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      Praise for Puddle Jumpers

      “Brandon Webb has cracked the code: Real resilience isn’t built by pushing kids harder, but by giving them the space and support to trust themselves, discover what lights them up, and grow through challenge. Puddle Jumpers is the practical guide for building the kind of inner confidence that helps kids withstand whatever pressures come their way—from school, from peers, from a culture that tells them they’re never enough.”

      —Jennifer Breheny Wallace, author of New York Times bestseller Never Enough

      “Puddle Jumpers is the rare parenting book that doesn’t preach—it equips.”

      —Kristina Partsinevelos, CNBC Nasdaq correspondent and mom

      “Years ago, I told Brandon to write a book about parenting. I wanted to see lessons from such a fantastic parent shared with the world. What he shares here will not only make you a better parent but a better version of yourself.”

      —Kamal Ravikant, author of Love Yourself Like Your Life Depends on It

      “Part SEAL toughness, part entrepreneurial ingenuity, and all wrapped in fatherly love—Puddle Jumpers offers a fresh approach to parenting. It’s about raising kids who embrace challenges, grow resilient through adversity, and discover the confidence to chart their own path.”

      —Dr. Chloe Carmichael, PhD, licensed clinical psychologist and USA Today bestselling author

      “Puddle Jumpers is a powerful reminder that resilience is not innate but taught, day by day, in the small moments that shape a life. Brandon Webb brings the precision of an elite operator and the honesty of a devoted father to the hard, necessary work of raising capable, grounded kids in a chaotic world.”

      —Elliot Ackerman, New York Times bestselling author, Marine veteran, and recipient of the Silver Star, the Bronze Star for Valor, and the Purple Heart

      “Former Navy SEAL Brandon Webb does it again! Only this time, instead of lessons on how to survive the dangerous war zones of Afghanistan and Iraq, he guides the reader through the most important ‘Special Op’ of all . . . successfully parenting (and co-parenting) children in a world with perhaps more land mines than in an actual war. And, in typical Webb style, he communicates his message with grace, humor, and solid how-to wisdom that will help today’s parents raise their offspring to be ready and equipped to live their best and most successful lives possible! This book is truly a gift that will benefit generations to come.”

      —Bob Burg, coauthor (with John David Mann) of the international bestseller The Go-Giver

      “Brandon Webb has a rare gift for turning life’s toughest lessons into wisdom we can all use. His new book isn’t just a story; it’s a masterclass in resilience, leadership, and living with purpose. If you want to learn what it takes to thrive when the stakes are high, this is the book to read.”

      —Jairek Robbins, performance coach and bestselling author
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      To every parent out there, single, married, divorced, co-parent, foster, adoptive, step, or simply someone who stepped up when no one else did. This one’s for you.

    

  
    
      
        Puddle Jumper

        noun | [pud’l jum’pər]

        Definition: Brave, joy-seeking souls, especially children, who leap into life’s messy, muddy moments with full-hearted abandon.

      

      They see a half-frozen mud puddle and run for it, not from it. They’re not scared of getting dirty, falling down, or looking like a lunatic while chasing what lights them up.

      They live fully, laugh loudly, and don’t flinch at a little chaos. They remind the rest of us—especially those adults hardened by the years, careers, and endless to-do lists—that true happiness isn’t found in the clean, controlled parts of life. It’s found mid-jump, covered in mud, grinning like a little maniac.

      That’s a puddle jumper.

      And I’d take a team full of them any day.
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Foreword


      

      As we stood there watching the second tower fall on TV, Brandon looked at me and said, “I have to go.”

      I was shocked, yet I knew in my heart exactly what he meant. This was what he, and all of the SEAL Teams, had been training for. Not even twenty-four hours later, we had named our soon-to-be-born son, and Brandon was off to war. I was seven months pregnant with our first child, unsure of when I would ever see my husband again.

      Life tends to test you in ways you could never imagine—tests that push you to your breaking point but also free you when you rise stronger from them. Parenting—and co-parenting—tests you in similar ways. It takes patience, communication, and above all, respect. Brandon and I have a deep appreciation for each other as co-parents.

      This book comes from a place of wanting to help other parents be their best, no matter their circumstances. It’s honest, practical, and rooted in lived experience, not theory. If you are a parent, I hope you take what you find here to heart. And if you are a divorced co-parent, I hope it reminds you how vital it is to lift each other up along this lifelong journey we call parenting.

      —Gretchen Maybee

    

  
    
      
        
Introduction


      

      We’d just come off the mountain after a great, long day on the slopes, legs smoked, everyone ready to chill out. While slogging through the parking lot back to my car, gear dangling off every limb, the youngest of my three kids, Tyler, spots it: a half-frozen puddle of slush and mud, so gnarly it looked as if it had its own ecosystem. I can still picture his face lighting up as he started running straight for it with the delight of a dog chasing a tennis ball.

