear of criticism. Negative self-talk builds this fear in your mind 
until you convince yourself that change isn’t necessary, that your current situation is not that bad. You’re trying to lie to yourself.

So if fear’s gripping you…

Ask yourself:

1. What EXACTLY are you afraid of? Write down a detailed description your fears. Get personal with it. Once it’s out of your head 
and on paper, you can visualize it more clearly, look at it objectively and begin to combat your fears.
2. What’s the worst thing that could happen? Again write all this down. Write down all the different scenarios that could possibly 
occur and begin to find solutions to these possible negative outcomes.

What you want to do is try to break down that fear and look at it from other angles and in a more positive light. Could that 
happen? Would that be so bad? Often, you’ll find your most feared outcome won’t eventuate and isn't actually that bad. And if it is 
that bad? Well, now it comes back to your ‘why’ and your how. Why do you actually want to achieve a certain goal? If your why is 
strong enough, it will overcome your fears. Not to the point where you won’t feel any fear, but it’ll enable you to deal with that fear 
and move forward in spite of it. 

And your how. Again this comes back to your detailed mission planning and accounting for all possible setbacks within your plan 
and providing solutions to counteract these hurdles.

So confront your fears and take charge of them. Reaffirm your why and ensure your plan is concrete.

4. Do something you love and enjoy.

As mentioned earlier, fear is a powerful emotion and what better way to counter a force with an opposing force of equal might? 
Joy, love and excitement are the opposite of fear, often contradicting it in all aspects. When we evoke positive emotions, we can 
clear, rid and eradicate ourselves of fear (at least for a moment).

Listening to a favourite song, conducting a hard physical workout, or connecting with nature are the best examples to help evoke 
positive emotions.

5. Retrain your brain.

Start “retraining” your brain to go for new things. Expand your comfort zone by immersing yourself in something you have never 
done before, like a yoga class, skydiving, horse-riding, archery, martial arts or even gardening. Simply stretch your boundaries. No 
doubt you’ll experience failure and that’s OK. You’ll realise that failure isn’t that bad and you’ll have an opportunity to learn, grow, 
develop and improve (think the ‘growth’ mindset).
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6. Use Hypnosis (I haven’t done this personally).

An unorthodox means by itself. You can use it to overcome your fear of failure with a session from a trained professional. Hypnosis 
could be a valid option to get over one’s fears faster, as it accelerates the learning processes of the brain but, again, I’ve never 
experienced this.

7. What’s the cost of inaction?

This one I got from the author Tim Ferris. If fear is taking hold of you, causing you to procrastinate and preventing you from taking 
action, ask yourself, “What’s the cost of not taking action?” If you don’t take action and if you let your fear control you, what will be 
the result? What will you miss out on by not getting to experience, learn or become as a result of your inaction?
Put things into perspective and realise the possibilities life has to offer and how much you might miss as a result of fear.

8. Let fear be your wingman.

Most often we can employ the seven strategies above, however, sometimes fear decides to engrain itself in our minds since fear is 
part of us. It tends to persist, much to our aggravation. It’s at this point that we can decide to let fear be part of our life, but not let 
it lead us. Let it be there but not be felt; let it sit but not at the high table. This tends to be a skill, like martial arts and meditation.

Let fear be your wingman who doesn’t hinder your life’s progress in one way or another, as you are just fine with or without it.
Since most of us are stuck with the ugly fear of failure, these are but some of the strategies and tactics you can use to cope with, 
dispel or even break this cycle of despair. Combine these outlined strategies and tactics and, in a relatively short span, gain the ability 
to dispel fears in your life. The good thing about this is that it’s universal and can be used against all fears in your life in a relatively 
short time. Let me know of any strategies that you’ve utilised to help you overcome fear.

Own your fears; don’t let them own you.

Now let’s look at the second critical element within the mindset component: ‘Stress’. 

Physiological Responses to Stress

We all get stressed, that’s without question! So let’s look at what stress actually does to the body and what countermeasures we 
can enact to help us deal with it better.
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Physiological Stress Response and Dealing with Stress

The physiological stress response process begins as soon as the body is subjected to the stimulus (the stressor); this is followed by 
electrical signals sent to the brain, in the hypothalamus, and then elicits specific sympathetic and hormonal responses to mitigate, 
cope with and eliminate the stress.

It is in these two areas that we’ll delve into deeper in discussing the physiological stress response.

