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For my father – who always gave me such guidance and support









[image: A cycle diagram depicts the steps needed to achieve success: vision, build, experiment, win or overcome failure, and rebuild.]


[image: The key characteristics necessary for good leadership are courage, hard work, discipline, iron will, and curiosity.]










PROLOGUE: INSIDE THE BUBBLE


This is a book about leadership inside the usually secretive bubble of a high-performance environment. It is built around my work as the head coach of the England rugby team, but I hope it will appeal to anyone interested in methods of leadership, learning and growth, whether they are working in sport or business, education or the arts, politics or the media, or any field where an organization faces immense challenges and stimulating opportunities.


It is written primarily for people intrigued by leadership and coaching, but my interests and influences are as varied as a career which has seen me work as the national coach of Australia, South Africa, Japan and England. I have coached at four World Cups, reaching the final three times and with a winner’s gold medal tucked away in a box somewhere, but I am also proud of my work in the amateur club game with Randwick in Sydney, in Super Rugby with the Brumbies, and in club rugby in Japan and the English Premiership. As a leader I am shaped, too, by my past experiences as a schoolteacher and a principal and by my personal life as a son, a brother, a husband and a father. The family, just like a school, is also a team and an entity which is always evolving and hopefully strengthening.


So the ideas and principles in the ensuing pages are not limited to sport. They are not applicable only to business either, even though I have learnt so much from corporate leaders, whether as a part-time consultant to Goldman Sachs in Tokyo or while talking to inspiring men like Tadashi Yanai, the founder and head of Uniqlo, the casual clothing company which he started from nothing in Japan and built up to its current global worth in excess of $45 billion. The leadership strategies and techniques discussed in the book can be utilized in most areas of life.


They are told through the prism of rugby, with stories of the past and the present helping to clarify and explain the lessons I have absorbed over 25 years as a professional coach. I write in detail about my work in Australia, South Africa and Japan, but the focus is on my current role with England. I have concentrated on the last two years from the World Cup in 2019 to the tumultuous back-to-back seasons we have just endured in 2020–1. This has been a period of great highs and difficult lows.


We reached the World Cup final and won the Six Nations and the Autumn Nations Cup. But we also encountered problems both inside and outside the squad and within our leadership group. As a consequence, we endured a difficult Six Nations in 2021, losing three out of five matches and finishing fifth. Of course this is unacceptable to me, to the players and to any passionate supporter of the England team.


But here, in these pages, I do not shy away from the troubles we have endured. They are illuminating and instructive. Show me a coach or a leader who has worked only in a successful environment and I will know that he or she have only been in the job for a very short time. They won’t have learnt much and they won’t have many lessons to offer you. I want to learn from people who have been exposed to adversity, who have had to reflect and adapt and who have emerged from the struggle feeling even more robust and fiercely competitive.


So this book is also informed by everything I have absorbed during my constant dialogue with leading coaches around the world. One of the privileges of my position is that I am able to talk in detail about leadership with men such as Sir Alex Ferguson and Arsène Wenger, Pep Guardiola and Gareth Southgate, while also participating in frequent coaching forums with colleagues from across the globe.


Some readers will be surprised to learn how my work with England has been sharpened by conversations with Ron Adams, the 73-year-old assistant coach of the National Basketball Association’s Golden State Warriors. Ron has been the indispensable truth-teller to head coach Steve Kerr during three championship-winning campaigns. I have also learnt new ideas by studying the stunning rise of the Gonzaga Bulldogs, a hugely successful college basketball team from one of the smallest universities in America. Each day is a new opportunity for me to listen and to learn.


Every team, organization, company, coach and individual person can learn from the simple five-step cycle of leadership which drives my work and this book. The last two years have been the most intense and testing of my coaching career. The long shadow of Covid has stalked everything we have done and I have been stretched and examined as a leader like never before. But it’s all part of the ceaseless cycle of leadership.


I believe I have grown and matured as a coach while relying on the building blocks of:




	♦ Strategy


	♦ People


	♦ Operation


	♦ Management





We have been through five stages of the leadership cycle:




	♦ Vision


	♦ Build


	♦ Experiment


	♦ Win [Overcome Failure]


	♦ Rebuild





In each stage I have relied on the three Ms where I have strived to:




	♦ Manage people


	♦ Mine for conflict


	♦ Map where we are in the cycle





The vision, structure and culture of our work is dependent on the quality of people we can call upon with England. We have some exceptional players and people but, above all else, they are human beings. There has been complexity and conflict. We have been undermined by a possible sense of entitlement, and a subtle denting of the desire which took us all the way to the World Cup final. I will outline the steps we are taking to remedy this situation as we move through the leadership cycle.


We constantly reflect and review, and rely on the insights provided by fresh sets of eyes from experts in divergent fields who assess our camp with independent clarity. This summer we were revitalized and refreshed. A new chemistry emerged and so we turn to the next two years before the 2023 World Cup is held in France with renewed belief and purpose.


The cycle of leadership is relentless and demanding. But it is always absorbing and fascinating. It covers areas of preparation and communication, growth and development, identity and cohesion. Mistakes are made and errors are rectified. Games are won and lost, players come and go, but the leadership cycle keeps whirring and churning because there is never perfection – only the steady pursuit of improvement.


I hope you will enjoy reading about the lessons we have learnt, both with England and my other teams over the past quarter of a century. I also hope they might be of practical interest to you and even pertinent to your own work and life.









