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FOREWORD


By Mrs TSF





When my husband announced that he was writing a book with a psychologist I assumed that the subject would be me. How have I coped? Do I use confirmation bias to justify a hasty selection in the mating department? To what extent do I use hindsight to minimise the effects of catastrophe? Is my general state of mind closer to acceptance than it is to anger?


My husband is a very complex man. But you’ve probably got that already.


I get to write the Foreword. God knows what comes after that.


He can be such a little boy at times, but then he displays a schizophrenic agility that lets him pivot 180 degrees and go toe-to-toe with anybody on any subject in any arena. Even if he knows nothing about it.


I knew him before he became a footballer. I knew him when he had nothing. He has always been the same. At his old place of work he taunted the bosses with his humour and they hated him for it. Personally, and this is hard for me to say, I know that he enjoys mentally messing with people who think that he is beneath them. Some people can’t take it. They will cry like little babies. Others will run out of words and stick their fists up and fight. A few will run off and cry to somebody in authority.


My husband’s weapon of choice is to mentally wear the person down to a tiny nub.


When my husband became a footballer there were inevitable fallings-out with people in positions of power. He always questions authority before he respects it. Most of the authority figures in football didn’t have the right answers.


Once, he was told that he had to train with the youth team for the rest of the season after throwing a huff when he’d been substituted in a big Premier League game. He reckoned he must have been the highest-paid youth-team player in history. For some people that thought would be enough. Money coming in. Who cares?


He embarked on revenge through psychological warfare, however. Every morning he walked out with the first team on to their training pitch and began warming up with them. The manager would send over one of his coaches to tell my husband that he had to go over and train with the youth team. Using a minion to do his dirty work. My husband never budged.


‘Tell him to come over here and tell me to train with the youth-team squad himself if that’s what he wants.’ 


The poor minion would run back and relay the message. The manager would trudge over in front of everybody to tell my husband what he had told him yesterday and the day before.


‘Go and train with the youth team.’


And my husband would smile and turn away.


‘No problem.’


He would jog off at a gentle pace towards the youth-team pitch, leaving behind a manager grinding his teeth and a first-team squad smiling to themselves. It was like Paul Newman tormenting the warden in Cool Hand Luke.


I know that the manager never really recovered. He did the small man’s trick of trying to bully other people around the club to make himself feel tall. He wound up telling the team chef how to cook. One day he physically assaulted a player. The media got to hear about it. My husband can be very open about things when he feels like it. Shortly afterwards, the club announced that it had come to a mutually beneficial decision to terminate the manager’s contract.


Winning that war made my husband happy for a while but, generally, he is not a happy man. He is a calculating and decisive person and a lot of the time he is plain depressed. Like most footballers, he has an ego but he also has a huge fear of lots of the people around him. He hates talking to people because he thinks he’s being recorded. He doesn’t trust anybody and he is fiercely protective of himself.


As I say, he is a complex man.


That’s what makes him who he is. All the backdoors and nooks and crannies in his personality. He is always interesting to me. He never pandered to a crowd just hoping that more people might like him. His clubs, managers and the fans always had to take him on his own terms, even if that wasn’t the most profitable way for him to operate. There were times when I wanted him just to be like everybody else. It would have been easier for him. Mostly, though, I loved the difference.


By the time he became a footballer, it was too late for football to realise that he wasn’t the same as everybody else. He didn’t go through an academy or a youth system in his teens. He’d lived in the real world. When football let him through the door it didn’t know quite what it was getting.


He felt, and still feels, that all of the footballers who went before him simply didn’t get it. He has told me often that in England the virtues that make a winning player are completely against the grain of what English people admire in their heroes. The British public don’t outwardly support anything or anyone until winning is a foregone conclusion, and at that moment certain rough edges – if that’s what you want to call them – are overlooked and forgiven. The person doing the winning needs to stay alert, though. The crowd can turn on them in a flash.


He always tells me that Lewis Hamilton is a winner but that he isn’t liked by much of the British population because of his intense will to win and his selfishness in the way that he achieves success. His mentality is the same as Michael Schumacher’s was, but because Schumacher is foreign his attitude is acceptable. 


He can reel them off: Stephen Hendry is another, a genius who wasn’t loved by the British public despite dominating his sport, snooker. People preferred Jimmy White.


My husband reckons this country demands tragic characters who lose (but only by a narrow margin) and not relentless winners. There’s a hill at Wimbledon named after Tim Henman. Wasn’t it Andy Murray who actually won the thing, though? Bit up himself, isn’t he? Wouldn’t hurt him to smile, would it? And what’s with the mother? Sure, he’s British when he wins Wimbledon, but should he lose the final of the Cincinnati Masters then he’s definitely Scottish.


When my husband hit the big time, or the big time hit him (I’ve never been sure which), he was a 23-year-old kid. And people suddenly decided that he was something of a hero. Fans of the club he was with were desperate for somebody to come along and change things, but they had been drip-fed a line of players who were incapable of pushing the club to the next level. Yes, ‘they ran through walls’ and ‘they tackled anything that moved’. They were good old-fashioned British footballing stock and made the right noises, but never had the talent necessary to change anything.


When things started gaining traction at the club, word of mouth spread around the city to the fans, via the local media, and through to the TV networks like Sky. Something different was happening in this unfashionable corner of planet football. And my husband was in the vanguard, pulling people along while others waited to be pushed. He was different by nature and by design. He enjoyed being considered odd. He was cold, hard-nosed and dislikeable right the way through it all. He patronised the media who asked stupid questions and he was indifferent towards those people who queued up to talk about football with him. He got the job done on the pitch. He didn’t act like a cliché off it.


