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‘Floyd Woodrow delivers a masterclass in turning
strategy into action, purpose into everyday practice.
This is a field manual for achieving sustained high
performance and a life well led. Inspiring.’


James Kerr, author of Legacy


‘Draws on deep and significant research to
give you a sense of purpose, enhance your
well-being and increase your productivity.’


Dr Roger Bretherton, Associate Professor in
Psychology at the University of Lincoln


‘Skilful and engaging . . . Floyd Woodrow presents
us with clear and practical advice on dealing with
tough questions so often left unanswered.’


Eric Coutts,
CEO of Edmond de Rothschild (UK) Ltd


‘I have had the pleasure of working with Floyd for many
years, watching him develop elite athletes and teams.
Floyd demands the highest levels of attainment but
this is underpinned by never losing sight of developing
the person to be the best they can be. His simple but
extremely effective philosophy is perfectly captured in
this thoroughly engaging book. I have no hesitation in
recommending it to you as a guide to elite performance.’


Simon Timson,
Performance Director, Manchester City FC
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Introduction


Are you reaching your full potential in life?


This book is a gateway: it will show you how to do just that. It will help you understand what your potential really is and how to release it. With simple adjustments to your approach to life, you can better succeed in your dreams and ambitions. These concepts will be easy to apply to any of your endeavours, for the rest of your life, and you’ll be able to pass them on to others as well.


My fascination with human potential, and how we can release and harness it, has been a key driver throughout my life. I was fortunate to be a soldier for over twenty-seven years, most of them in the SAS, working with talented, dynamic and entrepreneurial people who happened also to be elite soldiers. I’ve studied psychology and philosophy and worked with people from all walks of life and cultures, exploring how we engage with others, how we achieve for ourselves and, more importantly, at our highest level, for society.


When we look at the lives of our heroes, we see that they had to overcome misfortune, external resistance, jealousy, stubbornness, failure and mistrust. We are no different from them; we all have storms to weather. I judge the performance of a person or team when I see them at the height of the storm’s fury, working through adversity and coming out the other side intact and together. Because success is achieved through strategy; failure is not an accident. We sometimes assume that success is bestowed upon the lucky few, but the truth is that it is much less about luck or chance, and more about hard work and dedication; knowing what we want, how to get there and having the courage and determination to make it happen.


I have had many different roles in my life: soldier, boxer, businessman, father, negotiator, author and others in between. Each role has helped me understand the four elements in life that can help me to succeed. I think of these elements in terms of a compass – my Compass for Life. My Super North Star is the north cardinal on my compass, the essence of who I am and my purpose; it energises me, draws me forward and I am passionate about achieving it. The south point is my Strategist, my ability to plan my life and build the scaffolding I need to get to my Super North Star. East is my Ethos – my values, my behaviour, the things I believe in, and they are non-negotiable on my journey to achieving my purpose. West is my Warrior, my strength of character and desire to fight for what I want and believe.


It is important to keep our compass points balanced – over-relying on any one aspect can hold us back. Having a warrior spirit is less effective when it is not backed up with a clear strategy, something I know only too well, having allowed my warrior side to dominate my approach for many years. But when we are moving forward with all of our compass points in equilibrium, then we really can achieve whatever we put our minds to.


With our compass in hand, we now need our map to follow. Visualising a ‘life map’ is a helpful way to stay focused on our goals: we look at the routes we may have to travel, the obstacles we have to navigate and the steps we need to take to get to our destination. We should jot all of this down, using pictures as well as words, so that they are no longer just ideas in our mind, but start to form an actual drawn-out map, one that we can return to for direction and inspiration, and add to throughout our journey.


Once our mind, body and spirit are connected and triangulated, we will have the power to succeed in any area of life we choose. My wish is for this book to touch, inspire and empower you, so that you develop a clear idea of where you want to go, who you want to be, and what you need to do to succeed. I will tell my story as though we were in the same room, and I will tell the truth; it will be a journey we’ll travel together. The stories I tell of others will also be true, although names will, of course, have been changed to protect their privacy.



