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On 6 December 2016, I was honoured to be named as Europe’s Ryder Cup captain, and to lead the team in Paris in 2018. For the next two years I immersed myself in the role of a sporting ‘leader’, giving me some insight into the scrutiny and pressures that are inevitable with such a position.


I have been fortunate to have played on three winning Ryder Cup teams and served as vice-captain to four other captains. As a player, you can focus on your own personal performance and what you contribute to the team. As a vice-captain, you support the captain in whatever way you can. However, as captain, rightly or wrongly, everyone is looking at you. Every pairing or selection decision is debated in the global media and now on social media.


Sometimes the importance of the captain can be a little overplayed. I have said time and again that it is, after all, the players who go out to hit the shots and hole the putts, and compete for that historic trophy. But as captain you have the ultimate responsibility to those players, that team and to the people of Europe who love this great game. During my time as captain, I had some sleepless nights, my own game suffered, and I certainly felt that pressure and expectation.


The Ryder Cup is a unique sporting scenario. We bring twelve individuals, who compete against each other all year round, together as a team. Some players qualify automatically and others are picked as the captain’s ‘wild cards’. For one week every two years, these players form bonds and friendships that last a lifetime. They are not playing for money, but for something greater and more significant than their own individual gain.


Throughout my time as captain I looked to implement, in my own style, many of the ideas discussed in this book. My first priority was to be myself, to do the job to the best of my ability and in my own way. Players know if you are faking it.


European golf is full of stories, history and tradition. Most people will be familiar with the emotional impact that the magical and mercurial Seve Ballesteros has on our team, but I was also keen to connect the players to other past captains and players, to make them realise what they are part of. I don’t think they needed any more motivation than that.


I am wary about using the term ‘culture’, as I believe such a thing takes time to create. However, there may be an enduring culture within Team Europe, and I am fortunate to be the most recent custodian of that. What I can talk about is the feeling in that team room. Let me tell you, it was special. That atmosphere was not a result of a motivational speech or a picture on the wall. It was due to a group of phenomenal people who also happen to be very good at their jobs. That ‘group’, by the way, goes beyond the players and also includes the caddies, vice-captains, our families and the back-room staff.


Our team, like any other, was made up of different characters and personalities. I wanted to understand each individual and how to communicate with them in order to maximise their performance. At times, that meant adapting my own style. You can’t treat them all the same, simply because we are all unique as human beings.


I also got a taste of the public scrutiny that a sporting leader can encounter. The wild card picks. I had some tough phone calls to make to those that missed out, but my choices were made on both talent and character, and what I believed those four individuals would bring to the golf course and to the team room. They didn’t turn out too bad.


On 30 September 2018, we reclaimed the Ryder Cup. As golfers, we don’t get to experience that feeling of ‘team’ very often, so when we do it is undoubtedly special and we make sure we enjoy it, as you could tell from the celebrations. Now the dust has settled and, after a taste of leadership, I can pass the baton on to the next captain, Padraig Harrington.


The people in this book don’t do that. They lead teams every day under intense pressure, constantly responding to the successes and setbacks of elite sport and, for that reason, I have the utmost respect for them and their achievements, and even more appreciation for what we can learn from them.
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Thomas Bjørn


Professional golfer and Ryder Cup-Winning captain









Introduction
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I remember, as a newly qualified psychologist, walking into a state-of-the-art Premier League training facility to meet a high-profile manager. I was anxious, nervous and probably well out of my depth. This was football, the sport that I had been engrossed by as a youngster, and the sport I dreamed of playing, like many others, at the highest level. Now here I was, surrounded by people I had watched on television only a few years before.


This first brief foray into elite sport ultimately left me feeling unfulfilled. It was not what I expected, yet still I wanted more. The obsession with football and the acute awareness of being in the same room as some ‘big names’ quickly dissipated to be replaced with an intense fascination into what drives high-performance teams and cultures.


In my professional life I have since been privileged to witness first-hand critical moments within elite sport. Some of these are performances, played out in public for all to see: cup finals, triumphs against the odds, play-off successes, and spectacular victories after periods in the sporting wilderness. I have also been behind the scenes witnessing tension, arguments, preparation for major tournaments, team meetings, team talks, debriefs, jubilant celebrations and devastated silences. The highs and lows of sport in high definition.


I would love to say that this book is the result of a clear goal that I set myself, but that isn’t the case. Not even close. It is also not the result of a well-executed publishing masterplan; it has taken long enough to write! In fact, the project started out as an academic study with Liverpool John Moores University, exploring elite-level leadership in professional sport.


My initial objective was to complete a period of research which would contribute to a growing body of literature within psychology and perhaps help give me some more letters after my name. However, as the process continued, it became apparent that the rich data I had gathered would offer far more as a book aimed at all readers with an interest in leadership, in sport, in business or, perhaps, in all three areas.


AN OFFER OF INSIGHT


The Making of a Leader offers an insight into the leadership principles, beliefs and strategies applied by seven individuals operating and leading within a range of high-performance environments across the globe. Drawing on first-hand experiences at the highest level in rugby union, rugby league, football, cricket and American football, this book details the personal accounts and perceptions of best practice for leading and managing teams in elite sporting environments, and examines real-life responses to specific situations and challenges.


STRUCTURE


The sections of the book closely mirror the in-depth interviews that took place with each individual contributor. We start with an examination of their own journey and their leadership characteristics before exploring their specific approach to leadership in more detail, such as their beliefs, philosophies and methods. The next sections of the book focus on big-picture thinking, the development of a culture and, crucially, how that is balanced and often conflicts with the unavoidable need for short-term results. The subsequent chapters focus more on person management, emotional intelligence and how leaders navigate specific challenges. Finally, I finish each interview by asking for three bullet points for a ‘Leadership Masterclass’, aiming to summarise the approach of each contributor.


THE REALITY: HIGHS AND LOWS


This project has been more than four years in the making, owing mainly to the practicalities of interviewing leaders on a global scale and co-ordinating busy schedules. Pinning them down was by no means an easy task. To put this into context, the first interview with rugby union coach Stuart Lancaster took place before he led England into the 2015 Rugby World Cup and his final interview was conducted in the build-up to Leinster’s two cup final victories at the end of the 2018 season.


My initial interview with Roberto Martínez took place in 2016, when he was manager at Premier League club Everton. Our last conversation happened in the summer of 2018, following Belgium’s successful yet agonising World Cup campaign. Michael Maguire and Ashley Giles have also both changed roles during this period. Maguire was released by the South Sydney Rabbitohs and took up a dual role as national coach of New Zealand and head coach of the Wests Tigers, while Ashley Giles opted to leave Lancashire and return to former club Warwickshire as sporting director, before taking up the role as England’s director of cricket.


As Stuart and Roberto will attest, four years in elite sport is a long time, yet can also feel like no time at all. Such a period will require a coach or manager to face a range of scenarios and challenges – from euphoric highs to crushing defeats, enjoying the personal plaudits and confronting brutal and personal attacks. Across these experiences, an individual will need to deploy many different facets of leadership. In many respects, this is no different to any career – portfolio or traditional. Increasingly, our paths require a degree of flexibility and resilience to handle the inevitable ups and downs of modern life. You will find examples of this malleable approach throughout this book.


While their skill set and background may predominantly be as an effective coach, leaders will invariably find themselves utilising a multitude of leadership skills and managing a variety of stakeholders, including owners, governing bodies, boards of directors, players, fans, the media and player representatives. Furthermore, they are the ones who are ultimately held accountable for performance levels and the relative success and failure of the organisations and teams that they lead. To put that feeling into context, one of the contributors described the feeling of constantly living on the edge and ‘walking round with a P45 in your pocket’ each day.


