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DISCLAIMER 

You should consult your physician or other health care professional before starting this or any other fitness program as well as making any 
nutritional changes in order to determine if it is right for your needs. Operator Edge offers health, fitness and nutrition all information and is 
designed for educational purposes only. You should not rely the following material and all subsequent information as a substitute or 
replacement for professional medical advice, diagnosis, treatment, or rehabilitation. The information distributed and promoted are meant to 
supplement, not replace, proper exercise training. By engaging in this program, you acknowledge that it is your sole responsibility to consult 
with your physician regarding both your medical fitness to engage in this exercise program and any medical or physical conditions, which 
might arise during the course of your exercise program. If you have any concerns or questions about your health, you agree to consult with 
a physician or other health-care professional. You further agree to not disregard, avoid or delay obtaining medical or health related advice 
from your health-care professional in connection with information or suggestions provided. The use of any information provided, distribu-
ted, and promoted are to be used solely at your own risk. Please discuss all nutritional changes with your physician or a registered dietician. 
Don’t perform any exercise without proper instruction. Always perform a warm-up prior to performing any type of physical activity. If you 
experience faintness, dizziness, pain or shortness of breath at any time while exercising you should stop immediately and arrange to be seen 
and evaluate by a physician. Developments in medical research may impact the health, fitness and nutritional advice that is promoted and 
distributed. No guarantee can be given that the advice promoted and distributed will always include the most recent findings or develop-
ments with respect to that particular subject. All exercise poses possible risk of injury or death, depending upon your underlying medical 
condition. We advise everyone to take full responsibility for their safety and know their limits. Do not take risks beyond your level of 
experience, expertise, training and fitness level. Don’t perform any exercise unless you have been shown the proper technique by a certified 
fitness professional (personal trainer or certified strength and conditioning specialist). By enrolling in the program, you agree to consult your 
physician or other health care professional before starting this health and fitness program.
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Rhys Dowden is the owner of Operator Edge, a company through which he provides to his clients extensive mental conditio-
ning 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 Afghanis-
tan 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 black 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 and effectiveness of his material.
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21 Tips To Pass Special Operations Selection
If you’re planning on attempting Special Operations Selection (Military or Police), begin applying these principles to ensure you 
are properly prepared. Special Operations Selection is tough and only a small percentage ever make.

The thing is, somebody has to make it… why not you?

1. What’s your ‘why’?
Clearly identify the reason why you want the goal you have set for yourself. Look deep down inside yourself, and be very clear 
and precise, as you’ll need to draw on this reason time and time again when things get tough.

Write them down. Analyse them.

If you were preparing for Special Operations Selection I would always tell you that you don’t yet know why you will want to 
quit. Everything points to you passing selection; all your ducks are in a row: you’ve trained hard, you’ve studied all the relevant 
information, you’ve done your time in the regular Army, and you’re free from injury.

At 2 am on day 5 of selection, you’ve walked 70+ kilometres. You’re on your own in the middle of the bush somewhere, 
trying to get to your next checkpoint. Or you and your team are dragging some ridiculously heavy equipment up a steep, 
deserted road with no end in sight, while the instructors scream at you to hurry up. Then it hits you…

That’s when you start to think about that girlfriend you left behind or your little 3-month-old daughter who misses you. The 
regular unit that doesn’t seem all that bad anymore, or your parents that were against you ever joining. Maybe you could 
change jobs and start that business you’ve always thought about? Maybe Special Operations isn’t for you...
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So, why exactly do you want to achieve your goal? If your want is great enough, you will achieve anything you desire.

Be clear, be precise, and be certain!

2. What’s your plan?
How are you going about preparing for Selection? What’s your plan?

Even though your plan is to attempt Special Operations Selection, what’s your detailed step-by-step process to ensure this 
happens?

Constructing a detailed plan is vital in developing mental toughness, which is definitely what you’ll need on the selection 
course. By setting goals and achievable tasks you are instilling discipline. Discipline which will be tested time and time again, 
which will by default, build your mental resilience.

The number one thing successful people have in common is goal setting. Successful people ALWAYS set goals and have a 
clear and defined path to reach it. Goal setting is a powerful tool that confirms in your mind exactly what it is you are trying 
to achieve.

In the Military, goal setting is mandatory. We used a different term: mission planning. Every single soldier on any mission 
should know every aspect of the mission, in minute detail, and how the objective was going to be achieved. Because of this, 
every member of the team’s thoughts and actions revolved around the common goal of getting the mission completed. As a 
collective, cohesive group this was a powerful mindset in achieving mission success.

If you haven’t already set your detailed plan to attempt selection, do it now.
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3. What’s your timeframe?
I hear guys talk about “going for selection.” “I’m going to go for it next year” or “I’m going to wait till I get a bit fitter or 
more experience.”

