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The sharp edge of performance is produced via an often ­beautiful interplay and entanglement of both mental and physical exertion. Whereas a conditioned mind can carry the body through fatigue and injury, when the mind falls out of sync with the demands of the body and the ­environment – due to a lack of self-awareness, monitoring and ­mitigation – you can forget about your wellbeing, the maintenance of ­performance and thus your pursuit of success.


Gareth Timmins




Introduction


In early 2013, I was in the midst of a frightening and uncontrollable mental health disorder. While waiting to deploy to Afghanistan, as a hostile environment Close Protection Operator, I felt anything but the elite soldier and public perception of a Royal Marines Commando. As a result of cognitive burnout – fuelled by a history of obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD) – I was experiencing vivid and disturbing intrusive thoughts, an unrelenting torment that shattered my sense of who I was and made my perceived identity a fraud.


Ten years of pushing myself relentlessly to achieve and assure prosperity by ‘applying resilience’ had now created a monster of mental debilitation. Seven years after leaving Commando Training Centre Royal Marines (CTCRM) successfully, I suddenly found myself a shadow of my former self. What was once a finely tuned mindset was now creating depictions of my death and mortality at will, without warning and in the most bizarre ways conceivable.


How on earth did it come to this? After everything: all the training, the personal investment and a lifetime’s exposure to elite environments that demanded resilience and the very best performance outcomes. How did I arrive here in such a dark, frightening and fragile mental state? More to the point, could it have been avoided?


Three years ago, when I mapped out the seven phases in this book, I did so because I felt I could have done things better to cushion my own fall into burnout. At the end of a long day, we are only human, confined by an organic, fragile body and a cognitive processing system that is subconsciously aware of this fragility. By understanding that the application of indefinite resilience and sustained focus is fraught with unacknowledged limitations, and thus unforeseen dangers, we can arm ourselves with the tools needed to maximise performance while safeguarding our mental health.


This book documents a handful of life experiences and important lessons I have learned since leaving CTCRM and my journey to discover what it takes to maintain peak performance at an elite level. How our state of mind is not a constant but rather a fluid cycle of seven mindsets. A process of self-regulation that, once understood and managed, means you can reach the peak of performance and stay there, or recover quicker from burnout and regain high-performing behavioural alignment to remain on course.


The 0.1% Academy is a place where you will discover how to build a relentless pursuit and thirst for growth and achievement while exploring, via psychological lessons and analysis, the cognitive impact sustained when faced with challenges. As we do so, I will share my personal experiences of moments of stark realisation, career disillusionment, life-changing transitions and the emergence of mental illness through a lack of effective mitigation.


I will share research and applications for establishing cognitive stability when performing at an elite level in any sport or profession, and explore how to perform better for longer while upholding our mental wellbeing. We will learn that success itself can be ugly and often leave battle scars, but that a continuous journey to goal fulfilment, working through the success mindset cycle, can be perpetually rewarding.


I did very badly at school. I could not read fluently until I was in my teens and even then I found it incredibly difficult to stand up in class and read a paragraph or a page out loud. Two things were at play. First, I could neither concentrate nor keep still, and every single parents’ evening and school report concluded with: ‘Gareth is easily distracted.’ Second, I was totally focused on rugby being my future career and on becoming a professional player. These two things combined to sabotage my education and left me wondering whether I was intelligent or not.


When I reached my twenties, I was often credited with being switched on and somehow different from others. I picked things up very quickly without the need for additional support or training. I enjoyed deep conversations and was always trying to work out ways in which we could improve ourselves from a human performance perspective. I was also very keen on my personal development. While my colleagues in the Marines or in private security would sit and watch movies, I took courses and read about businesses or how to make money.


At around the age of twenty-eight, I decided to see if I could cut it academically. I had already completed the hardest physical (and arguably mental) course in the world and I wanted to explore whether I could complete one of the hardest academic courses in the world, so I embarked on Forensic Psychology. In an attempt to innovate, I wanted to merge security risk management with forensic psychology; to focus more on human behaviour and the social issues or psychological mechanisms that promoted criminal or terrorist activities.