Rather than indicating ‘good’ or ‘bad’ leadership, the fact that half of our sample have changed roles reflects the harsh reality and scenarios that leaders will invariably face during a career in elite sport. Crucially, it is their response to such scenarios that will ultimately drive the impact they have throughout their career. It is, in fact, the qualities of the leader that determine the quality of the response.


POSITION OF INFLUENCE


Elite sport is brimming with science, technology and data, yet leaders find themselves in the unique position of having the ability to influence both individual and organisational performance. As a topic, leadership in sport is now more intellectualised and scrutinised than ever before. Every day experts and practitioners dissect and propose models of leadership, be that in the form of autobiographies, academic textbooks, social media, online articles or at high-profile conferences around the world. Global organisations are spending hundreds of billions of US dollars annually to develop and cultivate high-performance cultures. We are constantly searching for lessons in managing talent, and exploring the fields of psychology and neuroscience to develop characteristics such as mindset, trust and resilience. In the internet age we seem to have developed a genuine interest in learning from other leaders, rather than relentlessly competing against one another. This more collaborative approach offers significant learning opportunities for established, novice and potential leaders, as well as people with an interest in culture, sport and performance.


I hope that this book enables the reader to learn from others by offering something slightly different: seven unique perspectives of leadership from a range of backgrounds, sports and nationalities. The aim is not to put these people on a pedestal as the embodiment of the perfect leader. How could they be, if they all differ in their approach? You will see as you read on that they do not always agree with one another. They will also be the first to admit that they are not perfect, they do not always get it right and they have made mistakes along the way. Each has enjoyed significant success, while also experiencing what they would perceive as failure. There is no single recipe for leadership and this book is not designed as such, but rather as a body of work for you to study, reflect upon and create your own eclectic approach, perhaps choosing to apply some of the principles outlined here.


During this process, I wanted not only to understand the characteristics that certain leaders possess, but to delve beyond traditional models of leadership and understand first-hand the human experience of leadership, examining how leaders deploy behaviours and strategies at critical moments.


After lengthy discussions spanning many emails, calls and meetings, the contributors all agreed that the book should provide an honest, logical and authentic account of leadership; identify areas of agreement and difference; cite real examples of leadership challenges; and leave readers with practical takeaways to apply.


My role in this project is that of scribe and co-ordinator, offering a mouthpiece for the voices of the real experts who, under constant scrutiny, live their leadership philosophies each day, experiencing the highs and lows of a life in elite sport.









The Interview Process
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The interviews were carried out over a period from 2015 to 2019 using a combination of digitally recorded and face-to-face interviews. All the data was transcribed personally (a time-consuming but rewarding experience) and analysed to identify key areas for discussion. The chapters you will read throughout the book emerged from this process and do not follow a specific leadership model or theory.


As you read on, you will see that some leaders contribute consistently throughout, while others feature more with regard to specific areas of leadership. This is due to the dynamic nature of the interviews, regularly diverting from a planned topic of questioning. There are some lengthy quotes too. Reducing these direct quotes was considered but, ultimately, it felt that by losing words, the book would also lose context and some authenticity of the insights provided.


THE INTERVIEWEES


MICHAEL MAGUIRE – RUGBY LEAGUE


Michael Maguire is the current head coach of the Wests Tigers and the New Zealand national team. He previously held the same position at the South Sydney Rabbitohs and Wigan Warriors. Michael led Wigan to the Super League (2010) and Challenge Cup (2011) titles, and was gracious enough to give me some of his time as his South Sydney side, having won their first National Rugby League Grand Final (2014) in more than forty years, prepared for their forthcoming victory in the World Club Challenge against St Helens. As a player, he represented the Canberra Raiders and Adelaide Rams.


STUART LANCASTER – RUGBY UNION


Stuart Lancaster, then England’s head coach, gave an honest and extensive insight into his leadership approach during an international training camp. Although the 2015 World Cup ultimately ended in disappointment, Stuart played a key role in leading a crucial transition within England Rugby, ushering in a new group of players, many of whom he coached with England Saxons and the Under 20s, and reconnecting English rugby with its fans. As well as his role with England Rugby, Stuart has also acted as an advisor to a range of high-performance organisations, notably the Atlanta Falcons, the Football Association and British Cycling. He is currently senior coach at Leinster Rugby, having helped them to victory in both the European Champions Cup and the Pro14 league title in 2018. Stuart gave a second interview to discuss his experience and transition from leaving England to taking on his role at Leinster.


GARY KIRSTEN – CRICKET


Gary Kirsten gave three Skype interviews from his home in Cape Town, initially drawing on his experiences as a record-breaking Test batsman for South Africa. He went on to detail key leadership lessons from his time as head coach of India, South Africa and the Indian Premier League (IPL) franchise the Delhi Daredevils. Gary led India to the pinnacle of the sport, winning the World Cup in 2011. His insights from that time, addressing culture and specific leadership challenges, are enlightening. He has also coached the Hobart Hurricanes in the Australian ‘Big Bash’ T20 league, the Royal Challengers Bangalore in the IPL and, at the time of writing, has just been named head coach for Welsh Fire in the new ‘Hundred’ competition.


ROBERTO MARTÍNEZ – FOOTBALL


From a playing career in the English lower leagues, Roberto led Swansea to promotion to the Championship in 2008. In 2009 he joined Wigan, who he kept in the top flight until 2013, and where he made history by winning the FA Cup, beating Manchester City in the final at Wembley. Having joined Everton in 2013, he led them to their highest Premier League points total, before leaving the club in 2016. A move into international football followed, as Roberto took charge of the highly talented Belgian national team, and led them to third place at the World Cup in Russia 2018.


ASHLEY GILES MBE – CRICKET


I was introduced to Ashley Giles by former Lancashire captain Tom Smith. At the time of the interview Ashley was cricket director and head coach of Lancashire County Cricket Club. Previously, as cricket director, he led Warwickshire CCC to both the Division 1 and 2 County Championships and, from 2012 to 2014, he was head coach of the England and Wales Cricket Board’s (ECB) limited overs teams. In December 2016, he returned to Warwickshire CCC as sporting director and in December 2018, he was announced as the ECB’s new director of cricket, building on the great work done by predecessor Andrew Strauss which culminated in England winning the World Cup in 2019.


DAN QUINN – AMERICAN FOOTBALL


Dan Quinn is head coach of the Atlanta Falcons of the National Football League (NFL). I interviewed Dan in Atlanta in April 2018 at the Falcons’ Flowery Branch training facility as he prepared for the forthcoming season. In 2017, the Falcons reached the Super Bowl where they were famously beaten by the New England Patriots in the game’s final moments. He previously served as the defensive coordinator of the Seattle Seahawks from 2013 to 2014, whose defence led the team to two consecutive Super Bowl appearances and won Super Bowl XLVIII. In an NFL coaching career starting in 2001, he has been part of the coaching staff at the San Francisco 49ers, Miami Dolphins and New York Jets.


SEAN DYCHE – FOOTBALL


Sean Dyche has a growing reputation as one of the most sought-after English managers in professional football. Starting out as a youth team coach, Dyche’s first senior role was as manager of Watford and he is currently more than five years into his tenure as manager of Burnley Football Club. At Turf Moor, he has created a side renowned for their resilience and team spirit, driven by a philosophy that underpins the entire club. He led the club to promotion to the Premier League in both 2014 and 2016 and his leadership was a key reason behind the club maintaining their Premier League status for the 2017/18 season. Our discussion took place during the 2017/18 season.









CHAPTER 1


The Making of a Leader
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THE MAGIC INGREDIENT


What makes a leader? This question has been debated countless times and, depending upon who it is you are speaking to, you will often get a different answer. As a global population, we are fascinated with the make-up of leaders, be that polar explorers, politicians, CEOs or sports coaches. What is it about these people that enables them not only to reach the pinnacle of their profession but to captivate and bring others with them on that journey?