      Tired, cold, and looking forward to getting home in front of the fireplace, my default parent mode kicked in, ready to shut it down. I opened my mouth to snap, “Don’t even think about it, T-Man!” But I suddenly stopped myself.

      Why? Because in that split second, I realized something. By stopping him, I wasn’t protecting him. I wasn’t helping him. I wasn’t really looking out for him at all. I was projecting my own adult hang-ups—the inevitable mess, the inconvenience of a drenched six-year-old on the drive home, the extra laundry, him looking ridiculous. Instead, I had to ask myself an important question all parents must ask themselves at times: Why the hell not?

      So as he looked over his shoulder, I took a deep breath, smiled, and said, “Get after it, dude!” He launched in full send mode. Whooouush! Muddy ice slush all over his clothes and face, laughing like the little maniac he still is today. And that’s when it hit me: These are the kind of kids I want to raise. Those who jump into life, not around it. I want to raise puddle jumpers, kids who aren’t afraid to get dirty in pursuit of a joyful life.

      As parents, we’ve got to check ourselves. Too often, we’re shutting down our kids, not just out of our unfounded concerns or personal bias, but because we’re dragging around our own baggage: fear of judgment, need for control, leftover perfectionism from childhood.

      That day, I almost stomped out my kid’s curiosity. But I caught myself. I let him jump into the mud, and boy am I glad I did, because this wasn’t just about letting a kid be a kid—it was about clearing the runway to land. I’ve had some incredible jobs in my life, from Navy SEAL to entrepreneur, but being a dad tops them all. It’s the one role that humbles you, teaches you, and pays you back in moments like this—muddy boots, wide smiles, and a reminder that you’re the luckiest guy on earth.

      
        Clearing the Runway

        At twenty-eight, I became the head instructor of the US Navy SEAL sniper course. But over the next few years, even as I achieved the peak of my SEAL career, teaching the next generation of elite snipers, I started to feel the cost of that life. My marriage was on the rocks, and I could see the distance growing between me and my kids. After living on adrenaline during thirteen years of go-go-go deployments, followed by demanding ninety-hour work weeks as a sniper instructor, I had to face a hard truth: If I wanted any kind of future with my children, I needed to make a change. So I made the most difficult call of my life—I left the Teams. I chose my family over the Navy, knowing that no mission, no matter how critical, was more important than being there for my kids.

        What I never expected was that the same mental management techniques I’d learned and used to teach deadly SEAL snipers would also apply to my transition to civilian life, along with all the land mines I’d encounter on the way: the loss of my first business, my entire life savings destroyed, divorce, and all the time spent trying to be a good father to my three children.

        The core principles of being a great sniper align with those of any effective mental management program for performance, such as with sports: visualization (or mental rehearsal), a positive outlook in all situations, self-image management, and positive verbal cues. (The big difference, of course, is that missing a shot in, say, basketball is not a life-or-death situation.) As a dad, I’ve used these principles, along with my background as a former helicopter crewman and later pilot, to develop my own style of parenting. This proved to be an incredible tool and parenting hack for me as a divorced father of three.

        My children are all different in their own ways. The oldest, Jackson, has always been interested in computers, math, debate club, music, and chess. He’s more calculated and thoughtful in his decisions. Madison is in the middle, the creative one of the family and brave in everything she does. Tyler is the youngest; he’s also great at math, though not very interested in academics, and sportier than his siblings. Like his dad, he wants to act without overthinking and contemplating every detail.

        We are not a perfect family, and I’m not a perfect father. I’ve made plenty of mistakes, but regardless of my missteps, I can say I’ve been consistent with my love and support. And though we’ve been through a lot of tough times as a family, we’ve come out the other side better for it.

        I deployed to Afghanistan right after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks as a Navy SEAL with Team 3 ECHO platoon. My wife at the time, Gretchen, was seven months pregnant with Jackson, and everything felt clouded in uncertainty. I later went to Iraq as a defense contractor, which was no cakewalk either. After losing my first start-up in 2008, my wife and I divorced, and a cascade of events followed: moving cities, and schools, multiple times; leaving friends behind; losing people my children were close to at a young age, particularly my friends in the SEALs; dealing with issues around drugs and alcohol; and handling the other typical challenges we all contend with as parents. Of course, those challenges are growing: On top of death, drugs, alcohol, sex, and family drama, we now have social media, the internet, and artificial intelligence changing the fabric of our society, not to mention our existence.

        We’ve also entered a new era as parents. All of the tightrope-walking, shark-dodging, and dream-protecting we do for our kids often takes place without the village our grandparents took for granted. According to Pew Research, fewer than 30 percent of US parents live near most or all of their extended family, and many report feeling isolated in their parenting role. Further, academic findings show that modern parenting support is becoming increasingly individualized, meaning fewer hands in the fight, less shared wisdom, and more solo struggle.