STAGE 1: VISION




1. Setting the Vision


[STRATEGY]




	Always start with the end in mind


	Set the principles


	Establish the values


	Understand the climate


	Know the environment





2. Character over Cover Drive


[PEOPLE]




	Put the right people around you


	Build togetherness


	Identify the quick wins and the big changes required


	Plan the transformation





3. Clarity Is the New Clever


[OPERATION]




	Assess everything


	Provide the clarity – the code of operation, the expectations of delivery


	Translate the vision into achievable goals





4. The Glue of Knowledge


[MANAGEMENT]




	Understand the groups, understand the individuals


	Understand the gaps – in capability, values and belief


	Align the vision to individual journeys















1


SETTING THE VISION


ALWAYS START WITH THE END IN MIND


I faced another test of leadership, and of character, in the dark and uncertain days of November 2019. As the English winter rolled relentlessly towards us, I was still hurting. We had gone from playing arguably the best game of rugby that England had ever produced, in beating New Zealand, to losing the World Cup final a week later against South Africa. The nature of our defeat on 2 November felt every bit as painful as the 32–12 margin of defeat suggested. But just seven days earlier we had come close to sporting perfection.


Rugby, like life itself, is an imperfect business. The basics of the game are simple enough as it is based on courage and daring, cohesion and commitment, but rugby’s ever-shifting laws and patterns make it a complicated sport. I have always said it is far harder to pursue the elusive idea of perfection in rugby than in games like football or basketball. But on 26 October 2019, at a pulsating Yokohama Stadium in Japan, we blew away the All Blacks, who had started the tournament – and our World Cup semi-final – as typically heavy favourites.


England dominated the match from the get-go and, on this occasion, the 19–7 margin of victory did not tell the full story. If we had taken our chance for one more try, and had kept out New Zealand for their solitary score, we would have pretty much played the perfect game of rugby. It’s a quest that has intrigued me for 25 years as a professional coach, and while working in the Test arena for 175 international matches with Australia, South Africa, Japan and England. We had not been perfect against the All Blacks but the performance and a World Cup semi-final win went a long way to justifying four years of rigorous planning and hard work.


I focused on the next match, the one which mattered most, that very same night. There was only one fleeting private moment early the following week when I allowed the thought to flit across my mind: ‘What will I do if we win the World Cup?’ It hung there, tantalizingly, as I wondered if I would simply want to return with England to try and win the tournament again in 2023. Or would I feel it was time to do something totally different in coaching?


The memory is vivid. I was alone in my room in the Tokyo Hilton but, after ten seconds, I shut down the pointless speculation. I had a word with myself: ‘Mate, you’re getting way ahead of yourself. We’ve got a huge match ahead.’ I can honestly say that I did not think about winning the World Cup again all week. I concentrated on the team and the task ahead.


The World Cup is a reminder that constant winning is abnormal. Twenty teams play in the tournament and only one emerges as the winner. For 19 teams it’s normal to lose in the end. Only one team is going to be abnormal. So you’re always striving to be abnormal and it’s incredibly difficult. People might expect that, before we beat the All Blacks, I would have made a defining, tub-thumping speech of leadership to inspire an exceptional performance. I was, instead, pretty low-key and measured that evening.


But, three days earlier, on the Wednesday, I felt we weren’t quite there in training. We weren’t sharp enough for the All Blacks. So I did something different that evening. I brought a samurai sword into the team room. It was impressive and authentic and I had spent a fair amount of money on it from an antique shop in Tokyo. I also brought in some kiwi fruit. You could say it was cheesy, rather than fruity, but I used the samurai sword to scythe them in two. The blade was so sharp that the kiwi fruits split apart in an instant.


‘There you go, boys,’ I said. ‘See how we do it now?’


The players were laughing but a few of them shot me a look as if to say, ‘Shit, this guy is nuts.’ I still walked around the room with the samurai sword and made them all feel the deadly blade.


From there we developed the idea of facing down the Haka in a V formation with Owen Farrell at the head of it. We also had a very rigorous meeting with the players’ leadership group the next morning and I pointed out some of the minor problems. The players addressed them and got it right. We won the game.


If we had lost, people would have been entitled to say: ‘How stupid was all that stuff with the samurai sword?’ But it makes a good story and we can say we brought out the sword and a small tray of kiwi fruit before one of England’s most famous victories.


We faced a different challenge in the week of the final. Pretty much everyone outside of South Africa expected us to win. We knew this truth, but understanding the consequences is much harder to fathom. Sometimes I feel like people only really understand a situation once they’ve experienced it. It’s a bit like having a baby. Before the birth you are given so much advice from people who are already parents. But until the baby arrives you cannot really understand what is involved.


In the week of the final we spent a lot of time telling the players that the Springboks were going to come at them with ferocious intent. We reminded them that South African rugby players tend to dislike the English and so they would dredge up even more emotion. We spoke about the fact that the Boks were also trying to do something special for South Africa as a country. They were being captained for the first time by a black player, the inspiring Siya Kolisi, and they were coached by a canny Afrikaner, Rassie Erasmus, who is very smart when planning for decisive games. We didn’t underestimate any of these factors but, until they had been through the experience of facing a fired-up Springbok team in a World Cup final, it was hard for the players to understand what was coming.


South Africa had taken a different route to the final. They had lost their first game in Japan when they were beaten comprehensively by New Zealand. It concentrated their minds because they knew that if they lost another game they were on their way home. No other team had lost a group game and gone on to win the World Cup and so they also understood they had to make history. England, in contrast, won every game up until the final. The Springboks scraped into the final after beating Wales by the narrowest of margins. They had been under immense pressure since the very first game. But it actually strengthened South Africa. Having been so strong until the final we learnt that in the World Cup it’s more the mental strain, rather than the physical exertion, that fatigues you.


