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Advance praise for Stronger Together


‘Stronger Together is an insightful look into the inner world of world-class teams and how they came to be that way. Rhetoric-and pontification-free, this is a serious study of team dynamics proven to work and applicable to us all’


Brendan Hall, victorious Clipper Round the World Yacht Race skipper and author of Team Spirit


‘It gives me great pleasure to endorse Simon Hartley’s latest book. It is simple to read and yet excellent for anybody looking to improve themselves. Simon engages you, he makes you think, he makes you reflect and, more importantly, gives you the confidence to act. As a coach working in international sport I find Simon’s help supportive, simple and yet always appropriate’


Paul Farbrace, assistant coach, England Cricket


‘Stronger Together is Simon Hartley at his brilliant best. Simple, usable messages that anyone in any team, business or organisation can practically implement to improve and get better every day. What I love about this book is there are searching questions that you can ask about yourself and your team, coupled with steps to help you turn the lessons into actions that make a real difference. Simon has had a real impact in making our team perform at a higher level and I challenge anyone not to be better for having read this book’


Toby Babb, managing director, Harrington Starr


‘Thought-provoking stuff from a master of his subject. Required reading for anyone interested in teams, performance and sustained success. Invaluable’


James Kerr, author of Legacy


‘Stronger Together will give you a unique view into the inner workings of world-class teams. Simon Hartley turns these into simple, powerful and practical lessons that you can apply to your own team. Reading this book really could help you to create an exceptional team’


Nigel McMinn, managing director, Lookers plc


‘It is a rare talent that can take complex ideas and concepts of elite sporting performance and present them in a simple, accessible and engaging manner. Simon Hartley is such a talent. He has generously shared the benefits and wisdom of his hard-earned experiences, making a significant difference to sporting – and corporate – athletes alike, and produced a compelling page-turner. I cannot recommend it highly enough’


Professor Damian Hughes, the Liquid Thinker
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Preface


What is it that differentiates the greatest teams in the world? What sets them apart and separates them from their competition? What do they have that other teams don’t have? What do they do that other teams don’t do?


These questions have intrigued me for years. As a sport psychology consultant and performance coach, I have spent almost 20 years helping elite sports teams to increase their performance. Unsurprisingly, much of my time is focused on helping them develop teamwork. Interestingly, the same is true when I work with individual performers, such as golfers, swimmers or track-and-field athletes. Although they may compete on their own, these athletes are acutely aware that their team has a massive impact on their success. Most elite-level athletes have a support team, which includes coaches, sports scientists and sports medics. The athletes know that, despite the fact that they compete on their own, theirs is a team sport.


I have come to realise that sport is a team game. I’d also argue that business is a team game. In fact, I’d go further and propose that life is a team game. The ability to be a great team player is something that pervades many areas of life – not just sport or, indeed, work. These principles underpin our ability to work together, whether it’s through a profession, voluntary group, social group or even our family. Therefore, understanding how to develop a great team is incredibly valuable to us all.


Several years ago I set out on a quest: to understand how world-class teams work and how they’re created. To answer my questions, I’ve studied a range of teams that are among the very best in the world in their chosen field. I am curious to know what common characteristics they share and how they have developed great teamwork. My rationale is simple. If there are characteristics that are found in world-class sports teams, Special Forces units, the world’s best aerobatic display team, surgical teams, yacht crews, and even great animal teams, these characteristics might well be generic. Principles that exist in such diverse disciplines are therefore likely to translate into almost any field.


This book is the culmination of my own experiences and discoveries, combined with thoughts and reflections from my time with world-class teams. I have sought to understand what differentiates these phenomenal teams and what qualities they all share. Doing this allows us to understand the core principles and how to apply them to others. As well as presenting my perspective, I have made a conscious effort to give you a window into these teams. I have deliberately tried to lift the lid so that you can peer inside. The leaders whom I have met have inspired me. Their words are incredibly insightful. As twice-Michelin-starred chef Kenny Atkinson once told me, ‘Let the ingredients speak for themselves.’ Therefore, where possible, I have left many of these leaders’ accounts in a raw state so that you can read their words too. These insights give us a unique glimpse into the minds of world-class team members and their leaders, and they help to illustrate how these people think.


