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			Prologue

			Over the years, I’ve taken some leaders I’ve coached to a beautiful valley near where I live in the Cotswolds area of England. It is a place called Snowshill.

			We stand on a rise and look out over this magnificent valley.

			In a crease at the bottom of a gully runs a stream, lined with beech trees. On top of the hill on the other side of the valley lies a dense ancient woodland, flooded with bluebells. Between us and the stream sheep, cattle and horses graze on the slopes.

			There is a well-worn path in the grass, imprinted by thousands of footsteps. From where we stand on that hill, this path meanders down the gully, to the stream, and then rises steeply up the other side, to the watchful ancient woodland.

			Together, we look into the valley.

			We reflect that for over 99 per cent of human history our ancestors lived in bands of hunter-gatherers in valleys like this one.

			We consider how, as a species, we transformed ourselves from foragers to predators. How this involved confronting the vulnerability of living in open grasslands: wild animals, uncontrollable climate, inconsistent food supply and competition from other humans. 

			On Snowshill, we see clearly that the crucial adaptation we made as a species was to form strongly bonded groups. We understood from the start that survival as individuals would be hopeless.

			This ability to form strong organised groups became the true ‘super strength’ of homo sapiens – our competitive advantage.

			We think about how the strongest, most trustworthy group we could belong to was kin. From kin, we formed communities and tribes. Their essential purpose the same – to protect and compete. People needed to be taken care of. A village needed feeding. A way of life to sustain. Within our tribes we built teams to enable all of this.

			We contemplate how this shift to group living changed our biology and our psychological needs.

			 We look into the valley and our imagination paints a picture of ancestral teams working together, men and women: hunting, gathering, herding, building, exploring, caring. Each person with a role to play and a task to perform. 

			We can see how a common way of working emerged in these teams. How standards materialised of what was and what was not acceptable in the shared interests of the group. How we converted experience into teaching. How we rejected a fixed understanding of what was possible. 

			Communal connections grew stronger but were never taken for granted or assumed. Around the fire our language revealed itself, giving life to stories of the known and unknown worlds.

			We diverged from the hierarchical ways of other primates. We became more egalitarian. Expectations of being treated fairly emerged. The benefit of the group overrode everything else. On this, our ancestors were clear – the alphas hunted with the pack.

			On Snowshill, time dissolves before our eyes, like the mist that surrounds us, the same mist our ancestors walked through.

			 

			On a biting autumn afternoon in 2019, in a room within the cloisters of Magdalen College, Oxford University, I met with Professor Robin Dunbar, one of the world’s leading evolutionary psychologists.

			Early in our meeting a powerful insight surfaced, to the surprise of both of us. Robin asked me to take him into the ‘dressing room’, so to speak, of a high-performing team today and describe how they might be organised and led. After I did this, Robin replied, ‘That is in essence the same way hunter-gatherers set themselves up sixty thousand years ago.’

			Robin took me back into homo sapien’s evolutionary story and together we mapped primal human needs that still direct us today: our need to belong converted into an emotive identity story; our need for a shared purpose transformed into a vision of the future; our need for shared beliefs to be translated into a code of how to behave.

			Another realisation dawned on me as I travelled home that day. Perhaps, without the distraction of our systems and technology and data, our ancestors understood better than us what makes some teams strong and others weak. After all, they only had each other to rely on. Maybe our ancestors had attempted to convey this knowledge to us but perhaps we’d stopped listening. We’d developed a conceit that we knew better than those before us.

			As a result, maybe this super strength of our species is weakening before our eyes. Leaders having forgotten that their first role is to protect their people and that strong groups of homo sapiens form when we focus on what we share rather than what divides us.

			Over most of our history as a species such mistakes would have been catastrophic. Without our super-strength ability to form strong groups we would have been destined to extinction well before now.

			I began to see that wrapped in the stories and spiritual ideas passed down to us were practical lessons drawn from thousands of years of experience. These stories and ideas disclose how to build strong teams and are weighted with emotion to make them durable.