I made a decision to keep the week fairly normal in terms of training. We stuck to the same routine which had served us so well against Argentina, Australia and New Zealand in the previous three games. The week went pretty well and then, travelling to the ground on the day of the final, we got caught in traffic. Of course we had rehearsed for this eventuality and gone through a mock drill in the past when you arrive late for a game. So we were prepared, but I’m sure one or two players were still unsettled by the fact it happened on World Cup final day.


A couple of minutes into the final something far more disconcerting happened: Kyle Sinckler and Maro Itoje collided as they went to tackle the Springbok wing Makazole Mapimpi. Kyle was knocked out. He was eventually able to stand up and walk slowly from the field but his World Cup final was over. We had lost one of our key men, our in-form tighthead prop, and we would soon buckle under the sustained might of the Springbok scrum.


We were under the pump in the first 20 minutes, and my lasting regret is that I didn’t make the two early substitutions we needed to change the momentum of the game. But to take off a couple of players after 20 minutes in a World Cup final was a huge call. I have done it before in the international arena – when I withdrew Luther Burrell after 20 minutes and changed the course of a Test match against Australia in Brisbane in 2016. But I chose not to do anything so radical against South Africa.


Perhaps I was guilty of making the wrong decision simply because it was the World Cup final rather than addressing the actual game slipping away in front of my very eyes. If I had been bolder as a leader we would have had a better chance of becoming world champions that night.


Neil Craig is our head of high performance, but that’s a meaningless title which doesn’t come close to explaining his value to me and the squad. He is here to tell the truth and, also, to help me coach the coaches. Neil is an expert in communication and leadership and he had a conversation in Melbourne with Corinne Reid, a psychologist, after the World Cup. Corinne had worked with our players and she had done a lot of good work with the squad before she returned to Australia to take up an academic post. Neil told Corinne we’d had a very good tournament until the final. ‘What were the problems?’ she asked, before adding, ‘You surely know that there were problems?’ Neil couldn’t quite articulate a clear answer and I think that played on his mind.


Corinne had always encouraged us to understand that healthy conflict is crucial in high-performance activity. She had reminded us to look for problems in victory. This is a crucial lesson in the science of learning in elite sport. Get real if you think everything is rosy just because you won. Don’t be naïve – particularly if you’re leading a squad of 31 highly motivated guys wanting to play rugby and win the World Cup. So many things will be happening under the surface that you can’t see. So you need to monitor conflict.


The longer we’re in this game the more we know that if everything seems to be operating beautifully, and no issues are being raised by anyone, your antenna should be twitching. Your best and healthiest environment is when items are being tabled that need to be fixed. Such a situation means that people are pointing out what’s not going well, or what they’re having trouble with, and you then have a chance to rectify them before your next big challenge. You need to be far more wary when it seems as if everything is perfect and nothing needs to be examined. Neil and I believe now that we fell into that illusion in the week of the final.


He thinks we should have generated more conflict in the camp. Neil has a point because, deep down, he and I were a little anxious about the final and the players would have been the same. We could have brought it to the surface in a stark way instead of cruising along as if this was just another match. Perhaps we should have spoken about that in more direct terms. We could have dug into the reality that the win over New Zealand had created so much more expectation externally as well as internally. The final was a very different game with much greater consequences.


Neil believes we should have put those facts on the table to get different players’ points of view as to how we would handle the changed circumstances. A group of us could have sat down together and perhaps a player who was feeling more anxious than normal might have been surprised to hear Neil talking about how he was on edge. It could have generated an open and healthy discussion about conflicted feelings and suddenly that one particular player would realize that he was far from the only one in camp with those intense emotions. It’s natural to experience them in World Cup final week. We can never know, but maybe getting more out in the open could have shifted our mindset before we played South Africa.


Neil argues that it was all too smooth and too good to be true. He says he should have told himself, ‘Get real, Neil. This is the game that decides the best team in the world. Of course our boys are going to be anxious. So let’s get fucking serious about everything we’re discussing here.’ He believes we should have rattled the cage and let out all the conflict swirling inside everyone.


But there is not just one right way to prepare for a final. So much depends on the mentality of your group. We need to understand what the players need and so I continue to work hard to be more accurate in this area. But there is always an element of rolling the dice when you approach the peak of a high-performance goal. We could have delved into the psychology of the team that week and unearthed some issues that were clearly there. It could have made the team stronger but, equally, it could have weakened us. I’ve seen it happen both ways. There were things I saw that week which I could have attended to right there and then. It might have fixed us, but I could also have made the problem worse. You always run the risk because these are not black-and-white situations. There is so much grey nuance as you make a very complex call of judgement.


On the Wednesday, we trained pretty well. The players looked strong and focused, but I could have nitpicked over a couple of things. I might have made the matter worse by doing so, or I could have made it better. I decided to accentuate the positives and stick to the usual pattern of our training week.


Other coaches sometimes choose to do things differently. Before a different World Cup knockout match, a head coach decided to rattle the cage. He had developed a very strong system of play and his squad followed the same pre-game routine before every match. It had worked for many years, but then, in this particular World Cup week, the coach made them do two extra walk-throughs of various moves to iron out any problems. Some of their leading players were saying, ‘What the fuck is going on here? What’s wrong with us?’ If your most experienced players are having such thoughts, what might their younger teammates be thinking? ‘The coach doesn’t trust us any more. There’s something wrong here.’


Their team went into the game and got pounded. The coach had rolled the dice, deciding that some issues needed to be brought to the surface so he could try to fix them. Maybe he got it wrong, but these are the judgements you make all the time. You can be smart after the event but, before the game, you never really know for certain which is the best approach. But the key point to remember is that you can never expect to find that everything is just right. There are always problems.