Going to university gave me the opportunity to investigate my thoughts and ideas and then articulate them through my writing, as well as equipping me with a fundamental understanding of psychology, social science and the construct of human behaviour. However, there did not seem to be much appetite to explore new approaches in the field of security and forensic psychology. Although I was eternally grateful for the academic journey, I began to feel that it was not a fully worthwhile professional venture.


In 2015, I worked as head of global security for a venture capital start-up in Mayfair, London. I became very close to the CEO and he learned of my interest in creativity and entrepreneurialism. As a result, for Christmas he bought me tickets to attend the ‘Unleash the Power Within’ convention headed up by Tony Robbins at the ExCel exhibition centre, in London.


While the experience was intensive and in some parts quite extreme, Tony said one thing during the weekend that sparked a chain reaction in me:




Everyone in this room has at least one thing they know they should be doing; one thing that if they committed to it and saw it through, would positively change the course of their lives … I want you to write down what that is and if you do, you must commit to seeing it through [and] making it come to fruition!





I wrote down: ‘Write up the diary entries and bring the book to life.’ This would later be published as my first book, Becoming the 0.1%. That title referred to probably the best Royal Marines advert ever: ‘99.9% Need Not Apply’. This was an actual statistic in 2003, representing the odds of success from walking into a recruiting office to reaching the end of training and getting a coveted Green Beret. Only 0.1% (1/1000) made it through the process from start to finish. It is also the mindset under the microscope and behind this second book, The 0.1% Academy.


When I look back now, it is obvious that university came at a pivotal moment in my life. Upon meeting my literary agent in early 2020, I had just completed my studies when he challenged me to include a lesson for the reader at the end of each chapter, one that they could use to nourish their lives. I was only able to extract the teachings within each week of the diary due to the unbelievable coincidence of studying psychology and gaining a rich understanding of human behaviour, but also gaining the ability to impart that knowledge with the pen and merge it with my own experience to share what I had learned.


My ultimate aim in The 0.1% Academy is to dispel our socially constructed understanding about elite or growth mindsets and equip you with the awareness, understanding and skills to find and maintain your own successful outcomes for longer. We will do this by exploring the pitfalls to avoid and then by working through a practical programme of steps to configure your optimum success mindset cycle.


From early childhood and throughout our lives, many of us will strive constantly to improve ourselves – to dismantle or refine the person we are and will become. Despite educational status, there is a sense of general understanding known as folk psychology that a certain ‘mindset’ or outlook on life is not only responsible for success but essential if someone is to reach their goals.


For me, developing an elite mindset that delivers success requires the interplay of two qualities: the innate, inherited genetically from our parents and ancestors, along with the culture(s) and experiences we are exposed to during our lifetime. In recent years, ‘mindset’ has become a hot topic, with many people wanting to understand and apply these qualities to enhance their lives. The qualities under the microscope are usually those that produce the extraordinary – whether that is through the resilient military mindset, learning from the behavioural habits of elite sporting professionals, or gaining insights and lifestyle coaching from high-achieving business CEOs or world-renowned innovators.


Performing at your optimum level, whether mental, physical or an intertwining of both, is an outcome that captures the imagination of everyone, regardless of their sporting background, intelligence or appetite for physical exertion. If someone is manipulating the mind to produce truly remarkable results or physical capabilities, we are intrigued to know how they achieved it so that we might do the same.


However, while chasing down the idyllic, elite mindset that underpins such outcomes, we fail to acknowledge and appreciate its limitations. A reality that no matter where we fall on the mindset spectrum, once it has been acquired and calibrated to achieve the desired outcome, it is never stable or robust enough to assure repeated and unimpeded success. It requires constant maintenance, investment and the ‘manipulation’ of self-regulation to remain finely tuned.


In many ways, the safeguarding of our minds is no different from the intricate care and strategy given to a Formula One car during a Grand Prix race. Despite the perceived embodiment of resilience in elite mindsets from folk psychology, I believe that mindset is constantly in transit and often elusive, therefore mental health issues are never too far away.


This book uncovers the fluidity of elite mindsets by looking at seven stages through a personal dissection of the ‘growth mindset’, exploring one overarching goal or repeated success cycle. In doing so, this book hopes to dispel the popular culture’s perspective surrounding the perceived resilience and plasticity of such mental states. It explores the internal conflict that is created for some individuals by exposure to highly competitive, high-stake occupations and environments, and highlights how this can result in mental fatigue and even mental illness if management is neglected.