        The extended family used to live down the street—now they’re a time zone away on FaceTime. Neighborhoods once raised kids shoulder-to-shoulder; now, most of us are winging it behind closed doors in big cities or isolated suburbs, searching for answers on the internet at midnight and hoping we don’t screw up the one job that matters more than any other. That gap, the space where wise uncles, tough aunties, and watchful neighbors used to stand, needs to be filled.

        There is little in the way of practical tools and advice (from actual parents, not academia) on how to raise kids in today’s crazy world. Like most, I didn’t take any parenting classes; I just started winging it. But I had an unfair advantage: my SEAL sniper training.

      

      
        No Greater Mission

        I’m not here to hand you an encyclopedic manual of parenthood. Hell, nobody could do that. What I am doing is laying down the parts that count, the lessons that left scars and the ones that saved my ass: a guide to parenting with intention, so you’re not just reacting to fears, but shaping your child’s future with purpose. This isn’t theory; it’s blood, sweat, and the kind of trial by fire that only raising kids can deliver. I’m filling the foxhole with every lesson I learned the hard way: self-taught, parent-tested, and refined through raising my own three kids with my co-parent and ex.

        My hope is simple: that somewhere in these pages you find a tool, a phrase, or a mindset you can carry into your own battles at home. From one parent to another, I’m giving you what I’ve learned in the arena, because while we can’t cover everything, we can damn sure focus on what matters most.

        In recent years, as my kids grew into young adults and started college, I found myself being asked for parenting advice. The questions came from my circle of friends, new parents, and peers from business school and alumni communities, often after they’d spent time with my kids and walked away genuinely impressed by how they carried themselves. I’d even get asked for advice at conferences where I was the keynote. People were curious—especially when I told them my parenting system was based on techniques I developed as a Navy SEAL—and would always dig deeper, asking more questions.

        So I finally decided to write this book and share my experience as a father. I’m not a parenting academic. Through most of my kids’ early lives, I was a divorced dad. But as my kids developed into capable young adults, it became clear that their mom and I had done something right. I felt like I had something to offer other parents on their journey, sharing my own messy parenting experience and all the lessons I’ve learned along the way.

        There’s no greater mission as a parent than raising a child who knows who they are and has the tools to thrive and become the captain of their own life. It’s an amazing feeling when your kids grow up and blossom into happy adults, and you realize they are truly prepared to handle the world on their terms. And that’s the real goal: You must prepare your children for the world, not protect them from it.

        I still remember my daughter Madison visiting me in 2024 during her summer break from Goldsmiths, University of London, where she was a design student. Over dinner at my favorite French restaurant, Grenache, in Lisbon, she told me, “Dad, I just want you to know I am exactly where I want to be in my life, and I appreciate you allowing me to be myself.”

        What an amazing thing to hear as a parent.

        It’s these moments that powerfully reveal the return on our investment for all those years of being a consistent parent who shows up every day.

        By guiding our children to become happy adults, we’re not just shaping their future either—we’re contributing to a stronger, more compassionate humanity. I think we can all agree that, considering the state of the world, this is a good thing.

        What I’m going to teach you forever changed my life for the better. The principles in this book have helped me greatly, and if you commit to them, they will remain with you for years to come. You’ll be a better parent, grandparent, spouse or partner, and person for it.

        If you’re thinking, “My kids are too old, and I’ve missed the boat!” I want to stress that “No, you haven’t.” It’s never too late to learn these lessons in mental management. I didn’t learn them until I was close to thirty years old. These techniques have also helped me deal with my own father-son dynamic with my dad, Grandpa Jack to my kids.

        Having kids is not easy, especially in the ultraconnected world we live in today, where negativity is just a click away, but there’s hope!

        At the core of this book, my primary mission is to equip you for the rewarding yet demanding journey of parenthood. I want to help you raise kids who are not just happy by their definition but also kind, curious, and independent doers. Or as I like to describe them, puddle jumpers.

      

      
        The Only Easy Day Was Yesterday

        Just as I’m not a perfect father, nobody is a perfect parent; we all struggle with the hands life deals us. However, the imperfections, mistakes, and stressors, when handled correctly as parents, make our children blossom into beautiful adults. In most cases, it’s all necessary. We went through hell as a family, and my kids still turned out to be joyful, bold, and resilient.

        In the SEAL Teams, we have many sayings, but the one that most applies to being a parent is the same creed I still live by: “The only easy day was yesterday.” As parents, we must bring our best effort every day, even on our bad days, which we all have. I’ve seen too many SEALs get comfortable, even cocky, and then get sent back to the regular Navy for not bringing their all to the job daily. Yesterday’s challenges are gone, in the rearview, and there’s no use focusing on the past, only the present and what’s coming.

        Parenting is one of the most rewarding jobs. If done right, it is about being consistent, and consistency is the enemy of part-time. It’s up to you what kind of parent you want to be: a part-time parent or a full-time parent who is a constant force in your child’s life. Your kids will remember your parenting legacy forever, and how they turn out, good or bad, is largely up to how you parent.