The Nervous System

When a stimulus is introduced, your body senses this and sends a signal to your brain. The master gland, the hypothalamus, beco-
mes alerted and raises the Autonomic Nervous System (ANS). The ANS is a part of the nervous system which controls most of the 
major body organs: the lungs, heart, glands, stomach, and even the blood vessels. We should understand most of these organs play 
a regulatory role in our bodies and, most importantly, the unconscious regulation of breathing and heartbeat.

The ANS is further sub-divided into two: the Sympathetic Nervous System (SNS), and the Parasympathetic Nervous System (PNS). The 
former is responsible for body energy conservation, as well as defending our bodies against gland secretions such as gastric acid, 
tears, mucus and saliva. The latter is quite the opposite, with the SNS being the most active subsystem of the ANS during a stressful 
situation.

Sympathetic Nervous System Stress Response

The SNS is very active during stress and some of the physiological responses noted are simply due to this part of the ANS. Moreover, 
it is in the nerve endings here that the neurotransmitter noradrenaline is released and sent to the SNS. Which subsequently:

• Enhances your skeletal muscles’ strength: We’ve heard of tales where people lift a weight beyond their comprehension 
during stressful situations like house fires and I’ve personally seen this first hand in combat. This is all thanks to the SNS 
being active in transporting the noradrenaline.

• Increases heartrate: This feeling I am sure we all have experienced. Moments in our lives where we felt anxious and 
began sweating all over. Well, to be accurate, this is a stress response that involves high volumes of blood being transpor-
ted to areas of the body that need the oxygenated blood. The organs described above, under the SNS, are necessary to 
cope with the stress, and this will go on until the brain figures out that the situation has subsided.

• SNS stress response increases sugar and fat levels. Sugar and fat levels are increased and transported to our cells for 
energy production. As mentioned earlier, SNS stress response leads to increased strength in our muscles; this is a direct 
reaction to stress.

Furthermore, the SNS also:

• Increases mental activity

• Reduces blood clotting time

• Intestinal movements are limited

• Digestive secretions and tears are also limited

• Pupils dilate

• The peripheral blood vessels become constricted leaving only those needed for SNS actions, the central blood vessels

Hormonal Stress Response

Aside from the Nervous System, another system that is heavily influenced by stress is the Endocrine System. From the hypothalamus 
once more, the pituitary gland is activated to secrete a hormone, called adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH), which stimulates the 
adrenal gland to produce the hormone corticosteroid. Corticosteroids help in maintaining a constant supply of blood sugars for 
energy production.

Additionally, the SNS stimulates the adrenal gland to also start releasing adrenaline and noradrenaline into the blood, bringing out 
what we call the “fight-or-flight” response or the “posture, fight, flight, freeze or submit” response as Lt. Col. Dave Grossman calls it 
(look up “On Killing and On Combat” for more information).
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Dealing with Stress

1. Stretching Exercises

Stress is disastrous to our bodies both mentally and physically, causing many complications and illnesses. Stretching exercises are 
great ways to reduce the tension build-up in muscles causing the physical stress. Yoga, a form of stretching exercise, has a profound 
history in India as being a healing form of exercise.

The benefits of yoga are profound, the constant contraction of muscles is known to increase strength, in addition to improving flexibili-
ty. Yoga also boosts stamina. The teachings of in-depth and controlled breathing, help to distribute oxygen to every inch of the body, 
further increasing energy. The combat breathing or 4-count breathing method will also help calm you down in stressful situations.

2. Stress Management

Taking care of your mental state has an impact on your physical state as well. Chronic stress is the underlying cause of chronic 
medical conditions. A calm mind primarily supports a healthy body; it’s that simple. Find the time to relax and chill; this will further 
support your well-being initiative. 

How do you relax? Do you have an activity or hobby that relaxes you and stops you from thinking about all your worries or stress?

I remember when I was in Afghanistan on deployment and guys would come back from a mission and head straight for the PlaySta-
tion to play Call of Duty or sit down and watch some old war movie. 

That’s not relaxation. Unknowingly, these guys were not allowing their minds to switch off from the mission they had just conducted. 
They stayed wired and in a mental state of high alert. This was detrimental to their mental health and some are paying for it now. 

You must find an activity that is different from your job or gets you away from your stressors, an activity that will allow your mind to 
switch off, recover, and reboot to be energised and ready for action. 

You must make time for relaxation. What will yours be?

3. Try A Martial Art

Martial arts is hugely beneficial to your mental and physical health and is great for de-stressing. While engaging in any form of 
combat sports it’s almost impossible to think of anything else, but the current moment you’re in. This allows your brain to take a 
break from all your stressors and focus solely on the present. It’s effectively a form of mindfulness training (more on this below).