			In my work as a performance coach, I’ve always invoked ancient stories and spiritual beliefs. I was not formally taught these but discovered them through life as I explored the wilds of my own identity. The way I articulate and use these ideas is personal and often unconventional.

			I noticed that everywhere I worked and spoke people seemed to connect to ideas from my own culture. This initially surprised me, until I learned that they had their own version of these stories. They were already theirs. That ancient wisdom acquired and passed down is an intrinsic part of our shared human story.

			As our communities and teams become increasingly diverse this wisdom has never been more precious.

			In the pages that follow, I identify the aspects of teaming that gave homo sapiens a competitive advantage. We’ll see how these critical elements evolved over time into needs hardwired into our biology and our psychology and how they remain central to who we are today.

			We will then see how our ancestors, from all over our world, converted these insights into wisdom.

			Finally, we will take a glimpse into the dressing rooms of high-performing teams today to see how these insights continue to underpin great leadership and successful groups of homo sapiens.

			I have written this book as a tradesman, not as a philosopher. In the work I do, I always come back to the same question: What is the optimal environment for this group to perform to their best?

			Over time, I’ve become uncomfortable with the idea that such a small number of people are exposed to these profound insights and our collective ancient wisdom. That does not feel right. All of us can perform at a high level and we should be empowered with the tools to give us that opportunity. In turn, we can unlock how to get the best out of the groups we belong to, from families through to nations. Beyond performance, the environments we operate in have a profound impact on our emotional wellbeing.  This has been glossed over for too long.

			So, my friend, as the sun breaks through the clouds above Snowshill, let’s walk together into this timeless valley.

			 

			Wisdom is universal and is not confined by generations, by oceans or by cultures. It is part of the legacy of humankind.

			Sir Hirini Moko Mead1

		

	
		
			1

			you belong here

			We may not look like it, but we just belong together.

			Dr Doolittle

		

	
		
			1.1 streams into a river

			I come from the south-west corner of the Pacific Ocean.

			It is a place where the three most powerful words that can be uttered to you are ‘you belong here’.

			Over the span of eight hundred years my lines of ancestors, unknown to each other, voyaged across great seas to make their home on the islands where I was born. 

			Only one line of ancestors already lived within this ocean. The others lived on coastlines of another great ocean. They were pulled away from kin and ways they understood in search of a better life. All of them migrants who became people of this land. 

			The great chief and navigator Kupe was the first to discover the country where I was born. His crew, led to this new land by a vision, voyaged south-west across 1,700 miles of ocean from our spiritual homeland Hawaiki. With unfathomable skill, they then sailed back to that tiny dot of land in the central Pacific Ocean to share their discovery.

			There followed a great fleet of migrating double-hulled vessels to settle these newly discovered islands. One of those sacred canoes, the Takitimu, carried my direct ancestor Tahu (after which my Māori tribe Ngāi Tahu is named). They landed on the northern island and Tahu became the leader of these people. He voyaged down to the southern island in search of prized greenstone. On this journey he would name a mountain range the Takitimus, after our sacred canoe.

			Hundreds of years later my mother, of Irish descent on both sides, her father a Daly, her mother a Casey, was born on a farm at the foot of those same Takitimu Mountains.

			My first Irish ancestor to make a home in these islands, Patrick Daly, had exiled himself in the years following the Great Irish Famine in the 1840s. Half of his village, Caherpierce, perished in the famine. Located on the Gaelic-speaking Dingle Peninsula in County Kerry, it was one of the most isolated and poorest parts of Ireland. Fleeing the spectre of starvation and typhus, motivated by fear and hope, my ancestor voyaged across two oceans in search of renewal. That hope justified the price of leaving forever the kin he was born into.

			One of Patrick’s brothers joined the exodus to North America. 

			A younger brother stayed at home, only to drown in a nearby river.