In football they have little motivational sayings that they like to plaster on the walls of changing rooms:








BE RUTHLESS


BE BRUTAL











The problem is that there aren’t many people, even in football, who truly understand just how ruthless and brutal you have to be; there are even fewer who are prepared to be that way.


I married one of the ones who understood. That’s just part of his personality, though.


I might ask him more about it when he finishes doing his household chores and brings me my cup of tea. Meanwhile, read on. Put your wellies on and yomp through the messed-up psychology of football and footballers.

















INTRODUCTION


By TSF





OK, OK, I get it. You’re sat there with this book in your hands thinking to yourself, ‘Seriously? What the fuck does TSF know about psychology? Why did I spend my Amazon book voucher on this?’


I understand. What footballers know about the outside world is what they see on the front page of the Sun while their mate is reading the back page. Isn’t it?


Well, my qualifications for a football psychology book are informal. I know football. I inhabited the changing rooms and the training pitches and the stadiums for a long, long time. I saw men under pressure. I saw men succeed and more men fail. I always wondered where the difference lay. Why did Kevin Keegan crack? When did it go bad for Fernando Torres? How could Kenny Dalglish let himself be made to look a fool by Luis Suárez? Why did some players love the big match days while others trembled? Why was it that some guys couldn’t get it done on afternoons when they were expected to thrive, but always came through when they were rank underdogs? Why are some players utter world-beaters in training and a universal letdown in a professional match?


I always wondered about these things. So I read books and talked to people and kept mental notes in a filing cabinet in my head. So no, I have not been to Harvard. I haven’t published academic theories for peer review. But I have lived some and learned lots. I don’t expect this book will make the syllabus at Harvard, but it will be referred to often in student theses.


Outside of football, psychology is one of the subjects that really stimulates me. In fact, many of the guys I played alongside who had hopes of becoming coaches or managers shared my fascination. We always knew that football was about so much more than just getting the best players and putting them out on the pitch. Some managers ruled through terror. Some managers cajoled through compliments and encouragement. The smartest ones knew who would respond to terror and who would respond to praise, and dished both out accordingly.


I wasn’t one of those kids who got signed up to a football club at the age of nine and never thought about anything else from then till retirement. For a long time, it looked as if my life was going in a different direction entirely to football, and that’s when I became interested in reading about psychology. An unexamined life isn’t worth living, and I was interested in understanding what made me tick, and what made the people around me tick, and how I could navigate a way through life to find some sort of success or happiness.


I’ve tried to apply little bits of what I have learned to most of what I’ve done. I’m a layman, though. My understanding of psychology only goes so far. In fact, just far enough to understand that my understanding only goes so far. I’m not an expert but I have learned enough, generally, to get what I want from people, from situations and for myself. If that sounds selfish, well, think about it. It’s what we all want. It’s just that most people don’t have a map to help them get there. Most people react on emotion and hope for the best. The people who you think always land on their feet are not ‘lucky’, they have simply taken the time to work out where they want to end up and how to manipulate the series of events that must unfold first. Most people do not give that series of events the respect it deserves. And I get that. Because it can hurt your head. It’s easier simply to look ahead to the end result.


That was what drew me to psychology in the first place. Wanting to see the wood and the trees.




 





Here’s a thing that catches most professional athletes unawares when they retire: the world doesn’t stop turning. It hardly pauses to blink. They play the competitions anyway. The fans cheer anyway. Somebody wears the jersey you once wore and they are now part of something that you thought you were integral to. One or two of the kids who used to clean my boots became heroes at the Euros this summer. Football goes on within you and without you. 


You have nothing to do all day. And the world you lived in keeps spinning and throwing up stories and excitement. So it turns out that it wasn’t all about you after all. As the baseball player Jim Bouton said at the end of his brilliant book, Ball Four, he had spent a lifetime gripping a baseball only to realise that it was the other way around.


When I retired, they didn’t stop the clocks or paint the swans black. The phone didn’t ring off the hook when word slithered across the breaking-news bar on Sky Sports News. There weren’t four million people signing a petition hoping to have the decision reversed.


So I said thank you and fuck you to football. I went away and more or less lost my interest in the game. I watched matches, but in a detached way. I wrote some books, read some more books, got involved in a few business deals and tried not to look back in anger or self-satisfaction too often. But between finishing the last book and beginning this one, a series of phone calls came. I took myself off the suicide list and began wondering again if the Soviet-style statue of me that the world was secretly planning should be chipped from granite or from marble.


The first call was from an ex-teammate. He phones me about once every five years and we think of that as keeping in touch. Actually, he FaceTimed me, and nobody does that unless they want to emphasise a point with jabbing fingers and rehearsed expressions of enthusiasm.


We enjoyed great success together, the two of us, hence the regularity of his phone calls. 


What’s that? Do I call him? Mind your own business.


For those of you who are unfamiliar with the Dunning-Kruger effect, take your notebooks out now, please. The Dunning-Kruger effect sets out to explain the cognitive bias that affects somebody who is so stupid that they lack the part of the brain that would flag to them that they are stupid in the first place.


It’s the illusion of superiority.


My former teammate would not be a man to take an interest in such things, yet he reckoned that something like the Dunning-Kruger effect explained the complete lack of calls from those who knew me from my playing days. I don’t mean social calls; I mean the ones with offers of fresh employment in a new role. As we FaceTimed, he was steadfast in his view that the clubs I wanted to work at weren’t welcoming me with open arms because they knew me. They knew me very well.