Martials arts also develops your fitness and teaches you self-defence; it’s great for building your confidence, self-resilience and 
personal character.

My choice of martial arts? Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu!
  
Not keen on combat sports? Try Tai Chi.

This ancient form of meditation by movement, hailing from Ancient China, is a good alternative. Even though it is considered as a 
form of martial arts, it is peaceful and softer than karate, though both of them are exercises. Tai chi leads to better flexibility and, 
moreover, body inner and outward balance.

4. Physical Exercise Takes Your Mind off Negative Thoughts

Exercise and workouts keep negative thoughts at bay. Negative thoughts creep in when we have a lot of unscheduled time. This 
time can be spent well on a physical activity you love to do or even reading a book. This will help redirect your thinking in a positive 
and mindful direction.

Moderate physical exercise also helps in maintaining good moods and eases depression. This is as a result of particular neurotrans-
mitters like endorphins released that have a relaxing and mellow effect on you; these chemical messengers make you feel good, 
happy and lower one’s perception of pain. You become consciously strong, confident, have improved cognitive functioning and, 
most importantly, prevent the build-up of stress.
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Conclusion

As you can see, fear and stress can have a dramatic effect on the mind and body. Harnessed correctly, fear and stress can be utilised 
to help you surge forward in your mission plan and reach your desired end results. Let fear and stress overwhelm you, however, and 
you’ll be either stopped dead in your tracks or never even get off the starting line. 

Fear and stress need to be managed effectively to ensure a healthy, happy and productive life full of positive experiences, multiple 
wins and, ultimately, mission success.

TRAINING

Physical training, I believe, is a crucial element in building mental toughness and the second component within the ‘building 
resilience’ chart. There are a plethora of different types of physical activity you can engage in, however, so let’s now simply look at 
why any form of physical training is beneficial in improving your physical and mental health.  

The Importance of Physical Training

I believe that physical training is paramount for your mental and physical development. It has several benefits…
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• Improves your heart function and lowers your risk of disease, such as coronary heart disease, diabetes and cancer
• Lowers blood pressure

• Raises good cholesterol levels

• Helps your body manage blood sugar and insulin levels

• Strengthens your heart and lungs – As your heart’s functioning ability improves, this will allow it to pump more blood to 
your lungs and body. Your muscles will receive more oxygen, and your blood oxygen levels will rise. Your capillaries will 
also widen and enable more oxygen to be delivered to your blood and more waste products extracted

• Controls your weight

• Anti-inflammatory process

• Development of muscular strength and endurance

• Increases bone density

• Increases testosterone

• Improves sleep quality

Physical exercise is also vitally important for your mental health and has these benefits…

• Lowers risk of depression

• Lowers risk of impaired cognitive function as you age (thinking, learning and judgement skills)

• Clearer mind and sharper memories

• Is an effective treatment of mild-moderate depression and can prevent relapses from occurring

• Promotes neural growth within the brain

• Reduces brain inflammation

• Release endorphins that make you feel good

• Natural anti-anxiety treatment

• Relieves stress and tension

• Boosts mental energy

• Allows some mental time-out from your worries or negative thoughts

• Reduces symptoms of ADHD by boosting the brain’s dopamine, norepinephrine and serotonin levels – all of which affect 
focus and attention

• Effective treatment for PTSD

Do something; anything

With the current CrossFit craze and every other person advocating HIIT (high intensity interval training), it’s hard to know how much 
exercise you should do, particularly if you’re only just starting.

Chances are that, if you’ve been following me for a while, you’re probably engaged in physical training; probably HIIT. However, if 
you have injuries, are just starting, a little past your prime, or a little older, you might wonder how much exercise is enough to boost 
your health?

The answer is anything! Especially with today’s work environment, many people are inactive for most of the day, so it’s imperative 
you incorporate physical training. You don’t have to train like an ironman, an Olympian, or a Special Forces soldier and grind yourself 
into the ground 2–3 hours per day. You can gain all the physical and mental benefits of exercise simply by conducting 30 minutes of 
moderate exercise five times per week. You could also do two 15-minute or three 10-minute higher intensity workouts per week 
and get the same results and benefits.

The main point is to get out and do something; even a few minutes of exercise per session, twice a week for total beginners. Take it 
easy and build up slowly. The more you systemically exercise and build your tolerance, the more energy you’ll have and the more 
motivation you’ll get.

Develop exercise into a habit and slowly add minutes or intensity to your sessions. Keep focused and committed, and you’ll reap the 
benefits.
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NUTRITION

When talking mental resilience, often people will neglect the impact that nutrition has in aiding this process. I truly believe that, in 
order to build mental strength, think clearly, focus intently, concentrate to the best of your ability and make correct decisions, your 
physical state must be operating optimally. 