			One hundred and sixty years later my mother and I visited this ancestral home on the Dingle Peninsula. It was the first time these lines of kin had seen and touched each other since the Great Famine. We ate at their table. We stitched together the past. My mother and I felt a deep sense of belonging to this place despite having never been there before. Prior to leaving, we visited the local church and walked around the gravestones. Staring back at us were the very same names inscribed into our own stones on the other side of the world.

			Fate invited another ancestor from another land to our remote islands. One hundred years ago, my English ancestor, my grandfather, voyaged across three oceans to these islands. He had served in the Royal Navy in the First World War. After that war, the Royal Navy sent battle cruisers around the world to pay thanks to the ‘colonies’ who had shed their own blood for the cause. When this vessel made port at our coastal towns the local community put on dances for the visiting servicemen. At one such dance, my English grandfather would meet a descendant of Tahu, my grandmother Rose. They fell in love and my grandfather was granted a release from the Royal Navy to make his way in this new country. The Government gifted him land on the North Island, in the ‘Bay of Plenty’, on which to farm. There my father would be born, between a great economic depression and another great war. 

			All of these people, my ancestors, have their own origin story. They came with their own beliefs and sense of identity forged by the tribes they belonged to. But the world changed around them. They had to move, driven by a vision of something better.

			In making a decision to come to this new land they accepted that life would not be the same. That they would exchange parts of their old identity for a new one that would, in turn, unlock a sense of belonging to this new place.

			My ancestors understood that the differences they had with the people around them were eclipsed by the future they would share together.

			I see each line of my ancestors as its own stream, with different points of origin and bends in their journeys, coming together to form a powerful river.

		

	
		
			1.2 whakapapa

			A week before my sixth birthday my father died. He was forty-­one. My mother, thirty-nine, was left to raise four children, aged twelve, ten, five and three.

			Beyond the shock and suffering, something precious was broken. My father, an only child, was the direct link to our English and Māori ancestors. His elderly mother, my Nana Rose, lived over a thousand miles away to the north. Heartbroken herself, we would only see her every few years.

			Over time, grief began to be accompanied by a sense of something stolen, a wrong that had been unjustly visited upon us. Someone who had been holding your hand had let go and it would take a very long time to grip onto that sense of belonging again. 

			This loss involved a violent breaking of a heritage we were born into. A sense of dislocation from a place I had never been, but where I knew I belonged.

			As the years passed, a yearning to know more fed a determination to repair this broken chain. 

			When I was twelve, I wrote a letter to the office of Ngāi Tahu, our Māori tribe. I asked them, in essence, What do you know about who I am? I didn’t really expect a reply. But I got one. I don’t retain the covering letter Ngāi Tahu wrote back to me but I know what it said: You belong.

			It welcomed me to my tribe. I was provided with a tribal registration number. Two documents were enclosed in the envelope. I have kept both. One was a formal record, with detailed information of my Māori genealogy. Highlighted were two matriarchs, cousins of each other, Pakinui and Tiaki Kaika, both alive in 1848. This ‘legally’ entitled myself and my siblings, and our children, to be classified as Māori under New Zealand law.

			The other document, a scruffy single page, had no heading. It was a list of ancestors’ names going back more than twenty generations. No dates, no commentary. One ancestor’s name after the other down the page, finishing with my father at the bottom. The covering letter from my tribe referred to this as my ‘whakapapa’ (pronounced far-ka-pa-pa).

			The first name, at the top of this page, was Paikea (pronounced pie-key-ah). In this one name, this one word, two worlds would collide.

			Paikea was taught in schools as a mythical character, ‘the whale rider’ – a Māori legend. We learned that Paikea was the heir apparent to the godly Chief Uenuku, in our spiritual homeland of Hawaiki, and that his half-brother had taken him out to sea on a canoe to fish and there tried to kill him so that he could inherit the chiefdom for himself. Paikea had escaped this fate by jumping from the canoe and calling a whale, who saved him and took him to safety all the way across the Pacific Ocean to the islands we now call home.

