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Summary

Part one outlines why you should Detox Your Ego. It charts the importance of understanding what you tell yourself, especially under pressure. Key learning is highlighted. Take time for reflection with the stop, look and listen sections throughout the book.

Part two overviews my discovery of the Detox Your Ego process. I summarise my early career as a professional cricketer in terms of my initial feelings, thoughts and experiences.

Part three highlights the important findings about ego when working with world champions.

Part four explains the process ahead, showing the Leadership withoutEGO® model I developed that arose from working with both world champions and other elite athletes.

Parts five, six and seven present the Detox Your Ego programme. Each stage takes you on a journey of self-discovery regarding how your ego impacts your life. You will assess the way you win and lose in life, by examining your level of selfishness and selflessness. You will also unravel your emotional pain when you are doing something important.

In part seven you will be tasked to build your own personal legacy by increasing your clarity, contribution and purpose. As a result such self-awareness will enable you to self-correct your level of selfishness in life. You will see how your identity has formed and how your self-regard has developed. You will understand much better how conflicts and contradictions manifest in your life. The aim will be for you to increase your ability to operate without ego or selflessly in order to be happier, freer and more successful in life.
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1

My Challenge to You

I want you to question your approach to life. Our normal assumptions about winning and losing need to be challenged. We take winning for granted, striving to win in what we do regardless of what it is. Why? Why is winning important to us? What need does winning address – what urge does it satisfy?

Detox Your Ego provides a very different perspective regarding winning. This book is an easy-to-follow seven-step guide to reveal how your ego impacts on your life, and provides a catalyst for a deeper reflection on doing things differently.

In this programme, our automatic goal of winning is turned on its head. Instead, you will discover how your ego drives interference in what you do. Detox Your Ego suggests individuals should nurture a new way of thinking in order to be happy and gain success in life. Are you up for the challenge?

By conducting a detox of your ego, especially under intense pressure, you will be able to execute a skill or task with greater ease, mastery and success. I will show you how this has been achieved across a number of successful people in sport, business and life.

However, this is not a sports book. Here, sport is used as a metaphor for life so, although there are sporting examples across the book, they are used to facilitate learning for you – regardless of what you do. Business executives are also highlighted for the same reason: to facilitate learning. This book gives examples of how athletes, business executives and everyone can operate using a different lens to look through for ultimate freedom, happiness and success in life.


2

An Invitation

This book is an invitation for you to be completely open to what you tell yourself. Do any of the following sound familiar to you? ‘I’m struggling with this …’, or, ‘I’m so angry with my inconsistent results …’, or, ‘Winning is not enough …’ Regardless of what you do, I want to invite you to see the dangers of becoming too self-centred in life.

Detox Your Ego contains provocative and challenging new ways of thinking about what you tell yourself – your ego – about the approach you take to winning and losing in life. It is for those with a desire to help themselves feel freer, happier and more successful in what they do. This is not an easy journey of self-discovery, and you will be faced with uncomfortable truths about how you get in the way of what you do. It requires you to be open and flexible about confronting your deeply held beliefs about winning. In this way you will be able to reveal what choices you make and what your personal truth is.

I have found through both personal experience and working with others that wanting to win is driven by our need to boost our self-esteem and confidence. We wittingly or unwittingly become selfish as we see winning for oneself as the purpose for living. Unfortunately, such a selfish attitude leads to a life of conflict. In contrast, I have discovered that when someone focuses on winning for a team or community they become freer, happier, and have a clarity of purpose that leads to ultimate success.

I would like to invite you to increase your understanding of your own ego, so that you may be able to transform yourself and the lives of those around you. If you are willing and committed to entering a personal journey of deep transformation in the way you think, feel and act, then I would encourage you to read on and enjoy the journey.


3

The Art of Becoming Open

When you read this book’s title, ‘Detox Your Ego’, what did you feel? What reaction did it cause? Did you feel immediate interest or discomfort with any aspect of it? Did you either get completely absorbed by the notion of detoxing your ego? Or did you immediately dismiss it as a load of rubbish? Alternatively, did you experience any contradictory feeling – that is, wanting to reject it while also holding some curiosity about it?

Regardless of whether you are open or closed, or experience some contrary views, it doesn’t matter; this book is for you. It will help you gain a deeper appreciation of your ego and its impact on your life. Being open to the title is a perfect starting point, as it means you want to know more, as you appreciate that we all have egos. In contrast, being closed to the title is also a great way to kick things off. This book is about learning to understand what you take for granted; I believe being open enhances our happiness and that we shouldn’t deny ourselves this gift.