‘Things should be made as simple as possible, not simpler.’


ALBERT EINSTEIN


I recommend that you first read the whole book from cover to cover. At the end of each chapter, there is a series of exercises, which you should read through on your first pass, but do not undertake them until you have an overview of the whole book. Then return to those sections to complete the exercises.


Use the book as a notebook for your ideas – please write in it, scribble over it, sketch in it, annotate it, index key paragraphs or chapters to keep you on track. I hope it becomes something you return to time and again, to remind you of your true potential.


Above all, I want you to trust in yourself, commit to your future and seize the opportunity to push the boundaries of your potential.


The futurist writer Alvin Toffler once said: ‘The very process of writing changes me. It clarifies my thoughts. It organises my time and my life.’


Writing this book has made me explore my theories, challenge my beliefs and put into words my thoughts on how we can push through our limitations to achieve what we desire. It has made me reflect back on the lessons I have learned throughout my life and how they have shaped me; I will share those lessons with you in these pages, and I hope that they will motivate you. There are early childhood experiences that had a great impact on me – you may find some are similar to your own; stories from my time in the SAS – probably a less common experience, but hopefully more inspiring; and finally, my time spent teaching, during which I’ve had the privilege of working with some of the most talented people in the world in the fields of sports, business, the military and education.


The concepts in this book are designed to be easy to understand and easy to apply to your own life, whatever your circumstances, whatever your ambitions. They will enable you to explore your own ideas, encourage you to change the way you think about your performance and help you to start working towards your goals. It is an honour to share them with you.


Have fun,
Floyd
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Scan the QR code at the end of each chapter for a final
message to inspire and help you on your journey.





Chapter 1
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Finding our
Super North Star






The first step towards our Compass for Life is working out our direction in life. This is our Super North Star: an unambiguous statement of intent, a purpose to aim towards. Otherwise we risk simply drifting through life – a risk not worth taking by anyone. But how do we find our purpose, and how do we go about achieving it?


As a boy, and even as a man, I spent a lot of time daydreaming. Despite being told at school to ‘concentrate’ and ‘pay attention, Floyd!’, I never lost the habit, which is fortunate, because those people were wrong. Daydreaming is increasingly being understood as necessary to creative and personal development. Although we do have to pick our moment – letting our imagination wander while on a long walk, good; letting our imagination wander while operating behind enemy lines, bad.


Over the years I have dreamed of being rich, of being a PE teacher (there is no logic to dreaming), of driving a sports car, of being a soldier, a successful businessman, a professional sportsman, a leading barrister, a bestselling author, a pilot – the list goes on, even to this day.


I have also had to accept that some of my dreams are beyond me. I am never going to be a singer, for example, and the less said about the boy band my friends and I set up, the better. (We got it to the audition stage before someone told us we were rubbish. Thank God there was no X Factor in my day, but you can’t say we didn’t try.)
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I have recently worked with a number of children and young adults from the ages of five to eighteen. The first question I asked them was, ‘What are your dreams and ambitions?’ As soon as they were allowed to think about this without limits, solutions, timelines or judgement, they came up with wonderful ideas, ones that were challenging and scary. For many of them it was the first time they felt safe to tell people about their Super North Star, without the fear of someone ridiculing them, or telling them to be realistic, or telling them that they have no chance of success or are not talented enough. Our dreams and ambitions can be fragile to start with, which is why we need something or someone to unlock them and allow them to grow, not extinguish them.


‘At the age of six, I wanted to be a cook. At seven, I wanted to be Napoleon. And my ambition has been growing steadily ever since.’


SALVADOR DALÍ


The fearlessness of a child’s imagination is a wonder to behold; they’ll happily see themselves as an astronaut, superhero or lion king, with no limitations. Sadly, for most people, dreams stop after childhood. Hope, imagination, excitement and joy are replaced with a plodding sense of compromise called ‘reality’, where dreams are tamped down rather than treasured and upheld.


