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Introduction



THE ROAD TO GOLD


‘Ninety-five per cent of what it takes to be a champion takes place away from the track.’


I am often asked what motivates me to succeed, and how I apply the skills I learned as a middle-distance runner to my roles in politics and business. The answers to the first question are a passion for the job in hand and a wish to be the best I can be; the answer to the second is that I apply them daily. There are many parallels between training for a major sporting competition, campaigning as a politician and bidding for a multi-million-pound contract. My wish in writing this book is to share the stories of my experiences in a way that I hope others will find useful too.


We are living through a time of dramatic change – in business, economics and politics – on a local and global scale. The general mood in recent months has oscillated between optimism and despair, sometimes on a daily basis, depending on whether the news is of imminent economic collapse or the possibility of national transformation, as instanced by the landmark election of President Barack Obama in the USA.


The reality is that the road to a successful outcome is rarely a straight one. In the case of an Olympic champion, it can mean decades of dedication, training, personal achievements and sometimes failure, leading to a single career moment. For an entrepreneur or business manager there may be many smaller successes and a number of setbacks before the goal is achieved.


In the case of Obama, brilliant oratory skills and sheer hard graft paved his path to the White House, but the election result was also perceived by some as not just the culmination of a two-year campaign but also of a 200-year civil rights struggle. Of course, like all leaders, he is unproven until he has been in office for some time, but the truth is that the election result was of itself a great achievement and a sign of leadership success because he has inspired others to raise their game and to see what is possible. Effective leadership inspires hope as well as belief that success is achievable.


THE QUEST FOR EXCELLENCE


Inspirational leaders need to have a winning mentality in order to inspire respect. It is hard to trust in the leadership of someone who is half-hearted about their purpose, or only sporadic in focus or enthusiasm. Leaders inspire and excite others to want to be like them. They make it possible to believe that we can all optimise our gifts and achieve great things. They engender a quest for excellence and commitment among the team and the individuals within it, in that no one wants to let the side down.


Aiming for excellence is not so much about gratifying the ego (beating everyone else for the sake of it) as the desire to see how far you can get, how much you can do – to become the best you can be.


But there is rarely anything glamorous or direct about the path to achieving excellence. Even a sportsperson who makes early progress because they are blessed with natural talent can only get to the top of their profession – and stay there – as the result of putting in the time, effort and hard work. The building blocks of learning are important and each step helps to strengthen and inform the next. The inspiration to succeed will often have its roots in childhood – whether as a result of being well supported, or as a positive response to growing up in a challenging environment. The strongest influence in my early years and throughout my athletics career was undoubtedly my father, whose strength of character and focus was a driving force that shaped much of my determination to develop a winner’s mind. He lived by many of the leadership ideals that are described in this book.


MY FATHER, MY COACH


Behind every successful athlete there is usually an exceptional and often anonymous coach. In my own case, my coach was not only exceptional, he was also my father. It was a unique and evolving relationship that took the rest of the sporting world, and the media in particular, a long time to understand.


‘Coach’ on the track, ‘Dad’ at home, Peter Coe was a remarkable and highly intelligent man. He trained originally as a mechanical engineer and was serving in the merchant navy when his ship was sunk during the Second World War. He was among a handful of survivors. He was captured and was later to jump from a moving train en route to a prisoner of war camp. From occupied France, he walked – all night, every night – across all kinds of terrain, until he eventually reached Spain. There he was imprisoned before returning to England a year later. His wartime experiences had a profound impact on his attitude to life. His determination and focus were unshakable. He was a man who seemed to know no fear which was not always advantageous, particularly on one occasion when punching a Sunday tabloid journalist. However, the punch was executed by someone with an abiding love of the noble art.


He appreciated life and inspired respect amongst all who knew him. Part of his strength as an athletics coach was his engineer’s instinct for understanding and honing performance and function. His approach to training was intelligent, incisive and rigorously forensic. It was also revolutionary. He challenged the accepted training norms of the time and had an immense influence on the development of middle-distance athletics. An exceptional and largely self-trained coach, his example was without doubt an inspiration, not only to me, but to many others.