Detoxing your ego is about you looking at yourself in a different way; detox means to ‘get rid of something’, while ego means ‘a sense of self-importance’. This book aims to help you ‘get rid of self interest – especially when you are doing something important’. It will, therefore, take you on a journey of insight into the negative impact of winning and allow you to explore a different way of doing things.

Consequently, it’s not about right or wrong, nor about advice giving. Instead it is about entering a process of planned change, through a series of interconnected steps, to deeply understand your lived experience with all its subjectivity and bias. I want to stimulate a much wider debate about how we pursue winning and how we can better contribute more to society. Through this process, I urge you to develop an open and reflective style over your own narrative in order to create change. It is about building your self-awareness using the Leadership withoutEGO® model within this book. Remember: becoming open is not an easy process. However it is essential if you are going to significantly improve your life.


4

Learn to Stop, Look and Listen

I’m sure you can remember the old TV road safety advert – stop, look and listen – when children were encouraged to stop, look and listen to see if there was any traffic coming in order to know when it was safe to walk across the road. Children were asked to slow down, not to rush or run across the road; instead they were encouraged to take time to assess the danger of moving traffic and reduce the high accident rate.

So that you can detox your ego, this book aims to help you stop, look and listen to your inner voice. You will be invited to ask yourself the following two critical questions:
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What do you tell yourself in a pressurised situation?

Is your reaction or response driven by selfishness or selflessness?



These are difficult questions to answer. You will need to take time to explore them and understand where you are at any one time. During each of the Seven Steps you will be invited to reflect on the key question being asked; each one of these will enable you to do this as you reflect on what you are being asked.

As you read on, you will find there are forty Stop, Look and Listen points for reflection. I have found that the most effective way to use these points is to initially take time for self-reflection by either noting things down or by underlining the points that you want to refer back to. This is helpful as it’s not about your views being right or wrong; it is about simply knowing where you are, what is going on in your life that you are happy with, and what you are not happy with.

I have found that, when we gain a greater insight into whom we are and what we do, we become freer, and that such greater freedom automatically increases our happiness. By increasing our happiness we choose to become more successful with whatever we are doing.

Unfortunately, we have learnt to ignore what we tell ourselves (our ego) and we ignore our emotional world at our peril. By accessing our emotional world, we are in a much better position to unlock our fears. Unlocking our fears is the key to our freedom and happiness, especially when we are doing something critical. When you start to examine your ego (what you tell yourself about yourself) you will be able to look below the surface to reveal your emotions and fears. You will be able to see what is truly holding you back in life. Such self-awareness is key to seeing how fear is manifested in our emotions, attitude, behaviour, values and beliefs.

I now know my ego was one of the major reasons for my own career in professional cricket stalling, and I wanted to know why. Working with world champions enabled me to learn something about myself and my ego, or selfishness. I will draw on my extensive first-hand experiences as a professional sportsman and now a chartered psychologist to show how I have helped athletes, some of whom have become world champions using this philosophy.

Importantly, this is not a book written by someone without an ego. Like all of us, I do have an ego; for many years I didn’t realise how it impacted me and held me back from performing at my best. After twenty years of experience of consulting with world champions and taking time to study the ego, I can see its damaging effects. Today, I’m acutely aware how it can negatively impact my decision-making, and how to help others benefit from my experiences. I’ve been through my own ego detox, and continue to revisit each step of the programme as a matter of course throughout my life, especially when difficulties arise.

All references to people I’ve worked with throughout this book will remain confidential and anonymous. In addition, all those involved in the storytelling have given their consent for the story to be told. My aim is to hold your focus on the model and the seven questions across Seven Steps, in order to specifically help you and avoid you becoming side-tracked by the personalities involved.

We don’t usually spend time thinking about what we tell ourselves, so if the questions you are faced with stir feelings and emotions that you find difficult to deal with, then please find someone to confide in or consult with your GP.
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How regularly do you take time for self-reflection?

Remember to take time for reflection in order to gain the maximum benefit from each Step.
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5

Winning for One’s Self

I grew up in total admiration of one particular cricket player’s charisma and performance. I played many a Test match in our back garden with my older brother, who I was determined to beat, across the long hot summers of my childhood, when I would try to mimic my hero. Typically my brother and I would only break to have a quick drink and clock the latest scores in the Test match or World Cup playing at that particular time.