        Every chapter here outlines a clear theme and ends with a family challenge and an actionable parenting checklist. These ensure that you’ll always have a battle plan for handling life’s toughest moments as a family. There’s also a whole section of parenting resources in the back of the book, full of reminders, tips, and suggestions to help you throughout your journey. With these tools, you won’t just raise kids who can weather the storm; you’ll raise self-reliant leaders, capable of charting their course and thriving in a world full of challenges. If you are consistent in using the following methods, you’ll end up with incredible children who are independent, happy, and living a life filled with purpose.

        And what parent wouldn’t want that for their kids?
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          Cultivating Mental Strength
        

      

      
        Do not pray for an easy life, pray for the strength to endure a difficult one.

        —Bruce Lee

      

      Let’s talk about Bruce Lee. He wasn’t just a martial arts icon and cinematic legend; he was a philosopher in motion, a man who taught discipline, grit, and the power of self-awareness through every punch he threw and every word he spoke. He was also a father. The teachings he passed on to his students, fans, and kids weren’t just about fighting; they were about living with purpose and confronting hardship with strength. His own daughter, Shannon Lee, remembers him as strict but loving and warm. Though Lee’s words at the start of this chapter could easily apply to so many aspects of the human experience, they couldn’t be more true than when it comes to parenting. Raising kids can feel like facing off in Bruce Lee’s Enter the Dragon, surrounded, outnumbered, and one wrong move away from defeat.

      What keeps our kids steady when the world tilts is mental toughness. Mental toughness is the ability to choose calmness and clarity when chaos erupts. In the SEAL Teams, especially as snipers, we trained our minds before we ever touched a firearm. Mental preparation was paramount. Parenting is no different: You either lead with calm clarity, ready for any situation, or you freak out amid the inevitable chaos. It’s a conscious choice, and whatever you choose, you’re modeling behavior for your children.

      Mentally tough, emotionally sharp kids don’t fall apart when life punches them in the mouth. And as we all know by now, life rarely pulls punches. Kids need independence, resilience, and the ability to stand strong in a world that won’t always be kind to them when we’re not around. Sure, we want to protect them from danger: bullying, mental health struggles, bad influences, violence, addiction, and the endless pull of digital screens. The weight of those fears can keep us parents up at night, wondering if we’re doing enough, if we’re getting it right. Worse, though, is when we default to overprotection.

      In the early ’90s, the University of Arizona created a biosphere project to mimic space colonization on Mars. Scientists lived and studied in a closed environment to learn how to exist on other planets. One of the most shocking discoveries was that the trees in the biosphere grew tall, but after a time, they would just fall over. Scientists found that, in order to build a firm foundation, the trees actually needed the stress from wind, which was absent inside the biosphere. Just as trees need stress to grow strong, so do our children. (Remember this the next time you’re afraid to let your kid go on that overnight trip with friends or ride the subway by themselves.) Kids also need to be prepared to weather the storm of negativity in their everyday lives, especially in the age of social media and internet clickbait, where it flows like the Nile.

      The antidote? Positivity—positive teaching, positive self-talk, and positive reinforcement. This trait can be developed through the same tools I learned and taught in sniper school—visualization, debriefs, and mindset drills—and have used to raise kids who don’t crack under pressure.

      
        A Life-Changing Call

        I had just come off an intense combat mission hunting terrorists in the caves of northern Afghanistan. It was November 2001, not long after my deployment with SEAL Team 3 in the wake of the 9/11 attacks. When we returned to base, I got the message that my first son, Jackson, had been born. Excitement hit me at the same time as fear. All I could think about was surviving this deployment long enough to make it home and meet my new family.

        A few months later, in February 2002, our SEAL platoon landed at Naval Air Station North Island in San Diego. Stepping off that cargo plane after months in the dust-choked mountains of Afghanistan felt surreal. One minute I was living out of a backpack in the dirt, the next I was surrounded by running water, clean streets, and a Starbucks on every corner.

        For the first few weeks at home, Gretchen wouldn’t leave me alone with our new tiny redheaded baby boy for fear I’d break him. She’s always been a very protective mama bear, and I respect her for this—Gretchen is a great mom.

        Soon, I was changing diapers with the speed and precision of a Formula 1 pit crew and settling into my new job as an advanced sniper instructor. I taught helicopter and urban sniper techniques to the West Coast SEAL Teams at the training command known as Sniper Cell, a small cadre of operationally seasoned instructors led by Jason Gardner, who would later become the command master chief of SEAL Team 5. It was a tough, tight group, and I thrived in that environment. At the same time, I had slipped into fatherhood more naturally than I had expected, determined to carry forward the best parts of my own upbringing while leaving the darker parts behind. Life felt balanced—hard training on one side and a growing family on the other. Then one early San Diego morning, the phone rang after my morning workout; I had just finished a four-mile jog on the cool and foggy Coronado beach by the office. It was a call that would set my life on a completely different course.