For me, the key word here is ‘people’. Leaders are fundamentally no different to you and me; they are, first and foremost, human beings. They are a product of their personality traits (some innate and some learnt), their backgrounds, conditioning and mindsets. Like us, they all have great strengths that invariably sit alongside some limiting weaknesses.


During my research, I was eager to find the magic ingredients that all leaders possess; the common characteristics that absolutely guarantee effective leadership. What a book that would make – it would surely fly off the shelves!


However, as each leader went on to provide a unique insight into their own backgrounds, it was clear that no such formula exists. Every leader draws upon their personal history and experiences to craft their own approach and brand of leadership. And so, it makes sense to examine each leader starting from that crucial point – their conditioning and beginning.


CONDITIONING AND BEGINNING


This first section of the book examines the early experiences and personality attributes that built the foundations of an individual leadership philosophy. It is these foundations that influence how leaders interact with people and eventually generate the belief and confidence in others to follow them.


While all participated in their chosen sport to an extent, only two of the seven can truly be described as having reached the very top of their sport. Gary Kirsten (101 Tests and 185 One Day Internationals (ODIs) for South Africa) and Ashley Giles (54 Tests and 62 ODIs for England) had successful domestic and international cricketing careers before going on to take up their respective leadership positions. In contrast and to different degrees, Michael, Roberto, Stuart, Dan and Sean will all readily admit that their athletic careers were solid rather than spectacular, especially when viewed in comparison to the levels at which they have led teams and organisations to success.


It is worth highlighting that these playing experiences, gained far away from major international or domestic success, perhaps provided a unique vantage point for them to experience different methods of working and to truly value the importance of maximising potential in the absence of exceptional talent.


ROUTES TO LEADERSHIP


It is somewhat comforting to know that the interviewees did not always have a clear goal and strategy in place to become an elite level head coach. They did not sit down with a neat piece of paper and write ‘GOAL: LEADER’. However, you will see that they were all willing to take calculated risks and trust their instincts as they progressed in their respective sports.


On a daily basis our brains, fuelled by our perceptions, are constantly and quietly labelling ourselves and other people we encounter. ‘Leader’ is one such generalised label that we might use without due consideration, based on the assumption that leadership is a characteristic one either has or has not; for example, ‘he or she is a born leader’. At the same time, we may also discount ourselves from a certain category – ‘I am too quiet to lead’ – owing to our conditioning and existing biases.


Of course, some individuals do naturally gravitate towards leadership positions throughout their lifetime. They proactively seek responsibility and the opportunity to lead. However, for others it is a longer, more drawn-out process and something that simply evolves over time. You may be someone who consistently questions your own knowledge and experience before finally proving to yourself that you are ‘worthy’ of leadership. You might have a subtle emotional intelligence and empathy that means you naturally build trust and rapport with others. You could have spent a sustained period of time observing and learning from other leaders. You may suddenly have an opportunity thrust upon you that you do not quite feel ready for. For some, it is a willingness to think differently, or the experience of a critical moment, like having the courage to challenge in a team environment. It may not even be in the guise of a formal position but, in all of these examples, almost quietly and before we know it, we are leading.


FAMILY BACKGROUND


Each individual human being is a unique and tumultuous combination of beliefs, thoughts, emotions, values and behaviours. We search for meaning throughout our lives and what we come to believe is shaped by an exclusive recipe of culture, biology and psychology.


A key part of this conditioning is made up of our formative experiences and, when asked about their biggest influences, it came as no surprise that the leaders were quick to turn the conversations to their upbringing and specifically the role that their parents played in their development.


Michael Maguire cites his parents, Patrick and Mary, as his biggest influence and the primary source of the family values that he now looks to instil in the teams that he leads. ‘Family is a big part of what I believe in; footie and family are the two most important things in my life,’ he tells me.


The second youngest of six children, Maguire grew up in a sport-loving Canberra family, alongside three sisters and two brothers, and recalls that they ‘really enjoyed family life and were very close’. While he has acknowledged the impact of working alongside high-profile coaches such as Matty Elliott (Canberra Raiders) and Craig Bellamy (Melbourne Storm) during the early part of his coaching career, it is his father who the Australian coach credits as his number-one influence and the source behind his own drive, work ethic and desire to keep improving: ‘His work ethic was unbelievable. He was a massive part of what I did.’


Patrick Maguire drove a taxi to support his family, and the late-night fares and early starts have clearly influenced Michael, who works around the clock in his pursuit of high performance, be that planning sessions, speaking with players, having calls with other practitioners around the world, or his dedication to his own fitness regime.


Patrick was a keen rugby union supporter. So when the young Michael, after finishing high school, decided to pursue rugby league instead, he was worried to tell his father – ‘He came around in the end,’ he says with a wry smile.


A STRONG AND POSITIVE FATHER FIGURE


Roberto Martínez believes that every leader has an ‘inner inspiration’ and identifies his own as his father. Martínez Senior was a player and manager for Spanish third-tier side CF Balaguer in the small Catalonian town, nestled between the plains and mountains of Lleida and close to the Segre River, that Martínez still refers to as ‘home’. He fondly remembers kicking a ball around on the pitch at CF Balaguer with his father and, as young Roberto grew, the two became fiercely competitive, something he believes prepared him early on for a life in elite sport.


Martínez Senior ‘always brought his work home’ and this proximity to the sport, Martínez tells me, exposed him to the principles of management at an early age, allowing him to start to ‘understand what decisions were based on, and the importance of treating people the way he would expect to be treated’.


Roberto had the opportunity to witness his dad operate first-hand in three roles – as a father, as an athlete in a team sport and as a manager. Leadership and the pursuit of excellence can be lonely places to exist; the opportunity that Roberto had, over his formative years, to observe his father has surely been a key factor in his ability to motivate his players and staff, study teams on a tactical level, and adjust his style accordingly.


Parental guidance is not reserved exclusively for childhood. When Martínez signed his first professional contract for Real Zaragoza, his father was there to keep him grounded, remind him of the importance of fitness and encourage him to continue his academic studies, an area in which Martínez excelled. He heeded the advice and attended the University of Zaragoza, studying for a three-year degree in physiotherapy and exploring his interest in the appliance of science in football.


When interviewing Roberto, and having worked as a consultant to his teams at Wigan, Everton and Belgium, I wondered if this strong paternal figure in Roberto’s life had given him the softly spoken, yet firm voice that has resonated so well with his players, and made him an effective leader in his own right. For many of us, it is typically the family environment, or in childhood more broadly, where we experience leadership for the first time. That is not to say we are ever too old to seek out mentors or inspiration from those we admire. One of the suggested actions to emerge from this research for aspiring leaders is to have a personal support network in place. Have people to turn to who exist independently from your immediate environment, to offer perspective, to listen and to challenge.


A FAMILY FABRIC


Family background is undoubtedly a key component in formulating who we are as individuals and who we grow to become as leaders of our own families. Business and sport are peppered with stories of individual success emerging against a backdrop of challenging family backgrounds, histories or experiences; often a testimony to those characters, their resilience and the people who supported them along the way. Whichever stable you might find yourself in, acknowledging your family fabric and taking these lessons into your life is a key ingredient that makes us all individual.


Martínez’s managerial counterpart Sean Dyche grew up in a caring and supportive family, as the youngest of three brothers in the small English town of Kettering, Northamptonshire. His father was a management consultant for British Steel and his mother a machinist in a shoe factory. Dyche retains a keen appreciation for a well-made shoe! Throughout his contributions to this book, you will notice that he regularly tries to cut through the leadership rhetoric and communicate with common sense. The Burnley boss, at times warmly referred to as the ‘Ginger Mourinho’, is clear in his own sense of morals and values. These values have their foundations in his upbringing and can be seen in his leadership style, as well as his comments on contemporary issues such as personal development and player simulation.