Over the years, I have worked with some of the greatest sports teams in the world: World Championship and European Championship winners. These experiences have helped me to understand what’s required to develop a team capable of leading the world, but of course there is always more to learn. My journey, working with and studying these amazing teams, has been incredible. I have learned more about teams, teamwork and leadership than I ever thought possible. Personally, I have found the experience transformational. I truly hope that you gain as much value and inspiration as I have.
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Foreword


I have been lucky and privileged to have been involved with some outstanding teams. Outstanding teamwork, for me, creates the ultimate environment in which to work.


Great teams often evolve when like-minded, committed people create – through honesty and trust – an environment where minds remain open and ideas are accepted as an essential part of development. What they also create is a powerful lead-support system in which strengths are recognised and responsibility can shift depending on the skill and knowledge needed.


I have found that great teams challenge their members to keep pushing the boundaries of their individual performances, but they also have an acute awareness of a collective intelligence which drives the team’s performance. There is an understanding of the mixture of strengths and talent needed to create and sustain a truly outstanding performance environment. It is not about everyone being the same, but understanding the complementary strengths needed for consistently successful outcomes.


Great teams also know where responsibilities lie at any one moment, and those taking the lead are clear about their own role in delivering, as I call them, ‘world-class basics’, i.e. under pressure, delivering what they are good at so that someone else can then come into play with their strengths.


For me, it is like having an operational time-line in which all team members know where they are, who is responsible and what comes next – a ‘cause-and-effect’ understanding of every action. This, I believe, leads to the big-result outcome, and to get this we need to review and assess every day. I always believe improvements can be made individually but also with an understanding of the impact they will have on the overall result, as well as on someone else’s performance. Everyone then understands the value of their own contribution, as well as its overall impact.


In sport, the on-field performance and the result are there for all to see, but equally important is the chemistry and performance of the off-field support group and the standards by which they operate. If this is right, then the environment ‘success factor’ multiplies ten-fold because each group is setting incredible standards. I have always seen this as a ‘teams-within-a-team’ scenario.


I am sure you will enjoy reading this book, as it provides a fascinating insight into a diverse range of world-class, high-performing teams. However, what really stands out are the defining principles common to all. Whether it is sport or business, understanding those principles and having the knowledge to evaluate both people and the environment will help drive people who are good to create their best operating environment.


This book, like great teams, has clarity and shared knowledge – there are many ‘pearls’. Reading it, you will feel it is possible to be part of a world-class environment because it gives you the opportunity to understand those key components and what to look for.


The feeling you get from being part of a team delivering unbelievable performances cannot be bettered. There evolves a collective appreciation and trust between everyone involved. It is that feeling which you will never forget.


Enjoy Stronger Together. I hope you are in, or have the opportunity to be part of, a great team.


Sir Ian McGeechan OBE




Introduction


The date: 6 April 2014


The venue: Sher-e-Bangla National Stadium, Mirpur,


Bangladesh


As a little white cricket ball flies through the air and over the boundary, the Sri Lankan team race onto the field to celebrate. They have won the final of the ICC Twenty20 World Cup. Against all expectations, they are the cricket world champions. Coming into the tournament, Sri Lanka were the fourth favourites. In the final they beat the overwhelming favourites, India, with 15 balls to spare.1


The Sri Lankans did not have the best squad of players in the world. They were not the most talented in the competition and they certainly were not the pundits’ or bookies’ favourites, so how did this team defy expectations? What did they have that enabled them to become the world champions?


The date: 5 May 1980


The location: the Iranian Embassy in London


Two units of Special Air Service (SAS) commandos secured the Iranian Embassy following a five-day terrorist siege. The mission, codenamed Operation Nimrod, aimed to take control of the embassy and rescue the 19 hostages held therein. In just 17 minutes a team of 30 elite SAS soldiers had entered the building, neutralised the terrorist threat and liberated the hostages.


How did they successfully coordinate two units of soldiers in a hostile environment filled with gunfire, smoke, dust, noise and armed terrorists? How did they respond to the sudden changes and unforeseen events as they unfolded? What enabled this team to rescue all the hostages and neutralise the enemy threat without losing any of their own members?


The date: 25 September 2013


The location: San Francisco


Sailing team, Oracle Team USA, complete perhaps the most epic comeback in sporting history to win the 34th America’s Cup. After trailing 8–1 to Emirates Team New Zealand on 18 September, they clinched the final winner-takes-all race by 33 seconds and won the series 9–8.