			This piece of paper was boldly saying something different. It was telling me that Paikea was a real person who I was related to. On that list he took only one line, the same space as my father.

			After Paikea, came Tahu, from whom our tribe takes its name, who came to this land on the Takitimu canoe and named the mountains under which my mother was born.

			The emptiness I carried with me slowly started to subside. I recall a feeling of euphoria upon reading this, a deep sense of belonging to something greater than myself.

			Over time, I have come to understand whakapapa in this way:

			Each of us are part of an unbreakable chain of people going back and forward in time. Back to our first ancestor at the beginning of time and into the future to the end of time. Each of us in this chain of people have our arms interlocked with those on either side of us. We are unbreakable. Together, immortal.

			The sun rose in the east and shone on our first ancestor. Here is our origin story. Just as happens with each passing day, the sun slowly moves down this unbreakable chain of people. Each of us will have our time in the sun. But the sun is always moving. Moving towards the west, where it will finally settle.

			When the sun shines on us we are alive, we are strong. For we have had passed down to us a culture that immerses us in deep belonging. We feel safe and respected. We share beliefs and a sense of identity with those around us and this anchors us. We share a purpose with them. We share a vision of the future. We fit in here. Rituals and traditions tie us together. The experiences and wisdom of those who walked in the light before our time are passed on to us.

			Whakapapa points a finger at us and tells us, You will not be judged by your money or celebrity or sense of self pride . . . you will be judged by what you did for our tribe.

			When the sun is shining on us, we must be guardians of our tribe and of each other.

			This is how I have come to understand whakapapa.

			Beyond kin, whakapapa frames our connection to any group we belong to. This reach of whakapapa was illustrated for me one day while having coffee with my friend Michael Campbell. In 2005 Michael became the first New Zealander to win the US Golf Open. Not only did Michael win this prestigious ‘major’ but he did so in epic style. After the third round he was down four shots to South African Retief Goosen but came back to overtake him and then, over the last nine holes of the tournament at Pinehurst in North Carolina, he held off Tiger Woods in a classic dual. Michael is a Māori New Zealander. As we chatted, he reflected on his achievement in this way:

			‘One of the most satisfying feelings I now have is that I am part of a whakapapa with other winners of this trophy like Bobby Jones, Ben Hogan, Arnold Palmer, Jack Nicklaus and Tiger. No matter what happens, that cannot change. That bond between us can never be broken.’

			From the first winner, Horace Rawlins in 1895, a line of US Open champions has revealed itself. One after the other, year after year. The arms of these champions interlinked. In 2005, the sun revealed Michael as the newest member of this prestigious tribe, but he had always been there.

			It is crucial to understand that whakapapa, like so many indigenous ideas, was gifted to us by our ancestors as a highly practical tool for us to deploy in our lives and work. It has been given to us so that we understand how to build strong tribes and strong teams.

			Whakapapa is the starting point in my work with teams and leaders. It unlocks our sense of identity. If we inherit a legacy, we extract meaning from it. If we are beginning a new venture, then we shape our genesis story with intent. Our deeds will be an expression of the identity we build.

			Having spoken about whakapapa around the world, I have come to understand that it is a universal idea. I received a powerful affirmation of this when I was invited to work with the Command Group of the NATO military alliance based in Mons, Belgium. 

			The Command Group comprises the four-star generals who oversee NATO’s military operations. In 2012 this included the Supreme Allied Commander for Europe Admiral Jim Stavridis from the US Navy, Deputy SACEUR General Sir Richard Shirreff of the British Army and Chief of Staff General Manfred Lange of the German Air Force.

			As part of our work together we invoked whakapapa to reflect on previous NATO Command Groups: looking at the leadership challenges they faced when the sun shone on them and the legacies they ultimately left. 