Not that I have character flaws, dodgy attributes or some contagious tropical disease. No. Quite the reverse, in fact. (I refer you to Mrs TSF’s charming Foreword.) It was, my friend told me, because they’re all terrified that if I got my foot in the door, I would immediately begin sussing out how to take their jobs.


That thought lodged in my head like the fatty deposits that have lodged in my arteries since I stopped eating like an athlete.


Maybe I was on the flipside of the Dunning-Kruger effect. One of those highly skilled individuals who under estimate their own superiority and competence and assume that what comes easily to them comes just as easily to everybody else. Nobody had ever accused me of underestimating my own superiority before, but I began to think that my friend was spot-on. I looked forward to five years passing so that we could discuss it further.


Meanwhile, I would remain unemployed.


But then about a week later, completely out of the blue, the floodgates opened and I had a number of enquiries as to my availability to manage a professional football team.


I know, right? Me! Had I dumbed down or had football finally cottoned on to what it was missing?


When I say a number of enquiries, I mean two. And when I say floodgates, I mean a hairline crack in the wall. Still. There are only 92 league clubs in England and tens of millions of people across the world who want to manage them. And these two clubs were testing the waters of ME! (Forget for a moment that some of the men who are currently in charge of league clubs can’t tie their shoelaces in a hurry. Pretend, as I did, that they are an elite corps.)


Me, out of everybody. Out of all the millions.


I always used to think that way when I was a player, too. It was a major confidence boost to think that out of all the professional footballers in the world, I had been chosen to play on that Saturday against Manchester United at Old Trafford in a specific position before anybody else. Me, who hadn’t been anywhere near professional football when I hit my twenties.


Many would have fallen to their knees and thanked their god. I see myself more as a self-made man who worships his creator. 


In fact, I think it is a mistake to go into football management too soon after the free boots stop coming from Nike. There is a learning curve that is just too steep. And lots of players-turned-managers don’t even see that curve. I’m still a young man and in terms of management I’m still a teenager. Managers who go straight from playing into the hot seat are headed for trouble. Having a degree in politics doesn’t make you prime minister. (Going to Eton and having the right chums maybe. OK, it was a bad analogy.)


The point is that learning curves can either be negotiated on the job, with the media laughing every time you slip, or it can be done under the wing of smart men and away from the limelight. You can, as many aspiring young coaches and managers do, take the Eton route and swing a favour, perhaps to go and spend a week with Pep Guardiola watching Manchester City train. Quite how that relates to your coaching job at Luton Town is lost on me.


For two years now I have been watching football as an ex-player. I watch football at all levels, from Barcelona to Nuneaton. I don’t always learn something but I often meet people along the way, and these people invariably have the same thing to tell me: ‘I had to learn on the job, it was tough, but we did as well as we could. I think I know what I’m doing now. I’ve learned so much. If I could just get back in and land another job somewhere, I know exactly what I have to do now.’


Too late, mate. You’re tainted. Football doesn’t do forgiveness. Rehab is for players only. Second chances are possible, but only for about 10 per cent. The other 90 per cent just failed to cut it. Harsh as it sounds, that is football’s view.


Most players miss football so much they forget one thing: the key to remaining relevant is not to stay in the limelight but to keep in contact with the people near the limelight, those who hold positions within clubs that involve recruitment. Someday, they’ll need to say to themselves, ‘Hmm, what about TSF? He’s smart. He could be a good fit for this club.’


That is an important lesson. Turn up at the odd training ground. Talk. Listen. Drink coffee. Ask questions. Offer advice when appropriate. Watch. See what works and what doesn’t. Remember Dunning-Kruger and be smart enough to know that you are not that smart. Yet.


So take your time. The last manager to call me asked if I was ready to get back into the game yet. I replied that I am getting there but I am in no rush to take the under-21 job at Rochdale. He knew exactly what I meant. I’ve said so often in the past that I have no interest in going into management that I might as well have had the words tattooed on to my forehead. And yet two owners still called and chose to ignore the fact that I have no experience. The confidence boost that I took from those calls was incredible.


I started to ask myself, what would it take to be a good manager? When you are a player, every football story is a laugh or an outrage. But this has to change when you consider it from a manager’s perspective. You have to ask questions. Why did that happen? How could it have been handled better? What is the fallout going to be? 


Getting players to listen up and do as they’re told is an art form when it is done well. Correction: it is an exercise in psychology. You have to know that every player is different. What makes each player tick and what are the dynamics within the group they are part of? How do you make them buy into what you are trying to do? When they come in on Monday morning after being thumped 4–0 on Saturday, how do you make them believe they can win?


You need the brashness to believe that your way is the right way for the entire organisation, and you need the humility to remember that a lot of what happens in football doesn’t tally with what you would have done. Even if your method worked.


The job of management is more and more about psychology. How to handle young men who are rich, gifted and privileged, and who have agents and fans reminding them of that all the time.


When I look back on the best managers of my career, I realise that they were successful because they knew how to deal with every single aspect of a player’s mental physique. The worst managers had absolutely no idea how to deal with people. One-size-fits-all was their view. One size of jackboot usually. They failed because they just couldn’t understand people.


Some players will have a bad game every now and again. Maybe a coach will watch the video back with them and try to help with their positioning. Maybe they’ll need a bollocking. Probably not. Great darts players or snooker players sometimes don’t sight the shot properly and they miss what they’d ordinarily get with their eyes closed. They don’t need a bollocking. They run on confidence. There are players who take each match on its merits and try to think about the best way forward, adapting parts of their game to suit the opposition. They are self-managing. Others need to be spoon-fed.