You’ve always got to be mining for those problems and making sure that you develop a solution-based culture. Players and staff shouldn’t see any problem as being terminal. They need to see it as an opportunity to provide a solution. We didn’t have enough people who thought in solution-based terms. They were more conditioned to see a problem as a threat – and, most of all, a threat to their levels of comfort.


The bottom line remained that we didn’t have enough experience – both of such a massive occasion, but also of what it takes to beat two excellent teams who play the game in totally different ways. We shocked New Zealand with our attack and our intensity, but we failed to adapt to the far greater physicality and set-piece concentration that South Africa bring to a Test. Our flexibility and versatility were not effective enough. Over the course of the whole tournament, you could probably make an argument that England were the best and most consistent team. But we were just off the mark when it mattered most. All of us, coaches and players, need to take responsibility for that. But sometimes you have got to acknowledge it’s just not your day.


Defeat was crushing. We believed that the boys were ready to fulfil the vision I had set out for them when I took charge of England in November 2015. Winning the World Cup in Japan had always been the end result we had in mind. It was our vision for England and we had worked backwards from that imagined goal and created the culture, the environment and the sheer belief that made it a realistic aim. There had been challenges along the way, with a few bumpy spells on the road to Japan, but the objective was always clear.


We had a fantastic group of players whose talent was matched by their willingness to learn and their determination to improve. We became a tight and ambitious outfit primed to become world champions – until we ran into South Africa.


The Springboks were better than England on the night of the final. They were more aggressive, more clinical, more powerful and, most of all, more convinced that the World Cup belonged to them. The big difference was that South Africa lifted themselves at least two levels above their patchy win over Wales the week before. They were exceptional against us.


We watched them lift the trophy and dance around with delight and all we could do was wonder what we might have done differently. But there was not much point. The dream of 2019 had died. I was unsure whether I should bury it even deeper by preparing to walk away.


We flew from Tokyo to London and, while I said most of the right things, and tried to shrug and smile when asked how I felt, I was bereft. I felt just as empty as I had done 16 years earlier when I had coached Australia to the World Cup final in Sydney – where we had lost in extra time to England and that famous Jonny Wilkinson drop goal in November 2003.


I had made the mistake of staying on as the Wallabies’ head coach because I thought I could set a new vision and start a new cycle of success for Australian rugby. The vision made sense but I made too many mistakes over the next two years. It was partly down to sheer fatigue. I was burnt out by the job. Even before I was sacked in 2005, I knew it would have been better for both Australian rugby and myself if we had made a clean break after the final.


England was different. Months before we left for Japan I had signed a new contract to remain as head coach until 2021. While the Rugby Football Union (RFU) wanted me to take England to the next World Cup in 2023, I needed to work out if I had the necessary desire to complete another four-year cycle.


Over the years I had analysed the aftermath of every rugby World Cup and the picture was clear. The losing team in the final almost always suffered a bad blip as they struggled to get over the disappointment. Most World Cup final coaches, with the exception of New Zealand’s Steve Hansen, disappeared from the Test arena or failed to replicate the same success.


I had a World Cup winner’s medal from 2007, after I spent a three-month spell as a technical consultant to South Africa when the Boks won the tournament under Jake White. So, while I had been involved in three World Cup finals, I knew how immensely difficult it was to sustain success.


All those thoughts tumbled through my mind, which still felt a little scrambled during that long and draining November. The easy option was to see out my contract and help England prepare the way for a new coaching regime. I would be professional and dedicated and oversee the transition before I began a new rugby adventure of my own in 2021. Secondly, I knew it would be wrong to renege on my agreement and walk out on England before then. They had given me a fascinating and unexpected opportunity by appointing me as head coach in 2015.


The third option seemed uncertain. Could I really lift myself and England and have an almighty crack at another four years? How would I even go about such a task? Was it a crazy idea? Or could I achieve even more this time around than I had done in the first cycle where I started with a 17-Test winning streak and a Grand Slam on the way to the World Cup final?


I thought about it for a few days, on my own, and it helped to use the values, principles and methods which run through this book. They are worth repeating, for I believe they apply to so many aspects of leadership, in sport, business, education, and most other fields of work.




	♦ Building another high-performing team would demand a ceaseless cycle of activity


	♦ England would need continuous improvement


	♦ There would be a rigorous process of rebuilding and refreshing


	♦ I would have to apply strategic, transformational, operational and managerial thinking


	♦ It would require me to criss-cross between each level of thinking, while also applying tactical insights and crystal-clear communication with my assistant coaches and the players, so that we could grow in every stage of this consuming cycle


	♦ I would need to draw on all my years of leadership experience – and mine the lessons of both victory and defeat





As I wrote down these notes I also underlined this key point as I thought how I would begin the cycle:


ALWAYS START WITH THE END IN MIND


It doesn’t matter if you are the CEO of a giant corporation, the head of a school department, the coach of a sports team or just the leader in any activity which you love. You’ve always got to know where you’re going. Your final goal, your mission, provides the map to help you reach your destination.


But if you are still clouded in your thinking, and your ending remains fuzzy in your own mind, you might as well abandon the journey. Otherwise you will go round in circles and keep hitting dead ends. There are only so many U-turns you can make before those who follow you become demotivated.


You should always start with the vision of your end goal and work backwards to your starting point. It is like climbing down a ladder step by methodical step but, once your strategy is in place, you will be able to forge ahead as a unit. Your foundation will be steeped in clarity and precision. It will take time and effort, as everything worth doing in life does, but it will also be immensely rewarding as you accumulate knowledge.