How did this team turn around their performance so dramatically? What did they do to reverse an 8–1 deficit and win the series? How did their leadership pull the team back from the brink of failure and inspire them to victory?


The importance of a great team


Former SAS major Floyd Woodrow once told me, ‘I’ll never succeed without a team.’ Interestingly, he wasn’t just referring to his time in the Special Forces or in the British Army. Floyd Woodrow understands that teamwork is vital in all areas of life. I’ve also come to realise the power of this very simple notion. It’s rare that we do anything in isolation. Even when we do things that appear to be solo efforts, we often rely on a team. I recently embarked upon an extreme physical endurance event for charity. Although I ran and cycled on my own, I quickly learned that I needed a great team of people around me. Whatever we are doing, I suspect that our success tends to hinge on the performance of our team. In life, we are often faced with uncertainty and encounter unforeseen challenges. It is during these times that great teams become incredibly valuable.


‘I don’t know what questions we will be asked but I know that together, we’ll find the answers’ Floyd Woodrow


Many organisations understand the importance of having good people. In business, teamwork is no longer considered to be ‘nice-to-have’ but is seen as an essential part of both survival and success.2 But how many leaders are actually able to turn a collection of good individuals into a great team? How many teams actually become more than the sum of their parts? Having good people does not, in itself, mean that the team will be successful. Daft as it sounds, many organisations do exactly that: pull together some good people, set them to work on a task and then sit back and expect success.


Let’s imagine for a moment that the Sri Lankan cricket team adopted that approach. Let’s imagine that the best 11 Sri Lankan players arrived at the team hotel, boarded the team bus, drove to the stadium, changed into their identical team kit and then took to the field – as individuals. How likely are they to be crowned world champions?


What is likely to happen if 30 highly trained SAS commandos all meet up at the Iranian Embassy in battle dress with their weapons and equipment, and decide to storm the building? Despite the fact that they’re all elite soldiers, I suspect it might be carnage.


I often ask sports teams if they really are a team, or if they just wear the same shirts. Equally, I have asked senior leadership teams and boards of directors if they are genuinely a team or merely a collection of job titles sharing a boardroom. Just because a group of people share the word ‘director’ in their job title, it does not necessarily make them a team. I’d also argue that simply sharing a brand, or sharing resources, is not enough either.


When I see teams at work, I see people working together. They are collectively invested in a goal and engaged in achieving it. It sounds blindingly obvious, I know, but there are so many collections of people that are called a team but who operate as loosely connected individuals. Rather than working together, they work alongside each other. Anecdotally, many of us know that when a team works well, it can be incredibly powerful. Most leaders and managers realise that high-performing teams give greater results than high-performing individuals who operate independently. There is empirical evidence that reinforces this simple notion. The National Transportation Safety Board found that 78 per cent of the incidents reported in commercial aviation occurred with teams flying together for the first time. NASA also discovered that fatigued crews with a history of working together make half as many errors as crews who are rested but have not worked together before.3 Clearly, a great team can provide any organisation with a distinct competitive advantage.


What is the essence of a great team?


How, then, do we create highly effective teams? What is it that differentiates the very best teams in the world? Why is it that some teams always seem able to outperform their competition? What do they have that the others don’t? What do they do that the others won’t? These are the questions that occupy my mind. They spark my curiosity, they constantly agitate my brain cells, and they drive me to find answers.


Why is it that some teams seem to have a telepathic understanding of each other? Their actions appear to be seamlessly blended, like a flock of starlings or a shoal of herring moving together as one. How are teams able to do this? What can leaders do to develop teams that are capable of this mesmerising synchronicity? How is it that they are able to communicate with a fleeting glance, a wink or a nod of the head? What’s the secret to their incredible, almost mystical, level of understanding? Equally, some teams appear to have super-strong bonds. In some cases, their members are literally willing to put their lives on the line for each other. How do leaders develop this intense loyalty within their teams?


Is luck the key?


It is tempting to think that the world’s great teams form by chance. Perhaps they just appear when we bring together a collection of high-performing individuals. Maybe it’s because they were forged in adversity. Perhaps circumstance forced them to galvanise and become a great team. Or could it be that they just click for some unknown reason?