Every player is different, and harmonising all of those personalities and implementing a team-wide strategy to win a match is hugely complex. And when it goes wrong, although the manager carries the can, it’s not always his fault. People have their own private emotions. They are constantly being blown off course by the environment around them. At certain moments in a football match, they are beyond the reach of any guidance or man management and for a period of time they just slip into a void.


Many modern managers don’t sign their own players, though they are consulted. They have assistants who are experts in the tactical aspects of the game, so many don’t take training sessions. So what is left to the manager? I’ll tell you. A ruthless ability to lead a team of players into battle by manipulating their mentality and galvanizing them to win for themselves, their teammates, their club and their manager. An ability to make their team that little better than the opposition.


And that sounds easy, right? Let me tell you something, it absolutely isn’t.


That is what is so fascinating.

















INTRODUCTION


By the Secret Psychologist





I get asked two questions frequently. The first is: ‘Can I have your autograph?’ (I bear an uncanny likeness to Brad Pitt), and the second is: ‘Do footballers take this psychology thing seriously?’


The second question is not conveniently answered by the fact that TSF has asked me, the Secret Psychologist, to write this book with him. It is more that increasing numbers of people are realising that the difference between those who win and those who lose is often what goes on behind the eyes. These days, psychologists working with sportsmen and women is common enough practice, so the question is not whether footballers take it seriously, it’s why some other sports seem not to.


TSF talks about the kids at his school who could run fast, kick a ball better than others, were smart, or showed musical prowess. Most of those kids did not fulfil their potential. Think back to your school. I bet there was a footballer there who had the talent of TSF. A kid who was destined for big things. You would have put money on them being the one to make it. Head and shoulders above the rest – have them in the team and you won.


TSF also talks about what I call self-investment. While other kids went out partying on a Friday night, he was busy practising. While other kids were lying in on a rainy Saturday morning, he was taking penalties, perfecting accuracy by aiming at a cricket stump. This is not just a story of practising, though; this is a lesson in attitude. To practise is to have the will to do so. Talent is not enough. It is not talent alone that will get you to the success levels enjoyed by TSF. It is the application of your talent. A mindset based upon the notion of wanting to win. Wanting to be the best.


Colin Montgomerie once surprised me by saying that golf wasn’t his passion. Winning was. It just so happened that in golf he had found something that he could beat other people at. He believed (in a field of 120 golfers) that to finish second was to be the first loser. If he played you at tiddlywinks he would still enjoy winning.


It’s all about what you want to do with what you’ve got.


I got into psychology through an amateur interest. I was shit at everything, and I started to wonder why. Actually, to be more accurate, I was good at a few things, but failed spectacularly at them. The curse was not that I couldn’t do them, it was that I could, but didn’t!


At this point, I should tell you that I was an average sportsman, but not great – even though I was technically gifted at my sport. More interestingly, I have also been sacked from every job I have ever had. I could fulfil the roles, but it was more a matter of not fitting in. I didn’t apply myself in the same way others did. Therefore, I was a disrupter, a maverick and unmanageable. (Unfortunately, disrupters get sacked. In my opinion, they should be hired.)


I started to read some books in order to better understand myself and my behaviour. I soon realised it wasn’t that I was crap; it was just that corporate life wasn’t for me. Instead of feeling bad about myself – which was conspiring to take me down a very dark path – I eventually understood that it wasn’t me, it was them.


Psychology helped me to express my own talent. It actually worked for me. I started my own business and did things my way. I am not an academic. I am a ‘try it and see what happens’ sort of person. I am practical. I’m not one for theories and rah-rah-rah motivation. Positive thinking is nice … intelligence is nicer.


And so I’ve applied my thoughts and advice in this book in a no-nonsense way. It is as relevant for home life and business life as it is for Premier League footballers – I figure improvement is improvement, right? I’d like you to read the psychology bits in this book and think, ‘Why not?’ Even if you are a sceptic. You don’t have to try to bring about a sea change or do anything dramatic. There is no quick fix, gimmick or hint that will take you from the local league to the Premier League. It’s about making ‘one degree of change’. Having worked with some of the best businesses and sports teams in the world, I have seen great results come from marginal improvements. The one degree of change is based upon the idea that if you had two parallel lines and moved one line by one degree, the further you went along the lines the more they would diverge, and eventually there would be a huge difference in where each line finishes up.


So not everything in this book will be relevant to you, but try to pick out one or two things that resonate. These don’t have to be directly targeting a problem area – just choose a thought, sentence or idea that you can make your own and have some fun with in your quest to be better.

















1. ROOTS


Lessons learned early





When I was growing up there were two events which, I realise now, had a profound effect on my life. As with a lot of the things that influence us deeply, it isn’t the magnitude of the event so much as the timing that causes it to leave a mark.


Both of these things happened at key moments in my adolescence, a time when change was going to happen anyway but fate just decided to stir things up a bit. Looking back now, these two events bookended my adolescence, but when you are young, shit just happens to you in apparently random order. It’s only years later, when you are spring-cleaning your brain, that you pick things up, examine them in the light and put them into some perspective.


In 1988 my father decided, for reasons best known to himself, that he would take a driving trip through Holland. And that he would take me with him. Why flat, featureless Holland? And why me? Was he making flat and featureless a theme of his trip? I explained to him that if he stood on a phone book and put me on his shoulders, we would both be able to see all of Holland anyway, but he was determined that we would see every canal, dyke and wooden clog that Holland had to offer.