Many people fall into the trap of not saying where they want to go. And if you fail to spell out your final destination as a leader, then the focus of everyone in your company or team will drift. You become lost and, inevitably, you will lose deals and games, people and profits. But if you always have the end in mind, you will have the vision to guide you each difficult step of the way.


At the highest level of business or sport, the competition is searing and the challenges are profound. To overcome the opposition and move beyond the obstacles, you need to have a voracious ambition to improve every day. If you lose that relentless desire, the restless feeling within you, then it’s time for you to step aside as a leader.


As soon as you start questioning yourself in these terms you’re pretty much shot. I think you’re on the way out if you say to yourself: ‘We’re in a good position so why should I get up and work really hard again today? Why don’t I give myself a little break? I reckon I’ve earnt it.’ You probably deserve to do something else, but it’s time then to admit you’ve had enough of leadership at this level. It’s time for you to step aside.


There is no shame in making that choice. Instead, it’s a sign of honour, and wisdom, to know when your race is run. You’ve reached the end point and it is the moment for someone else, with fresh energy and resolve, to drive your organization to a new destination. Of course it will happen to me, and probably in not too many years from now, but back in November 2019 it was suddenly obvious that I had not reached that point with England.


I was on board for the full four-year tilt at a new cycle as soon as I started thinking about how much I wanted to get back to it. I thought about the boss who walks the floor in his factory every day. Instead of staying in his office, out of sight, while having a peaceful cup of tea, he is walking the floor because he has that ceaseless desire to keep progressing. He needs to see whether people are doing their job properly and, if they’re not, he will give them a push or a prod to remind them to give that little bit extra.


Most teams think they give 100 per cent, and they’re probably close to doing that on the big occasion. But the missing extra few per cent make all the difference. I call it ‘the discretionary effort’, because it comes down to you and your desire to find that extra 5 or even 10 per cent that lies dormant within us all. The leaders who reach deep within themselves and unearth that extra ambition and desire are the ones who help their teams, or organizations, become great.


It was obvious I had the hunger to continue all the way to France in 2023. I was climbing aboard the train again and I was ready to drive it to the very end with renewed impetus.


But, before I told anyone, I needed to imagine the end point myself. I needed to set the vision.


I also reminded myself that no one knows the limits of what we can do. If we set the right vision for ourselves, we can push past the imagined boundaries and reach somewhere new.


There was no point regurgitating the same vision as before by telling everyone we were aiming to win the World Cup in 2023. That was less a vision than an echo of the original plan. Obviously that World Cup-winning aim would be at the heart of our endeavours, but we needed a new vision which would inspire the players.


The seed of an idea had begun to germinate. I have always been open to influences outside of sport, and the longer I have worked in coaching, the more that curiosity has grown. It is one of the reasons why, over the last seven years, I have acted as a part-time consultant on the Goldman Sachs board in Tokyo. Business people are often fascinated by elite sport and they are keen to extract any lessons we offer which can be used in their own companies. At the same time, in sport, we can learn so much from leaders in business and other fields. So my occasional meetings at Goldman Sachs were a reciprocal arrangement – and they have been of great benefit to me.


A prime example is that my work there led me to forge a friendship with Tadashi Yanai. He is a Japanese billionaire but, to me, being less interested in money, he is much more than that. Tadashi is a bold and original thinker who is relentless and courageous in his visionary way. He is the founder, owner and president of Fast Retailing, which is dominated by Uniqlo – the company he set up in 1984. Uniqlo now have about 2,500 stores around the world and Tadashi is considered the richest man in Japan. In 2021 his personal wealth was estimated at more than $45 billion. Personally, I love the story of how he became successful.


Tadashi’s father owned a department store in western Japan. It was a small and modest company. When Tadashi eventually took over from his dad and began running the store, the business blew up in a few weeks. Every employee in his area quit because he was too brash. Tadashi was driven and he knew exactly what he wanted to do. But, as he tells the story to me now, he didn’t have any emotional intelligence or even the basic capacity to work with people. He wanted to change everything his father had built up in order to make the old department store something new and very different. But it didn’t work.


It was time for Tadashi to step back and think. Instead of tearing up a steady business, it became clear to him that he should set up his own department store. Rather than just attacking the business in a haphazard way, he also took the time to set out his vision.


Tadashi’s dream was to become the biggest casual-clothes maker in the world. It is amusing because he was this young guy who had failed badly when taking over a little department store. Suddenly, he wanted to storm the fast-fashion market and become a worldwide force in the retail business. Once he had his vision in mind, he went after it with energy and enterprise. His first Uniqlo store opened in Hiroshima in 1984 and Tadashi was so successful that he began buying factories in Japan. He was so aggressive in driving his dream that it did not take him long to create a chain of shops.


He explains now that, at the same time, he learnt how to teach and how to lead. He had begun as a very autocratic leader, but the more lessons he absorbed, the more he morphed into a company owner who gave responsibility back to his workforce. But he and his staff always kept his vision in mind – which was to become the biggest casual-clothes brand in the world. They are closing in on the dream as they’re now up to number three in the world of fast fashion. Only Zara, the Spanish company, and H&M, from Sweden, are ahead of Uniqlo.


I thought of Tadashi’s bold vision, and the courage and drive of his character, as I set the vision for England in late November 2019. I had four years ahead of me and I wanted to emulate Tadashi in believing that there is no end of possibility to what we can do. I imagined a vision for England that would be far bigger than anything ever dreamt up in this rugby-playing country where extravagant ambition generally creates suspicion and doubt.