RESILIENCE AND RESPONSIBILITY


Gary Kirsten was born in Rondebosch, a southern suburb of Cape Town, into a renowned cricketing family. His father Noel was a civil engineer who later became groundsman at Newlands Cricket Ground. Newlands is one of the most breathtaking settings in sport, set in the shadow of Cape Town’s iconic Table Mountain and Devil’s Peak, and the young Gary spent long hours playing on the historic pitch – ‘the biggest back garden in the world’, he says smiling.


Noel played first-class cricket, as did Gary’s half-brothers Andy and Peter, and brother Paul. Peter Kirsten, thirteen years older than Gary, played twelve Tests for South Africa, making his debut aged thirty-seven due to South Africa’s omission from international Test cricket during the period of apartheid. Gary, or Gazza as he was known, looked up to his older brother in an environment where sports, predominantly cricket and rugby, were a constant and where there were ‘no freebies and no easy road’. His leadership skills were honed at high school, where he captained the cricket and rugby teams, and became a prefect. As a Kirsten, you made your own choices and lived by them:




My parents encouraged me to make my own decisions. I think I made a whole lot of wrong decisions along the way but at some point, you’re drifting through life, especially as a youngster, and I had to make some calls about which direction I was going to go. I was very fortunate to have cricket as something that was very dear to me as a sport. I wanted to be recognised as a good cricketer. That stood me in good stead in the early part of my life.





These early experiences would have instilled a sense of choice and consequence in the young Kirsten, strong lessons for a growing leader. Cricket became a touchstone and a constant, transforming from a pursuit to a sanctuary – an excellent way to view a sport that Kirsten would go on to live, breathe and lead.


IMMERSION: DELIBERATE PRACTICE AND PLAY


Far from Cape Town, Ashley Giles – who would go on to play against Kirsten on the biggest stage – also grew up in an environment that was conducive to producing a talented young cricketer. As a young boy, he remembers watching his father play on the village green at Ripley Cricket Club in Surrey. The entire Giles family were heavily involved at the club, where his uncle, cousins, brother and both grandfathers played. Giles would regularly be at the club until dusk, either throwing the ball and playing in the nets, or exploring the surrounding forest on his bike or on foot. It all sounds idyllic and quintessentially English, but the upbringing also instilled in Giles a resilience and an appreciation of hard work, an attribute he now sees as non-negotiable in the players he leads.


Having a strong connection to the local club, Giles observed, interacted, trained and played in the cricketing world throughout his childhood. This exposed him to what psychologists refer to as ‘deliberate practice’: structured practice that targets specific areas of improvement, often overseen by a coach. This theory stems from the work of Anders Ericsson* in the fields of music, medicine and chess, and has since been popularised by American author Malcolm Gladwell† in the much debated ‘10,000-hour rule’. Sport psychologists have built further on Ericsson’s work by creating a model that combines ‘deliberate practice’ with the notion of ‘deliberate play’, the idea of unstructured and unsupervised play that still requires an increased level of skill to achieve improved results.‡ As an example, there is a long list of Brazilian footballers who have honed their skills playing in the street or on the beach.


Our leaders’ sports – football, American football, rugby and cricket – are all perfect opportunities for deliberate play. If you think back to your own childhood, whatever sport(s) you enjoyed will likely have lent themselves to multiple variations and flexible formats, played in fields, alleyways, streets and playgrounds, irrespective of numbers, facilities and even the weather. Cricket in the street, touch rugby, or knockout football in the park until sunset – no coaches or referees required.


Those long summer days spent immersed in cricket, in the form of both deliberate practice and play, likely imbued Giles with the skills, language and cultural awareness that are now a crucial component of his ability to take on the leadership and helicopter-view roles as a director within the game.


FAMILY PRESENCE


Across the pond, I was struck by the American family experience, and how the father of one of our leaders may not have had huge quantities of time with his son, but instead emphasised the quality of the moments they shared together.


Dan Quinn enjoyed a particularly close bond with his father. One of six, he was nurtured by his parents, Sue and Jim, and grew up in New Jersey. Despite travelling extensively for work, Jim Quinn always attended his son’s football games and track meets, no matter how obscure the venue, or fleeting the event. After all, throwing the hammer, as Quinn often did, is not the most exciting of events, but that was not going to deter Jim, or prevent him supporting his son.


A reassuring presence from childhood to adulthood, his father bonded with Dan over sports, attending the Quinn brothers’ football, basketball and baseball games, and creating memories that would last a lifetime, perhaps most notably taking Dan to watch his first ever NFL game. Their close relationship has had a long-lasting impact on Quinn’s approach to leadership. He credits his father for instilling in him the need for discipline and for hard work, but also the importance of being there and going the extra mile for others.


This is reflected in how Quinn’s players, past and present, describe his leadership. In an interview with the former Falcons’ outside linebacker on the NFL website,* Brooks Reed is effervescent with praise for Coach Quinn, specifically about how he cares about people:




He’s a very personable guy. When you first see him, you’re like, ‘Oh man, this guy looks tough.’ You might be intimidated. But the second you start talking to him, he is all about you. He cares about people, cares about his players first and foremost. You can see that in the way he talks about us and treats us.





In the same article, wide-receiver Mohamed Sanu references the importance of being there for others, referring to the sense of ‘brotherhood’ that Quinn has instilled throughout the team. Sanu says, ‘I know I am going to do my job because I know the guy next to me is going to do his. So I don’t want to let that guy down.’ In a sport of multi-million dollar contracts, fine skill and brute force, supporting one another may just be the glue that holds it all together.


A SENSE OF HOME


All leaders need a place to recharge, reset and re-engage. For some, that will be a particular place or person; for others, it may well be a family home, or a place that offers a constant in a brutal and rapidly changing professional world. For Stuart Lancaster, his mentor and family home have combined to fill that role.


The important role of mentors is a topic discussed later in the book. For Lancaster, however, who regularly visits other high-performing cultures, the one true mentor was his dad, John. Sports-mad Lancaster grew up on the working family farm in Culgaith, Cumbria with his three siblings, Stephen, Fiona and David. The quartet were supported by John and their mother Ann, whose Scottish heritage enabled Stuart to qualify and play for Scotland’s Under-19s.


The Lancasters’ Lime Tree Farm was a small working dairy farm with just three workers. Stuart has fond memories of family Christmases when, presents all opened, his parents would rush off to milk the cows before Christmas dinner. Lancaster returned home from boarding school each summer, filling his time with a combination of sport and manual work, tasks like painting fences or spreading silage. He laughs at the memory of naively piloting farm machinery on the public roads, with nothing more than a provisional driving licence to his name. He recalls ‘driving this huge tractor with silage on the back and thinking, “This can’t be right, I’ve not even passed my test!” ’


The farm has long been a constant for Lancaster. He returned to these familiar surroundings, where he is known in the small farming community simply as Stuart, to reflect in solitude on his World Cup experience in 2015. By then in his forties, he still needed his family’s support, in particular his father’s, who he describes as his ‘rock at the start, middle and end’.


In September 2018, John Lancaster passed away unexpectedly at Lime Tree Farm, but not before he was in the stadium to witness his son win the Pro14 Championship with Leinster and restore his reputation as one of the most revered and respected coaches in the modern game.


Leinster faced a stubborn Scarlets team in the final at the Aviva Stadium in Dublin as they looked to follow being crowned champions of Europe a few weeks previously. They eventually won the match 40–32, with tries from Devin Toner, James Lowe, Sean Cronin, Jordan Larmour and Jack Conan, and thirteen points from the boot of man-of-the-match Johnny Sexton. The images of the ensuing celebrations, under the floodlit Dublin sky, are a sea of blue; players sharing the moment with their families young and old, outgoing captain Isa Nacewa – who you will hear from later in the book – lifting the trophy, and Lancaster himself having photos with the crowd before being soaked with champagne among the madness of the changing room.