        Sometimes life drops a fork in the road right in front of you—a moment, a decision—and you don’t even realize it’s happening until years later when you reflect on where you’ve ended up. That’s the thing about turning points: They feel ordinary in real time, but they rewrite your entire history going forward. I had no clue this was one of those moments for me. But it was. Everything was about to change in a way I couldn’t have imagined. Looking back now, that call probably saved my life.

        The call was from Bob, a SEAL Team 6 senior chief and the kind of guy whose word carried real weight. He was running the SEAL basic course on the West Coast and asked if I’d come to augment the three-month-long SEAL sniper pilot course as a guest instructor. No big sales pitch. Just straight talk: “We could use you.” But underneath that casual tone, I could tell this wasn’t just another assignment. This was an opportunity. I could either lean in, step up, and say yes or play it safe and miss out on a potential shot. And I wasn’t the play-it-safe type.

        “Brandon,” Bob said, “we really need your help with the new sniper course. We need guys with operational sniper experience to weigh in on the future of SEAL sniper training. I’d like to invite you to some amazing seminars on positive psychology and coaching. Then you’d join us for the first pilot course.”

        I was skeptically curious. In the Teams, we had no problem tearing down old methods if something better came along, but “positive psychology seminars” sounded more like corporate fluff than sniper school. Still, my curiosity and respect for Bob kept me listening.

        Sniper Cell was a great place to work, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to give that up to work for Bob. I was also looking forward to some downtime as a basic SEAL instructor after my tour at the Cell finished—“shore duty” as we say in the Navy. Whereas “sea duty” is at a high operational tempo, shore duty is a time to take a break. Think of it like working forty-hour weeks and being home in time for dinner every night versus ninety-hour weeks and being away from home all the time. I was craving a reduced work schedule; I was craving shore duty.

        Once I became a SEAL instructor at BUD/S (Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training), I would only work a few days a week and get some needed downtime. Still, the days I worked were full throttle. BUD/S is divided into three phases, and each one is designed to forge something different in a cadet:

        
          	• First Phase is physical conditioning, the infamous freezing surf torture, endless miles of running in the soft sand, moving telephone poles up and down sand berms for fun, and of course, Hell Week (over five days of training with no sleep). It isn’t about building muscle; it’s about building grit. Candidates learn that the body will quit long before the mind, and those who make it are the ones who figure out how to suffer without giving in.

          	• Second Phase is dive training. Here, we take away control, comfort, and even oxygen. Candidates are pushed to the edge underwater, learning how to master panic and stay calm when everything in their bodies screams to bolt for the surface. It’s a master class in focus and trust—trust in your gear, your buddy, and yourself.

          	• Third Phase is land warfare. This is where the skills start to look like combat: weapons, land navigation, demolitions, and small-unit tactics. It’s about precision under pressure, decision-making amid utter commotion, and learning to fight as a team no matter the conditions.

        

        Across all three phases, we teach much more than just how to shoot, dive, or blow things up. We teach resilience, clarity under stress, and how to keep moving forward when quitting looks like the easy out. Those are lessons that last a lifetime, whether you’re on the battlefield or just trying to lead your family through the trials and tribulations of everyday life.

        As you can imagine, each phase is intense, even for the instructors at times, but for me, it would still be shore duty. With my downtime, I planned on finishing my bachelor’s degree, spending more time with my family, and getting my pilot’s license after another year of teaching at Sniper Cell. However, Bob was strongly pushing me to leave Sniper Cell and my eventual BUD/S job to become a full-time sniper instructor, continuing ninety-hour work weeks and a grueling schedule.

        He made his case. “The guys going downrange need you, Webb. You are one of the few snipers with actual combat experience,” he said bluntly.

        But I had a young family to think of. My son was still just a baby, and I had other thoughts on what was best for me. I figured I would at least humor Bob, though, and at the very minimum, I would join the course as a guest instructor this one time, then return to Sniper Cell, before transitioning to BUD/S as an instructor. I also thought I could at least add some operational wisdom to the program.

        I told Bob I was in.

      

      
        The Power of Positive Psychology

        One of the seminars I attended before the pilot sniper program began would forever change my thinking, both as an instructor and as a father. An Olympic gold medalist sport shooter named Lanny Bassham spoke to us. Bassham had flopped during his first Olympics in Munich in 1972. He admitted, “It was the worst performance of my career, and I had already won the world championships and expected to win Olympic gold.”

        Instead, he won silver, but as he used to say, “Silver is just the first loser! Do you want to know what sucks even more? The worst thing about winning the silver medal is that everyone always asks me the same follow-up question: Who won gold?”

        After losing the gold medal, Bassham sank into depression. “I totally lost it and did not know how it happened or how to manage the voice in my head,” he told us all those years later in a small, dull Arizona hotel conference room. Then he started seeking the best sports psychologists to help him get over it and win. Bassham explained that all the psychologists he spoke to in the ’70s just wanted to make him feel better about being a silver medalist, or a “loser,” as he joked.