			We began with the first ancestors and the genesis story. This revolved around the 1949 Treaty of Washington that formed the alliance, and the first Command Group which included General (later President) Dwight Eisenhower and his deputy, British General Bernard Montgomery. Then, through the decades, we reflected on each Command Group’s ‘time in the sun’ and their legacy. 

			The generals then previewed their own legacy as the sixteenth leadership team and articulated this in writing. Sir Richard Shirreff reflected this exercise back to me:

			‘Whakapapa made a great impression on me. The notion of being part of an unbroken chain, those before us and those after us, with the sun shining on us in this moment. It particularly focused me on creating and setting conditions for success for those that would follow us.’

			That sentiment towards whakapapa was reaffirmed the following year when I visited Mons and Admiral Stavridis’ office. The centrepiece of the office is the oak desk of General (also later President) Ulysses S. Grant, which he had used during the American Civil War as leader of the Union Army. This was brought to Mons by first ancestor General Eisenhower when he took up his role. In the middle of the desk was Admiral Stavridis’ computer, to the left of it a photo of his family and beside that the whakapapa legacy statement that he had written.

			When I consider my other ancestral lines, they too have their own version of whakapapa. My Irish ancestral lines can be traced in the Leabhar na nGenealach (Book of Genealogies) written in the 1600s. My English ancestral lines can be pieced together before and after the Liber de Wintonia (Domesday Book) of 1086. 

			Our identity is a fusion of stories, myth, genealogy and personalities that we step into.

			Whilst ideas like whakapapa are highly practical tools for us to build strong teams, they also have a powerful spiritual dimension. They explicitly connect us to something greater than ourselves.

			Whakapapa counters a universal anxiety in homo sapiens around our own impermanence and mortality. Russian novelist Vladimir Nabokov cues whakapapa itself in his dark reflection that:

			Our existence is but a brief crack of light between two eternities of darkness.2

			Whakapapa offers a sense of immortality. Being able to attach ourselves to something permanent in our impermanent world. A sense of continuity and stability despite the evidence of constant change and chaos around us. It provides an antidote, a source of calm. Whakapapa holds out a hand to a world beyond this one.

			My friend Michael Gervais, a leading United States performance psychologist and host of the highly rated podcast Finding Mastery, sees whakapapa as also being an enabler of a mindful approach to both performance and life:

			‘Impermanence is a natural part of the human condition, each moment unfolding, unpredictable and expiring. Whakapapa encourages us to settle into the moment, locked into the people around us.’

		

	
		
			1.3 our primal need to belong

			Our ancestors deeply understood our primal need to belong, before psychology or neuroscience gathered the proof. It was visceral to them, part of every day and every decision.

			From the time our human ancestors left the forests to live on the grasslands, the greatest determinant of individual survival was whether they belonged to a strong group. 

			On those grasslands, we carried obvious physiological disadvantages to other animals. As science writer David Berreby writes:

			It’s not hard to see why humans should have evolved to care about their teams and their place on those teams. Relying on each other is a sound survival strategy for a frail, noisy creature without a lot of built-in weapons. Living in groups is a ticket to survival, which is why most primates live in them.3

			The one true competitive advantage we found was strength in our togetherness. This was what gave us a fighting chance of survival. From this brutal reality the super strength of homo sapiens emerged, this ability to form strongly bonded and highly effective groups. 

			Isolation or rejection from a group spelled premature death – those two states still terrify the hell out of us. There has never been a time in human history when our wellbeing has not been tied to belonging to a group. Studies today reaffirm the correlation between chronic loneliness, poor health and early mortality.4 We know that after a cardiac arrest the strength of an individual’s social network is a greater predictor of survivability than exercise, nutrition or medication.5

			We are terrified of rejection – of being judged not worthy of belonging to a particular group. Of not sharing the necessary traits or background. Of not fitting in. Of not being good enough. Of not being seen. Those who have experienced serious social rejection are over twenty times more likely to develop depression.6

			To feel a sense of belonging is to feel accepted, to feel seen and to feel included by a group of people, believing that we fit in, trusting we will be protected by them. To not feel belonging is to experience the precarious and insecure sense of an outsider.