We would then return to our large back garden to resume play. We had created our own cricket surface – or strip – as well as using the rest of the garden for our run ups. I loved beating my brother at cricket. My father would often come to the back door, which had a staircase down to the garden. He would stand at the railings and watch. I wanted to show him my skills and get his approval even as a small child. I tried to play like my hero as much as possible – I even mimicked his walk to the crease and his air of self-confidence.

As we progressed we started using proper cricket balls, which created a problem, damaging the garden fence as I smashed cover drives into it. My father was not best pleased as he took immense pride in his garden, even growing his own vegetable patch. We would make up rules about where the boundary lines were and often try to pinch the odd single and run two. At times we would get locked into fierce arguments, as a different view of the evidence would appear. A great piece of fielding where I would run, pick up the ball, throw and hit the stumps (in our case, the garden’s plum tree), all in one movement, would create heated exchanges as I would appeal for a run out whilst my brother would argue that he got in. We would also debate the score, the overs, or what innings it was. Regardless of what it was, we were both so fixed on winning that the discussion took some time to resolve itself. I loved seeing the evidence that I could beat my older brother at something, especially when my father was watching.

I became a professional cricket player, but during my career I was blind to how my ego was interfering with my performance. Instead, I ruminated over why I could perform one day but not the next, but avoided the truth about my situation. For example, my first team and second team debuts were only a few weeks apart but the performances were dramatically different. I couldn’t understand what stopped me being totally free to execute my skills with consistency on each and every occasion regardless of what team I was in.

The captain, a former England captain, was on the sidelines watching the match, my second team debut. I was totally excited about representing my county and I took three early wickets and it was like, ‘Wow, this guy can bowl quick.’ Four weeks later I made my first class debut and I got hit for 98 runs and didn’t get a wicket in the entire match. That contrast was very disappointing and got me thinking. Why was there such a dramatic change in performance? What changed? My technique hadn’t, so something else must have.

What were the differences? In my second team debut I was excited that my dream was coming true. I was overwhelmed that I had the chance to show my skills at this level. I felt that my purpose was simply to show what I could do at this new level. It was my first opportunity to play county cricket and my father and brother were alongside supporting me. Whilst I didn’t know many of my teammates, I soon realised I was to open the bowling opposite one of my cricketing heroes – I felt privileged and positive to be playing alongside someone with such mastery. I also knew the opposition as I had already trialled at their club. It was a rain-affected match and so I had to wait for what felt like an eternity to play – this only heightened my desire to make an impression. I felt free and consistent. I was full of optimism, excitement and fun. There was a consistency between what others saw in me and what I was feeling inside. Just to be playing was great. I had no idea if I was good enough to play at this level. I had no contract and wasn’t a professional cricketer at this stage. To my surprise my performance flowed freely and I did well. In fact, I was offered a professional contract on the basis of this one performance.

In contrast, four weeks later I was making my debut in the first team in first class county cricket. I now had signed the contract and was a fully fledged professional cricketer. I now had high expectations to perform and win. Clearly, I was pleased about making my first team debut but I tried to avoid how nervous I really was. I’d also been playing county cricket for a few weeks and had got to know a few of the guys – although not many in the first team. I was also on my own. I had no family members at the game, as it was taking place many miles from home. I felt tense but extremely happy to be playing and enjoying the start of a professional cricketer’s career. My thoughts were like being on a roller coaster – up and down. Excited but worried about what might happen. I had a job to do now and desperately wanted to prove myself and not make any long-lasting errors. To my surprise my performance didn’t flow and I didn’t do well. In fact, I was dropped for the next game following this match.

My ego rushed in and out of my mind, like a tornado causing havoc and destruction. Will I survive and win? Or will this gale-force failure simply take me down as I make the choice to operate on the dark side? My tension, anxiety and insecurity were heightening as I learnt to survive. I became hijacked by my ego: ‘what if this were to happen? …’ ‘what if that were to happen? …’ I entered an inner world of conflict, debate and distress. I was under enormous stress over what I was doing. I spent too much energy worrying about how my cricket was going and what others thought about me. I was too self-absorbed and not free to express myself. At the time, I didn’t appreciate that the pursuit of winning for oneself had such a dangerous downside. Instead, I just thought it was all about the survival of the fittest and I just needed to work harder, be stronger and more dedicated to getting it right. However, the harder I tried, the worse my performance. I phoned my father to get his advice: ‘You’re wanting it too much,’ he said, to which I would react strongly and say ‘Of course’. Back then, I really didn’t understand what he meant.