        “There was no such thing as positive psychology back then,” Bassham explained, “and I didn’t want to be a happy loser; I wanted to be an Olympic champion!”

        Confession: When I first heard about the seminar with Bassham, I thought, Here we go again with some Tony Robbins jump up and down bullshit. Years later, I would come to appreciate Robbins’s philosophy, but back then, I had the overconfidence that a lot of young, cocky professionals have who’ve experienced some success early in life. I was about to find out how full of shit I really was.

        The heartfelt stories and mental management lessons Bassham shared with us over the week would both surprise and humble me. One of the biggest takeaways came from Bassham’s firsthand research. He’d interviewed all of the gold medalists on the US Olympic team over the course of a year and discovered that they had at least three traits in common:

        
          	• Positive Self-Talk Routines. These routines helped medalists become their own coach, replacing negative self-talk and negative thoughts with positive self-talk and positive thoughts. For example, instead of “I don’t know if I can make a perfect shot,” they would tell themselves, “It’s like me to make a perfect shot.”

          	• Mental Rehearsal. By mentally picturing a perfect shot, play, or move, they set themselves up to achieve their goal. They would close their eyes and imagine themselves practicing a skill perfectly while also rehearsing contingencies for when shit hit the fan, as it often does. (If you’ve seen Drive to Survive on Netflix, you’ll notice the F1 drivers practicing laps on the track with their eyes closed.)

          	
• High Self-Images. This self-confidence was based on their skill level, attained through thousands of hours of practice. In their minds, they were already winners, and they had the mindset that they would beat the competition even if severely handicapped. When they had a bad day training, they stopped and waited a day to begin again in order to avoid imprinting negative thoughts and performance or risk deflating their self-image.

        

        Bassham used these common traits and other information he gleaned from the interviews to develop his own personal mental management program. He would then use this system during the 1976 Olympics in Montreal—where he took home the gold. (Bassham also wrote an amazing book I’d recommend for both you and your kids: With Winning in Mind. In the book, he details a simple and practical starter guide to learning and practicing mental management.)

        These positive psychology lessons left a mark on me, and I carried them over when guest teaching at the sniper pilot program. Shortly after, Bob wound up convincing me to join the course as a full-time instructor. My promotion to course manager for the West Coast SEAL Teams came within six months, and less than a year later, I achieved the rank of chief petty officer, a significant milestone in the Navy, especially before turning thirty. The Navy had little choice in promoting me to chief. When I submitted my advancement package, I was already serving as the course manager with the rank of E6, and an E8 usually filled my job, or senior chief petty officer, two ranks higher than me.

        Becoming a chief at such a young age was a moment of pride, and to borrow the words of the legendary LA philosopher Snoop Dogg, “I’d like to thank me.” It was one of those rare times I let myself fully acknowledge the thirteen years of hard work and grit it took to get there since joining the Navy. And after becoming the head sniper instructor, I decided to fully integrate mental management into our curriculum—the results came fast.

        
          
            Take a Break

          

          Just as the world’s greatest Olympians pause and wait a day to resume training when they’ve hit a wall, when your kid is having a bad day, it’s often best to take a break. Think about your kid struggling with their math homework. If they’re exhausted and frustrated, pushing them harder only locks in the feeling that they “can’t do it.” Instead, step back. Let them sleep on it, reset, and return fresh the next day. You’ll be surprised how often the problem solves itself once their mind isn’t carrying the baggage of failure.

        

      

      
        Positive Teaching

        In the past, we’d had a sink-or-swim attitude as instructors, because that was the way it had always been done. If the students didn’t learn to drink water from the sniper fire hose, we’d fail them and send them back to their SEAL Teams, having removed their sniper fins. The sniper program was one of the most stressful, feared, and respected programs in the Teams. It is also one of the few courses you can fail in the Teams and not lose your SEAL Trident. But ninety days is a serious time commitment for a Team to send a SEAL for training, so if someone didn’t make it, they would rarely get another shot.

        The core principle I started using in the sniper program was the power of a positive teaching style over negative feedback loops. In the past, my fellow instructors and I employed a negative style of instruction. We would verbalize how badly the students were messing up, and we’d be quick to tell them. “Stop fucking flinching on the trigger, Johnny!” we’d yell on the firing line. This negative feedback would spread like COVID down the line, infecting all the other students. Now the idea of “flinching” filled every student’s thoughts. This was essentially programming students with negativity and setting them up for ongoing failure.

        When you are teaching a beginner, especially a young child, it’s incredibly important to positively imprint desired outcomes or behavior—not reinforce the negatives. Unfortunately, as parents, we often focus on those negatives. For example, how many times have you heard parents shout, “Stop yelling!” instead of saying, “Please be quiet”? Beginners are like a blank canvas, and you paint a picture of either success or failure; it’s that simple.