(I know, I know, it’s really the Netherlands. Holland is only part of the country, two provinces that were once a single province called Holland. But we Brits have let Europe go it alone, so we don’t worry about these petty things anymore. Anyway, in football Holland will always be Holland.)


It was the eighties and I was young, which meant that I was held captive to my father’s musical tastes. When he slipped Peter Gabriel into the cassette player I feared the worst.


I was wrong. There was a piece of music in there called ‘Milgram’s 37’ which crept up on me, threw a hood over my head and never let me go again. It had haunted cries and harsh chimes upon every chord. It was both beautiful and brutal, and it has been lodged in my head like a sliver of shrapnel ever since. ‘Milgram’s 37’ has driven me to despair and depression and to comfort and understanding.


The song is about a set of experiments carried out by a psychologist called Stanley Milgram, a man who became a hero to me. One thing about Rihanna, Katy Perry and the like is that they don’t write many songs about behavioural psychologists. More’s the pity. The eighties were the golden age of psychology songs. ‘Shout’ by Tears for Fears was about primal therapy. John Lennon’s ‘Mother’ had similar origins. ‘Cloudbusting’ by Kate Bush was about the psychologist Wilhelm Reich. ‘Synchronicity II’ by the Police was about Carl Jung and U2’s ‘The Electric Co.’ was about electroconvulsive therapy.


Anyway.


Milgram was born in 1933 in New York City and he went on to become a psychologist at Yale University. He grew up reading about the war in Europe, and every evening his family, who had relatives there, gathered around the radio to listen to the latest bulletins.


When the war ended, some family members came from Europe to stay in the Bronx; they had been in concentration camps and had numbers tattooed on their arms. This had a profound effect on Milgram. He later wrote to a friend that ‘I should have been born into the German-speaking Jewish community of Prague in 1922 and died in a gas chamber some 20 years later. How I came to be born in the Bronx Hospital, I’ll never quite understand.’


As a result of his interest in the Holocaust, Milgram developed a heightened sense of his own Jewishness, and never stopped trying to comprehend what exactly had happened in Europe. He followed closely the series of military tribunals held at Nuremberg in the years after the war ended. Between 20 November 1945 and 1 October 1946, the Allied powers staged a tribunal to assess the guilt of 24 of the most prominent political and military leaders from the Third Reich. Hitler, Himmler and Goebbels had already committed suicide.


Of the 24 men, one, Martin Bormann, was tried in absentia (he was already dead but his remains weren’t discovered until 1972), and another, Robert Ley, committed suicide within a week of the trial opening. Of the remaining 22 defendants, one man, Gustav Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach, was by now senile and deemed medically unfit for trial. Think of him next time you see a ThyssenKrupp product. The Krupp family history through the two world wars makes interesting reading. In the end, seven of the 24 accused men received prison sentences ranging from 10 years to life. Twelve were sentenced to death.


Many of the other Nazi war criminals who fled Germany in a bid to escape trial were tracked down in the following decades, often by Jewish survivors of the Holocaust. The most prominent of these was Simon Wiesenthal, who played a small part in the capture of Adolf Eichmann, a lieutenant colonel, in Buenos Aires on 11 May 1960.


Exactly a year later, Eichmann’s trial began in Jerusalem. He faced 15 charges, including war crimes, crimes against humanity and crimes against the Jewish people. Eichmann had been responsible for many of the logistical elements of the Holocaust. In Jerusalem, his defence relied heavily on the duties imposed by military rank. He claimed that as a soldier, even a high-ranking one, a person was always responsible to somebody higher up the chain. In other words, he and other Nazis were merely following orders.


It was Eichmann’s trial that gave Milgram the final nudge to put into action a behavioural experiment that he had been working on during his time at Yale. He wondered whether he could scientifically test the credibility of this Nazi defence, and in doing so come to a fuller understanding of some of the great monsters of history. His work on the subject came to be known as the ‘obedience to authority’ experiment.


In July 1961, just three months after Eichmann’s trial, Stanley Milgram recruited 40 volunteers with the intention of answering one question: How far would ordinary people go in obeying instructions from an authority figure if those instructions involved harming another person? What the volunteers were told, however, was that the experiment would study the effects of punishment on learning ability.


The experiment, performed in a basement at Yale, is fascinating. The set-up involved three individuals: the person running the experiment, the subject of the experiment (a volunteer), and an actor pretending to be a volunteer. Between them, the three individuals were known in Milgram’s mind as the Experimenter (the authority figure), the Teacher (who obeys the orders of the Experimenter), and the Learner (who was subject to the Teacher). The subject and the actor drew slips of paper supposedly to determine their roles. The process was rigged. Unknown to the volunteers, both slips said ‘Teacher’. In every instance, the actor would claim to have drawn the ‘Learner’ slip. The volunteer subject would always assume the role of the Teacher.


The Teacher and the Learner were then separated and led into different rooms. They could communicate with each other but could not see each other. In a later version of the experiment, the actor would at this point mention to the volunteer that he had a heart condition. 


The Teacher was given a list of word pairs that he had to teach the Learner to memorise. The Teacher then read the first word of each pair, suggested four possible answers, and the Learner had to try to recall the correct pairing. The Learner would press a button to indicate his response. If the answer was correct, the Teacher would move on to the next word pair. If the answer was incorrect, the Teacher would administer an electric shock to the Learner. With each successive wrong answer, the Experimenter would ask the Teacher to increase the strength of the shock by 15 volts. Before starting the experiment, each volunteer playing the role of the Teacher would be given a single 45-volt electric shock so that they would have a feeling of the punishments they would be dispensing. But the shock levels they had to administer to the Learner ran from 15 volts all the way up to 450.