None of the cultural differences between me, the little bloke who looks half-Japanese while sounding like a full-on Aussie, and the English rugby establishment should ever get in the way. It still makes me laugh – the irony of an Australian coaching the England rugby team. It was one of the attractions for me in taking the job because I knew it would be difficult. I might be the first and the last Australian ever to coach England because our thought patterns, as sports people, are diametrically opposed.


In 2015 I had to be brave enough to change. I had to accept the traditions of England rugby while also being strategic enough to transform the mindset that clogged the game over here. I reined in my more abrasive characteristics while making some appropriate changes to English rugby.


I had done that for four years and we had been relatively successful. The bare statistics said I had the best rate of winning Test matches of any England coach in history. But, still, we had fallen just short of completing the World Cup dream.


It was time to dream even bigger. I had the end in mind, at the very start of this new cycle of activity, and I was convinced of the vision.


We would turn England into the world’s greatest team.


The vision was set and, most excitingly of all, there was no finite finish line. Any coach and team can achieve short-term success. But the essence of greatness is sustained success. We would aim to keep improving and winning, climbing higher and higher, with a dream that included – and stretched beyond – winning the World Cup.


The end goal was clear. We would strive to become the best team in rugby history.


When you have established your vision, it is important to take four strategic steps:




	♦ Set the principles


	♦ Establish the values


	♦ Understand the climate


	♦ Know the environment





Throughout the book we will explore the principles and the values we need to apply to fulfil our vision but, for now, it is important to stress that courage is at the heart of all leadership. Hard work, discipline, mental toughness, humility, curiosity and integrity provide the bedrock of our principles and values, but they are redundant without the courage it takes to lead a vision.


In recent years I admired how Jürgen Klopp set the vision at Liverpool. It was a courageous vision which suited the mentality of the city. The way he walked into Liverpool was transformative because he immediately made everyone understand he was determined to drive them to somewhere special. I’ve not had the chance to meet Klopp, so I am not sure if he knows that the origin of the word ‘coach’ is Hungarian. It explains the nature of our job, which is to get the people we look after to the destination we have set for them.


Klopp has been such a success at Liverpool because he had the courage, as well as the determination and intelligence, to take the club, the city and its people to some incredible places. They won the Champions League and, after 30 years without being England’s champions, they finally lifted the Premier League title in 2020. But his bravery underpinned everything because the vision he set was bloody difficult to bring to life.


Many leaders don’t have such courage. They want to be careful. They want to be comfortable. And if you’re careful and comfortable, rather than brave, your vision will be limited.


I don’t think you can learn how to generate this kind of courage. It’s either inside you or it’s not. There is no doubt that people who are not cut out for leadership can draw on deep reservoirs of courage. But the courage to set a deeply ambitious vision, and make people want to follow you towards its fulfilment, is distinctive. I think it often comes from our parents or from something that happened in our past lives that has exacerbated this need to lead.


Leadership is also driven by ego because, to have such courage, you need conviction and self-belief. You need to think: ‘I can lead my team to this visionary place.’ But leadership should never be dominated by your own motives. It’s got to be about the motives of the organization you lead. Tadashi Yanai learnt this after his wayward start, and I hope that I, too, have absorbed this crucial lesson in balancing my own ego so that it becomes secondary to the needs of my team. Experience has helped so much in this regard.


It is not a contradiction of leadership to say that I now regard myself as a servant to the players.


When I decided to recommit fully to England, I knew I needed to step forward and give voice to a new vision. In the last cycle, from 2015 to 2019, we focused too much on the outcome of winning the World Cup.


Now we need to think in far more ambitious terms, because to win in 2023 we’re going to have to be better than we were in 2019. So why not try to be the greatest rugby team of all time?


In this way we will focus more on the process of where we want to go – and concentrate on helping extend and encourage the players to think big. I want them to know that playing for England will help them become the best they can possibly be over the next four years.


They’re moving in the right direction. But it was telling when, in December 2020, various experts picked a World XV from the last ten years. Not one England player made the selection. I agreed, because I didn’t think a single England player demanded inclusion for his performances between 2010 and 2020. But don’t tell me there are not enough talented England players to make the cut. There are plenty with the potential but, clearly, there’s still a big step ahead. I believe we can help them take that step.


To become the greatest team in the world, we need five or six of our players to establish themselves as the very best in their position. So we have made it a goal to change the whole way we talk about selection. Being picked for England isn’t the pinnacle. You are only just starting on the road to improvement and finding out how good you can be in the coming years.


In the past, to many players, England selection almost capped your career. You had made it. Mission accomplished. But now we’re saying: ‘This is just an entrée, boys. You’re just beginning your real career.’ It’s one of the many ways we try to have a psychological theme to get more out of the players.


I ask them to think about becoming the kind of team that people talk about in the years ahead. I describe a scene where you might get a bunch of blokes in a pub and, when they look back over a few drinks, we want them to say our England side was the greatest rugby team they ever saw. That’s a simple aim we want to chase hard and make real.


I have learnt that, when giving voice to the vision, you need to drip-feed ideas and test reaction. So you drop thoughts into your conversations at various times. It’s interesting to see how people respond, so that any idea you have becomes a collaborative process, because you’ve already tested it with your senior associates. Obviously you can do this in a formal way, but I always remember the technique of the ex-Australian prime minister, Paul Keating. He used very colourful language and often inspired people. He would test out ideas on his staff at all times to gauge their reaction. If the response was uncertain or unclear, he would consider fresh ways of presenting the idea or, perhaps, even shelving it.