At the time, I had no real self-awareness over why my emotions and performances were different even though they were only a matter of weeks apart. I was left confused and frustrated. I found it difficult to understand why I couldn’t express myself freely on each and every occasion. I felt my dream of playing professional cricket was turning into an absolute nightmare. I wondered why my greatest dream was fast becoming my greatest fear. I was riddled with thoughts of self-doubt about being good enough and worry over what others were thinking. I was blind to understanding my emotions and what I was avoiding. What am I not open to? What am I in conflict with? What is that ‘something missing’? What was my personal truth? I was asking myself these questions but not able to generate any real answers.

Today, I’m in a better position to understand the dangers of winning for one’s self. I am able to understand that I chose a more selfless perspective on my second team debut. Clearly, I didn’t appreciate it at the time, but I was simply riding a wave of joy as I was in a unique position of representing my family in county cricket.

We were a close family unit that grew up loving the game, so playing county cricket was a privilege to all of us, especially my father, a good club cricketer who never got access to a higher level of the game. I felt supported by them and it was great to share in it with my family. I experienced delight as I could see the joy it gave them to share in this special moment. The family felt like it was going from obscurity to the professional game in one fell swoop. I was living my boyhood dream and making my family proud. I had a feeling that I was achieving something awesome for my community – my family, and my new county team. It made me feel so happy just being there to play in the match. It was wonderful to make those who loved me happy; an immense feeling of joy.

I now know that it was this happiness and sense of purpose that had unwittingly given me a real sense of freedom to perform at my best. If you are happy and contented you will perform with a high degree of freedom. If, however, you are unhappy you perform with a low degree of freedom. I can now see and want to share the fact that winning for oneself is the quickest way to lose in whatever it is you are doing. It is not sustainable.

Throughout my cricketing career, I was unable to perform consistently, so after four years, a year playing in Australia and across two county cricket clubs, I decided to retire from the game. During this time, I had made only half a dozen first class appearances, but I’d played with – and against – world-class cricketers (and World Cup winners) from the West Indies, Pakistan and India, and I’d played at the home of cricket – Lord’s. I’d learned from the best in the world. I used my experiences to help others, as I was determined to learn from my errors in the game.
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Do you want to win for yourself?

Is winning at all costs your number one priority in life?
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Conclusion: Winning – a Warning

The pursuit of winning for one’s self, should, like smoking, come with a government health warning:

‘PURSUING WINNING FOR ONE’S SELF CAN SERIOUSLY DAMAGE YOUR HEALTH’
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What is your reaction to such a statement?

Are you shocked?

Do you agree or disagree?

Are you indifferent to it?

I’ve had all sorts of responses, from ‘what a load of rubbish’ and instant dismissal, to surprise and shock – ‘but tell me more’

What camp are you in?



Over the years, I have reached the conclusion that there is a human cost to the pursuit of winning. We completely underestimate the dangers of our pursuit of winning on our mental health. We get completely self-absorbed and self-centred as competing and beating others becomes central to how we live our lives. We have learnt that winning is good and is the key to our happiness and success.

On the surface, winning is everything. Our confidence and self worth are all derived from winning.


	Winners are seen positively and praised, while losers are seen negatively, criticised and ignored.

	Winners are put on pedestals and losers are forgotten.

	Winners are seen as role models and people to follow while losers are seen as nobodies.

	Winners are blind to their errors while losers over-analyse theirs.

	Winners avoid losing, and those they think are losers, while losers feel like victims, alienated and lost.

	Winning enables us to value and hold what is dear to our hearts.

	Winning adds meaning to our lives.

	Winning makes us feel great and builds our identity and self esteem.



The pursuit of winning for one’s self significantly increases our likelihood that we become selfish as we seek to protect, boost our self-esteem and avoid fear through winning, although we may or may not be aware of doing this. Without much thought we hunt for any little piece of evidence that tells us we are good enough, while, at the same time, we eagerly and proactively seek the approval from others that winning brings. We make instant judgements (generalisations or stereotypes) about someone based on their ability to win or lose. We have unconsciously learnt to see that winning is our only real option and this is grooved within our psyche at millisecond speed.