Any idea can suddenly inspire us, so it’s important never to give up daydreaming – it allows us to explore what it is we really want in life, to help us find our purpose. And we must have a purpose; life is too short to waste. Passion inspires our minds and touches our hearts and drives us forward. So beware if you are in a job that you hate; it will likely limit what you can achieve in it.



The power of purpose


The ‘power of purpose’ is very important. Once, after I had given a talk on this topic, I asked a young woman what her purpose was. She said she was doing a biology degree and was thinking of going into pharmaceuticals, ‘because that’s where the money is’. Then her face lit up as she continued with her story: ‘But my real love is the environment.’ She explained how important it was to her with such passion, warmth and energy. I raised my eyebrows and she smiled; she knew what her purpose in life was.


‘Don’t ask yourself what the world needs. Ask yourself what makes you come alive and go do it, because what the world needs is people who have come alive.’


HOWARD THURMAN


We should be able to answer the question of why we are doing what we’re doing to anyone who asks. Our purpose can be personal, professional or social. If it can encapsulate all three, we really will have a life worth living.



Nurturing our dreams


The seeds for my Super North Star were planted when I was still just a long-limbed boy. As my skinny frame started to harden, the idea began to take shape in my mind. I was destined for the army. Seeing my older brother in his Royal Marines uniform helped. And my childhood hero was Alexander the Great – not a made-up superhero, but a real man, who fought for what he believed, who led his men from the front, and who achieved incredible things, all before he was thirty-two years old. These sources of inspiration fed into my desire to be a soldier. What I really wanted in life was to see how good I could be, both physically and mentally. I wanted to be tested and challenged, and I knew the army was the place for that. My Super North Star continued to grow and my strategy started to take shape. I understood the milestones I would need to hit along the way, and I realised that to truly test my potential it was the Parachute Regiment I needed to join, and then the SAS, until it was all I wanted to do.


My dream was only a flicker when I encountered the first obstacle, which was that nobody supported or believed in me. My careers teacher was particularly scathing about my desire to join the army and my ability to join the SAS. However, my resolve was such that this was only a minor blip on my journey, one of a number I would encounter and overcome before joining the Parachute Regiment on 2 February 1981.



Adapting our purpose


As important as it is to stay focused on our Super North Star, our journey is not always clear-cut. Sometimes our circumstances change, we change, what’s important to us changes, and we need a new purpose to pursue. We need to be adaptable – if we’re not flexible enough to change direction when needed, we may miss valuable opportunities. The key is making sure we’re making the right decision – changing our Super North Star because it’s the right thing for us, not just giving up on the challenge we set ourselves because it has become difficult.


I was once running an eleven-week training exercise for a team I had just taken over. I had been in ‘the trees’ (jungle) for over six weeks, live-firing, patrolling, setting ambushes, conducting navigation exercises. The next morning was to be the culmination of a tough two-week training exercise for this particular team: a live camp attack. It had been raining for hours, so, although the canopy was dense, the floor of the jungle was sodden and muddy. The thunder in the distance meant it was not going to abate. Tomorrow will be a tough day, I mused to myself.


At the time, I was also in the third year of my law degree, so here I was, in the pitch black, as only the jungle can be at night, but for the torch on my head, huddled over my law books, braced against the chill in the air. I was alone; everyone had now gone to bed in preparation for the busy day tomorrow. I had an essay on criminal law to finish, to be sent out in the morning by helicopter.


When I’d first thought about changing direction and leaving the SAS, I thought a degree would help and I chose law. A barrister looked like a great career – I imagined the cut and thrust of being in a courtroom. And, after all, I’d had some experience of being on the wrong side of such proceedings (although I was innocent – I’d stepped into a fight to help a friend who was being attacked by a group of men).