The general convention when I started to train seriously was that long-distance training was important not only for long-distance events, but critical in order to achieve results over short distances too. Coaches tended to be obsessed with mileage role models of the time, such as David Bedford (UK), Peter Snell (NZ) and Jim Ryun (USA). Although steady-state running over longer distances is an important part of the athlete’s physiological jigsaw, it was not enough to break new ground over the middle distances of 800m and 1500m.


From an early age, my coach used very much faster tempo training over shorter distances, building up resistance to the type of fatigue generated in race conditions. Nevertheless, because of the times I was achieving, the general expectation amongst other parents and coaches was that I must be running some 60/70/100 miles per week.


I remember standing by the side of the athletics track on one occasion when one of the other fathers came up and said, ‘You’re killing him.’ My dad just looked at the guy coldly and said, ‘Yes, yes, I’m killing him – right the way to the top.’


‘Stay true to your own path and don’t allow yourself to be hindered by others’ expectations or limitations.’


As a young boy, of course, that was not an entirely uncomfortable encounter to witness – but one of the lessons I learned and that I have taken with me over the years is that you have to learn to stand your ground. Courage and grit to do it your own way is a prerequisite. You also need people around you who are prepared to stand on that ground with you, if you are going to achieve your long-term goals. Anything less means that you are hindered by other people’s expectations rather than being inspired by your own.


A FLEXIBLE APPROACH


Sports people at the top of their game tend, like entrepreneurs, to have something of a frontier mentality. They are bold and brave in what they do – and they are prepared to embrace new ideas. It is crucial to be flexible in approach if you are to have any chance of being the best in your profession.


I have noticed, in individual endeavours in particular, that the people who reach levels of excellence tend to be very imaginative in their approach. They are looking along the same road as everyone else, but they have the ability to see further down the road, and yet at the same time have the ability to focus on short-term goals as well. In athletics that may be literally when they are running round the track – but I also mean it in a more general sense. It is a critical skill for an effective leader to master. It is a matter of striking a balance between maintaining stability and knowing when to take a risk; knowing when to hold back and when to act.


Those with a winning mentality are often more prepared to listen to criticism and to do things in a new way – to break out of orthodoxies if they can see no obvious reason why it is necessary just to follow what the last person has done.


Of course, it can take courage to set yourself apart from the crowd. Choosing to do things differently can be mistaken for arrogance, but in reality, taking a new approach is often born simply of a compulsion to keep driving forwards.


A LONG-TERM VIEW


When I first started racing in cross-country at a local level, we found that I was winning races by almost one and a half minutes. That’s quite a large time gap. My father was delighted. But being an engineer, he understood work load and the potential for stresses and strains. He had an instinctive understanding of the mechanics of the body that made him very aware of the importance of body maintenance, and he would always take the long-term view when planning my training.


His aim was to minimise the stress on my (then) young joints and reduce the long-term wear and tear on the body. His view was that until all my joints and ligaments had properly matured it was important not to wear the natural machinery any more than was strictly necessary. He had an excellent eye for good engineering, and my subsequent training routine was typical of his scientific approach. He saw it as his responsibility to protect and maintain the body, avoid overuse injury and deliver a fully rounded athlete in their twenties, who was both physically and mentally the equal of any competitor.


I can think of many examples of the level of detailed and original thinking that went into my training programme. We lived in Sheffield, which is surrounded by hills on all sides, and we would often run the roads in the beautiful Peak District. Stress on joints is at its greatest when running downhill, with gravity increasing compaction into the surface of the road. In order to minimise this effect, I would run to the top of the hills out of the valleys. To avoid long and unremitting downhill sections, my father would then drive me down to the bottom of the hill, so I was back on the flat and ready to run uphill again. In that way I was minimising the potential for injury and long-term wear and tear.