The instrument for delivering the shocks was deliberately rigged to look sinister and frightening. Furthermore, the jolt levels were all labelled with tags, running from ‘slight shock’ or ‘moderate shock’ through ‘very strong shock’, ‘intense shock’ and finally the top two levels, ‘danger: severe shock’ and ultimately ‘XXX’.


While the volunteer taking the role of the Teacher believed that, for each wrong answer, the Learner was receiving a genuine electric shock, in reality no shocks were being administered. A pre-recorded tape provided the Learner’s reactions. At 75 volts, the Teacher would hear his pupil grunt. At 150 volts, the Learner would ask to be released from the experiment. There were agonised screams at 285 volts. At some point, the Learner would refuse to answer any further questions. After 330 volts there was just total silence.


The Teachers were instructed by the Experimenter to treat silence as an incorrect answer and to apply the next jolt.


If at any time the Teacher expressed a desire to stop the experiment, he was given a succession of verbal prompts by the Experimenter, in the following order:








Please continue.


The experiment requires that you continue.


It is absolutely essential that you continue.


You have no other choice, you must go on.











Some of the Teachers refused to continue the experiment at an early stage, which was what Milgram had expected. What shocked Milgram was that 65 per cent of the participants were willing to progress to the maximum voltage level. That is to say that around two-thirds of the volunteers completed the experiment, and inflicted the final massive and fatal 450-volt electric shock three times on a person that they’d only recently met on the orders of somebody that they didn’t even know.


Some of the Teachers pleaded with the Learners to try harder with their answers. Some appeared to be remote from the whole experience. Others thought they had killed the Learner but still proceeded. One Teacher, who was told that the experiment must continue, kept administering the voltage while muttering to himself, ‘It’s got to go on, it’s got to go on.’ 


In later modifications of the experiment, Milgram not only made the Learner visible to the Teacher but forced the Teacher to place his victim’s hand on the shock plate. Milgram later allowed the Teachers to determine the level of voltage applied on their own. The average voltage was 83, and only 2.5 per cent applied the maximum of 450 volts.


Milgram concluded that most people were governed by the desire to be good and not evil but were increasingly submissive the closer they were to an authority figure. They felt more justified in pressing the button if they believed the responsibility wasn’t theirs and that they were working for a reputable organisation. Personal codes of morality were overridden by a sense of obedience.


Milgram’s findings were extraordinary, disconcerting and controversial. He shocked the world. Literally.


For some, Milgram’s experiments are conclusive proof that seemingly ordinary people with regular jobs and aspirations can be motivated to kill innocent people without anything more than a series of verbal nudges from people they’ve never met before but who are invested with a certain authority. And in their defence it is argued that any one of these ordinary volunteers could, in theory, reasonably claim that because of a weakness in their personality, they could kill an innocent person simply because they were following orders.


If you want to be a football manager, then Milgram’s experiment is mind-blowing.


I listened to the song over and over while my father regaled me with tales of Milgram’s experiment and what it meant. Maybe Milgram hadn’t quite explained the mentality of the architects of the Holocaust, but he had revealed something very insightful and useful about the nature of ordinary human beings.


The number 37 in the song title, by the way, stands for the number of participants in one experiment who pressed the button for maximum voltage. Peter Gabriel performed the song live for years before he recorded it. He would amuse himself by getting the audience to chant the rather spooky chorus ‘we do what we’re told, we do what we’re told’ over and over again. As a piece of performance art, it is exceptional.


One of Milgram’s volunteers went on to be a conscientious objector to the Vietnam War and wrote to Milgram to thank him for having awoken his suspicion of authority. That would have been me.


I came home not knowing an awful lot more about Holland but realising two things: the importance of staying true to yourself regardless of authority; and the fact that it is possible to get almost anybody to do what you would like them to do if you approach them in the right way.


Knowing those two things just blew my mind.


You see, of all the kids who lived on my street I was the only one who was never taught how to survive.


I was taught how to escape.




*





The second major formative experience for me came along some eight years later, in 1996. 


The mid-nineties were a micro-revolution. Labour were promising to change the UK for the better courtesy of Tony Blair. (Honestly. It’s true. And we believed it.) And we even had a rich musical soundtrack to support the wave. The Gallagher brothers of Oasis were the gloriously evil kings of rock’n’roll and they had an upstart rival band of southern softies called Blur to help them prove it. Which band you preferred was a good pointer to what sort of personality you were.


It was always sunny back then. Of course it was. My friends and I were full of hope. We didn’t much care for school because we loved football. Or vice versa. Everybody loved football in fact. Cynicism had yet to be invented. We all dreamed of playing for Tottenham or Arsenal. Terry Venables took England to the semi-finals of the European Championships. We exited as unlucky triers, not as laughing stocks.


Weirder still, we all got on with each other.


There was a racial divide, Indians against English. But everybody just got on with everything. We weren’t being told that we had to feel compassion for people, or being forced to get on, we just did. The kids whose roots reached back into the old colonies of the subcontinent always wanted to play for Liverpool or Manchester United because historically those were England’s successful clubs. Their dads had taken to life in the UK, looking for the best opportunities for success for their families, and football teams were an easy cultural anchor.


We weren’t kids trekking across the vast lonely plains of social media, a landmass built on bullshit and spite. We were just kids who played out and got into scrapes together; we had fights with each other, we had laughs, and we’d forget what the fights and laughs were about almost instantly. We lived in the fresh air, the last of the species to do so.