That night in Dublin, John Lancaster saw his son happy again, surrounded by a community of people who Stuart believes are, in many ways, like the people of Cumbria: close-knit, loyal, humble and hardworking. Many of those same people travelled to John’s funeral, held at a tiny church in Cumbria. It was full to the point that not everyone could fit in. Stuart delivered the eulogy, focusing on the role of his father in shaping the personalities of the Lancaster siblings and describing what life was like through the seasons on Lime Tree Farm.


TEACHING


Bill Walsh, the legendary head coach of the San Francisco 49ers, once said, ‘The ability to help the people around me self-actualise their goals underlines the single aspect of my abilities and the label that I value most – teacher.’* John Wooden, the renowned head coach of the UCLA (University of California, Los Angeles) basketball programme also referred to his teaching attributes as the driving force behind his successes. Wooden played down any special talent he might possess, saying:




I believe effective leaders are, first and foremost, good teachers. We are in the education business. Whether in class or on the court, my job was the same: to effectively teach those under my supervision how they could perform to the best of their ability in ways that best served the goals of our team. Effective teaching is intrinsic to effective leadership, the kind that can build and maintain a successful team. I am unaware of any great team builders who were not also great team teachers.*





Completing this triad of coaching greatness is Vince Lombardi, the leader whose name is engraved on the Super Bowl trophy. Lombardi, a strict and no-nonsense character, took his first steps into coaching as an assistant at a local high school. From then on, he held teaching at the very heart of his philosophy, saying, ‘They call it coaching but it is teaching, you do not just tell them … you show them the reasons.’ A recent BBC article offers a player’s perspective, citing former offensive line-man Jerry Kramer’s comments about his former coach: ‘He was a wonderful teacher. He believed teaching was the greatest profession.’†


While coaching on school fields might seem light years away from leading a team at a major tournament, it should, perhaps, be no surprise that teaching and the development of young people arise as common themes in the backgrounds of our contributors. If you think back to your school days, you will probably remember two types of teachers. The ‘good’ teachers, the favourites who made you feel as though you could take on the world; and the ‘bad’ teachers, whose lessons you approached with trepidation.


There is a fantastic, emotional video of ex-England and Arsenal footballer Ian Wright reconnecting with his old schoolteacher, Mr Pigden. Pigden had seen that the eight-year-old Wright, then a disengaged pupil from London’s Honor Oak estate, needed nurturing. Talking on the BBC’s Desert Island Discs,‡ Wright describes the colossal impact his teacher had on him:




I know he loved me. I don’t know why he chose me. I’m glad that he did. Once he come in, everything was so much better. I used to collect the registers from the teachers. Then they made me milk monitor. I really liked that. It was really good. I just felt important. Then what he’d do, he’d put me back into the classroom, and then my writing got better. He wouldn’t let me play football if he’d heard I’d been naughty in class. He just gave me a sense of feeling like I had some use.





The two met again when Wright was filming a documentary about his career. The footballer, mistakenly believing Pigden had died, breaks down in tears on seeing his old mentor. Recounting the meeting at Arsenal’s Highbury stadium, Wright continued, ‘He said how proud he is of me. Then I hugged him and because he was three or four steps up, I felt like I was seven again.’


The superstar footballer is transported back to being that same young boy from the estate. Wright’s voice breaks even more when describing the bond that he and Pigden, who was a pilot in the Second World War, shared:




He was one of the youngest pilots in World War II. He was one of the pilots chosen to do the flyover at Buckingham Palace. I remember him saying he was more proud of the fact I played for England than him flying over Buckingham Palace. I love that man. When he said that, he changed my life just by recognising, I don’t know what it was when I was standing outside that classroom, that I needed more – and he gave it to me.





Importantly, we don’t actually remember everything they taught us but, as Wright’s words so powerfully describe, we do remember how they made us feel. The best teachers are able to quickly identify how to coax the best out of an individual, how to speak to them, how to push their buttons and how that person wants to receive their information. This is a rare and unique skill set. Perhaps at times we fail to identify teaching as a valid stepping stone to leading, yet teachers are able to build up hours and hours of leadership experience on the ground, and deal with a broad range of challenging situations.


I interview Michael Maguire – or Madge as he is often known – in a hotel in Leeds, Yorkshire. The South Sydney Rabbitohs, owned by Hollywood superstar and fan Russell Crowe, are fresh from their first NRL Grand Final victory in over forty years. The hotel lobby is buzzing as players come and go, the green and red of the Rabbitohs dominating against a drizzly, grim Yorkshire evening. They are here to play the World Club Challenge against the Super League champions, St Helens, and Maguire’s stock is high. He has created history with the Rabbitohs and his name has been written into their folklore forever.


The sport of rugby league was founded in Australia in 1907 by a group of rebellious players discontent with the amateur status of rugby union. Since then, it has become one of the most watched sports in Australia, with the coveted Grand Final a highly anticipated event in world sport.


While the UK Super League does not enjoy the same financial backing or profile as it does in Australia, it is entertaining, tough, uncompromising and physically demanding. In the UK, the majority of teams that make up the Super League come from the north of England (Wigan, Leeds, Huddersfield, St Helens, Warrington, etc.) and are predominantly made up of players from working-class backgrounds.


Maguire is physically imposing, tough, strong, authoritative and by no means an extrovert. He is competitive and does not tolerate poor standards. Make no mistake, he is here to win. Yet underneath the tough demeanour is a leader who places the development of people and the improvement of players at the very top of his list of priorities.


Having played fewer than twenty NRL games for the Canberra Raiders and the Adelaide Rams, Madge’s own playing career was cut short by a neck injury in 1998. Upon hearing the news, he recalls how he instinctively ‘made a decision to stay in the game’. His teaching qualification, achieved thanks to his parents’ insistence that he continue his studies at university rather than become a full-time athlete – something he describes as the ‘best thing they ever did’ – enabled him to teach Mathematics, Science and PE at Lanyon High School in Canberra, alongside his burgeoning coaching ambitions.


Michael describes his rise through the coaching ranks from the youth teams in Canberra to his position as head coach of the South Sydney Rabbitohs as a journey that began with some initial uncertainty:




I wasn’t quite sure how I was going to do it, but I decided to head back to where I started at school-boy level. I coached them for two years and grew into the grades. I coached the young Canberra teams while also being the strength and conditioning coach. From there an opportunity arose to become a first-grade coach at Canberra, an assistant coach, so I took that role on for about three years.





Despite being ‘a born-and-bred Canberra man’ he made a tough call to leave the club, as he ‘didn’t agree with where they were heading at the time’. He took a position as assistant coach to Craig Bellamy at the Melbourne Storm: ‘I was there for five years and through that journey I learnt a lot. From there, I became the head coach at Wigan Warriors for two years and then in Sydney with the Rabbitohs.’


Now a successful and experienced head coach across two continents, it is clear that the passion for ‘developing young people and seeing them grow’ that Maguire satisfies through coaching has teaching at its core.


A brilliant and effective teacher has the knack of being able to bring out the best in a pupil by finding a way to reach into their true character. A key component of leadership, in any setting, is exactly this, a level of emotional intelligence that allows the leader to understand what drives the people that make up their teams. Madge’s mission early on in his career was to help junior athletes mature and grow as both people and players. A constant and genuine focus on helping others to develop and shift out of their comfort zone is the essence of leadership. Done effectively, irrespective of talent, results with naturally follow. One player might go on to play for their country and another might develop the crucial life skills that equip them for an effective transition to an alternative career. To the leader, there is equal value and satisfaction in both such examples.