His understanding of the causes of injury and the possible long-term effect of training led to some unique approaches, though simple in concept. A road surface, particularly in countryside, is often quite cambered. So if you’re running for five or ten miles on any one side of the camber you will tend to favour one leg over the other. He wanted to avoid this happening, so when I went road-running in the country, he made sure that I always ran down the middle of the road. (To this day I follow the same habit, which makes my children laugh when I go out jogging with them.) He would sometimes drive the car along behind me to protect me from any passing cars. It’s fair to say that his concern with biomechanics was not always appreciated by irritated drivers.


There was a lot of that kind of thinking, much of it rooted in good common sense, and I’ve always been grateful that he was an exceptionally good engineer. Looking back, his was a pretty radical approach – not least because no one had done it that way before – although his techniques have been adopted by many coaches since.


In any profession it pays to regularly test and question the effectiveness of established methodology and to plan ahead for the long game. There is no doubt that the long-distance aspect of my training stood me in good stead, just through the sheer continuity of what I think of as the ‘bread and butter’ years when we focused on building experience and developing the strong foundation stones of mental and physical strength and stamina.


By the time I was fifteen or sixteen years old, some of my runs were well over ten miles, in steep, undulating terrain. Once you’ve mastered that kind of training there is not much in life that you fear physically, because out of physical strength comes mental resilience. I always knew that everything I had done in training was much harder than anything I was going to face in a race.


‘There is no template for success in life.’


My coach’s approach taught me an important lesson: that there is no one template for success in life. However, there are traits that seem common to those who succeed and lead in a way that is respected in every field. These include characteristics such as imagination, tenacity, the ability to listen, intuition and intelligence. Equally important is the ability to focus and stay on track for as long as it takes, self-management, an element of charisma, a degree of talent and sheer personal courage.


Practical and professional skills are important too, as well as knowing when to consult and listen to experts in fields other than your own. A leader needs to know and appreciate the individual strengths and weaknesses of those on their team. The role is as much about keeping everyone motivated and committed to the overall goal as ensuring that there are fail-safe systems in place to ensure that project management runs smoothly. That is why it is vitally important to keep channels of communication open, so that problems can be owned or detected at an early stage.


During the course of my own career, I have been inspired by outstanding leaders and have also been in leadership roles myself, in several different professions. En route through my sport, I met many other world-class athletes who drove themselves hard and expected to deliver nothing less than their best. Their insights at a formative stage in my career were invaluable. As an elected Member of Parliament (for Falmouth and Camborne) and later as William Hague’s Chief of Staff, I worked alongside some of the brightest minds in modern British politics. More recently, during my chairmanship of the Olympic bid and currently as Chair of LOCOG (the London Organising Committee of the Olympic Games and Paralympic Games), I have helped create a highly focused and dynamic team that has responsibility for delivering the London Games in 2012.


In every field there is the need for clear vision and strong leadership. There is a common belief that leaders are born, not made. I am not so sure about that. There is also every chance that a leader is shaped – by their environment, by their ambition, by their role models, by the support they are given as they progress through life and by sheer determination. Our aim must always be that there should be no limit to what an individual from any background can achieve with focus and application – provided they recognise and grab their opportunity with both hands.


In reality, we live in a world where not everyone has an equal opportunity to succeed – sometimes through no fault of their own and where latent talent is sadly left undeveloped. However, a determined attitude and bravery in developing new ways of doing things are always prerequisites for success – and those with a positive attitude and a hunger to surpass themselves are most likely to thrive. Though not without the planning, vision, patience and experience needed to deliver consistent results.


In writing this book, my ambitions are four-fold. Firstly, to talk about why, from my own experience, I believe that almost anything can be achieved by anyone, provided they have the motivation and drive and can visualise the end goal clearly enough. By that, I don’t mean medals or honours, but the realisation of a dream. Secondly, to look at the importance of attitude and what makes a winning team. Thirdly, to consider why strong leadership is important and how it can inspire achievement. And, finally, why it is crucial to give the next generation the inspiration and the opportunities that will encourage them to challenge themselves.