			Historically, the family unit, our kin, has been the safest place for us. From there, we have carefully built out, in concentric circles, other safe groups to belong to. Our extended family. Those immediately around where we live, our neighbours. Working groups. The wider community we share an identity with. Tribes.

			These are the people we can most trust. These are the people who will have our backs in hard times. These are the people our wellbeing is tied to.

			It’s why the term ‘family’ is perhaps overused in teams. It cues the deepest primal sense of belonging and trust. In the words of a former gang member:

			‘This underlying sense of belonging mirrors unbreakable bonds. There is a feeling of euphoria that I am part of something, that people look at me and I have respect. I am a something. I am a somebody. The thing I got out of it was the loyalty of another brother next to me in good times and bad.’

			Feelings of insecurity over belonging trigger our fight, flight or freeze response. Our attention cascades into the present emergency. Stress hormones and adrenalin take control. Our heart races, our breath speeds up, digestion pauses, blood vessels constrict, eyes dilate. We literally tighten up. Tunnel vision takes over. Our thinking ability is reduced. Our capacity to communicate with those around us diminishes.

			On the other hand, when we experience a sense of belonging our body produces a hormone soup that enables oxytocin, serotonin, dopamine and endorphins to work their collective magic. Stress hormones are still there but in balance; our anxiety and fear are lowered and we feel calmer and safer. This allows us to trust, communicate and co-operate at a higher level. Our oxytocin system makes us more empathetic to those in our group and sensitive to their approval.7 Our serotonin system guides our mood. Our dopamine system shifts motivation from self-preservation to meeting others’ expectations. Endorphins signal moments of social bonding.

			Our need to belong is, therefore, not just in the mind, but a physical state. It is hardwired into our biology. When social relationships feel under threat we respond both emotionally and physically as though our survival is threatened. The same area in our brain is engaged as if we were suffering physical pain.8 It is an example of how our biology has adapted an ancient system in order to drive our need to belong. 

			Our senses are primed to constantly seek information about belonging from our environment. We are hardwired to quickly and intuitively understand whether or not we are in a safe place with people we can trust. Our anxiety system is permanently tuned into this question. Hormones are released to instantaneously give feedback on relative levels of comfort and fear in our surroundings.

			In The Culture Code, Dan Coyle cites the work of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s Human Dynamics Lab in investigating micro belonging cues. Alongside words spoken, we place significant weight on largely unconscious physical signals in social settings: proximity, eye contact, body language, turn-taking, vocal pitch and conversation flow.9 

			One of cricket’s great players today, AB de Villiers, captured it in this way for me:

			‘There is always uncertainty and insecurity coming into any new team. It was that way growing up and remains the same even at elite level. On my first day in a new team I can feel whether this is a safe place for me or not, whether I belong there.’

			Belonging is never a state that is permanently achieved. It is something we continually monitor and evaluate. Consistency in environment and the behaviour of those around us are key. Ambiguity or mixed signalling seriously elevate anxiety.

			Performing at something that is important to us involves stress. The question is whether our hormone blend is enabling motivation, engagement and focus, or disabling us through distraction, wasted energy and disconnection from teammates.

			Our ancestors fully understood this causal relationship between our environment and our sense of belonging. This is why they tried to help us with ideas such as whakapapa.

			The science is catching up with them.

		

	
		
			1.4 leakage

			Belonging is a wildly undervalued condition required for human performance.

			When our need to belong in a team is met, our energy and focus pour into the team’s shared mission. We can lock into our role and the tasks we’re being asked to deliver. We are comfortable being vulnerable in our quest to get better. We feel secure enough to help others and point out where we could be better as a team.

			We can be ourselves. We feel that we are respected and that we matter. We feel included. We can be a good teammate here. Our own identity and that of the team happily coexist. 