‘THE PUREST FORM OF COACHING’


My interview with Stuart Lancaster takes place in the evening, during an England training camp at their headquarters at Surrey’s Pennyhill Park. Viewed from its quintessential English country garden, the imposing nineteenth-century building, with ivy creeping up its vast stone walls, combines traditional features, such as heavy oak panels and towering ceilings, with the modern facilities that are a requisite for elite sport: high-tech meeting rooms, state-of-the-art pitches, a bespoke sprint track, a spa, a fully equipped gymnasium and even a golf course. The facility is polished and impressive, with the physical environment reinforcing key cultural messages, leaving me in no doubt that I am in the inner sanctum of English rugby.


Lancaster enjoyed a longer playing career than his rugby league counterpart, turning out for Wakefield, Headingley and Leeds Tykes. He represented Scotland at junior level, before retiring through injury at the age of thirty. Academically, Stuart went on to complete a degree in Human Movement Studies and a PGCE (Postgraduate Certificate in Education) in PE before going into teaching full-time.




I taught PE until 2000, so I was thirty at the time. I then took a job as Academy Manager at Leeds and did that for five years, then the Director of Rugby resigned, and I took the job. We got promoted to the Premiership and I was Director of Rugby in the Premiership. The RFU approached me and I took the job as Head of Elite Player Development for the RFU which was responsible for the academies, the England age grade teams and coaching England Saxons. I did that for three years until 2011 when Martin Johnson resigned. I got the interim job as Head Coach and became Head Coach on a full-time basis in April 2012. Within that also there was a restructure of the department and I became also Head of International Performance, so I was responsible for all the other England teams, as well as the England senior team.





This sounds like an orderly and planned progression but, for Lancaster, his initial goal was to simply be the best teacher he could be. He took up a leadership role when out of the game with injury and, in his words, ‘it evolved rather than it was planned – my plan at the time was to take a more senior role within the school’.


Both Maguire and Lancaster cite their early teaching experiences as vital to their development as coaches. Maguire relates it to the ‘big satisfaction’ he gets out of coaching and identifies ‘the growth of young people and seeing them develop’ as a personal driver. Lancaster believes that teaching provides a strong foundation to excelling as a coach and cites the time on the ground as beneficial to a career in coaching. ‘It is the purest form of coaching and you do it five times a day, five days a week and thirty-five weeks a year. You get tremendous practice at planning, doing, and evaluating on a daily and weekly basis … you are going to become a better coach.’


In contrast to his teaching experience, Lancaster’s role with the Rugby Football Union (RFU) was arguably one of the most multifaceted in sport, as he spent less time on the field coaching due to the nature of international sport, where time is restricted to training camps and fixtures, and the broad demands of the role. Lancaster estimates that his time with England could be roughly divided as 50 per cent management, 40 per cent leadership and only 10 per cent coaching. As a next step, he wanted to redress the balance.


Following his departure from his role with England, Lancaster returned to his roots and spent time coaching schools and clubs in Yorkshire. The image of the former England coach teaching rugby on the fields of Leeds will have turned heads, but all the while he was planning his next move. That move came when he joined Leinster as senior coach, a role that allowed him to spend more time coaching the players, leaving the other aspects of leadership to the head coach, Leo Cullen. He now estimates that 90 per cent of his time is spent coaching and he finds the role both invigorating and rewarding:


‘I don’t mind what level of player we are talking about. At Leinster we have a lot of internationals away at times, but I enjoy coaching the younger players who are filling those holes just as much, to make them better.’ He brings the conversation back to teaching: ‘You know I really enjoyed teaching and, if someone told me I could not coach rugby any more, I would be happy to go back as a teacher. I enjoyed the lessons, the variety of sports, I enjoyed helping kids get better, when you are doing it day in and day out, you are outside, running around, you are not in board meetings and committee meetings and wearing a suit, it wins every day for me.’


In the critical moments, when individuals and teams are under-performing, perhaps results are slipping, and negative momentum begins to force a group into a downward spiral and a fixed mindset, a leader’s reaction is crucial. Before we know it, it is easy to slip into catastrophic and generalised thinking, mislabelling situations, letting our biases run riot, and attempting to solve challenges with sweeping changes or searching for miracle cures. It is an interesting concept, in the heat of the moment, to attempt to shift towards a true teaching mindset. Returning to this foundation of personal development can enable us to see things somewhat differently, to take a rational and specific approach, asking pertinent questions such as ‘how do I communicate with this individual player to get the message across?’, or ‘when does this certain situation occur, and when does it not?’


Although at times we perhaps undervalue teaching as a profession, be aware of how much leadership shares with teaching and consider bringing it into your own practice. The results may well surprise you.


TEACHING AS A PERSONAL DRIVER


On the other side of the Atlantic, there are limited options for American football players to continue their athletic careers after high school and college. If you are a real prospect you enter the draft, where the thirty-two NFL clubs strategically select from the best collegiate talent. If a player does not make the draft, they might make the decision to play in the Canadian Football League (CFL) or perhaps in a European country like Germany. The opportunities to forge a career in the NFL are few and far between. To put this into perspective, in English soccer, a small geographical area compared with the vastness of the USA, there are ninety-two professional league clubs. Mention this to an American and their reaction is often one of disbelief and shock, especially if you then tell them about promotion and relegation. If a player is released from a Premier League academy there is still a chance for them to join a club in a lower professional league and make their way back to the top. Stateside, many good players finish after high school, which can still be high profile, and many more call time on their playing career after college, where some of the larger programmes, like Alabama, Tennessee, Georgia and Florida, regularly play in front of crowds of over 50,000.


Dan Quinn, Head Coach of the Atlanta Falcons, played American football at high school in Morristown, New Jersey before spending three years at Salisbury University (a Division 3 Programme):




After college was done, I got right into the college ranks and for us that is an important part of the guys’ development. I did that for seven years at the college level. After that there was an opportunity to move into the NFL in a development role, which is more like an assistant to an assistant, the most entry-level position that you can have. So I worked through that way and over the next ten years I worked in the NFL [at clubs including the Seattle Seahawks, San Francisco 49ers, New York Jets and the Miami Dolphins] in that regard. I then went back to the college game for two years in a bigger leadership role, then came back to the NFL for two more in a defensive co-ordinator role. The last piece was the opportunity to come here to the Falcons, as Head Coach.





While Quinn did not train or qualify as a teacher, it is this element of the profession that he identifies as driving his passion for coaching. ‘Number one I love the coaching. At the core, I think that is what we do. It is our job to use every tool we can to help teach the guys to be at their very best so, at the core, that is what I would say I am first – a teacher.’


Quinn looks to ‘understand that each guy has different spots and different needs that need to be met to help them develop. We like taking every single guy as far as we can. Some are only here for a short time, and some are here for a long time, but knowing that there is a spot to hit to gain and improve, I love that.’


Sean Dyche, like Quinn, is not a trained teacher, but with both leaders an enthusiasm for teaching and a desire to improve their people prevails. Dyche enjoyed a long career as a player and took his first steps into coaching within the youth teams at Watford, a developmental phase where he relished the teaching element of the profession. ‘Winning is still sort of a mindset in the youth team,’ he told me, ‘but you are teaching them the game and I really enjoyed that.’ A key pillar to Dyche’s leadership is to try to take what he has learnt and ‘impart that on to others, to give them a better chance’.


His physical appearance – tall, imposing, shaven head and gravelly voice – together with the perception of him as a tough, no-nonsense centre half in his playing days, often lead to misconceptions of his leadership style. He passionately wants his players to be better than he was.