Most guys I have ever known to say that, never actually get around to doing it. They have no clear date and no real desire.

If you’re going to go for it, fucken go for it. Have the actual date of the selection you plan to attend in the forefront of your 
mind. Then work back from that date and plan your training and events around it. Set your targets to hit and form a solid 
plan of attack.
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4. What’s your strengths and weaknesses?

Conduct a S.W.O.T. Analysis of yourself to determine your strengths, weakness, opportunities and threats. Then plan your 
mission accordingly.

S.W.O.T. ANALYSIS

Strengths

Opportunities Threats
(external and positive)

(internal and positive)

Weaknesses
(internal and positive)

Strength-Opportunity
strategies
What are you strengths and how
can you deploy them to maximise
any opportunities that come
your way?

Strength-Threats
strategies
How can you utilize your strengths
to combat and neutralise any
threats you identity?

Weakness-Opportunity
strategies
What are your weaknesses and
what processes can you action
in order to ensure they don’t
affect any opportunities?

Weakness-Threats
strategies
How can you minimise and/or
improve your weaknesses to avoid
or combat any threats you
identify?

(external and negative)
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5. Train the mind
You’re probably familiar with the visualisation technique. Vividly visualising your success, and that moment when you reach 
your goal is a very powerful tool that consciously and subconsciously convinces you that you’ve already succeeded.

The other component to this is to feel it. When you go through the visualisation technique of reaching your goal, try to 
experience the feeling of your success. Fool the brain into believing that you have already experienced this event. This will 
compound the visualisation aspect and forge an unstoppable need to succeed.

When I finished selection after 5 weeks, the awesome feeling of satisfaction I had, was familiar. I had practised feeling and 
living that day many times and when the day actually came, it was a familiar feeling.

Think of it like this: You’ve already achieved your goal, now you just have to follow through with the steps.

6. Get out of your own head
This one is huge and probably the biggest reason why people withdraw on own request (DOWR) from selection:

Perceived underperformance.

I can’t tell you how many people I’ve spoken to that have quit selection because they thought they weren’t doing well. They 
figured their performance wasn’t up to scratch and thought they wouldn’t be selected even if they finished. This lead to lack 
of confidence, extreme self-doubt and eventual withdrawal.

Listen up and listen well… selection is all about pressure. It’s about putting you under extreme exhaustion, physical and 
mental fatigue and constant stress. It’s about making you fail and feel like a failure. It’s about giving no feedback, positive or 
negative and seeing how you operate under those testing conditions.



Special Operations Command wants and needs self-motivated and confident individuals who don’t need constant praise and 
will get the job done no matter the circumstances.

Don’t quit because you think you’re not performing well. Keep going until the staff tells you they’ve had enough of you and 
not before. Most people I’ve witnessed pull off because of perceived underperformance were actually doing just fine.

Get out of your own head, prove your resolve and get the job done.

7. Train the body
Obviously, you need to be extremely fit for selection. The key is to train smart as well as hard and focus on the areas you need 
to. By completing your S.W.O.T. Analysis from above, you should now know your strengths and weakness.

Concentrate on maximising your strengths and combating your weakness. Be very aware of overtraining. Don’t think you can 
start doing a lot of kilometres of pack marching with heavy weight 18 months out from selection. You’ll just burn yourself out 
and potentially get injured.

On the other hand, if you’re a weapon at playing Call of Duty and have woken up one day and decided you “want to be a 
Commando” and think the direct recruiting scheme would be a great idea. Stop and first think if you can do 1 chin up. Yes, 
just one. If you can’t, think about it nice and hard as to whether it’s actually a good idea.

I have spoken to many guys who claim to want to become a Special Forces Soldier or Special Operations Police Officer. Young 
guys who really have no idea what they’re in for, which is a shame. Now I’m not saying that if you’re not up to the physical 
standards right now, that you should give up. What I am saying, however, is that if you have never really trained hard physica-
lly and one day suddenly think you want to be an SF soldier, to really think hard about it.

Think really hard about whether it is right for you or whether you’re simply getting caught up in the
romantic idea of it.
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8. Plan your training cycle
One of the biggest faults I see with people training for selection is that they go too hard too early. Like I mentioned above, if 
you start heavy training too far out from selection you’ll either get injured or you’ll turn up for selection already fatigued.

You must plan your training cycle to coincide with the Barrier Test and then the actual selection course. It’s best to train in 4-8 
week training blocks and ensure you conduct the proper “tapering” weeks to enable the body to rest, recover, adapt and 
improve.

Employing the mentality of continually pushing harder, further, faster, more, is a great recipe for injury, physical and mental 
fatigue and eventual failure.