In that school year I sat next to my best friend, Lee Stephenson. Lee was hilarious. He had a slight frame that ordinarily would have made him ripe for bullying, especially in our school, except that our clique was quite a cool group, because I was good at football and the others were good at music and, most importantly, we were generally better at being built like brick shithouses than anyone else was. Lee’s idiosyncrasies were endearing; his impressions were made for TV and he deserved his own stand-up show – certainly the drama teacher thought so.


He was quick too, on the track I mean. When the school was picking its relay team to represent our shithole against the rest of the county’s shitholes he was always included, alongside myself and two other friends who were also lightning quick. We were the pride of the shithole. In fact, the boys were so quick that I could afford to take my turn on the fourth leg purely to reap the personal glory once I’d crossed the finishing line. I usually celebrated like the other three were a support band to whom I’d given a big break. That need for selfish personal glory has stayed with me. A friend asked me a while ago if I always ran straight to the guy who had given me the assist whenever I scored a goal. I could see the look of disappointment on his idealist’s face when I said, ‘Like fuck I did.’ It was me and my adoring crowd every time. Scoring a Premier League goal is the best orgasm you can have if you aren’t sleeping with me.


Anyway, our school year swept all before it. We were like the Class of 92 at Old Trafford, except with personalities instead of money. We were sporty and could turn our hand to anything. When the posh kids from the private school across town turned up to play cricket against us, Lee would bowl bouncers at their heads and we’d intimidate them until they surrendered and we won by default. In football, forget it. We were so much better than anyone else in the county that we steamrolled the other teams. In rugby too, even though most of us didn’t have a clue what we were doing or what the rules were, the two posh kids in our year would step up and do enough punching and stamping, with the rest of us joining in cheerfully, that the other school would be on the bus back across to the leafier side of town before the final whistle had even sounded.


But it was in athletics that we excelled. Lee was exceptional; he could turn his hand to any pursuit. He could sprint, steeplechase, hurdle, throw, jump – you name it and he could do it. It was remarkable. Scouts from nearby athletics clubs began to turn up at our school and try to poach him at the school gates.


For me, 1996 is still tangible. I can close my eyes and I am there – at that crossroads in my life but too happy to give a fuck which path I should take. It screams good times, an explosion of cultural significance that was felt widely and which identified with students across the county, not just in our school. It riffed freedom, possibility and youthfulness – and, above all, hope. There was a way out of the shit that had gone before, the horrible greyness and stench of death that was the 1980s. There was so much fucking giddy optimism around I’m surprised cocaine didn’t become as quaint as smelling salts.


We reached a stage that year when we were either old enough to buy alcohol or had found a friendly corner-shop owner who was happy to argue with the police that we looked old enough or that our fake ID looked legit under the black light. So one day we bought a bottle of Mad Dog 20/20 and sat drinking it in the local park, thinking we were boldly going where no kids had ever gone before. Buoyed by our success with the Mad Dog, we planned a visit to the local pub. Our studiously casual approach as we hit the door and the bouncer outside it somehow worked. We got in. We were in a fucking pub. What now?


We were dressed in our best clobber, cunningly making sure that we blended in with anybody who went to a pub back then. Black school shoes, black trousers and crisp white shirts. We could not have stood out more if we’d tried.


The bar was busy, and soon enough a lively character wearing a black T-shirt, blue jeans and a pair of white trainers dutifully stepped out of the crowd to give us some harmless banter about our shirts. ‘Still pressed, is it?’ he asked. A few people in the bar turned to look at the first-timers and, happy to be encouraged, the man turned to Lee and said, ‘Fuck me, you still got the pins in that one.’ 


There were laughs around the bar as everybody surveyed the group of downy-chinned tenderfoots out of their depth in new territory. We should have laughed it off, but collectively we blushed. No matter how cool and immune you might be in one world, there is always someplace else where you won’t quite cut it.


We felt young and very innocent. Not the purpose of the expedition when we had planned it.


Lee put his drink on the bar and stormed out.


I felt sorry for him. He was my mate and it wasn’t nice to have the piss taken out of you in front of an audience who could all remember their first time walking into a pub as an outsider. We were all dressed like clowns (well, more like waiters) and Lee had been randomly singled out from the bunch of us.


I suppose we debated whether to go after Lee, but if we all walked out the laughter would stay with us all the way home. The news would appear in the local rags, the vicar would talk about it on Sunday morning and we would be relegated locally to the Vauxhall Conference of coolness. So we stayed and played countless games of pool, feeling very conspicuous and laughing too loudly because we thought that was what people in pubs did. We were too scared to go back up to the bar to order another drink. Who would they pick off next with their crushing critiques of schoolboy fashion?


During my playing career, there were frequent moments when I’d be watching football matches from on the pitch and I knew that something I didn’t want to happen was about to happen. I used to feel a flock of startled butterflies rising up in my body and in the seconds after they took flight the opposition would maybe score a goal, or a tackle would go in that severely injured one of our players, or I would push off too hard and pull a hamstring, or the referee would pull out a red card for a teammate.


That horrible ominous feeling. I have always been able to sense danger from a young age, and that talent, if you can call it that, has stayed with me. Strangely, the crowd at a game would often feel the sensation too. You’ve been there. You know. The crowd becomes inexplicably excited at certain moments. Something throws them into an almost blind panic and a huge roar rises up out of the belly of the stand for no apparent reason other than to petrify us players down on the pitch. We look around, alarmed, to see what it might be.


A poltergeist?


An assassination?


A unicorn on the pitch?


Robbie Savage warming up?


There was never any cause for it but it felt like a siren in your head.