As I finished the last few sentences of my essay, I was drawn back to two books I’d been reading, one on the mind and psychology, the other on communication strategies, negotiation and leadership. I suddenly had a flash of inspiration about my future. I was going to finish my law degree, but I was not going to become a barrister. I was going to become a teacher of leadership and performance. I was going to learn more about psychology and use this knowledge to enhance, from an academic perspective, what I had learned from experience and see where that took me. As I have previously said, when I was young I had wanted to be a PE teacher – clearly my desire to teach had not been lost.


Although this was only a flicker of a thought, the debate in my mind began immediately; whether to stick with my chosen Super North Star or abandon it for this new direction, and I began to identify the pros and cons. Four years of hard work against my desire to teach. In many cases this can be a battle between safety (staying with what we know) and our desire to push our potential (take a risk) and achieve something in life. I wondered if I was avoiding becoming a barrister and staying as a soldier because it was safe? I needed to delve a little deeper before I finally decided.


I loved being a soldier and knew I could have several more years learning and growing in the army, but I knew I couldn’t do that job for ever. I was unsure, however, about finding a role I’d love as much as my current one. Throughout my adult life, the army had been my primary source of identity. With a lot of people, when you ask them what they do, you know that their answer – I drive a forklift truck, I work in a supermarket, I’m a salesman, I’m a director, etc – is just that, it’s what they do; it’s not who they are. With me, it was. I was a soldier first and foremost. It suited my temperament, my abilities, my philosophy and my physical type. I was passionate about it and never compromised, not once. If our purpose in life is so important to us, I felt uneasy about giving up mine for the unknown. All I knew was I didn’t want to stay or do something just because it was comfortable.


Ultimately, I finished my degree, so I didn’t give up on something I’d already started, but I chose to pursue teaching over becoming a lawyer. I realised that law was never my true passion, just one of the many things I decided to try while searching for my next Super North Star. When we’re not sure what our purpose is in life, setting ourselves goals and taking little steps forward can help us see things more clearly and decide what it is that is important to us. The extra skills and experience I gained through my law degree have been invaluable to me and, more importantly, led me to my new purpose. Teaching was a much more fulfilling goal; I knew the instant the thought took hold in my mind that adapting my goal was the correct decision, and I have never regretted it.


Set the bar high


Our purpose should be challenging, it should be one that is worth achieving. We should make sure that we are aiming high enough, that we are pushing ourselves to achieve, and that we are reaching our full potential. If we set ourselves easy goals, we’ll never truly excel and discover exactly how much we are capable of achieving.


And when setting tough targets, it’s important to always believe in ourselves. We shouldn’t let others deter us from our purpose. I can’t begin to tell you how many times I have been told I couldn’t achieve something, but that sort of negative response only seemed to strengthen my resolve.


It began with boxing, which I was nearly put off from even starting. When I excitedly asked a teacher if I could enrol in a competition, he just laughed and told me to come back when I was tougher and had more weight on me. He practically ruffled my hair and said ‘Run along, sonny’. I kept my devastation to myself and it took six full months of inner turmoil before I summoned enough courage to think ‘Sod you!’ and step into a boxing ring to fight.


I realised quite quickly I liked people telling me I couldn’t do something. It meant I knew I’d set myself a real challenge and it also motivated me to succeed.


We shouldn’t let anyone take our dreams from us. Our dreams should be big and scary; when people tell us we aren’t going to succeed then we know we’ve got a Super North Star worth striving for.


‘A man’s reach should exceed his grasp, or what’s a heaven for?’


ROBERT BROWNING


Seizing inspiration


Sometimes I am asked ‘What if you really do not know where your Super North Star is, Floyd?’ Strangely, though, my experience of this, even with children, is rare.