In 2020, I founded Nought Point One, an emerging functional fitness clothing brand and performance hub, focusing on disciplines such as CrossFit, Hyrox and other extreme sports, inspired by the operational requirements of the Royal Marines. The brand specialises in distinctive activewear as well as self-help and smart-thinking publications, along with mindset coaching and training programming for the military, high-intensity competitions and running events.


As I look forward, I have started preparing the premise for Book Three, while exploring PhD research with the University of Surrey. The topic under investigation is how to ‘Gauge Atmospherics’ in our environment. In particular, how hostile environments and high-threat social encounters influence our psychology and initial behavioural response, informing instant and effective decision-making via the removal of ‘top-down’ bias to ensure survival during hostile or life-threatening situations.


Through the usage and lens of Augmented Reality (AR), we plan to simulate hostile situations in controlled settings to see if we can elicit such phenomena within corporate environments, to facilitate better decision-making practices and thus contribute to corporate innovation.


Nought Point One is quite literally an organic manifestation of being on this journey of self-help and performance, working with key organisations such as KIA Motors, Caterpillar, National Highways, Leeds Rhinos, Doncaster College and the University of Surrey. In addition, Nought Point One supports elite human endeavours striving to make a difference to the planet and its inhabitants.


Gareth Timmins, 2024




CHAPTER ONE


The Misconception of Elite Mindsets


Since leaving the Royal Marines in 2011, I have found the perceived identity difficult, if not impossible, to shift. Upon completing training and during my time in the Royal Marines, I revelled in the public’s impression of this Marine identity: often deemed fearless, with an ability to kill at will utilising all manner of objects and, bizarrely, to manipulate anyone to the point of death with our bare hands. The reality could not be further from the truth.


The fact is that completing Royal Marines training equips you with an unbelievable mindset, which is underpinned by self-confidence. That is incredibly powerful. As a by-product, you also get a truly mind-blowing level of fitness. Upon finishing training, Royal Marines recruits are said to possess fitness levels within the top 1 per cent in the world, in the same category as elite Olympic athletes. Yes, we receive intensive training to execute the role requirements and responsibilities, but we do not leave Commando Training Centre as experts in unarmed combat. In fact, the Hollywood depictions of hand-to-hand combat are a fraud.


Arguably, such misplaced presumptions of identity serve a young Marine well during their more youthful years within society. However, for me, with maturity and ever-changing life circumstances, there came an eventual decision to leave the Royal Marines, which sparked a tricky period of transition back into society. At this stage, the concept of this Marine identity – the ruthless, mindless killer – became a hugely damaging and frustrating disadvantage to my successful reintegration into civilian life.


Frustratingly, although I left the Royal Marines some thirteen years ago, people still place that occupation front and centre when analysing me. In nearly all my social encounters or within the workplace, despite having done other occupations for much longer, that Marine identity remains rigid in people’s minds. It has consistently overshadowed nearly all my subsequent life endeavours – often detrimentally – to potential employers. People naturally assume I will not be fazed by any physical conflict and that in some way I am emotionless and thus unempathetic.


Ultimately, people arrive at one conclusion: ‘He’s intimidating.’ Such words are not uttered, but I know that those alarm bells have sounded subconsciously. This is the result of a perception of military personnel being robotic – the belief that they cannot operate and think independently without following orders – leading to the ultimate evaluation that I am therefore ‘not the correct fit for corporate environments’.


A few years ago, I worked for a digital NHS provider and encountered two biased presumptions. First, when I displayed empathy for others, it was immediately commented on. I was told, ‘I’m quite shocked how empathetic you are towards others and how well you adapt and thrive in different social situations and encounters.’


Another one came when I was dismissed by the organisation for reasons out of my direct control. During a debrief, I was informed of the reasons for dismissal. While responding to the claims, I was met with this comment: ‘I am sure a man with your background and given what you have experienced won’t be fazed or affected by this decision given what you must have been through in your life to date … therefore, I don’t feel that bad delivering this news.’