Plan your training cycle. Train hard, but train smart.
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9. Don’t go into selection with an injury or illness

This should really go without saying, but I’m going to say it anyway. If you have an injury or you’re struck down with an illness 
close to the selection course, withdraw your application.

Selection is and will be the hardest thing you ever do (up until that point) and attempting it with an injury or illness won’t see 
you go very far. You’ll simply risk further injury and/or take a massive hit to your self-confidence and mindset when you have 
to withdraw.

I’ve seen many guys turn up to selection, not 100% physically ready… they didn’t last long. One guy, believe it or not, turned 
up to attempt selection after having broken his leg only 8 weeks prior. 8 weeks! He obviously didn’t get very far.

Don’t do it to yourself. If you’re injured or suffering an illness, save your body, save your mindset and withdraw your applica-
tion. Yes, it sucks, but that’s life. Take the hit and return even better prepared the next year.

10. Train exactly how you’re going to fight

This should also be a no-brainer, but it needs reinforcing. However you conduct your training in the weeks and months 
leading up to the Barrier Test and the selection course, continue with that exact same format on the day.

Training one particular way the entire training cycle and then changing it up during testing, will only cause disruption and 
potentially unforeseeable complications.
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11. Consider your supplementation schedule

Speaking of supplementation… there are many, many products on the market these days with extremely good marketing 
tactics. You don’t need to consume 20 different supplementation products to be physically primed for selection. Not only that, 
you don’t want to be so reliant on supplements during your training that you subsequently experience a physical low when 
they’re taken away.

By all means, take a few basic supplements, but taper accordingly leading into selection.

For example:

If you never eat breakfast before conducting your 3.2km run during training, don’t then decide to consume a large meal on 
the morning of the screen test.

If you only ever conduct the 400m swim test utilising breaststroke, don’t then try and swim it freestyle on the testing day.

I actually know a guy who consistently trained with very little supplementation support, but on the day of the 20km pack 
march test, decided to conceal a salt/electrolyte powder in his equipment and consume it during the march. He subsequently 
came down with severe cramping and failed the march. Not only was he a muppet for changing up his routine, but the very 
practice showcased an extreme lack of integrity.

Keep your routine consistent.
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12. Be comfortable in the water

If you’re not a competent swimmer, get lessons. Swimming is an important component of selection.

The last time I instructed on the Commando Selection course, 7 candidates in 1 pool session quit. Some of the pool sessions 
go for 3 hours, so you’ll need to be comfortable and competent in the water.

The water is also a Commando’s bread and butter so if you want to not only pass selection but be a proficient Commando, 
make sure your swimming is above standard.

This is true for any Special Operations unit.



13. Learn about the unit, the selection process and the reinfor-
cement cycle

You will be asked about the roles and responsibilities of the unit you want to be a part of. Know it in detail. The history and 
how it was formed and how it has changed over the years. What campaigns it has been a part of, who are the major players 
and personalities.

Find out about what you’re going to go through on selection. How is the selection process conducted and what is expected 
of you? And, if you are successful in passing selection, then what does the reinforcement cycle entail? What courses will you 
be completing and when?

This will ensure you are fully prepared and conduct your training accordingly.

This will not only show the unit selection staff that you are serious about joining and professional in your approach, but it will 
also give you a clear understanding of the unit you want to be a part of and if it is actually what you really want.

14. Learn from subject matter experts

Who can you learn from to aid you in your attempt? Who are the subject matter experts? Do you know anyone who has been 
in the unit? Military or Police recruiters? Mates who have served or are currently serving? Someone who has previously 
attempted selection?

Reach out to those who can help.
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15. Ensure you’re skilled at basic soldiering

Your soldier skills need to be at their peak. You need to be proficient at navigation, first aid, weapons and weapon safety, all 
arms call for fire and ratel.

If you get lost and don’t get enough checkpoints during the navigation phase, you’ll be removed from course.

If you have a safety breach, you’ll be removed from course.

If you display poor knowledge of basic soldier skills, you more then likely won’t pass selection.

Take the time to learn these basic skills. After all, you’re attempting to join a professional, motivated and fast-paced Special 
Operations unit.
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16. Expect knockbacks

Every plan has setbacks, roadblocks or hurdles that get in your way. I don’t remember any mission overseas that went exactly 
the way we wanted. This is why we would bulletproof our mission.

Bulletproofing your mission by creating your ‘actions on’ is a Military term used to determine your actions if and when 
something in your plan goes wrong. And it will.

Creating your ‘actions on’ is a great way to feel confident in your plan and your ability to overcome any setbacks. Determining 
what might go wrong in your plan and how to overcome the roadblock will ensure that when the time comes, you won’t 
panic. You will have a detailed action to combat the roadblock and get you back on your mission path as quickly as possible.