And to do that, you must have the right nutrition.
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The Gut & Brain Connection

Your gut and what you put in it has a direct effect on your brain.

The organisms in your gut are utilised by the body for a range of different systems, including immunity, detox, inflammation, 
neurotransmitter and vitamin production, absorbing of nutrients, determining whether you’re hungry or full, and the utilisation of 
carbs and fats. These processes factor into whether you experience certain health problems such as allergies, asthma, ADHA, cancer, 
type-2 diabetes or dementia.

The gut is referred to as the ‘second brain’ and affects daily brain functions.

This is somewhat well known.

What isn’t well known, but is slowly being accepted, is how your gut intestinal organisms (microbiome) can and do affect your 
mood, sex-drive, perceptions and thoughts. An underperforming, or out-of-whack microbiome could be to blame for your heada-
ches, anxiety levels, concentration problems or negative life views.

Put simply, almost everything regarding our health and well-being, physically and emotionally, can boil down to the state of our gut 
or microbiome.

Ever felt ‘sick to your stomach’ over worry and anxiety? Well, scientists are now discovering that this is bidirectional. Meaning that, just 
as your negative thoughts can affect your stomach, the state of your stomach can also affect your thoughts and therefore your mood.

In fact, our ‘second brain’ is now thought to control the production of up to 80–90% of our serotonin levels – the feel good 
hormone!

This means that your gut manufactures more serotonin than your actual brain. It’s also the reason many neurologists and psychia-
trists are now seeing more benefits in proper nutrition to combat mental illness, rather than antidepressants.

The gut also produces the amino acid GABA and neurotransmitter Glutamate. GABA is critical in helping the body and mind return 
to a state of calm after a stressful situation. Glutamate is involved in cognition, learning and memory and is found in abundance in a 
healthy brain. Those suffering anxiety, behavioural issues, depression and Alzheimer’s have been found to lack GABA and glutamate.

Have you heard of leaky gut? This is where the protective junctions of the gut’s intestinal lining become damaged due to factors 
such as bacteria, medication, stress, allergic reactions to food, high blood sugar levels and stress.

If the gut’s intestinal barrier is damaged, undigested food can leak into the bloodstream causing the body’s immune system to 
respond by creating widespread inflammation. As a result, you become susceptible to a variety of health problems including arthritis, 
eczema, allergies and even Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s.

However, the issues concerning a leaky gut become even more concerning after new research showing how the loss of gut integrity 
can directly affect the brain.

It was previously thought that the blood-brain barrier protected and insulated the brain from the goings-on in the rest of the body, 
and was impenetrable. Now, however, it has become clear that this is not so and that, once the blood-brain barrier is penetrated, 
various modules including proteins, viruses and bacteria can get inside and wreak havoc.

An example of this is the lipopolysaccharide (LPS) molecule. The LPS makes up the protective outer membrane of a bacterium that represents 
up to 70 percent of our intestinal flora. If able to get into the bloodstream, LPS has seen to cause violent inflammatory responses in animals.

One particular study by researchers, at the Texas Christian University, showed that animals who were injected with LPS subsequently 
experienced major learning deficits. This demonstrated the ability of LPS to cross over the blood-brain barrier.

It was also discovered that the animals developed elevated levels of the protein beta-amyloid in their hippocampus (the brain’s 
memory centre), which is strongly linked to Alzheimer’s.

Further studies have indicated LPS is related to memory problems and decreased production of a protein critical for the growth of 
new brain cells (BDNF or brain-derived neurotropic factor).
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This is crucial information that reinforces the connection between the gut and the brain, as well as the powerful impact of inflam-
mation, gut permeability and the critical importance of a healthy gut to a healthy brain.

And what is the biggest factor relating to the health of our gut?

Yep, you guessed it… food!

The idea that nutrition has a profound effect on your health is not new; we’ve known this for a while now. What is relatively new 
and is becoming more apparent is the effect that nutrition has on your gut microbiome, brain and mood.

You can improve the functionality of the microbiome within your gut and, therefore, your health, well-being, brain function and 
mood simply by changing your diet.

How?

With the correct nutrition. So...

1. Eat Probiotic Rich Foods – this is a live bacteria that supports good digestive health. These foods include: live-culture 
yoghurt, kefir, kombucha tea, kimchi (fermented vegetables), sauerkraut and pickles.