Of course, the characteristics of world-class teams don’t develop by chance. They are not the result of luck or circumstance. If we don’t understand the mechanics behind their creation, we might conclude that it ‘just happened’. However, the truth is that the greatest teams on earth develop these characteristics over time. They understand how to deliver consistent high performance. There is a mechanism and a rationale.


To understand the secret of their success we need to ask:




	What is their formula?


	What are the common characteristics that world-class teams, from vastly different disciplines, all display?


	How do they recruit and select their team?


	
What makes someone a great team player?


	How would we spot one?


	What do they look like and sound like?


	What are the secrets of world-class teamwork?


	How do the greatest teams in the world operate?


	What are the dynamics within the team?


	How do they communicate?


	How do they develop ‘togetherness’?


	What allows them to collectively respond to changes in their environment and therefore thrive in chaos?


	How do they build an exceptional culture?


	How do great teams turn around performances when things are going wrong?


	How do they consistently raise the bar and stay ahead of their competition?


	What are the characteristics of world-class leaders?


	What do they do to create teams that are capable of consistently delivering world-class performance?





Let’s learn from the best


To answer the questions above, I set out on a mission to study some of greatest teams and leaders on the planet. My rationale is pretty simple. I deliberately sought a selection of teams that are in vastly different disciplines. In many cases, these teams are also subject to extreme demands. If there are characteristics that are shared by elite sports teams, an aerobatic display team, a Formula One pit crew, racing yacht crews and Special Forces units, those characteristics are likely to be pretty generic to all teams. However, it doesn’t stop there. What about the greatest animal teams? Would we see the same characteristics in pods of orca and dolphins? Are there lessons that we can learn from these highly successful teams too?


Throughout this book, I’ll share what I have found from studying and working with these phenomenal teams. More importantly, we will look at how you can apply these valuable lessons and improve the performance of your teams. Here is a brief introduction to some of the organisations that we will learn from, to give you a flavour.


The Red Arrows


The Red Arrows are the Royal Air Force aerobatic display team. They are widely regarded as the best in the world.4 Since the team was established in 1964, they have flown over 4,500 displays in 55 countries across the globe. Their motto is Éclat, which is French for ‘Brilliance’. It is very apt. During displays, the team of nine display pilots can fly at close to 600mph and are often just six feet apart.


SAS units


The Special Air Service (SAS) are an elite special-forces unit of the British Army. Being the first of its kind, the SAS has become the blueprint for other Special Forces regiments throughout the world. Over 50 years after it was established, the SAS is still widely regarded as the best in the world.5 Although the vast majority of SAS operations are not publicised, the regiment gained worldwide fame and recognition after successfully ending the siege in the Iranian Embassy in London and rescuing all the hostages.6


Lotus Formula One pit crew


Formula One pit crews have an extremely demanding job. In the heat, humidity, dust and noise of a Grand Prix race, the crew aim to change all four wheels on the car in approximately 2.5 seconds. Coordinating a team of 23 people to deliver a performance is no easy task. Interestingly, being a member of the pit crew is not a full-time job. In Formula One, members of the pit crew are simply the race engineers, who have a day job ahead of their role in the pit crew. As the race team manager, Paul Seaby, said to me, ‘In competition they don’t get a warm-up. If they were playing soccer, these guys would have to score a penalty with their first kick of the match.’


Racing yacht crews – America’s Cup, Extreme 40s and Clipper Round the World Yacht Race


Racing yacht crews are subject to a number of extraordinary demands that require them to be a great team. During competition they need to collectively respond to changes in the wind, tides, current and race conditions, to name but a few. The Extreme 40s series brings together some of the very best sailors in the world in 14 crews of 5, for an 8-race series, in some of the fastest yachts ever built. The America’s Cup competition pitches two of the world’s leading yacht clubs against each other for 17 rounds of racing. Crews of 11 compete at speeds of around 35mph in purpose-built boats, for the coveted Auld Mug trophy. It is a very high-speed, highly volatile and incredibly competitive environment. Demanding as these forms of racing are, the amateur crews on the Clipper Round the World Yacht Races have the addition of extreme weather and sea conditions to contend with, as well as the challenge of being crammed together on a boat for up to ten months.