I am not judging other people but, you know, there is the odd coach who is like, ‘Ah, you don’t do it like I used to do it.’ I don’t want them to do it like I used to do it! I want them to do it ten times better than I did it. I want them to be miles in front of me. I am like that with my kids, I will give them every chance to be better than me. I always have the mindset that it is about them, not about me. How much can I impart on them to help them have a better chance of having a better career than me.





He contrasts the short-term nature of the elite level, where ‘you are judged purely on winning and losing at first team level’, with the developmental nature of his role. ‘There is so much more to it. I love it when players move forward. Some move forward with us and help us be successful and some go on to new situations. I really like that. I really like seeing players develop and mature.’


For over ten years Sydney Finkelstein, management professor at the Tuck School of Business at Dartmouth College, has studied the practices of world-class leaders, looking to identify the characteristics that make these ‘super-bosses’* truly exceptional. One common thread emerged from the research: the art and ongoing practice of individual teaching. In Finkelstein’s words, these super-bosses ‘did not just build organisations; they spotted, trained, and developed a future generation of leaders’.


These leaders did not necessarily teach in a traditional or formal manner, stood at the front of a classroom or boardroom, or in the guise of personal development plans and annual appraisals. Instead, they imparted their wisdom in informal settings, often spending time on the job with their direct reports. Finkelstein summarised the lessons they taught into three succinct categories:




1.Professionalism – focused on personal conduct and values


2.Craft knowledge – role-specific knowledge, skills, experience and techniques


3.Life lessons – going beyond the work environment and holistically developing the person





Equally as important as what a leader teaches is when they deliver the message. This sense of timing is a craft, grounded in emotional intelligence and an understanding of individual drivers. Leaders will seize critical teaching moments that present themselves on the job (or on the training field) and consciously create teaching opportunities by taking an individual into a different environment.


If you reread the words of both Quinn and Dyche earlier in this section, you will note the prevalence of words such as ‘develop’, ‘mature’, ‘impart’, and ‘improve’, all terms that link to the sense of growth that is associated with teaching. Dyche refers to the satisfaction he takes from players ‘moving forward’. However, what is most notable here is that the sense of fulfilment is consistent, whether that player remains at the club or goes on to continue their development elsewhere. The ongoing battle for talent in elite sport dictates that player turnover, demonstrated in the most extreme by the Premier League transfer window, is inevitable. A leader with a genuine teaching mindset will accept when people go on to bigger and better things, often maintaining the relationship, and using the transition as an opportunity to recruit fresh talent into their own organisation.


Finkelstein’s work also found that these super-bosses were responsible for the development of a future generation of leaders and CEOs. From sport, he cites Bill Walsh as an example. In 2016, twenty of the thirty-two head coaches in the NFL had trained under Walsh or someone he had worked with closely. This finding, published nine years after his death in 2007 and twenty-two years after his final head coach role at Stanford University, truly demonstrates that Walsh was a man of his word and that the role he did indeed value most was that of a ‘teacher’.


The ongoing application of these methods or strategies does not require special talent or training, but simply an awareness and willingness to apply the principles outlined here, in order to deliver relevant, timely and individualised development. In Finkelstein’s words, ‘teaching is not an extra for good managers, it is an integral responsibility’.


If you are not teaching – are you really leading?


PLAYER–COACH TRANSITION


An athlete’s transition from a playing career to leadership roles can take many turns. For some a sense of purpose or duty kicks in. For others an injury may accelerate the process, together with trepidation about walking away from the sport they love. Some athletes may gravitate towards mentoring and captaincy during their playing careers, breeding a burgeoning instinct for leadership.


Gary Kirsten, Roberto Martínez, Ashley Giles and Sean Dyche all moved almost immediately into coaching following their respective playing careers. Despite the short transitions, it was not part of a long-term master plan for Kirsten, whose only senior leadership experience was as vice-captain to the South African national team of the nineties:




I just wasn’t sure. It wasn’t like two years prior to retiring I was clear in my head what I was going to do – absolutely not. Like any retired sportsman, I asked myself, ‘What comes next?’ It is quite a process for a professional sportsman when you go from being on a contract for seventeen years to nothing, and starting again and you know that’s the time when most working people are on their way up. In elite sport, it is the other way; you have this incredible opportunity to earn good income and it just drops off when you retire. I really didn’t know what I was going to do, literally, months before I retired.





A SENSE OF PURPOSE


Throughout his career, Kirsten naturally focused on cricket and his performance within the sport. He did not follow a clearly defined pathway to a position of leadership. Instead, it seems that leadership was somewhat thrust upon him, his experiences within international and domestic cricket, against the political backdrop of South Africa, bleeding into him leadership qualities over a period of time.


Making his international debut in 1992, Kirsten enjoyed a playing career spanning over ten years, making more than one hundred (101) Test appearances and forging a reputation as a pragmatic batsman with the ability and resilience to dictate the tempo of an innings. At one time, he held the record for the most runs and centuries in a Test career, a record now surpassed by the great Jacques Kallis.


To be an international batsman of this calibre requires a certain poise, consistency and resilience – all qualities required of a leader. It is almost as if Kirsten absorbed these by default, rather than a hard-and-fast intention. As a player, these qualities enabled him to offer his skills, and runs, on the field. As the end of his playing career approached, the contribution of these qualities continued in such a way it would lead him down a path to leadership.


When he retired in 2004, Kirsten immediately stepped into coaching. Here he offers some context about the political and sporting climate in South Africa at the time:




I felt I had something to offer young South Africans coming through, partly because we had been in isolation for so long. I was one of the new breed of players who had some exposure to international coaching. So I felt there was a gap, from a coaching perspective, to add some value. Cricket has been part of my life since I was four years old and to have put seventeen years into playing, it was almost in many ways, a natural progression.





This quote reveals the sense of purpose felt by Kirsten, to fill the ‘gap’ he describes, grounded in his experiences as an international sportsman amid a tumultuous and critical period in his nation’s history. In certain situations, an emotional pull or purpose can bring out leadership qualities in someone that they perhaps did not know were there.


LEADER-TO-LEADER LEARNING


During their early years as coaches, both Kirsten and Ashley Giles called upon the experiences and lessons learnt during their playing careers. Giles, who represented Warwickshire for the entirety of his domestic career, enjoyed an international career spanning eight years and including the historic 2005 Ashes. Having gone into coaching after a recurring hip injury caused him to retire, he now gets a genuine satisfaction from working with people and believes he is a better coach than he was a player. ‘My playing career prepared me for being a coach. I worked with some of the best coaches technically, worked with some of the best players in the world and if you are a sponge you are absorbing all the information. I don’t think anyone is born a natural coach or leader – we are all mimics to a degree.’


Apple co-founder Steve Jobs once gave an interview* referencing Picasso’s famous quote ‘good artists copy, great artists steal’ and describing how Apple are ‘shameless about stealing great ideas’. Jobs talks candidly about ‘trying to expose yourself to the best things humans have done and bringing those things in to what you are doing’. Given his well-documented history with rivals Microsoft and Google, the use of the word ‘stealing’ may raise a few eyebrows. However, I doubt Jobs is referring to blatant stealing, but rather a deeper understanding and appreciation of what makes something special and worthy of incorporating into one’s own approach. Our leaders, as alluded to by Ashley Giles above, will have noted countless lessons from the influential people in their own careers.


Gary Kirsten believes his playing background provided key learning opportunities for his career in leadership. ‘During my playing career, I listened to a lot of leaders, I listened to a lot of coaches, motivational speakers, psychologists, people that would intervene in our team space and my own space to add value, trying to throw something out there that could make a big difference to you.’