			We are tuned into the legacy we’re about to write.

			We feel like Yuhui Choe. Yuhui is a third-generation Korean raised in Japan. She left home at fourteen to study ballet in Paris. By eighteen she had won prestigious international competitions and become an apprentice at the Royal Ballet in London’s Covent Garden. Yuhui is now first soloist there.

			In her dance, Yuhui brings her own rich identity to that of the quintessential English institution that is the Royal Ballet:

			‘I always apply my ideas from the Japanese and Korean cultures. Japanese zen moments when things are not going right – step back and think. Korean – ma-eun is the word I like – is more passionate about what we love and can be loud, like fireworks.’

			This is the world of belonging.

			But there is another world, maybe more commonplace, where the hormone soup recipe is wrong and doesn’t allow for us to be at our best.

			If our need to belong is unmet, we leak energy and focus by obsessing on the unsafe environment and relations around us. There is no performance benefit in that.

			Someone who has felt a sense of not belonging, of exclusion, is international women’s football player Ali Riley. After graduating with a psychology degree from Stanford University, she has played professionally in the United States, Sweden, England and Germany. Amidst much success and acclaim, Ali has also had experiences where she has felt excluded. These are the emotional low points of her career:

			‘When you feel excluded you feel your purpose has been taken away. To not be looked in the eye, not spoken to directly, wondering if it is personal; feeling lost, confused. You feel that you have no control. When you are alone with your thoughts, especially at night, it all comes back as you get ready for the next day when it will all happen again.’

			Our energy and focus are absorbed by the infinite calculations our brain has to make to navigate each social situation with our leaders and teammates. In every interaction we feel judged and pressure builds. This takes our focus away from the step-by-step process of preparing and performing at our best.

			Our thinking capacity and ability to evaluate risk diminish. Our working memory is interrupted by the noise of negative belonging cues. We struggle to toggle between tasks. We may become more aggressive, though we are likely to target that at those we perceive as having lower status than us.

			We may struggle to trust those around us as relationships feel transactional. We have a growing sense that others might not have our backs if things don’t go well. We fear that what we disclose may be used against us.

			A paradox plays out. We are preoccupied with fitting in and being accepted yet we become withdrawn. We minimise what we perceive as moments of vulnerability with others. We have decided that it’s safer to stay in the shadows. We avoid speaking up, let alone taking any responsibility. We know this is detrimental to our learning and development, but we offset it by reducing our risk of exclusion. We become a poorer teammate – not because of a flaw in our character but because we feel unsafe and threatened. 

			We are in self-preservation mode and the fate of the team becomes a secondary consideration. Our mind prioritises what we need to do to survive here, over what the team needs to do to succeed.

			In early 2018 I was working with the South African cricket team when they played Australia at home in a highly controversial series. An infamous moment transpired during the third day of the third test. One of Australia’s least experienced players, Cameron Bancroft, was shown on television (and on screens around the ground) illegally rubbing the ball with a small object, which later turned out to be sandpaper.

			This was a blatant breach of the spirit and laws of the game. After an initial denial of wrongdoing, over the following days it transpired that Cameron had been directed to do this by the team’s vice captain and captain – his leaders. All three players were subsequently given lengthy bans from the game.

			What particularly interested me was Cameron’s motivation to break the rules. So many people had come out in public to say what a good man he was and how what he had done was out of character. Nowhere in the media coverage did I see Cameron’s need to belong mentioned. However, a hint of that contributing factor comes from a largely overlooked remark he made:

			‘I didn’t know any better because I just wanted to fit in and feel valued really. As simple as that . . . what I valued at the time – I valued fitting in.’10

			As is so often the case, this unmet need to belong led directly to failure. Here, Cameron’s need for approval and inclusion resulted in expulsion from the sport he loved and the team he’d dreamed of being part of.

			How much talent have we wasted by undervaluing our primal need to belong?