The ISS crew


The International Space Station (ISS) is home to a crew of three astronauts from the North American Space Agency (NASA) and the European Space Agency (ESA), plus three Russian cosmonauts. The crews live for approximately six months in a space little bigger than a typical three-bedroomed house, 240 miles above the earth, travelling at 17,500kmph through the vacuum of space. The crew is incredibly vulnerable and members can find themselves in life-threatening situations at a moment’s notice. Of course, if the team isn’t working, there is no option to simply walk out and slam the door behind you. These teams cannot swap personnel if things don’t work out. The ISS crew is a team that has to work.


Sri Lanka Cricket Team – ICC Twenty20 (T20) World Champions in 2014


For those not familiar with the tournament, the best international cricket teams in the world battle it out to see who can score the most runs with their 120 balls and 11 batsmen. It is the shortest competitive form of cricket, meaning that the momentum shifts can be extremely pronounced. In T20 cricket, the game can change in a handful of deliveries; matches can be decided by a single run. The margin for error is tiny, so every delivery and every run is valuable. Therefore, T20 cricket also requires an extreme level of teamwork between batting partnerships, fielding teams and bowlers.


FIFA World Cup Final officiating team


Soccer referee Howard Webb and his team are unique. As a trio, they are the only team to have officiated in two FIFA World Cup Final tournaments. In addition to appearing in Brazil 2014, Howard’s team also took charge of the 2010 FIFA World Cup Final between Spain and The Netherlands, in South Africa. Although refereeing a soccer match might look like a solo effort, that perception couldn’t be further from the truth.


The Boxer Rebellion


The Boxer Rebellion are no ordinary rock band. As well as writing and performing music, the quartet also has its own record label. They have released four highly acclaimed albums, and tour Europe and the world playing to thousands of fans.


Animal teams


In addition to world-class human teams, there are some incredible teams in the animal kingdom. To learn more about how they operate, I spent time with biologist Dr Dan Franks from the University of York. He helped me to understand how pods of orca and schools of dolphins hunt together. You may have seen footage from natural-history documentaries, showing orca in Antarctica washing Weddell seals off ice floes, bottlenose dolphins in Florida trapping fish in a rings of silt and then catching them as they jump to escape, or hunting groups of orca in the North Atlantic catching herring by corralling them in a net of bubbles. Studying teams of animals helps us to understand the fundamental principles by which creatures, including humans, coordinate. Animal teams show us the base principles of teamwork in action with incredible clarity.


Look at your team


As you read this book, you’ll naturally begin to reflect on how this applies to your own team. To help, it is often wise to stop and think about your own team from a few different perspectives. Who is ‘your team’? It might seem a rather daft question, and one that doesn’t need much thought, but bear with me. The business that I work in has two employees: myself and my wife, Caroline. At first glance, it seems that our team is pretty small. However, I look at it very differently. My loose definition of ‘our team’ includes all the individuals or organisations that have an impact on our success. When I take this perspective, I begin to see that our team includes our suppliers, our customers, advisors and a number of other key partners. We often ‘team up’ with partners to deliver events or projects. Even a seemingly individual project, such as writing this book, involves a team. Therefore, our team extends way beyond the two of us in the office.


When I posited this idea with a corporate client, they began to realise that the ‘hierarchical teams’ that they traditionally saw within the organisation were not necessarily the same as the teams that delivered results. Like many businesses, they viewed teams through lines of reporting and management. Their organisational structure shows teams, such as the marketing team or the finance team, reporting to managers. However, in order to deliver results, people often worked with other members of the business outside their departmental team. When we began to view teams as the collections of individuals who work together to deliver results, their perspective changed.


I also notice that teams tend to have many layers and sub-teams within them. England’s World Cup-winning rugby coach, Sir Clive Woodward, noted that the England Rugby Team extended beyond the 15 players that would run out onto the field on match day.7 In addition to the starting 15, there is an extended squad of players, plus the coaching staff and support teams. Each of these is a team in its own right, as well as being part of the wider team. However, it doesn’t stop there. To ensure that England rugby is successful, the coaching and playing team need support from their governing body (the Rugby Football Union), as well as their partners and sponsors. On a smaller scale, there are many teams within the team. There is a leadership team, as well as units on the field such as the back three, the tight five, the front row, the back row and the half-backs. Equally, within the support team there are management and logistics people, sports medics and sports science staff. These are all defined units within the coaching and support team.