        
          Positive Feedback and Positive Self-Talk

          Rather than verbalize mistakes, with the new system, we’d give only positive corrective feedback. Instead of barking, “Stop flinching as you pull the trigger!” we’d give a direct positive command: “Take a deep breath, exhale, and pull smoothly.” Two entirely different mental pictures—the latter influences the desired outcome, whereas the former is just bad mental programming.

          I also wanted to change the way we set glass ceiling limits through verbalization. For example, I altered the way we spoke about tests to influence students’ positive self-talk. Students would inevitably ask what constituted a good score on a shooting test—80 percent was the minimum passing grade. But when I employed the new system, I said to the instructors, “Do not tell them anything short of perfect. Let them know when they ask (they always do) that a good score is a perfect 100 percent.” After we implemented this standard, something remarkable happened: Students started shooting perfect scores for the first time.

          Further, we showed students how to change negative self-talk into positive self-talk through mantras and mental checklists. For example, a student might catch themself thinking, “I always screw this shot up. I can’t get it right.” That spiral eats away at confidence. We trained them to replace it with “Breathe. Relax. Focus. Smooth trigger squeeze.” Over time, those words became automatic—a mental checklist that left no room for doubt. In the process, the positive self-talk actually pushed out the negative self-talk.

          It’s the same with kids. When they start saying, “I’m terrible at science” or “I’ll never make the team,” we can help them reframe: “I’m learning this step-by-step” or “I’ll give my best effort today.” Just like the sniper student, the positive script becomes their default, forcing out the negative before it takes root.

          With my own kids, I discussed the importance of recognizing well-meaning, misinformed adults who use negative criticism and how to turn that negative feedback into positive self-talk. It was important for me to explain that not everyone out there knows how to build people up. Some teachers, coaches, and even family members think the only way to help you improve is by pointing out everything you’re doing wrong. They highlight mistakes and negativity without thinking about it because they don’t know any better. But that just puts negative thoughts and energy into kids’ heads and causes them to burn out before they ever even catch fire.

          Whenever someone comes at us with negative feedback, we need to make a habit of flipping that feedback in our heads. If someone says, “You’ll never get that right,” we tell ourselves, “I’m learning. I’ll figure this out.” If they say, “That was terrible,” we say, “That was practice.” If you hear, “Don’t miss the net!” or “Don’t strike out!” we say, “Put it into the goal!” or “Hit it out of the park!”

          Kids shouldn’t believe every single thing adults say about them, especially if it doesn’t help them get closer to their goal. Instead, they’ve got to become their own coach at times, learning how to replace negative thoughts and negative self-talk with positive thoughts and positive self-talk. Encourage them to do the following: When they hear something negative, tell them to pause, take a breath, and say, “That’s one opinion, not the final word.” Then help them reframe it with their own positive take. That’s how they get stronger, both mentally and physically.

          
            
              Everyday Reframes for Raising Mentally Tough Kids

            

            A study by the Gottman Institute at the University of Washington found that for every one negative interaction, a child needs at least five positive ones to maintain emotional stability. That means every time you or another adult barks at your kid or shoots down their idea, it takes five moments of genuine connection just to get them back to neutral. Stack enough negatives, and you’re not building resilience; you’re breaking trust.

            The everyday inputs we give our kids—our words, our tone, our expectations—matter more than most people realize. Over time, negative input wears them down like water running over stones. Positive, constructive input builds them up like forging steel. If all they hear is where they’re falling short, they start believing they’re not capable. But when they get consistent, honest encouragement alongside the correction? That’s when they step into their full potential.

            You see it everywhere once you start paying attention, people casually beating themselves down without even realizing it: “I’m not good with numbers.” “I’m just not athletic.” “I’m a klutz.” “I could never do that.” It’s like we’re all carrying around this quiet negative loop in the back of our minds, repeating old stories someone else planted there years ago. Maybe it was a teacher, a coach, or a parent who didn’t know any better. But over time, that kind of talk becomes automatic. People start believing their own limitations as if they’re facts instead of habits. It emerges in the smallest ways in kids, like shrugging off new challenges, backing away from opportunity, or quitting before they even start. And unless you catch it and flip that script, it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. This is why it’s so important to teach our kids to develop a positive self-image from a young age.

            Here are some examples you can use to think about reframing language to support, instead of inhibit, your children:

            
              	Instead of: “That’s just not who you are.”

              	→ Say: “You get to decide who you are, one choice at a time.”

              	Instead of: “You failed.”

              	→ Say: “You found one way that didn’t work. That’s progress.”

              	Instead of: “Don’t embarrass yourself.”

              	→ Say: “The only real loss is not showing up.”

              	Instead of: “I told you so.”

              	→ Say: “Looks like we learned something the hard way. That sticks better, doesn’t it?”

              	Instead of: “You’re too young to understand.”

              	→ Say: “Let me break this down for you. You’re old enough to learn.”

              	Instead of: “That’s not my problem.”

              	→ Say: “Let’s figure out a solution together. What’s your first move?”