2. Consume Fruit & Vegetables – balanced blood sugar equals balanced gut bacteria. Fibre from whole fruits and 
vegetables will achieve this.

3. Eat High-Quality Meat & Fats – a great deal of research shows that, when cholesterol levels are low, the brain 
simply doesn’t work well. People with low cholesterol are also at much greater risk from neurological problems, including 
depression and dementia. Get your protein and fats by consuming grass-fed or free range animal products, coconut or 
olive oil, full-fat dairy products, nuts and seeds.

4. Enjoy Chocolate, Tea & Coffee – Dark chocolate, tea and coffee support a healthy balance of gut flora and also trigger 
the body to produce higher levels of protective antioxidants, while reducing inflammation and enhancing detoxification.

5. Drink Filtered Water – Consuming plenty of water is critical to your intestinal health and overall well-being. Be sure 
that the water you’re consuming is free from gut-damaging chemicals like chlorine and other environmental toxins.

For more on this topic check out:

“Brain Maker: The Power of Gut Microbes to Heal and Protect Your Brain – for Life” by David Perlmutter, MD.
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REST & RECOVERY

If you’ve engaged in any kind of physical training for long enough, you’ll realise how important getting sufficient rest is in aiding 
with healing and recovery. The same can be said for getting enough sleep and the affect and positive impact this has on your 
cognitive abilities and physical health. 

Do you get enough sleep?

Do You Get Enough Sleep?

How much should we sleep? Sure, sacrificing sleep to meet the demands of a busy schedule or to get more done seems like a good 
idea. However, that is far from the truth, as sleep loss takes a heavy toll on you both mentally and physically. There is reduced 
energy, mental sharpness, stress handling capabilities and also mood irregularities tend to occur. Plus, in the long run, sleep loss has 
a massive impact on your overall health and well-being.

Sleep is known to be adequate or optimum where one doesn’t experience daytime sleepiness. We basically get enough sleep when 
there is no interference in our awake-state activities (although nutrition and the nature of your work can have a big impact on this).

By understanding the needs of sleep, one can finally achieve a schedule that is healthy. One should understand that sleep is not a 
luxury, but a necessity since it’s directly proportional to one’s productivity, physical endurance, emotional harmony, and the creativity 
of the brain. Nothing else delivers so much with so little effort! 

Why is sleep so important?

A good night’s sleep plays an influential role in one’s health. Research shows that a chronic lack of sleep, or getting poor quality 
sleep, increases the risk of disorders including high blood pressure, cardiovascular disease, diabetes, depression and obesity.

Sleep aids in healing and repairing your heart and blood vessels, while also regulating a healthy balance of the hormones ghrelin 
(makes you feel hungry) and leptin (makes you feel full). Sleep can also affect your body’s insulin levels, as sleep deficiency can result 
in higher blood sugar levels, which may increase your risk of diabetes. 



Sleep helps the brain to maintain and form new pathways that allow you to learn new things and create lasting memories. Sleep 
affects almost every type of tissue and system in the body – from the brain, heart and lungs to metabolism, immune function, mood 
and disease resistance.

During sleep the brain oversees a variety of bodily functions, like breathing and biological activities like metabolism and energy 
production. This is in preparation for waking up the following day. Without enough quality sleep, you will wake up drowsy and will 
function well below your desired level. Without enough sleep, breaking down physically and mentally is a real possibility.

Sleep quantity and quality

Dr. John Hart, author of “The Brain Book”, advises 7–8 hours of sleep each night and he’s backed up by many studies that suggest 
this time period is the most beneficial for adults. 

He also has these benchmarks for determining if you currently have a good sleep cycle…

• It takes you between 5–10mins to get to sleep
• You get 7–8 hours per night
• You wake only once per night and easily get back to sleep
• You wake fresh and revitalised in the morning

How do you know you are sleep-deprived?

• Utilising an alarm clock is obviously a necessity (Jocko Willink deploys three of them!). However, if you’re finding that the 
alarm clock is constantly waking you up from a deep slumber and you never naturally wake up, the chances are that you 
are sleep deprived. 

• You’re gaining weight – As we discussed above, not getting enough sleep will see you produce more of the hormone 
ghrelin, which let’s you know when you are hungry, and less of the hormone leptin, which tells you when you are full. 

• You’re having memory issues – As sleep helps your brain cement new memories and consolidate neural pathways, being 
sleep deprived may cause memory recall problems. 

• Your coordination is off – Sleep deprivation makes it hard to focus and concentrate and you may find your motor skills 
deteriorate. Operating the coffee machine, walking up stairs and parking the car, may seem like a struggle when you’re 
lacking sleep.