Below the surface, however, winning can be seen as a route for survival. Winning for one’s self fires our natural defence system – our ego (our self-interest in survival). Our ego is our radar system monitoring any potential intruder entering our air space. If something, or someone, does enter, then our ego takes over, and Control Centre flicks the switch between fight or flight – we are constantly switched on. I have found, over the many years of working with people, that emotional turmoil is formed when we think we are either ‘not good enough’ at something we do or that we are ‘rejected by others’. These represent our deepest fears. We do everything in our power to ignore them.

As a result, our ego (self-importance) is about protecting us from these two deep fears. Just as our primal instincts tell us to fight or escape, we need to fight or escape feelings of not being good enough or being rejected by others. Our ego processes this at millisecond speed but such decision-making hinders our ability to be happy and express ourselves freely.

Who, for example, can forget sitting school examinations; or taking a driving test; speaking in public; or waiting to be picked for the schools sports team? This moment is characterised by ‘I win – you lose’ type of thinking. We cannot change our automatic physiological stress response, where our body gets ready to fight or flee a competitive situation; but we do, however, have a choice in how our ego reacts or responds to it. We can choose a response full of fear. Here our ego is dark, selfish and focused on survival. We are filled with negative emotions like anger and fear. Alternatively, we can choose a response full of joy. Here our ego is light, selfless and focused on living to our potential. We are filled with positive emotions like joy and love.
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Can you think of moments when you were faced with fight-or-flight choices? 

What choice did you make?

What do you picture when you think you are not good enough?

What do you picture when you think of rejection?

Are you constantly switched on to things in your life, either at home, work or play? 
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An Alternative: The Masterblaster – Winning for a Community

My childhood hero was Sir Vivian Richards. I was completely absorbed by his brilliance, both technically and physically, as he would take the opposition bowling apart, and run batsmen out at will whilst fielding. It was like watching pure gold – pure athleticism. Also, he was a pioneer for the hope of a nation, who always seemed to play with a greater perspective than just winning for oneself. For me, it was obvious that his desire to win for the people of the Caribbean was an important factor that allowed him to embrace any potential fears. He was not only an entertainer but had a huge amount of national pride and helped the people of the Caribbean feel inspired by his play on the cricket field. He had enormous charisma.

I marvelled at his presence as a player and loved it when the West Indies would come to England for the Test series so I could watch my hero. There was always something more to his play than just playing cricket. The way he went about playing was fascinating. He clearly showed a desire to go beyond a selfish need to win. On the surface, there was a view that he was arrogant and self-centred. However, I always looked at him from a deeper perspective in how he really wanted to do something for the community he represented. It was as if he took on the world on behalf of the downtrodden Africans who had been shipped to the Caribbean as slaves. It was clear that he felt very strongly about this. Every innings, every test series carried with it some issues of the black movement.

Sir Viv never seemed phased if things didn’t go well. He always generated learning for the next time around. He saw himself in a relay race where he could pass the baton of collective excellence to the next generation. Over his immense career he was the only West Indies captain to never lose a series. He was named as Wisden’s greatest ever one-day batsman, and the third best Test batsman of all time, behind Donald Bradman and Sachin Tendulkar. He was a great leader that I was to later have a chance to play against.

My chance to play against him happened towards the end of his career; he was playing county cricket and I was beginning my second year at my county. The summer was just starting and I was selected to play at Lord’s against the county Sir Viv was playing for. I couldn’t believe my luck. I was to play against my cricketing hero – I was beyond excited. It was such a thrill.

I can remember being in the home team changing room at Lord’s. I pushed open the first door almost knowing there was a second door to go through. This second door had signage – ‘Home Team Dressing Room’. As I entered, some players were sat in their allocated changing area. I stood in admiration as I recognised the distinguished names of every player who had scored a 100 or taken five wickets engraved in black ink on the honours boards up above the changing area. Sir Viv’s name was proudly positioned across many years of cricket at Lord’s and I was about to play against him – I could hardly believe it. The anticipation was immense.

I walked alongside this central station that housed players’ lockers to the far side of the changing room. It was where I got changed ready for our usual pre-match preparation. As coaches and players started talking about the game and having banter, I couldn’t help myself be drawn to the balcony to get a glimpse of the opposition making their way to the practice ground – the Nursery.

You cannot help but absorb the dense history that Lord’s is filled with. Walking through the changing room doors, you’re met with an oak staircase impressively housing a memorial to victims of the World Wars, leading down to the Long Room. The Long Room is internationally recognised as a vault of cricket history. Historical cricketing items, such as bats and balls in cabinets, are strategically positioned around, along with portraits and other memorabilia adorning the walls. High seated chairs are positioned either side of the double doors, looking out through the large panes of glass onto the playing area.