Personal success does not need to result in public acclamation. Self-esteem comes from self-belief and striving to become the best we can be. Over the years that I have worked in sport, business and public life, I have met many people whose Herculean efforts have resulted in achievements that are worthy of recognition, but whose endeavours will never be recognised publicly. It is safe to say that large areas of our national life would be unrecognisable but for the hidden efforts of these people who, for no obvious recompense, provide the foundations for other people’s high-profile achievements. Sport is such a good example of this.


Success stems not only from the overall achievement, but from a profound connection with the project in hand, the professional relationships and support earned from others and the challenges that occur and are overcome along the way.


‘Winning is never guaranteed.’


‘The road to gold’ is usually boulder-strewn and there are few short-cuts. It does not run in a straight line from the starting line to a successful finish; it may take unforeseen twists and turns over many years and will involve planning, hard graft, daily challenges, frequent setbacks and many small wins along the way. Every one of those moments of effort (or miles in my case) will take you closer to a winning position and to your ultimate goal. Along the road there are often defining moments that direct the choices we make for ourselves.


You don’t always win from a winning position but you rarely win from a losing position. And you are far more likely to make your way to that winning position if you have the courage to learn from the mistakes that you make along the way. The chapters that follow will help to ensure that everything you do takes you closer to that position.
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CREATING THE VISION


‘I cannot overstate the importance of having a vision. It is what you cling to, for dear life, when the project is proving particularly difficult.’


Achieving goals and becoming the best – in any sport or profession – is about so much more than simply having a plan. It is about creating and realising a vision – having the belief and the trust that you, and those you work with, have the skills to make something happen that is unique and worth the time, effort and sheer hard work that is involved in achieving the outcome. Often that vision was inspired by events and influences from an early age.


My own background was ordinary, but supportive. We were a very close-knit family and my parents were keen to help all four of their children to excel. My father had an inner strength and focus that had been honed by experiences in his own life. My mother had an equanimity that may have stemmed in part from her Indian background, and an energy and vitality that led her to train as an actress before she married. They had the kinds of financial pressures and concerns that affect most families, and when my sister was accepted as a pupil at the Royal Ballet School I can remember them trying to figure out how on earth they could fund her attendance out of the family income.


‘Sport is the hidden social worker in our communities.’


Their influence is one of the reasons I feel so passionately about wanting the development stemming from the 2012 Games to be a legacy for sport and culture in the UK that all children can benefit from in the future. Sport is the hidden social worker in our communities. It does so much more to help children from deprived communities than any government department or quango can achieve on its own.


My early career was deeply entrenched in the world of sport. Athletics dominated my life from the age of twelve, through two Olympic Games and numerous other championship events until I retired from competitive sport in 1990. Inevitably, that period of my career is defined by the world records and medal moments that marked the successes.


My political career also featured ‘big moments’, for good or for bad, whether it was winning my seat in the constituency of Falmouth and Camborne, or losing my seat in the subsequent election, or working alongside William Hague in his 1997 leadership campaign.


More recently, there was an interesting cross-over between both worlds when I worked in sport and politics to win the privilege of hosting the Olympic and Paralympic Games in London in 2012.


The fields of politics, sport and business have many contrasts, but there are many parallels too. They are all highly competitive fields and tend to be described in terms of the extremes of ‘winning and losing’, ‘success and failure’. They thrive on the discovery of talented newcomers, and need always to remain alert to the threat from established players who may ‘up’ their game or change their policy. The value system is similar too. Traditional qualities of integrity, clarity and enthusiasm earn respect on and off the field. Whereas cheating, blaming or complaining tend to be penalised or dismissed. Only the financial rewards are variable, in that success and recognition don’t lead automatically to wealth creation.


Big moments are the ones that people remember, although in many ways it is the dozens of smaller moments that make up that win that are the more realistic measures of success. Not everyone will have medal moments. There are not enough medals to go around. But the process of training to win, taking part in a life-changing event, the sense of being a part of something momentous – those are things to be celebrated and shared, and those are the moments that influence and inspire others to take part and perhaps shape the future. Having a clear vision of what you want to achieve – and keeping that vision centre stage against all odds – will keep you on track when facing the inevitable obstacles along the way.