And that was the feeling I had an hour later on that night. The feeling I had just before the pub door swung open and a youngish-looking man in a pressed white shirt, black trousers and black school shoes walked hurriedly towards the bar, pulled out a 12-inch kitchen knife and plunged it straight through the heart of the man wearing the black T-shirt, blue jeans and white trainers. 


He killed him almost instantly.


Ah, Lee. Fuck it. Fuck it. Fuck it.


Twenty years on it makes no sense to me. It makes no sense to Lee.


You never know who you’re sat next to at school. In fact, you never know who you’re sat next to right now, who’s downstairs or who you might meet tomorrow by chance on the tube. You never know what might drive a person to do something purely incomprehensible. Sometimes it arrives with no warning, sometimes with the mildest provocation, and sometimes the perpetrator is also a victim – of circumstance, perhaps, or of their own character.


You never know who you are sat next to. You never know what versions of yourself are locked up inside your head.


That is the part of life that no science, psychology included, can predict.


Twenty years. Twenty long fucking years later and I still can’t find an answer.


I still don’t know why Lee did it.


Shit.


But he did it.


And when I visit him in prison, he spends the hour that I spend looking at him looking at his own reflection in the plate-glass window. And both of us are always at a loss to explain the events of that horrific night. I know he’s sorry. For him the murderer is a different person entirely, a person who no longer exists. The murderer lived and died in those few moments of madness as surely as the victim did. But Lee can’t explain how he has been delivered from that person into the person he is now, lost and tragic. And until he finds the answer to that question, his parole will continue to be turned down.


That was the year my childhood died and a hardened, emotionally detached adult took the reins. It changed me and, for large chunks of the years that were to follow, I took no fucking prisoners.


Those were the two defining moments of my childhood. The day I realised that authority isn’t always right. And the day I realised that what goes on in people’s heads is a mystery – even to themselves. But, above all, I realised how important it is to think for yourself.


THE SECRET PSYCHOLOGIST INTERRUPTS


In a very honest way, TSF discusses two of the formative influences on his life before becoming a professional footballer. How we each react to a tragedy like Lee’s is a very individual matter. I have no doubt it changed TSF’s perspective on much of what followed in his own life. But I think that what TSF is speaking about more generally in this chapter is the different perspective he has always had – particularly on football.


The series of experiments that Milgram carried out gave us what we now refer to as ‘man in white coat syndrome’. Anyone with the trappings of authority, we tend to follow. Imagine a policeman knocking on your door right now and saying that you have to evacuate your house immediately … and he can’t tell you why. You just need to trust him. Most of us would do what we are told. Milgram performed many experiments to prove that we listen to and obey authority often without thinking, most of which, as TSF has recounted, resulted in quite frightening levels of compliance.


I have often thought that being a Premier League footballer is a bit like taking the king’s shilling. Or a little bit like living in a communist regime. Everyone will do the same amount of work, wear the same clothes at certain times of the day, and eat the same food at the time they are told to eat it. Everything is dictated to you. Gary Speed once said to me that he hadn’t had a proper Christmas in 12 years. One of the benefits of retiring was going to be spending Christmas like ‘normal’ people. I have no idea why Speedo didn’t live to enjoy more Christmases, and my heart still aches at this tragedy.


The problem for footballers is the paradox they face. As you read this book, listen to the way TSF talks. He uses language based upon being the best: no kid at school matched his talent; have him in the side and you’ll win. He talks about being headstrong and following his own path. I can tell you now that TSF reached the highest standards in the Premier League and I think at one stage would have been considered one of the best homegrown players in the league. But here’s the dilemma. Many other Premier League players have the exact same mindset. They have grown up with the same view of their own talent as TSF had of his. They knew and loved the fact that they were head and shoulders above the rest. These feelings of superiority create a competitive environment, leading to ‘I’m better than you and I’ll show you how much I’m better’ thoughts and behaviours. And while this can be a difficult environment to navigate, it helps them to achieve, to push themselves to where they want to go.


However, having fought their way up through the lower leagues, when they get to a Premier League club the rules have changed. They are no longer the big fish in a small pond. They have experienced success as an individual. But now, to succeed in a team context, they have to be compliant and follow the rules, while also expressing individuality. The message is: be yourself and express yourself with all the flair and personality which got you here in the first place; use that inflated ego, swollen from years of compliments – but make sure you drink water at this time and your piss is clear. As a Premier League player, most of your day is spent taking orders from a man with a clipboard. What weights to lift, when to get a massage, what to eat, when to practise and what to practise.


This may be a little unfair, but I am surprised that more footballers don’t go off the rails. To take an example from outside football, the Nanking Massacre of 1937–8 was a tragedy of the Second Sino-Japanese War. Freed from orders, Japanese troops committed atrocities of cancerously ugly proportions; the utmost levels of barbarism. When psychologists have tried to explain this stain on Japanese history, they have unanimously agreed that an underlying reason was that the Japanese army was so prescriptive and ordered. Given the chance to operate without rules, they engaged in lawlessness and savagery of an unprecedented magnitude. 


On a much smaller scale, I believe this is why so many players smoke and drink and no doubt indulge in other behaviours outside of hours. It is a reaction to their regimented lifestyle. But some players, like TSF, never quite obeyed the culture of authority that football demands. Discipline is important, and players know that. But balance is just as important, and players have to create a demarcation between work and acceptable play.


The perspectives learned by TSF when he was growing up – in this chapter he has described a positive experience and a bad one – are what helped make him resistant to ‘white coat syndrome’ as an adult. But it is not just past experiences that shape these perspectives – we can also learn to be more mindful of authority and of maintaining balance in our lives.
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