What are you going to do if you encounter roadblocks through your plan? What are your actions to deal with that scenario?

Make a list.
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17. Learn how to cope with stress

You’re going to be tested on selection many, many times. You don’t want to be that guy who finishes the course but doesn’t 
get selected due to his outbursts of anger and inability to handle stress.

I know you’re probably thinking, “I would never do that, no way.” Well, trust me when I say I’ve seen it happen many times. 
Tiredness, hunger, cold, being wet and exhaustion all amplify stress levels to unbearable breaking points. Some guys get 
pushed a little too far.

A simple, but highly effective way to ease the tension and calm yourself down is to breathe. A few big deep breaths will go a 
long way to easing the tension and potentially helping you actually pass selection.

Try the combat or tactical breathing method.

For a count of 4 breathe in,
Hold for a count of 4,
Breathe out for a count of 4,
Hold out for a count of 4.

Repeat as many times as needed to calm yourself.

18. Don’t be the DS watcher

Every selection course has at least one of these guys, the DS watcher. The DS or directing staff watcher is the guy who acts 
low key by saying and doing very little until the selection staff appear, and then they come to life! They’ll all of a sudden be 
barking orders, attempting to take charge by being pro-active and making a big scene.
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19. Improve your situational awareness (SA)

Situational Awareness is the ability to identify, process, and comprehend the critical elements of information about what is 
happening in your immediate vicinity.

More simply, it’s knowing what is going on around you.

Situational Awareness is a key attribute in Special Operations training. It’s probably the number one attribute potential 
candidates are assessed on throughout the Selection process.

And for good reason…

Special Operations units mainly utilise live fire training to prepare accurately for operational deployments. During this training, 
we conduct ‘run-throughs’ within the room floor combat range all with live rounds. We engage targets in a 360-degree arc 
and fire rounds within inches of our team members. All this conducted in visually restrictive S10 respirators or gas masks.

Start developing your situational awareness now. Be diligent about what’s happening around you. Process the information 
that’s being presented to you and see things before they happen.

This guy is a wanker. Don’t be him.

The DS watcher will always be found out, even if it’s by all the other candidates and not the selection staff. If it’s the selection 
staff, your days are numbered. If it’s the other candidates and you happen to actually get through selection, you’ll then carry 
the “DS watcher” nametag with you into the unit… and that’s very hard to drop.

You’re on selection for a reason: to see if you have what it takes to become part of an elite fighting unit. You’re not there to 
fake it. You’re not there to try and be someone you’re not.

You’ll be judged on certain attributes and traits with teamwork and integrity being front and center. If you don’t possess 
these, reconsider your application. Understand why you’re on selection and be the team player everyone wants in their team.
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20. Improve your emotional intelligence (EQ)

This will help you deal with the rigours of selection and not get kicked off due to your inability to deal with stressful circum-
stances.

How can you improve your EQ? By incorporating my 6 Elements of Emotional Intelligence:

1. Self-awareness - start to identify your feelings and emotions. This will help you begin to realise who you really are and is a 
great step towards making emotionally intelligent decisions based on reason and understanding.

2. Emotional acknowledgement - why are you feeling a certain way? Happy, sad, angry, frustrated. Acknowledging your 
emotions will enable you to move forward quickly from negative emotions and replicate positive ones.

3. Self-assessment & Self-control - What are your emotional strengths and weaknesses and how can you control them 
better? Both negative and positive emotions.

4. Empathy - start to be aware of and endeavour to understand others emotions. This will help you gain better insight and 
perspective into your own emotions.

5. Motivation - See the benefit of long-term thinking and or planning and try to forgo any immediate satisfaction in lieu of 
future success and overall satisfaction.

6. Humility - With confidence comes humility. Put in the work you know you have to, in doing so you won’t feel the need 
gloat. Stay humble.
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21. Remember, it will always end

Many people pull off selection because they can’t keep the end game in sight. They get caught up in the immediate pain of 
the 2-3 hour tough physical training sessions. Remember, that brutal PT session, just like selection, will eventually end… it 
can’t go on forever.

Take it one step at a time and focus on the immediate task at hand. Whether that’s staying afloat in a 3-hour pool session or 
sucking in the big ones during a torsion bar hill sprint session. As hard as it is at that very moment, it will eventually end.

Conclusion:
Selection is tough, but not impossible. Don’t overthink it. LISTEN to what is being asked or directed of you and do it. Simple. 
The work done within a Special Operations unit is hard but very exciting and truly rewarding.

If you want to be successful at Special Operations selection, then don’t leave anything to chance. Start applying these tips and 
your chances of success will be dramatically improved. If you need any help or have any questions, please contact 
rhys@operatoredge.com or visit www.operatoredge.com.