DEFINING MOMENTS


In 1968, I was a schoolboy growing up amidst the steel mills and coal mines of south Yorkshire. One memorable day, at the age of twelve, I was dragged into our school assembly hall, along with all the other children in our school, where we were seated in tidy rows of steel-framed canvas-backed chairs to watch an old-style black and white television set, placed on a trestle table on the stage. The experience was a novelty for many of us, and a revelation. A series of images flickered on the box in front of us, showing scenes from the Olympic Games in Mexico that had taken place sometime the night before. We were there to watch two athletes from our own home city of Sheffield. Their names were John and Sheila Sherwood, and they were to redefine the course of my life from that day onwards. John was a hurdler. He won the bronze medal in the 400m hurdles that day. It was the memorable race in which David Hemery won Olympic gold and in doing so set a new world record. David Coleman, the BBC television commentator, said, in his inimitable style, ‘Hemery first, [Gerhard] Hennige second, and who cares who came third.’ Well, there were about a million of us in Sheffield who cared a lot on that day. And we cared, too, that his wife Sheila narrowly missed out on a gold medal to win silver in the long jump. David still smiles at his faux pas today.


‘Each of us will experience moments in life that genuinely change the way we view the world.’


There are moments in each of our lives when we experience something that genuinely changes the way we think about things: a painting or a piece of music, watching a sporting victory, or understanding something that is said or written. Watching that defining moment in local history was my moment of insight and change. I don’t need to be told about the power of television, or the impact that seeing something at an early age might have on the future direction of a young life. I couldn’t articulate my emotion in any defined way at the time. I just knew that I wanted to be a part of what I’d seen on that television screen that day.


Two weeks later, when John and Sheila returned home to Hillsborough running track, only a short distance from Sheffield Wednesday’s football ground, I stood for over two and a half hours, waiting to catch a glimpse of the returning heroes as they walked past with their medals. Such was the impact of that experience that, shortly after, I joined the local athletics club. And when I was fourteen, it was Sheila who gave me a new pair of track shoes to take to my first English schools championships – at Crystal Palace.


Twelve years later, in 1980, I was representing Great Britain alongside Steve Ovett and others in the Moscow Olympic Games. For all of us it was to be a record-breaking and memorable Games. My personal journey from a school assembly hall in Sheffield to an Olympic arena in Moscow was, by any stretch of the imagination, a long apprenticeship – and a deeply challenging one – no different from the experience of many other athletes. And it had been ignited by the impact of what I’d seen on that television.


The memory of that moment of inspiration reminds me that every thought and action has the power to make an impact, on those around us and on what we may eventually become. The decisions we take each day will affect future generations. At the time of writing, there are still a few years to go until the 2012 Games. Many of the future competitors are still at school. At a time when our culture has become preoccupied with the trappings of fame and ways to achieve instant ‘celebrity’ status, there is a widespread and false expectation that success comes easily, or that media recognition is in itself the prize. In reality, nothing could be further from the truth. We owe it to the next generation to inspire them to take the long and often challenging ‘road to gold’, rather than the short-cuts to fame (which is often transient), in whatever field they choose.



WHO DARES WINS



Big moments in sport change lives: not only the lives of those achieving glory, but the lives of those watching as well. Just as watching the 1968 Olympics influenced my own destiny, so too there will be children heading for the nearest go-kart track in the wake of Lewis Hamilton’s Formula 1 success, and children who are taking cycling and swimming a lot more seriously having watched Chris Hoy, Bradley Wiggins, Rebecca Adlington, Ellie Simmons, Dave Roberts and the rest of the British team bring home a cluster of gold medals from the Beijing Olympic and Paralympic Games. My hope is that these events will influence, in a positive way, where they find themselves in twenty years from now. Those who have trained to compete in a public event such as the annual London Marathon will already know that the discipline of training can enrich every area of life.
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