• You get sick often – Not getting enough sleep can cause your immune system to suffer and, as a result, your body will 
find it hard to fight off infection.  

• You micro-sleep – This is your body telling you to sleep now. If you’re nodding off in front of the TV, no problem. Taking 
a quick nap behind the wheel, big problem! 

A point to note is that you can pay off your sleep debt. For example, if you lose an hour of sleep one night, you can and should 
endeavour to make up that extra hour to balance your “sleep account”.

To help this process:

• Aim for at least 7 hours of sleep every night or 50 hours per week
• Maintain a sleep diary to help you keep track
• Always settle sleep debts in the short-term
• Make sleep a priority

Tips for a better night’s sleep:

Sleep isn’t something that happens when you lay in bed; your body gets primed all day for it. Therefore, if you are finding it trouble-
some to sleep once you fall into bed, you might probably rethink your daily activities or habits.
You can achieve that better night’s sleep by trying out these tips…
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1. Stick to a programmed routine. Wake up at the same time every day and go to bed at the same time. This primes the 
body, creating a natural rhythm.

2. Exercise regularly. A good workout is essential for a good night’s rest; however, it should be noted that intense exercising 
within a few hours before bed time is not advised. If you can, strive to do 40 minutes of moderate exercises like walking, 
jogging, dancing, cycling, gardening or even golf at least five days a week.

3. Get enough exposure to sunlight. Getting enough sunlight regulates the body’s circadian clock and also boots your 
serotonin levels. The pineal gland in the brain switches to converting higher levels of serotonin into melatonin at night, 
readying the body for sleep.

4. Avoid napping too late. Napping during the day is rejuvenating, however, it may affect your routine for bedtime. If you 
choose to nap, do it early in the afternoon and set the alarm. Afternoon naps should not be longer than 30 minutes.

5. Regulate caffeine and other stimulants intake. They should be limited to the mornings and early afternoon only. Caffeine 
containing drinks like coffee and energy drinks should not be taken 6–8 hours before bedtimes.

6. Bedroom is essentially for sleep and intimacy. This goes without saying. No work, it’s not an office; no TV, it’s not the 
lounge room; no food, it’s not the dining room. Keep such activities to their respective rooms.

7. Do not drink. While having a few drinks may help put you to sleep, after a few hours your levels of melatonin and growth 
hormones, which are responsible for the circadian rhythm regulation, are affected. This leads to disrupted sleep patterns.

8. Have your dinner at an appropriate time. Eating late negatively impacts both sleep quality and the natural release of 
melatonin and growth hormones.

9. Watch your fluid intake. Avoid taking excessive liquids close to bedtime to minimise bathroom trips during the night.

10. Don’t lie in bed awake. If you can’t get to sleep, do something else, like reading or listening to music, until you feel tired. 

11. Darken your bedroom. The darker the better. If you can see your hand when in bed, the lighting in your room is not dark enough.

Supplements for better quality sleep:

• Glutamine powder for sleep. The result for the body is improved sleep, support for liver functions, accelerated healing of 
wounds and detoxification.

• Natural magnesium calm – supplement (powder form). Most people are deficient in magnesium.

• Omega Rx Fish Oil. The brain uses a lot of energy while sleeping for a wide variety of functions and fish oil will support 
brain function and encourage quality sleep.

• 1 tablespoon of raw organic honey before bed. This will replenish liver glycogen and glucose for improved sleep.

• Pure Gaba supplement helps to calm and relax the brain.

• Collagen protein powders containing glycerine & glycines. Both have a therapeutic effect on the brain and sleep cycle. 

• 5 HTP Melatonin. A natural supplement that improves sleep quality.

Our brain cells shrink at night because fluid between the cells acts like a garbage truck, cleaning out the waste from the brain and 
allowing for regeneration. If you don’t get adequate sleep you will have further degeneration of brain tissue.

Remember, we have degeneration of brain tissue during the day and regeneration at night.

Get enough sleep!
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MENTAL HEALTH

It’s important to have clear insight into the state of your mental health and well-being. We should all understand and be able to 
acknowledge if we require help. The acquisition and maintenance of good mental health can sometimes be extremely tough and it’s 
vital that we have solid strategies and techniques to help us achieve this. 

One particular technique we can employ to help with our mental health… is mindfulness.

Mindfulness

It is beyond a doubt that we are living in a busy and often overwhelming world. We’re constantly bombarded with things we must 
do, see, buy, achieve, avoid and master. The way we should act and react, think, play and move. Peace and quiet is hard to come by. 
We tend to have our days planned, whether for work or relaxing, and rushed every day. We are losing our connections with the 
present moment little by little? We miss out on our thoughts and feelings in that moment when we are doing what we’re doing.