		

	
		
			1.5 two worlds of belonging

			It all started with the Industrial Revolution.

			In the north of England in the 1800s a radical shift emerged in the way humans worked. We moved from workers possessing multiple skills and dynamically performing multiple tasks, to production lines where rows of workers each performed a distinct role.

			The role of management was to oversee this process and ensure each person performed their isolated task – and if they didn’t, replace them with someone who would. If there was a production error, then the fault, or culprit, could be isolated and fixed.

			A leading management voice at the turn of the twentieth century was American Frederick Winslow Taylor. Taylor wrote the highly influential The Principles of Scientific Management which espoused industrial efficiency. In his book Taylor declared: In the past the man has been first; in the future the system must be first.11

			Lost in this transformation in the way we work was part of our humanity and I would argue we have yet to fully regain it.

			Our ancient ancestors’ wisdom on teams did not seem to fit into this new world of working. We became disconnected from each other. Our value became individualised. We became silos.

			At the same time as we revolutionised working practices modern sport emerged. From the start, this production-line mindset infiltrated the coaching of sport. In football and baseball, it is no coincidence that today the coach is still known as ‘the manager’.

			The role of the production manager was to ensure the workplace was as efficient and productive as possible. That the technical pieces were in place, that the operation was organised, that each person performed a specific role, and all of this was statistically measured.

			There is an inherent problem with this. Most high-performing team activities are nothing like linear production lines. Team performance is not an aggregation of individual tasks being completed. Our contribution is hugely influenced by the acts of others, such as an opponent actively seeking to disrupt us, and a range of random events beyond anyone’s control.

			Here, our ancient ancestors’ wisdom is timeless. Success is dependent on the strength of the group under pressure. In order to stay strong, aligned and cohesive we have evolved needs that must be met – starting with our need to belong.

			This production line mindset pervades working environments today. It is not just with management either. Stakeholders, media and the public look at performance in the same way. When results are not as desired there is a reflex that an individual deemed responsible be identified and replaced so that the illusory linear process of winning can be ‘fixed’.

			Former England football star Michael Owen is someone with deep insight into how our need to belong plays out in football.

			I first met Michael in 2016 when I was appointed by the English Football Association to help strengthen the team culture of their national teams. I started this work by immersing myself into the culture (and whakapapa) of the England men’s football team. Michael was one of the former England players I spoke with. 

			In the course of our chats over the years, Michael has shared a powerful illustration of the contrasts between a met and an unmet need to belong. Specifically, his contrasting experiences at first Liverpool Football Club in England and then at Real Madrid in Spain.

			At Liverpool, Michael played through the youth system at the club, making his senior debut at seventeen. He went on to play for Liverpool for eight years, scoring 158 goals in 297 games. Michael explained to me the strong sense of belonging he had at Liverpool:

			‘Everyone knew me as a person, not just as a player. I felt part of the inner sanctum of the club. I had a deep affinity with the fans. The manager (Gérard Houllier) knew mine and my wife’s families and he would go over and speak with them after games. It was a safe environment. I could relax and get on with the job. I was able to mentally cope more easily in that environment.’

			Michael’s description is echoed in the club’s anthem ‘You’ll never walk alone’, which itself captures the very essence of belonging.

			In 2004 Michael transferred to Real Madrid. This team, known as the ‘Galácticos’, included a host of world-class players including Zinedine Zidane, Raúl, (Brazilian) Ronaldo, Luís Figo, Roberto Carlos, David Beckham and Iker Casillas. Although playing well (scoring thirteen goals in thirty-six appearances in La Liga), Michael never fully settled at the club, nor did he unleash his full potential. He returned to England at the end of a single season.

			Talent wasn’t the issue. Just a few seasons before Michael had won the Ballon d’Or (Golden Ball) award, the most prestigious individual award for football players in the world.

			Here are Michael’s words on what it felt like joining Real Madrid:
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