I walked through the MCC members’ viewing area, heading to the Nursery ground for our warm ups. I opened the small white wooden gate that I’d seen so many times before on the television during Test matches, and went onto the outfield. A sense of energy can be felt emerging from the freshly cut grass, and as I closed the gate behind me I saw that Sir Viv was coming through as well. I became nervous and didn’t say anything as I continued my walk across the ground to the practice area. My emotions were running high as I began to think of all those times playing in my back garden pretending I was Sir Viv and now I was here at Lord’s with the man himself. Life couldn’t get any better.

The coaches were already at the nets coordinating a schedule of activity that involved players doing a series of skills. Some were told to get their pads on for batting while others were told to get ready for bowling. A third group joined another coach for fielding practice. There was a buzz of excitement around the Nursery that always greeted the start of the new season. I was happy just to taste the atmosphere again and mill around chatting to both players and support staff. It was great. I was like a child on summer holidays running around having fun. We started our warm ups, but as I stretched and ran, collecting balls and throwing them to the wicketkeeper, I kept one eye trained on Sir Viv. I just couldn’t help it. He was standing with a group of players hitting some catches. I just stared, feeling the enormity of being on the same pitch as the great man.

We started our bowling warm up and a group of us gathered by the nets when news filtered through that Sir Viv would not be playing as a result of a broken thumb. I was gutted. Devastated. This was always a distant dream but it was something I wanted to do – play against my hero – and it was not going to happen. I was truly sad.

As the game started, I bowled from the Pavilion End. The wicket was opposite the away team changing room. Walking back to my mark, I looked up at the balcony and there in the corner was Sir Viv. As I walked towards him I stared, with my thoughts firmly fixed on wanting to be bowling at him. Time stood still as I reflected on how important he had been in inspiring me to play cricket. As I considered this, my eyes filled and, as I blinked, tears rolled down my face. Cricket just didn’t seem as important as recognising the great man’s influence. I quickly wiped my eyes as I turned to bowl my next delivery.

After the day’s play, I met Sir Viv in the Tavern pub, next to the ground and told him my story. He smiled and told me to keep working hard and that it would probably not have been a good idea for me to have bowled against him. I laughed – it was a great moment.

This was my start of studying world champions, like Sir Viv, at close quarters. Over the years I’ve had the privilege of working with them or I’ve been able to sit and talk to them about their sport and life in general. I have a deep passion to understand what they did. I wanted to know what the difference was. Why are they so free to express themselves under pressure?

Speaking with Sir Viv you could feel his intensity and desire to become the best and be a master – his nickname at the time was MasterBlaster. He was prepared to live for his community, both his team and his nation. This was not a self-centred act, instead he was clear on the need for self-sacrifice. Through our discussion, he was aware of his importance in inspiring others. This was amazingly complex.

He was a person who could continuously flip between self (fear) and others (joy). On the one hand, he had an overwhelming focus on self, the individual showman, enjoying putting the sword to anyone who threatened him. While on the other hand, Sir Viv had found a way to use his talent for a nation – a more selfless way of being. He understood the importance of achieving a new level of performance for the benefit of others. He understood that his real purpose in life was to serve others with what he accomplished. He made the shift from ‘it’s all about me winning’ to ‘it’s all about how my winning can help others’. This way of operating is driven by joy. He would flicker between the two ways almost at will. However, he appeared to operate with more joy than fear.

As he increased the purpose and meaning of what he was doing, he increasingly became free and happy to express himself fully. He got completely ‘out of the way of himself’. The more he felt challenged by others, by being perceived as either incompetent or by being negatively judged, the more he would be free to express himself and exert a major influence on proceedings.

It became clear that world champions, like Sir Viv, are very different to the other elite athletes. I wanted to find out more. I’ve become passionate about understanding this at a much deeper level. I conducted lots of further research with world champion athletes, understanding why some athletes become world champions while others do not. This research was gained either by playing with or against them or in my work as a psychologist. I was interested in what made these athletes different.
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Who was your childhood hero, and why?

How have they influenced you, and why?