My answer is to undertake as many experiences as we can to draw us forward. We never know what might inspire our purpose – a long-held dream or an idle thought – so we should always be open to ideas. I’ve worked with people for whom a simple, random thought one day sparked a new way of thinking and revealed their true direction. The key is to take the time to allow the thought in and then catch it before it disappears by writing it down – even if the idea isn’t fully formed yet. We should trust our intuition and allow it to find ways to tell us where we should go. We should listen to our emotions, think about those things in life we are passionate about and energised by, and know that we are unique and that the things we dream about will be within our capability – as long as we commit to them.


My son has just decided upon his Super North Star at the age of twenty-seven, after trying numerous activities including being a lifeguard, surfer and financial-sector worker. He is now going to become a soldier. This has actually always been his Super North Star, but before he committed to it he wanted to make sure it was what he wanted by trying other things and gaining other experiences first. He also wanted to make sure he was not being influenced by me and my experiences in the army. And there is nothing wrong with that: we shouldn’t feel we have to rush into our decisions. There is a difference between procrastinating and taking the time to really consider our choices. If we’re not ready to commit to an idea, we should be sure to take small steps forward and, with time and experience, our purpose will gradually become clearer.



‘Your work is to discover your world and then with all your heart to give yourself to it.’


BUDDHA


When I was unsure what I would do after leaving the military, I did anything that took my fancy. I took a law degree, learned some languages, studied psychology, wrote a book. I tend to get caught up in the excitement of a new challenge quite quickly and it consumes all my energy and focus, so I have to be quite careful which ideas I choose to pursue these days. My desire to be a soldier started as a simple thought and went on to consume half my life; flying was an idle dream in my childhood but I found I couldn’t stop until I had done it; I enrolled on the law course after just one conversation with a friend; and my current desire – to fly a helicopter – nips at me every time I think about it. But, finally, all of these experiences have led me to my new Super North Star: I want to build an international leadership academy, teaching children and adults the skills they need to succeed in their endeavours.


And of course there will be more; there are always more.



‘Insight is not a light bulb that goes off inside our heads. It is a flickering candle that can easily be snuffed out.’


MALCOLM GLADWELL


Compass for Life


Once we have found our Super North Star, we need a way to navigate towards it. What better way to find north than with our own compass?


I can still remember my first actual compass. I’d just joined the Paras and how to use it was one of our first lessons. It sat in my hand, a Silva compass: an oblong of plastic, etched with numbers, a red and white needle in a dial; ancient but modern, incomprehensible but fascinating. It had a magnifier, millimetre and inch scales, a bezel marked in degrees, and strange angular markings, which I soon learned were Romer scales of 1:25.000 and 1:50.000, with which you could find the exact location of anything on a map. It was, in its own way, thrilling.


Our navigation and location skills were constantly tested during my time in the Paras, and the importance of getting it right drilled into us again and again. We were taught how to break our journey down into sections, and plot the bearing of each one. We learned how to read the contours of the land, how steep a route would be, what obstacles we might meet, the type of terrain we’d have to cross, where we would rendezvous and where our targets were. And alongside this we learned about the magnetic variation and how to take it into account. There are no small mistakes in map reading – a lapse in concentration can easily take you miles off track. I used a compass throughout my military career, and the same basic truth remains: the compass does not lie, as one of my mentors in the Paras, Al Slater, used to point out. We may misinterpret the information, the map may be faulty, and the ground may have changed, but the compass will always point north. As long as we’ve plotted our route correctly, it will guide us on our journey.


I remember a march in the Brecon Beacons when I was training for the SAS. A number of us were training alongside one another, testing out different routes. One of the marches took five hours if you made it in time, much longer if you took the wrong route. The mist came down on my way to the final checkpoint. Time was getting tight and, stumbling along, unable to see more than a few feet in front of me, I had to take all my bearings from my compass. Suddenly, out of the mist, came a figure I recognised as a friend. He was a much better map reader than I was, and he was headed in a slightly different direction en route to the final checkpoint. We stopped to talk and I told him which way my compass was pointing, and he said he knew the terrain, had been there before and was confident he knew the way. I was uneasy, but my mentor’s voice kicked in, quietly but certain: ‘The compass does not lie, trust it. It always points north.’ We parted and, although I still felt uneasy along the route, I arrived at the checkpoint thirty minutes ahead of him.