With this understanding, I suspect it might be wise to take time and reflect upon your team from several different angles:




	Who is in your team?


	Who has an influence over your success?


	Where are the different sub-teams?


	How many layers are there to your team?


	Who needs to work together to deliver your results?





What can you learn?


In this book I would like to share what I have learned from these extraordinary teams. Although I think it’s very beneficial to understand what makes them great, and the characteristics they display, I believe that there is something even more valuable that we can learn. Unlike many other books on teamwork and leadership, I don’t want to simply describe world-class teams. I also want to know how they became great. How did they develop? What did they do to progress from good to great, and from great to world class? I would argue that these insights will be more valuable to leaders. For example, many people will know that the All Blacks rugby team have a world-class culture. In his book, Legacy, James Kerr describes the culture that the All Blacks have created and also explains how they develop it.8 I believe that this is far more valuable, because it helps us to understand how we can build a great culture using the same principles that the All Blacks adopt.


At the end of each chapter, there is a summary followed by a workshop section. Here you will find key questions that will help you to apply the principles that underpin world-class teams, and by using them you will be able to improve the performance of your own team. In these workshop sections, I also invite you to assess your team against some key characteristics. I’ll ask how you would score your team using a simple 0–10 scale, where ten equals ‘perfect, flawless and cannot be improved’ and zero equals ‘there’s nothing good about it’. Once you have a score, I would also ask how you could improve this score by just one point. For example, from a 6/10 to a 7/10. There is a sound reason why I suggest looking for just one point improvement, rather than asking how you could get to 10/10 (and it’s not a lack of ambition). A one-point improvement is a tangible step.




	How does a 7/10 differ from a 6/10?


	How will we know when we get to a 7/10?


	What will we see and hear that’s different when we’re a 7/10?


	What do we need to do differently to become a 7/10?





If I were to ask you how you could get to 10/10, I’d be asking how you create perfection, which is arguably an impossible task. Of course, when you become a 7/10, you can ask the same questions to become an 8/10 and so on. In doing so, you can become ever better. This very simple thought powers many performers to become world class.


Many people will read over these questions without really taking time to find the answers or to work out how to implement them. If you finish reading this book and describe it as ‘interesting’ or ‘enjoyable’, I think you will have missed a trick. In Chapter 8 we will revisit the workshops, go into more detail, and apply all the information you have learned from the book. I include additional questions to help you build on your knowledge and move forward. Feel free to return to Chapter 8 again and again as you and your team develop, progress and hone your skills further.


If you take time to reflect on how you can use this information, you might describe it as ‘transformational’.




CHAPTER 1


World-class Teams


Over the years I have seen some truly world-class teams at work. Some of the sports teams are world champions and European champions. Others have won back-to-back championships in their domestic club competitions. Many of the non-sports teams, such as the Red Arrows and SAS, are recognised as the world leaders in their field. However, these are not the only teams that I’ve studied and worked with. As well as world-class teams I have also seen some that are very good, others that were good, some that were pretty average, a few that were downright poor and even one or two that were completely abysmal. I learned an enormous amount about teamwork, leadership and culture when I worked in an English Premier League football team that finished bottom of the league and was relegated. Working at that club was not a pleasant experience – the culture stank. However, it was incredibly educational. This diverse experience has given me an interesting perspective and allowed me to compare the differences that exist between teams that are average and those that are good, between good and very good, and between very good and world class. It helps me to identify the subtle differences that separate those true world leaders. Importantly, it also helps to illustrate the ways in which teams can climb the ladder from poor to average, average to good and so on.


The common characteristics of world-class teams


It’s hard not to ask yourself what characterises the greatest teams and differentiates them from their competitors. What do they have? Are there common habits and characteristics that exist in great teams that operate in very diverse disciplines? If so, what are they?


Through my studies I have discovered a number of common characteristics that world-class teams exhibit. Initially, I noted five characteristics, but more recently I have added a sixth. My six are not a definitive or exhaustive list, and they will differ slightly from those of other authors who have researched and written about great teams. However, I would challenge you to look at the very best teams on earth and to sense-check these. Do you see these six characteristics in great teams? Teams that are:




	Highly focused,
have



	Shared standards and expectations
and a



	Total appreciation of each individual
that



	Draw strength from their differences,
are



	Brutally honest
and



	Always learning





Of course, this is just a list of six headlines. To understand what world-class teams actually do we need to get beyond the headlines. We need to get under the skin of these teams and find out exactly what they do to exhibit these characteristics and how they do it. Let’s look at those ‘headlines’ in detail.