It’s so important to work really hard on your observations. This was the main lesson I gleaned from my time with Sir Alex Ferguson. He emphasized the significance of close observation in his work at Manchester United. It echoes the idea of walking the shop floor, because understanding the atmosphere of your workplace is such a vital skill. I know it’s tiring to do this, and it’s one of the reasons why some leaders avoid it. But the best leaders are always gauging the mood and canvassing people in their organization. They know that you need to understand the climate around your group and know the environment within which you are working.


I will always keep walking the floor.


When I set the vision for England on my arrival in 2015, it was a simple task. It seemed obvious to me that they were playing the wrong style. If you go back to Tadashi Yanai, he set a relatively pragmatic vision. His ambition to become a world leader was vast but his vision was focused. He did not try to emulate the most stylish designers at the high end of fashion. That would not have been practical for a young man whose first venture with a department store in Japan had failed. Tadashi cut his cloth to suit his skill set. He would concentrate on sensible design and good quality and get the basics right. From there he would build and transform and expand. His vision was smart, his planning was methodical and his operation was clinical. We just need to see where Uniqlo are now to know that he set the right vision for his company.


It might seem absurd to draw an analogy between fast fashion and the way in which England play Test rugby. But in 2015, after they had been humiliated and knocked out of the group stages of their home World Cup, I knew England needed to emulate that pragmatic but ruthless approach. You learn a lot about English rugby when you watch their clubs play in the Premiership. It’s not attractive rugby, but it’s hugely competitive, very traditional and relentlessly tough. That is the kind of game England’s players are steeped in, so you cannot then expect them to cut loose and play Test rugby like New Zealand.


It was important to get England back on track by setting the right vision for them. We would play a style steeped in the honest values of English rugby and we would strive to win the 2019 World Cup. We came pretty close to fulfilling that vision. It helped that our objective was so clear. I also avoided making the mistake that is so tempting when you take over a floundering organization. Many new head coaches or CEOs try and solve all the issues that have caused the problems which led to the demise of their predecessor. But I steered clear of the deeper issues that lie at the fractured heart of English rugby. I did not try to sort out the mess between club and country. I remained laser-focused on my England squad and poured all my energy into welding them together into a tight-knit unit.


Twelve years earlier, when deciding to keep working with Australia in 2003, I spent more time addressing the operational side of the team than developing a new vision. I had become obsessed with winning the World Cup and that consumed my thinking in regard to our end goal. I was convinced that a radical change in our style of play would bring the vision to life. We wanted to redefine attacking rugby, and we needed to blend a running game into a kicking game to be successful. In that four-year period between World Cups, Australia went from a running game in 2003 to a tournament in 2007 which was dominated by the boot. At its very peak there were 95 kicks a game in that World Cup.


So we were on the right track and the playing formations of many teams now replicate the ideas we formulated with Australia in 2004. When we had Stephen Larkham at number 10, we were successful. But we fell away. The problem was less with the team, or even the vision, but more with me. I was still aggrieved at losing the 2003 final to England in such a close game. Foolishly, I thought about the 2007 tournament in France endlessly, rather than developing the best team I could over a four-year cycle. I allowed my World Cup obsession to get the better of me.


That bitter lesson taught me that, beyond strategy, you need to work even harder on the next three phases of leadership:




	♦ Finding the right people


	♦ Operation


	♦ Management





I also understood, after my mistakes, that you need a selfless vision. It can’t be about where you want to go as a leader. It’s about where your organization needs to go. Those end goals are distinctly different. I just wasn’t experienced enough as a leader to realize the difference in 2004 and 2005. So I was very lucky to have that South African experience which saw me join the Springboks before they became world champions in 2007. As a consultant I saw how a very good team operated, and I also identified a few errors which could be easily corrected.


Beyond the World Cup winners’ medal I was given, it seemed far more important that I could use that wonderful experience and take Japan, a team with no expectations, to the World Cup in 2015. The success of Japan in that tournament set me up for the England job. But it was the four years I had building the Japanese players from total obscurity, to creating one of the greatest surprises in the history of sport, which enriched me the most as a leader.


My vision with Japan was clear-cut. They had won only one World Cup match in their entire history, against Zimbabwe. Apart from one draw, Japan had lost every other World Cup match by an average of 35 points. The absolute low had occurred when they conceded 145 points to New Zealand in 1995. When I took over as head coach in 2012, having spent the previous three years at Suntory in Tokyo, I set a bold vision for Japanese rugby.


We would aim to reach the World Cup quarter-finals in England in 2015.


Even my fellow coaches and the players thought I was crazy. But we nailed the areas of choosing the right people, operation and management, and I knew – on the eve of the tournament – that we had become a serious rugby team. It was why I was so embarrassed for Japan, and angry on behalf of my team, when we attended the 2015 opening ceremony. They depicted Japan as this nice little country that would host the 2019 tournament, but which had a team without a hope in Hades of winning a game. When it came to the ‘highlights’ section for Japan, the only footage they showed was that 145-point drubbing by the All Blacks 20 years before. I was furious.


However, I didn’t go over the top. At the next team meeting I just touched on what we had seen and reset the vision which had driven our incredible growth over the previous three years. The players believed in the vision finally and they were very calm and very determined.


Japan’s opening match of the World Cup against South Africa, the holders, turned out to be the second game of international rugby I’ve been involved in which came close to perfection. In a completely different way to England’s defeat of New Zealand in 2019, we stunned the Springboks. We set the players a clear task before the game. Japan needed to be within a shout of victory at the 60-minute mark. If the game was still close after an hour, I believed the scoreboard would do the work for us. South Africa could struggle under pressure and we would take advantage. We were able to do that, and the way in which we won the game, at the death, going for the winning try rather than settling for a penalty to secure a draw, made it seem like a fairy tale. But our 34–32 victory was rooted in the vision we had set at the outset.