It is why I now have my life compass. When we have the correct information for our journey, and are passionate and committed, it will always point us in the correct direction. Our paths to success are never as smooth as we have planned, but if we have a clear and dedicated goal, with the right approach, we will always be able to keep our Super North Star in sight, no matter what obstacles life throws in our way.
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The picture on the previous page encapsulates the elements in our Compass for Life. North is our Super North Star. That is where we are trying to get to. Understanding and aligning the rest of the points on our compass will help us get there.


The east cardinal is our Ethos: our values, behaviour and character. It is our emotional intelligence, the essence of who we are, both as individuals and as a team. Our ethos needs to be aligned to our purpose. It will be tested on difficult journeys and we will need to be courageous and accountable for our beliefs. This is vitally important when we are part of a team, because it becomes our agreed team code of conduct, our way of working together. If we do not have a decent and honourable ethos, it will overshadow whatever we may achieve, as many people have found to their cost.


The south symbol is our Strategy. As strategists, we must analyse all the information available, without emotion, and carefully plan our options, making sure we are realistic in setting milestones to get to our Super North Star.


West is our Warrior Spirit. This is our strength of character to get to each milestone, being disciplined, focused, relentless and determined. Looking after our physical fitness and practising the basic skills we need until they are second nature.


Once we have our compass, we can start to look at the terrain we will have to cross.



Creating a life map


Psychologist Dr Gail Matthews at the Dominican University of California once conducted a study of a broad range of men and women: aged anywhere between 23 and 72, hailing from around the world, and working in all walks of life as entrepreneurs, educators, health care professionals, artists, lawyers and bankers. After dividing the participants into two groups – one instructed to write down their goals, and the other told not to – she returned to them at a later date to see which of them had actually managed to achieve those goals. The results were clear: those who wrote down their goals were 42 per cent more likely to hit their targets than those who did not.


Visualising what we want to achieve, creating our own map for our journey, is vitally important as it focuses our mind. I have kept a notebook for as long as I can remember, to record what I’ve learned, observed and felt, and also what questions I have, things I need to avoid doing and so on. I capture inspirational quotes and poems and I draw symbols, pictures or doodles that mean something to me (I am not a perfect artist, by any means, but I am the only one who needs to see the drawings). It’s a map of my life, my journey both inner and outer, and I enjoy looking back on it. Keeping it has helped me and the practice has benefited many other people who have risen to the top of their profession as well. Over time I have developed it further and on the next page is my current map towards my current Super North Star, showing my journey to date.


My first Super North Star, which sits in the left-hand corner of the picture, was to join the Parachute Regiment. Then came the Special Air Service; during that time I was happy with what I was doing, but I decided to learn a lot of different skills as I knew that I would eventually do something different. And now my new Super North Star is my leadership academy, which sits in the top right-hand corner of the picture.


When we can visualise our dreams and ambitions and put them down on paper, something magical happens. Our dreams become more focused and real. Felix Baumgartner drew a picture for his mum when he was five years old that showed him parachuting high in the sky above mountains and he went on to complete the highest-ever skydive from the edge of space (see page 246). Jonny Wilkinson wrote a letter as a nine-year-old about wanting to play rugby for his school’s first team and then for England.


‘Imagination is more important than knowledge.’


ALBERT EINSTEIN
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I recently spoke with a young girl who told me how she visualises her Compass for Life: she sees herself as her own Super North Star; her Ethos is a mirror; her Strategist is a chess piece; and for her Warrior, she pictures Athena. Having such strong mental pictures of a concept can really bring it to life, and help us to understand and commit to it more fully.
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