              	Instead of: “You’ll regret that.”

              	→ Say: “Before you decide, picture how you’ll feel about it tomorrow.”

              	Instead of: “That’s just the way it is.”

              	→ Say: “Things are the way we make them. Let’s change the outcome.”

              	
Instead of: “You’re making a mess of this.”

              	→ Say: “Every pro was once a beginner. Stay in it.”

              	Instead of: “Don’t cry.”

              	→ Say: “It’s OK to feel it. Then we stand back up and get after it.”

            

          

        

        
          Visualization

          A young Navy pilot, Jack Sands, was downed during the Vietnam War. After being captured, Sands was a prisoner of war under brutal conditions for over four years. The American POWs called the camp in which he was held the “Hanoi Hilton.” I’ve been through POW training, and it was one of the hardest experiences of my military life outside of sniper school and SEAL training. The first thing they do in a POW camp is strip you of your identity. In training, I was no longer Brandon Webb. I was war criminal number 53. In a small concrete box, I lived, endured torture, ate, and defecated in a cheap coffee tin for close to a week. So I can only imagine what it was like to spend years in a hell like this. But Sands did it, and throughout, he used visualization as a mental escape mechanism.

          An avid golfer, Sands would close his eyes and play all his favorite Navy courses over and over in his mind. He’d visualize hitting a perfect drive down the fairway, then, using an iron, he’d blast the ball onto the green in another shot and put fifteen yards straight into the hole for a birdie. Sands played perfect golf in his head for those four-plus years.

          After being liberated from the prison camp when the war ended, Sands landed back at Naval Air Station San Diego. He and his fellow POWs were bused over the Coronado Bridge to the Balboa Naval Hospital for a checkup, but Sands never made it—as the bus passed the North Island golf course, he threw a fit and made the driver let him off so he could shoot a round of golf.

          Everyone thought he was crazy, especially as he walked onto the course to play. After being refused entry because of his disheveled looks, he introduced himself to his fellow Navy comrades, and with tears in their eyes, they outfitted him in the pro shop to play a round.

          And you know what?

          He shot eighteen holes par.

          When everyone expressed shock, he replied something like “Fellas, I don’t know what to tell you, I’ve been playing perfect golf in my head for four years!”

          Visualization was another technique we began using to train and encourage our students. I had a pair of students named Ted and Adam who were particularly interested in this approach. Recognizing their enthusiasm, I loaned them a Bassham CD (back when we had those things!) on the topic. After a long day of training, they’d listen to it in their rental car, which had a CD player. I remember overhearing the other classmates making fun of them: “Hey Ted, you and Adam going to make out in the car again tonight?”

          On the first day of testing with semiautomatic rifles, they each had two tests. Pop-up and moving targets at unknown distances out to 800 meters require rapid distance and wind calculations. Ted scored 100 percent on both, and Adam scored 100 and 95. That meant Ted hit forty out of forty shots perfectly, and Adam dropped only one shot. My instructors and the students were speechless. I guess those make-out sessions paid off. Needless to say, those Bassham CDs became very popular among our students! It was a proud moment for me and a huge confidence booster for Ted, Adam, and the rest of the class, who were skeptical that such positive psych techniques were valid.

          My students also learned to use visualization to rehearse emergency contingencies when things go wrong. Whether it was a bad wind or a last-minute elevation adjustment that could throw off their entire shot, they would practice what to do in that moment, quickly making the needed correction in their heads. We see this in elite sports as well. For example, during the 100-meter butterfly Olympic finals in Beijing in 2008, Michael Phelps dove into the pool when the starting gun went off. As he entered the water, however, his goggles came loose and flooded out entirely, blinding him. Phelps could have panicked, but he had already mentally rehearsed for this emergency, and his training kicked in. He immediately started counting his strokes, something he imagined in his head over and over again. The result? He not only won the race but also set a new world record, all with flooded goggles.

          As my students’ experience and these examples prove, visualization works, and it can be an edge for your kids in many aspects of their lives. The same mental management principles I taught to snipers, I used on my own children. For example, there was a time when my oldest son, Jackson, had to get up in front of his elementary school class to give a talk, and he was terrified. He’s not alone: Comedian Jerry Seinfeld claimed in one of his bits, “According to most studies, people’s number one fear is public speaking. Number two is death. Death is number two . . . This means to the average person, if you go to a funeral, you’re better off in the casket than doing the eulogy.” (In reality, about 77 percent of people have at least some fear of public speaking.) I showed Jackson how to visualize the experience over and over in his head to get rid of his nerves. Years later, he was recognized as an Academic All-American for his high school speech and debate team accomplishments.

          I also remember the first time my daughter used visualization for a downhill ski race in Oregon when she was on the high school team. “This stuff really works, Dad!” she beamed with a huge smile after putting up the fastest downhill time. Guiding your kids through this type of effective mental rehearsal is a powerful skill they will carry with them for the rest of their lives.
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