Leadership is about embracing the lessons that fuel us, absorbing what others do, combining different elements, and adding a dash of personal wisdom to create a unique and eclectic approach. If you approach leadership with this mindset, you will deliver your message in an authentic and impactful way. Crucially, you will believe and model that message. A failure to do that can be evident and damning, as highlighted by Kirsten. While he appreciated some key interactions that went on to influence his own leadership style, he felt that some fell short of the impact that was required at the top level. ‘There was much of it I felt people were saying just to tick a box. I didn’t feel it made a significant difference to me when I was crossing the ropes when I used to go and play in pressure environments where your performance was being scrutinised every minute of the day.’ As a result of that reflection, when he moved into the leadership space, he ‘did not want to make the same mistake, saying things to tick a box’, and vowed to be more focused in the interactions he selected for his sides.


THE EVOLVING LEADER


In the world of football Roberto Martínez began his playing career at Real Zaragoza, winning the Copa del Rey in 1994, before heading to the UK and joining Wigan Athletic as one of three Spanish players who became affectionately known as the ‘three amigos’. Spells at Motherwell and Walsall followed, before he captained Swansea City to promotion to League One in 2005. After a brief spell at Chester, he retired from playing in 2007 and returned to Wales, becoming manager of Swansea City and leading them to the League One title and promotion to the Championship in 2008. In 2009, he joined another of his former clubs, Wigan Athletic, and helped them maintain their Premier League status for three consecutive seasons. Martínez made history at Wembley, as his side beat favourites Manchester City, with a last-minute header from midfielder Ben Watson, to win the FA Cup in 2013. A move to Everton followed and, after initial success, he left Merseyside and was appointed as head coach of the Belgian national team, leading them to third place in the 2018 World Cup.


Roberto experienced a short transition from player to manager as he was thrust into the role of the leader at Swansea, in an environment that was familiar to him. Such a scenario can prove to be challenging to the evolving leader, particularly in terms of role clarity and team dynamics. Players who are used to interacting with the newly installed leader as both a peer and teammate must now respect them enough to follow their guidance and direction. However, Martínez, as ever, saw this opportunity in a positive light:




My journey started in the best possible way, which is managing a group of players that I was the captain of six months before. So I knew where they were partying, how they get stimulated, what drives them. I knew the place and the club inside out.





Roberto’s recollection of this critical period in his career espouses two fantastic leadership traits – an optimistic outlook and the ability to see true opportunity in any scenario. In this case, the prior knowledge of the group provided him with a unique insight into the motivations and lifestyles of the team. It cannot be easy to move to the top of the hierarchy and command more respect, but the knowledge and instincts it can engender can prove priceless.


Another distinct leader who has had a unique evolution through football is Sean Dyche, who enjoyed a varied playing career, starting out at Nottingham Forest for three years – ‘I didn’t quite make the grade’, he acknowledges – before heading to Chesterfield on loan, where he signed and stayed for seven years. A period at Bristol City followed – ‘a tough time for me as an individual, but I learnt probably the most I’ve ever learnt both on and off the pitch, particularly how to treat people’ – before enjoying a loan at Luton that, in his words, ‘re-birthed’ him as a player. Next came three-year stints at both Millwall, where he played alongside the likes of Tim Cahill, and Watford before finishing with Northampton Town. His is a real journey through the professional leagues that brought about a multitude of learning opportunities for Dyche, lessons he is now applying in his role as a Premier League manager:




I just think you can learn so much from all these people you encounter, particularly after the event. When you are in that moment it is not as easy, but when you reflect back, especially with what I am doing now, dealing with players and dealing with situations. You might remember how another manager dealt with it but then you put your own version across, deliver it in your style and your way of doing things.





His first coaching job came as a youth coach at Watford, working with then manager Aidy Boothroyd, to whom Dyche is grateful for the opportunity, especially as ‘it is really difficult to get back in when you want to coach’. At Watford he learnt from Boothroyd, Dick Bate (who he describes as ‘a bit of a guru’), Davy Dodds, Malky Mackay and Brendan Rodgers. He had the opportunity to follow Mackay to Cardiff but decided not to for both family and personal reasons – ‘it didn’t quite fit together’ – and as a result, he got his first taste of first-team management at Watford.


While Dyche knew he wanted to go into coaching, he was also aware that it would not happen in a straight line:




People go on about knowing where you want to go, but it is not that easy in football. Football is a weird game and a weird profession. I always say to go A to Z in the right order is unlikely in football, you are going to have to dart and weave to get there, so I am quite open-minded in that respect. The point is when I started coaching, I was in the youth system and I was really enjoying it. Because youth players are still malleable, still flexible. With first team players, some are, some aren’t, and the pressure is whole-heartedly on winning. When the doors started opening for me along the way – and there is the difference – I was not pushing them open, they were just opening along the way. I wasn’t treading on people or pushing people out of the way or trying to dominate my way to being a manager … it slowly opened up the right doors at the right time.





Recalling his decision to remain with Watford rather than move to Cardiff, Dyche believes that was the first time he ‘really had to make a decision, rather than a door opening’ for him due to circumstance. At the time, he asked himself, ‘Are you going to step away from it or are you going to go towards it?’ Dyche recalls that ‘this situation was the one where I thought, “Right, I am going to take the bull by the horns, I want to be the manager of this football club,” ’ effectively completing his transition from player to coach to leader.


His time at Watford was brought to an abrupt end (‘I was cruelly sacked’, he laughs) due to ‘a business change and a different model’ being brought in by the new owners, who replaced Dyche with Gianfranco Zola. After five months out of the game, he joined Burnley where he has enjoyed a sustained period of stability and relative success, while leading the club through a number of challenging phases.


Dyche captained teams throughout his playing career and, upon retirement, was drawn immediately into coaching. Despite these early experiences and the fact that fellow players and friends saw something a little different in their teammate, it was by no means a given that Dyche would end up in the big leagues. He points to the ‘darting-and-weaving’ approach he applied early on in his coaching career – allowing doors to open and trusting his decision-making instinct. The ability to be fiercely driven while, at the same time, having the awareness to be flexible and open-minded about where your career could – or could not – go is a combination to apply to your own leadership. Leadership does not stop at the dressing room either. It is about making decisions for the team, but also for your career and your family. Dyche has done that, in the critical moments, to great effect.


DIFFERENT WORLDS AND COMMON THEMES


Born and brought up around the world – in Cumbria, Cape Town, Surrey, Catalonia, Canberra, New Jersey and Kettering – the background of each leader, enlivened by the characters that supported, influenced and moulded them not only through childhood but to the present day, is unique and exclusive to them. That said, there are common themes running through the course of the interviews.


Unsurprisingly, all played their sport to an excellent standard. While Lancaster and Maguire had their respective rugby careers cut short through injury, and Dan Quinn simply ran out of opportunities in the American system, the others – Martínez, Kirsten, Dyche and Giles – all enjoyed long-term careers as professional players.


Irrespective of their playing careers and different characters, a genuine interest in developing others emerged early on in our discussions. For some, like Lancaster and Maguire, that interest was formalised in the shape of a teaching career or qualification. For the others it was more informal, through the frequent and perhaps unknowing observation of their own coaches and, as was the case with Martínez, Kirsten and Dyche, regularly taking on the role of team captain – another precursor of their propensity to lead.


Another standout theme to emerge from the conversations was that of family. Each of the seven contributors highlighted the family unit as a crucial component in conditioning their adult selves. This is no shock revelation, and neither should it be assumed that each enjoyed a consistently idyllic childhood from start to finish. There were challenging times too. However, one would expect the home environment to play a significant role in shaping the identity of children as they develop through adulthood. The workings of a family as a social group can have a significant impact on an individual’s self-esteem, character, beliefs and values. In our examples, the themes we explore further in the book, including work ethic, reliability, authenticity, honesty, desire, resilience and empathy, can all find their origins in the leaders’ formative experiences.


THE LEADERSHIP INGREDIENTS
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