Although it was grossly inaccurate to assume such a thing, the comments were grounded in stereotypical arrogance: a false belief insinuating that I lacked intellect or emotional bearing and had become desensitised to what was deemed a non-life-threatening situation. A misjudgement we often attach to people who undertake taboo or extraordinary occupations.


The truth is, I once believed the same misrepresentation.


I joined the Royal Marines when I was twenty years old. Until that point, I believed mindset was fixed once a particular prescription of thinking was achieved through experience – you could argue this is a universal inference. For example, I wholeheartedly assumed upon reaching the end of training and becoming a Royal Marines Commando that I would become so mentally resilient that I could deal with all of life’s challenges without becoming stressed and showing emotion. But more so, that this prescription of thinking would endure.


Much of my early misunderstanding about the rigidity of mindset derived from a common portrayal embodied in nearly all 1980s’ and 1990s’ action war films. For example, Rambo, starring Sylvester Stallone, where the main character is seemingly unfazed and unemotional to the point of vacancy when confronted with all types of war, conflict and the often drastically unequal survival dynamics. Naively, I figured this fictional depiction of mindset to be attainable – a crucial factor I deemed to be an absolute necessity if I was to achieve my future life ambitions. That was why I aspired to join the Royal Marines.


However, throughout the subsequent ten months of elite military training, I arrived at an uncomfortable realisation: my emotions could not simply be turned off. Despite all the arduous training, they required consistent regulation. I still had to control my personal anxieties and manage my fears – two emotions at the latter stages of training that I had presumed would naturally become vacant.


That said, the intensive course requirements demanded that recruits learn how to manage their emotional responses in order to navigate their way successfully through the often crippling adversity posed by training, while bearing the daily burden of the fear of failure.


Unknowingly, this process was building what I call ‘intrinsic self-confidence’ – the type that forms when you finally back yourself to get out of a tough situational exposure and to do so with consistency, without the need for external encouragement. The by-product of which is the self-assuring knowledge one is handed by experience that allows the recruits to trust themselves implicitly, to overcome any obstacle or challenge that stands before them. For me, that is the key to success.


While the emotional alert bells still sounded for all of us towards the end of Commando Training, the remaining recruits embodied a sense of comfort in the self, knowing that they had the mental tools to succeed despite fatigue, injury and overwhelming adversity. Quite frankly, we had become temporarily desensitised to withstand the cognitive pain and through a process of mental conditioning, we were able to endure the repetitive suffering elicited by that raw and brutal exposure.


Nonetheless, to my astonishment, by the end of the course I was not Rambo – vacant and unemotional. I was human, still wrestling with my emotions like anyone else, while trying desperately to achieve composure in order to complete the infamous Commando Tests.


Faulty misconceptions about mindset are not confined solely to the military. We are often guilty of the same misjudgements when it comes to sporting athletes, or those in any other profession that demands an extraordinary mental resilience.


For example, Simone Biles, arguably the greatest female gymnast of all time, dramatically withdrew during the 2020 Tokyo Olympics due to a ‘mental block’. She stated that this was due to the ‘twisties’, a frightening state of dissociation between body position and the ground, elicited by a feeling of being lost in the air.


Despite Simone’s sudden lack of confidence and the anxiety that ensued, many could not accept how an elite athlete (doing what must come easy) could suffer from this and quickly cast negative judgement on her motive for withdrawal. High-profile journalist Piers Morgan appeared to lead the charge on Twitter, ruthlessly accusing Biles of being a poor role model. He even published an article in the Daily Mail in which he said: ‘Sorry, Simone Biles, but there’s nothing heroic or brave about quitting because you’re not having “fun” – you let down your teammates, your fans and your country.’1


Although shockingly inaccurate and grossly naive from a psychological perspective, Morgan’s standpoint, and that of others who commented in support, was seemingly fuelled by a presumption of Simone’s mindset being stable and robust. In a sense, they believed it to be immovable from delivering results, but more so impregnable to emotion, external pulls and adversity. Thus, Morgan’s judgement was flawed by an assessment of how he thought someone should feel or act based on their occupation or level of success.