What sorts of individuals inspire you? 
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Become Inspired to Do More in Life

Sir Viv’s ability to deal with adversity was an inspiration to me. Growing up watching Sir Viv was about more than just cricket; he inspired me not only with his cricketing ability but also his instinct for justice and fairness. It was fascinating to watch him deal with adversity with his immense talent. The more verbal abuse from opponents he received, the more his resolve to use cricket to come out on top deepened. The level of hostility toward him, his team and country made him even more determined to succeed. This was great to watch; here was a man who was clearly hell-bent on showcasing that his people would have the last laugh.

He was fervently opposed to the policy of apartheid in South Africa and turned down money, wealth and fame to go on a cricket tour to that country – another illustration of his great strength of character. He played the game based on his values and beliefs, which simply could not be compromised. I became transfixed by his ability to respond to adversity and from this early age it helped me to deal with hardship growing up.
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What values and standards will you not compromise in life? 

Who displays similar standards and values as you? 

What circumstances will lead you to sacrifice your values and standards?
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Learning to Deal with Adversity

While I dreamt of playing first class cricket, as a mixed-race boy growing up in leafy Home Counties I was taken aback by the negative judgement of me by others. I couldn’t understand why people were so harsh simply due to the colour of my skin. I didn’t know it then but I was developing a thirst for understanding what the deeper underlying causes were for such negativity, prejudice and discrimination. Today, this is commonly known as ‘unconscious bias’. As a child I would regularly wonder what life was all about and increasingly became interested in how others automatically perceived me before they had a chance to know me.

My brother and I were among the few mixed-race children in the town. At school, teachers, pupils and parents treated us differently, which I found hard because all I wanted was to feel like I belonged. I was loved and accepted by my parents but felt alienated by a school system that took no time to understand me, or my cultural differences. I would regularly be upset and complain to my parents; although always supportive and caring, my father’s view was to urge us to brush ourselves down, get on with it, and establish ways to develop our lives. He spent time helping us understand that the only solution to the harsh reality of prejudice was to excel in whatever we did, whether it was through sport or education. He saw our education as the key to gaining independence.

When I entered my teens, I was taken to St Vincent, my father’s homeland in the West Indies. This holiday was a real eye-opener, and gave me much-needed perspective. It felt like a home away from home, and I established some strong roots in my identity, being able to appreciate a new sense of belonging from my extended family in the Caribbean. It was a real tonic to coping with the realities of school in England. I felt life had been pumped into me, just as giving water to a plant ensures its survival.

My father’s belief in the value of education was second to none. He was a proud hard-working man, who’d worked as a machinist for over thirty years in a local furniture company. He felt his work options were limited due to the lack of formal education he had received back in the Caribbean. This meant that he had little choice in doing anything else, but this didn’t stop his eagerness to encourage his children. He fervently wanted more for his sons and he made us pay attention to our education; he felt this was the only response to the experience of prejudice or unconscious bias. He would constantly reinforce this due to his strong desire that we develop our lives, careers and opportunities beyond him. His unwavering support shone through all the negativity from others in life as he pushed us to achieve more and more both in sport and education. Not surprisingly, my interest in how I saw myself led to the subject of psychology.



[image: Image Missing] 8. STOP: LOOK: LISTEN


What was life like for you growing up?

What are your relationships like with your parents and/or your siblings?

What was your school life like?

What is the relationship like with your father or father figure?

How do you deal with adversity in life?

Have you ever negatively judged someone on first impressions?

Do you know what your taken-for-granted attitudes and behaviours (unconscious bias) are?
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Studying Psychology

When I started ‘A’ level psychology I fell in love with the subject. I was fascinated with the concept of negative stereotyping and I conducted a cross-cultural study on the self-esteem of primary school children in St Vincent in the West Indies compared with school children from Vincentian background but born in Britain. I explored the different mind-set of culturally similar people growing up in different countries.

At Goldsmith’s College, University of London, I studied psychology at degree level, where I conducted another cross-cultural study looking at the level of role stress for constables and sergeants in the Metropolitan police force compared with those in the St Vincent police force. I was fascinated to see the similarities and differences in the level of stress experienced by police officers doing very different types of policing, but holding the same organisational position. Here the very different systems engendered very different thinking.

I then took a master’s in occupational and organisational psychology at the University of East London, where my research focused on investigating a firm of fund managers in the City of London. My aim was to understand the basic taken-for-granted assumptions of the organisation and the automatic behaviour staff chose – that is, their unconscious bias. I wanted to understand the leadership’s impact on the organisational culture, and ultimately its performance.