Enter mindfulness

This is the practice that involves accepting whatever feeling arises in reflection to your awareness at every moment. It also involves 
being kind and lenient towards yourself. Mindfulness has baffled scientists and is now under examination, after being found to be a 
key element in happiness.

Now, I’m certainly no mindfulness expert, but I have been practicing it for a while now and here’s what I’ve learned…

Across Time: Ancient roots, modern employment

Mindfulness practice has its cultivation from Buddhism. Albeit, most religions involve prayer or some meditation, reflection towards 
oneself and a larger perspective on life.

Mindfulness meditation has been brought forth from the depths of mysticism into mainstream medicine. Furthermore, demonstra-
ting that practicing mindfulness provides great improvements, both physiologically and psychologically.
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Mindfulness improves well-being

Wellness, a common term that is usually thrown around these days, basically means to be at optimum health. The highest quality of 
life possible indicates a well-balanced blend of physical, mental, emotional and even spiritual (yeah, I said it!) well-being. Increasing 
your mindfulness capacity supports many positive attitudes that confer a happy life.

Being mindful also enables us to savour the pleasures in life as they presently occur. This enables you to engage fully in activities and 
boost your capacity to deal with complex situations in life. Those who practice mindfulness, soon become less likely to get tangled 
up in future worries or past regrets. Moreover, they are less preoccupied with lustful concerns and become better at creating deep 
connections with others.

Mindfulness promotes better physical health

If wellness isn’t enough, another benefit of mindfulness practice is that it improves our physical health significantly. Mindfulness can:

• Aid to relieve stress
• Treat heart and cardiac-related ailments
• Effectively lower blood pressure to optimal
• Reduce chronic pains
• Reduce insomnia and improve sleep patterns
• Alleviate gastrointestinal disturbances

Mindfulness significantly improves mental health

Psychotherapists, have in recent times, turned to mindfulness meditation as a critical element in treating some psychological 
concerns, including:

• depression and related disorders
• complex eating disorders
• substance and drug abuse
• individual/couples psychological conflicts
• anxiety disorders
• obsessive-compulsive disorder

Most psychologists believe that mindfulness works in helping to lead to a path of acceptance of experiences, even terrible ones, 
rather than reacting to them counter-clockwise. Indeed, mindfulness meditation is combined with psychotherapy, to ensure 
maximum help is extended, especially in cognitive behavioural therapy. Both correlate since they work towards focusing on streng-
thening oneself physically and mentally.

Mindfulness builds Emotional Intelligence

Emotional intelligence is a cornerstone of effective leadership, in addition to being an essential component of a healthy mental state 
and a healthy relationship. If we are busy guarding against vulnerability, we are also locking critical decision-makers in our brains – 
our emotions.

The brain often makes decisions based on our emotional state, essentially not keeping us in the dark in our internal space. However, 
we want to ensure that we don’t make rash decisions based on emotions that we may regret later. Mindfulness guides us on how to 
approach these emotions in a way that we not only receive optimal responses but also become a student of the emotions.

We should understand that these emotions enable us to embrace vulnerability. In doing so we feel more grounded and stronger, 
igniting a sense of personal trust and self-reliance.

Mindfulness Increases your Focus

Mindfulness gives us a mental boost, making us focus greatly on our awareness. Moreover, the mind needs to be conditioned, and 
focus is a conditioning tool for the mind.
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Mindfulness makes us better Partners

As our emotions guide us, we become better at relating to other people in our lives. We become fine-tuned into other people’s 
needs, building a state of empathy among our better halves. We also become less defensive, more receptive and, most importantly, 
good listeners.

We become confident with Mindfulness

The part of the brain responsible for building our confidence is enhanced. Moreover, due to increased focus, productivity and the 
other factors stated above, all these collect to facilitate this. We begin to inspire other people who we interact with, and this has a 
ripple effect extending outward, not only to our immediate surroundings, but also to friends of friends.

Meditation fosters mindfulness

Mindfulness is cultivated through mindfulness meditation. Just like any other form of meditation, it is a systematic method of 
focusing on yourself inwardly, reflecting on yourself if you must.

Try meditating with some of these useful tips:

• Find a quiet place to sit and relax – Limit any kind of distractions (ensure nobody is going to disturb you, turn off mobile 
devices, lock your doors).