We are all guilty to varying degrees of hatching such delusions when attempting to evaluate the lives of others. It is a generalised bias we fall victim to when attempting to assess our own standing within society or a social peer group, by comparing ourselves to others as a measure to quantify our own self-worth.2 The problem is that this discounts individual variation and uniqueness and thus underplays their/our personally held flaws, which often lie hidden under the summit of success.


The distortion of success


What is fascinating about observing elite world-class athletes at work is that we almost always fail to acknowledge that they must also have to manage their personal lives and issues. It is an often delicate balance that requires an element of emotional control and self-regulation in order to orchestrate brilliance on the biggest stages.


Arguably, as we witness such amazing feats of human ability, we appear to find it incomprehensible that successful people can also be experiencing ‘everyday’ personal distractions or performance inhibitors. These could be relationship problems, family concerns, or personal issues such as a temporary mental health crisis or the self-harm that often follows, like addiction.


We fall victim to two inextricable false beliefs. We equate success with happiness and naturally assume that people who have achieved a degree of success – often above ours – must have their life in order: a life of harmony, void of distraction and drama. After all, they appear to excel so effortlessly in their given field, it goes without saying that they must excel in all other aspects of their life. Right?


At the same time, if we dare to acknowledge the potential impact of external stress factors on performance, then we presume elite mindsets are in some way resilient and therefore transport such individuals through life unimpeded by external pulls. Almost as if they are so focused and mentally tough, the mundane does not matter or affect them. After all, they are hugely successful, often well known and undoubtably wealthy by default, so what is there to be stressed or depressed about?


The shock comes when someone highly successful in the public eye speaks out or gets exposed. In these moments, we are treated to a unique look into their personal lives through the unrelenting lens of media coverage. It is only then that we become aware of the fragility of their success and as a result we can relate in some way as their cloak of invincibility falls. These exceptional individuals, who are experiencing episodes of mental instability, or may have engaged in misconduct, appear to undergo a process of humanisation as their pedestal cracks.


In January 2022, the former UFC middleweight champion Robert Whittaker fought reigning UFC world champion Israel Adesanya for the second time. Although Whittaker also lost for the second time, during the post-fight press conference, UFC president Dana White commented on Whittaker’s mindset during their first fight. He said, ‘It was clear in their first fight that he had things going on at home, he had a poor camp and wasn’t fully prepared.’


Not only did I find this admission fascinating due to the magnitude of their first fight and the stakes at play, but it highlighted that no matter who you are, or how big the occasion, negative distractions and uncontrollable external events do not discriminate. They can come at the most inappropriate times and infiltrate even the strongest minds, derailing focus and leading to poor preparation and undesired outcomes, regardless of one’s status or occupation.


Yet whether we choose to admit it or not, the demise of those in such positions of privilege can afford a glimmer of hope, in some morally wrongful but comforting way – a momentary invitation for us to fantasise about the potential of our own capabilities.


I find this particularly tragic, not because we appear to revel in the downfall of others achieving more than us, but because we do not believe we are capable of such greatness until we observe the fragility in others. We believe that innate talent and good fortune belong to the ‘rest’ and as a consequence we never fully explore what lies dormant within ourselves.


Take my mother, for example. On the day of my first book’s publication and throughout the brief media interest that ensued, she often said, ‘These things don’t happen to people like us.’


People like us? Why, are we not worthy?


Although repackaged, the above comment also shares this yielding assumption:


‘The only way I’ll be a millionaire is if I win the lottery.’


With respect, I find such statements to be a cop-out. They allude to a complete and utter lack of self-confidence and personal value, a remarkable void of self-understanding and perceived capability. They confirm a reluctance to take risks and meet adversity head on, to realise fully what these people are capable of achieving. They are afraid of failing and as a result they remain at baseline, assuring ultimate emotional comfort, where cognitive resources and behavioural output remain in first gear.


The tragedy is in failing to acknowledge the inextricable relationship between success and failure; that one cannot exist without the other. Remarkably, the box containing a world of self-discovery and possible opportunity is kept closed by our very own hands. We lock ourselves in through a lack of self-confidence and without the courage to dream big. Over time, we lose the child within us – a belief in magic and an appetite to fly – and as a result, we never believe we are ready until it is too late.