I carried out in-depth interviews about how people operated within the organisation, and spent time either observing behaviour in meetings or conducting group discussion in order to hear what staff were feeling and thinking, so collecting data from all levels of the organisation. I found getting a deeper appreciation of the underlying psychology of individuals and groups became important to me; the in-depth interviews enabled me to truly understand taken-for-granted assumptions, attitudes, behaviours, values and beliefs. Discussion groups became a way of sharing thoughts about what people were seeing and experiencing. In all my research and work I’ve collected important information by trying to understand each person or each team and their real issues and pains, their meaning and purpose. I found I could better understand the people I was investigating by getting a more in-depth look at them, but also by collaborating with them to establish their context or perspective, experiences and perceptions. It was research with-the-subject and not research on-the-subject, where people have the opportunity to construct  their thinking in their own way using their own words.
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What do you love doing in life?

How often do you get to do what you love in life?

What stops you from doing what you love in life?



One of my early experiences of applied psychology was whilst playing professional cricket. I became excited when an eminent sport psychologist came in to run a team workshop. I thought this would be a perfect opportunity for me to combine my interest in psychology with my time at my second county. However, along with most of the team, including some well-known international players, I found it a fruitless exercise.

The psychologist conducted the session as if he were a teacher standing in front of his class, imparting his knowledge and expertise to his silent and attentive students. We were nothing more than passive recipients; we were given questionnaires to complete, following which he gave a presentation, citing some studies. I didn’t feel a part of his presentation and the content didn’t match my expectations regarding how psychology can help me in performing more consistently. He presented a top-down or a command and control approach which was totally misaligned to what I wanted and needed as a player; I believed that if I was active in the process, then I was more likely to adopt some new ideas, and this was clearly not happening. I wanted him to listen to me and help me establish ways of making the best of my ability after being released from my first county, but instead I switched off to his exercises and questionnaires, as did many of the players. We all had the feeling that we were just there to be a part of his research. I left feeling quite dejected by what sport psychology could offer. This was further reinforced when I tried to use sport psychology techniques to help me produce winning performances.

I had bought all the latest texts on sport psychology interventions in an attempt to use the techniques, proven in science, to improve my consistency. I assumed that given my experience as a postgraduate student in psychology I would readily adopt these new methods to help my performance. I went through a range of interventions, from relaxation and guided visualisation techniques, to performance coping strategies, to goal-setting, to a whole host of other methods for peak performance. The results were paradoxical. On the one hand, these techniques were the latest strategies to help develop high performance, while on the other, I was not consistently improving by using them. My performances were still riddled with inconsistency. Why? Was it me or was there something else going on?

Over the last twenty years I have come to realise that sport psychology interventions are not the most effective way of helping elite athletes deliver peak performance; they are best delivered to young athletes starting out in their sporting endeavour as, for some reason, the delivery of expert knowledge to elite athletes didn’t translate. It didn’t work for me as a participant and it didn’t work for me as a consultant trying to help elite athletes achieve more. In my early days of consulting, elite athletes would enjoy the fact that they were going to hear from a sport psychologist – they also had read all the books.

However, I took a very different approach with them, which they found very refreshing. They took full participation in finding a solution to their own performance inconsistency, making them fully engaged and responsive to finding their own solutions. On each occasion I would act as an outside change agent to the sport highlighting to both the coaches and athletes contradictions and conflicts regarding the delivery of high performance. These early consultancy experiences confirmed my plan was impactful and significant, as the clients felt fully involved in finding a solution to their performance problems.

I started consulting with British Diving and specifically working with a number of female divers in their preparation for the upcoming Olympic Games. I also consulted with GB Athletics sprinters as well as the British Tennis Foundation, Great Britain Orienteering and the World Snooker Association.
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What experiences have you had where you expected one thing but received something quite different?

How did that make you feel – disappointed? Challenged? Energised?

What did you do next? 

How do you cope with not getting what you want?




[image: Image Missing]


11

World Champion Athletes’ Results

What I learned from working with world champions and elite athletes was the opposite of what I’d expected to find:

Elite athletes who became world champions were selfless at the moment of crossing the line to become the best in the world.

Does this sound to you like a contradiction? It does to me. But that doesn’t worry me; over the last twenty years or so, as a professional sportsman and chartered psychologist, son, brother, husband, father, uncle and friend, I have come to the view that I’m truly filled with many contradictions. That is, saying one thing but doing the opposite. Here are a few statements in my cricket career that illustrate the difference between what I’ve said compared to what I’ve done:
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