1 Highly focused


This is the foundation upon which all the other elements of a successful team are built. Very simply, world-class teams have a strong, clear and shared purpose. Are you thinking, That sounds obvious … there’s nothing new or revolutionary here? Well, I would agree wholeheartedly. Interestingly, I did not say ‘common goal’. There is a significant difference between a common goal and a strong, clear, shared purpose. A goal is a statement of what we desire. A purpose is a reason for being. Although team members may have a common goal, it does not mean that they understand their purpose with strength and clarity. I’d argue that most sports teams set out to win. That’s their common goal, but it doesn’t explore their reason.


However obvious it might sound, there are very few teams that actually have these three fundamental elements: strong, clear and shared purpose. Each of these is critically important. The purpose must be strong. There has to be a very good reason why each of the members will invest themselves in the team. What are we here to do? What does it mean? Why is it important? Why does it matter? What would happen if we didn’t do it?


Identify your strong, compelling purpose


I’m sure that you’ve heard various people explaining the importance of having a ‘compelling reason’ or ‘a cause’, before now. If a team is to become world class, the members have got to have an incredibly strong reason to push themselves, and each other, to excel. It can’t be a ‘so what?’ reason. In Olympic sports you’d imagine that this compelling reason would be obvious. We’re here to win an Olympic gold medal, right? That’s true, but on its own it’s not enough. Successful Olympic athletes often have a fairly extensive and dedicated support team. Even an individual athlete, such as a swimmer or a runner, will have a team that includes their coaches, sport scientists, physiotherapists, strength-and-conditioning specialist, nutritionist and sport psychologist. None of these people will be awarded an Olympic medal if the athlete is successful, so why should the members of the support team push themselves, and each other, to help the athlete to win a medal? If we look at it in the cold light of day, the medal is just a metal disc on a ribbon. What’s so special about that? Will it change the world?


In itself, the gold medal is not necessarily compelling. The strength of purpose comes through understanding what Olympic success means to everyone. What’s the ‘why?’. The meaning goes beyond acquiring a metal disc on a ribbon. An Olympic medal is a mark of success. Contributing to Olympic success gives everyone in the team a way of pushing themselves and exploring their potential, not just the athlete. Enabling the athlete to achieve their potential often requires the support team to do the same. As a sport psychology coach, I’m also pushing to achieve my potential – professionally and intellectually. There will only be one medal presented, and it will be awarded to the athlete. However, when the support team all share this purpose, we begin to realise that the medal provides every one of us with our own Olympic success.


Author Simon Sinek suggests that understanding the ‘why?’ is central to engaging people.1 What’s the cause and why should I fight for it? Human decision-making is often made on an emotional, rather than a rational basis. The cause engages us emotionally. In writing How To Shine, I discovered that world-class performers are often powered by passion. This gives them the reason to push themselves through discomfort, overcome all the hurdles and setbacks, and keep going when everyone else has given up. It’s no different in a team.


Major Chris Hunter is a leader in the British Army. His specialism is bomb disposal. To many people, the prospect of walking towards a live bomb would seem pretty outrageous. However, Major Hunter explains that the reason is very simple. He and his team have the opportunity to prevent carnage. They have the capability to neutralise a weapon designed to kill and maim large numbers of people. Their compelling reason is pretty obvious: they save lives. For many teams, however, the purpose might not be quite so stark.


World Cup-winning cricket coach, Paul Farbrace, explained that the Sri Lankan cricket team’s success was fuelled by emotion and meaning. They had a reason. In the lead up to the tournament, two of Sri Lanka’s most respected and loved senior players, Kumar Sangakkara (Sanga) and Mahela Jayawardene, announced that this would be their last T20 World Cup. As Paul Farbrace describes it: ‘This was for Sanga and Mahela. Before the final, we prepared a short video with the two of them winning together. It was a real tribute to them and their careers. It was incredibly emotional. There were tears in the room and a lot of people were speechless. We all knew why this was important.’
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