In summary


So why did I open with this chapter? For two crucial reasons that aim to tee up the main concept of this book.


First, we tend to believe that once a certain mindset has been built and calibrated to achieve success, it remains fixed, like a blueprint that has been printed in permanent marker. In reality, mindset is constantly in transit and requires discipline, sacrifice and flexibility in order to remain on point and to adapt to the ever-changing circumstances and demands of our environment.


Second, I hope to demonstrate that through hard work, commitment and ‘healthy’ consistency, mindset can be positively manipulated, refocused and conditioned to facilitate success.


KEY POINTS




	Challenge your beliefs. Take measured steps or plan an approach towards something that will challenge your resolve. For example, undertake the initial stages of applying for a new course, or start prepping to attend the gym, or aligning diet with training goals or lifestyle aspirations.


	If there is something you know you want to achieve, an itch that needs scratching, write it down and deconstruct it. For example, work backwards through a process of ‘inverted thinking’ from a visualisation of ‘arriving’ at the end goal and develop a strategic path back towards where you are now. Then, very slowly, start to align your behaviour and formulate the establishment of solid, consistent routines.


	Once you make a commitment, you must also make a personal pact with yourself to see it though regardless of anything. In 2016, mine was to write and publish Becoming the 0.1%.


	Finally, even at baseline, you are strong enough to harness the resolve to overcome hard things, develop self-confidence through tailored goal-aligned exposure, build resilience (cognitive endurance) and form new behavioural habits in direct alignment with your aspirations for success.







CHAPTER TWO


Mindset Development and Ability


Throughout my teenage years, from striving to become a professional rugby league player to then changing course and becoming a Royal Marines Commando, I was fascinated by the specific, albeit subjective, ingredients that make some people excel and find success among a body of like-minded and competitive talent.


What propels only a select few forward to reach that elusive, collectively held goal when, arguably, most have received the same training, engaged in the correct practices, and been exposed to the right coaches, mentors and environments?


I can vividly remember being the most talented up-and-coming player at Hunslet RLFC, who are based at South Leeds Stadium, in Leeds. That statement makes me cringe slightly, but it was the reality. I was very much a big fish in a little pond. Then I went to Leeds Rhinos in the Super League, the top level of British rugby league, and was surrounded by some remarkable examples of talent.


There was a saying back then that accounted for the vast difference in game speed, player and team cohesive ability, and overall game quality in the Super League: ‘First division clubs train you to play first division, whereas Super League clubs train you to play Super League.’ There was no truer reality and this was absolutely evident for a player transitioning up or down and for any spectator free from bias. Exactly the same sport, but worlds apart in every facet of the game.


Funding aside, which arguably underpinned the vast difference, it came down to the facilities, the time spent training and the quality of coaching, with specific coaches for attack, defence and other key tactical positions. Yes, the elite teams within the Super League attracted and nurtured the best, but the environment and the ‘badge’ (club logo) made them 30 per cent better, coupled with the techniques and strategic planning that were implemented at that level. Super League was and still is full-time, whereas first division and below are part-time.


The former two-division UFC world champion Daniel Cormier often refers to this same statistic while calling championship fights in the UFC. During his post-fight analysis, he has stated that once someone becomes a UFC champion, they automatically become 30 per cent better and this further widens the gap between the elite of the elite: the champion and the number one contender.


How is that possible? Although arguably immeasurable and thus subjective, it is undoubtedly a thing. The answer is Intrinsic Self-Confidence, the ultimate self-realising and defining moment of one’s own ability and possibility, coupled with peer pressure and expectation. According to Chris Oliver, a former Royal Marines mountain leader and member of the UK Special Forces (UKSF, commonly referred to as ‘the service’ by those within), peer pressure plays a vital role in the UKSF: ‘The company you keep is so important. The peer pressure to perform in “the service” and not let your teammates down is on another level, so we naturally out-perform anyone else for longer, as long as it takes.’


Within the Super League, some players visibly excelled. In terms of seamless ability, Danny McGuire stood alone – his body positioning, agility and balance in conjunction with ball manipulation were collectively flawless in execution. When observed in all exceptional sporting stars, such behavioural manifestations appear to embody something special, regardless of one’s particular appetite for a given sporting discipline.
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