• Find a comfortable position – Whether you’re sitting at a desk, on the couch, on the floor or lying in bed, it doesn’t 
matter as long as you’re comfortable and relaxed.

• Set aside a specific time – I call this my daily reflection and often do this in the evening when everybody else has gone to 
bed and I can be alone with my thoughts. Start with 10min blocks and work up from there.

• Close your eyes and begin to meditate – Try to relax and allow your mind to let go of your thoughts. This is tough in the 
beginning, especially if you have a lot going on in your life. You want to try and have ‘no mind’, as Bruce Lee called it. 
Focus on your physical presence, the space in your brain and the sensations throughout your body.

• Breathe – Take normal breaths and focus on your inhale and exhale. This in itself is a mindfulness technique and can 
really help you focus, especially if your mind starts wandering.

• Gently redirect. If you feel your mind wandering off, gently redirect it to focus on immediate sensations and your 
breathing.

• Try and try again. No harm comes in trying once more. If you miss your mindfulness meditation sessions, just start again.

As you constantly practice acceptance as you meditate, it soon becomes easier to accept what the day may bring.

Cultivate mindfulness informally

In addition to the formal mindfulness meditation, there is an informal way to cultivate mindfulness – by directing all your attention 
on every moment that involves sensations; things like everyday activities. Invoke these sensations as you perform these tasks singly 
and as you focus all your attention on them.

• Brushing your teeth – Focus your attention on the brush going to work on your teeth, how the toothpaste feels around 
your mouth and on your tongue.

• Drinking your tea – How the cup feels in your hand, how the steam rises off the hot water, how the tea tastes in your 
mouth and the feeling when you swallow.

• Playing with your kids – How often will you play with your kids and realise that your mind is wandering off on other 
‘more important’ matters? What’s more important than your kids? Take control of your mind and focus on what you’re 
doing right at that moment. Engage with your kids, listen to them, feel their emotions and be in the now.

Mindfulness cultivation, whether formally through meditation or informally through focusing all your attention, tends to 
be dose-related. Thus, the more you do it, the more the effect is elicited. Therefore start being mindful… will you?
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Mental Health Awareness

The last area I want to briefly touch on is being aware of your mental state. It’s important to have a clear insight into the quality of 
your mental health and well-being. We should all understand and be able to acknowledge if we require help. 

The acquisition and maintenance of good mental health can be a tough and lonely road. I’ve had a few mates in the Army commit 
suicide from PTSD and have known others who are really struggling. It is easy to feel helpless and trapped. 

A key phrase I like to use when discussing mental health is Awareness – Acceptance – Action.

Endeavour to be aware of your mental state. What is your baseline? What are your triggers? What will cause you to move away 
from your baseline? Will it be a single event or multiple setbacks? How will you recognise this? (i.e. temper, mood, lethargy).

Learn to accept when you’re feeling the mental pressures. Accept that you might be struggling and may require assistance. Life is 
stressful and we all (including Special Forces operators) experience times when we feel great burden, which can be overwhelming. 
We need to accept this fact and be willing to seek help.

The final part is action. When you’ve recognised the need for help, have the courage to actually take action and reach out. Talk to 
mates, family members, religious leaders and call helplines, or seek professional help. It’s important to understand that poor mental 
health is not a weakness; it’s an illness and should be treated.

Dave Grossman, an American psychologist and a key figure in post-traumatic stress, has a great analogy regarding mental health 
and dealing with stress. He equates levels of stress to being overweight. He says that no one is either morbidly obese or at a healthy 
weight. A person can be 5 kilograms overweight, 10 kilograms overweight and so forth. 

It’s the same for stress. Just because a person may be struggling with mental issues at the present moment, doesn’t mean they are 
totally incapacitated. A person may be experiencing 5kgs or 10kgs of equivalent stress and some simple measures may be all that is 
necessary to get back on track. 

Be aware of your mental state, accept when you may be struggling and have the courage to ask for help. You’ll be all the more 
better off for it and be on the road to recovery quickly.

23



Physical

Conclusion

So there you have it: “5 Key Components to Building Resilience”. Mindset, Physical Training, Health, Rest & Recovery and Mental 
Health.
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GOOD LUCK!

Rhys Dowden
Operator Edge

rhys@operatoredge.com
www.operatoredge.com

As I said at the beginning of this module, building resilience is hard work and it requires dedication and commitment. Focusing on 
the components within this guide will give you a great starting point to build a rock solid platform of resilience. By implementing 
and actioning these simple, but highly effective principles, you’ll have clear areas to concentrate your energies on, while ensuring 
that you cover all the essential elements required to improve your mental and physical strength.
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