When we returned to Japan for the 2019 World Cup, the picture was very different. In the highlights reel at the opening ceremony, we saw four clips of Japan being triumphant. It showed us how far Japanese rugby had come. And then, of course, Japan made it all the way to the quarter-finals at their home World Cup. I felt I had played a significant part in that story by setting out the vision seven years earlier. It showed that if you dream big you can achieve something very special, and surprise those in the outside world.


England’s mission, this vision, is also to create something special. We want the players in our squad to feel that they have an opportunity to create a legacy. When they come to write a great big book about the legacy of English rugby, we want it to start and end with all we have done on and off the field.


Coaching and leadership is a cyclical process. There is no end. As soon as you’ve achieved an end goal, you move on to the next vision. If you hang on to something, and say it is the best, you’re mistaken. A team or a product can be the best in the world for a certain period. But nothing stands still and so, as the cycle continues, you need to produce a new vision.


What are Apple going to do with the iPhone? They might need to replace it in a few years with something very new. They had to downgrade the iPad to hasten the success of the iPhone. They had the courage to do this even though the iPad had been selling like hot cakes. Most of us had an iPad for a while. But Apple set themselves an even bigger vision with the iPhone.


It is the same with coaching an elite sports team. You can help them reach the World Cup final, and even win it, but you cannot stand still. You need to move on because there is no finish line when you are leading a team or an organization. I really believe you only cross your own finish line when you decide to walk away or retire. Until then you are in this endless cycle of activity.


Within the cycle you need to move ahead with a new quest. It always begins with your vision. And whenever you kick off a new phase in your leadership role, you must identify your goal and work backwards from that point. It is a simple but effective technique:






ALWAYS START WITH THE END IN MIND









	Set the vision


	Set the principles


	Establish the values


	Understand the climate


	Know the environment


	Keep walking the shop floor
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CHARACTER OVER COVER DRIVE


BUILD TOGETHERNESS WITH THE RIGHT PEOPLE AROUND YOU


When I was appointed as Australia’s head coach in 2001, the emotion of the moment was framed by a clear insight into the essential loneliness of leadership. Rod Macqueen, the man I replaced and the coach who had helped Australia win the World Cup in 1999, congratulated me and then added a telling sentence: ‘You are now officially the loneliest man in Australia.’


Rod is a really intelligent bloke and I soon discovered the truth of his words. The head coach works in a lonely place. I’m sure it’s the same with the CEO of any company, or the leader of most organizations – whether business or education, the military or politics. Leadership is a solitary existence, which is why, to overcome the isolation, you need to appoint the right people around you. They cannot take away the intense scrutiny you alone will feel when the job is at its most demanding – but they can ease the burden.


Sometimes you can be given a big job and you get burnt by it. You don’t want to get too near the fire again. I think of Robbie Deans, who is one of the most brilliant coaches in world rugby. He coached the Crusaders to five Super Rugby titles, worked as an assistant coach of the All Blacks and then took over as head coach of Australia in 2008. Robbie was with Australia for five years. He started strongly, winning his first five Tests and thumping his native New Zealand. But the job became complicated and difficult, and in the last couple of years it seemed as if Robbie was constantly on the back foot. He was ridiculed in Australia, and the fact that he was a Kiwi obviously didn’t help. By the time the Wallabies had lost the series to the British and Irish Lions in 2013, there was little option but for Robbie to resign.


The following April he accepted an offer to coach the Panasonic Wild Knights in Japan. Robbie has been there for the past seven years. There is no sign of him moving back into a major job in world rugby. I love Japanese rugby and I do a little consultancy coaching with Suntory whenever I get a break from England. I was also Suntory’s head coach for three years, from 2009 to 2012, so I understand the fascination of coaching in Japan. But you cannot compare the odd big game between Panasonic and Suntory with the relentless white-heat intensity of Test rugby. It is comfortable in Japan, whereas in the international arena it is bruising and uncomfortable.


Wayne Smith is another brilliant coach who stepped away from the cauldron of leadership at its highest level. He is one of rugby’s great coaches and an exceptional tactical thinker. We came up against each other a few times – firstly when I was coaching the Brumbies in Canberra and Wayne was in charge of the Crusaders in Canterbury. In his two years at Canterbury, the Crusaders won back-to-back Super 12 rugby titles in 1998 and 1999. He then became the All Blacks’ head coach for two years and I coached against him in his final match in charge of New Zealand.


Just as I began my career in international rugby, we played the All Blacks twice in 2001. In my second Test as Australia’s head coach that August, I took the Wallabies to Dunedin to face Smith’s All Blacks. New Zealand had never lost at Carisbrook, or the House of Pain, as it was called, and they were formidable. Jonah Lomu scored a try for them in the second minute but we held our nerve, played some tough rugby and won 23–15.


It was hardly disastrous for New Zealand but their press turned up the heat. Wayne is such an honest and good man that when they asked him if he was up to the job, he admitted he didn’t know for sure. It was a truthful answer because none of us really know if we are going to be successful. So many intangibles and uncertainties can derail even a remarkable coach. But that moment of vulnerability was never forgotten. The pressure became scalding.


We went into the final game of the 2001 Tri-Nations with the competition in the balance. New Zealand had eight points and Australia had seven. South Africa, with six points, were out of the running, but the championship would be decided at Stadium Australia on 1 September in front of 90,978 fans.


It was a memorable Test. After dominating the first half, and building a 19–6 lead at the break, we were rocked by an immense comeback from Smith’s team. They were 23–19 ahead and, after each side slotted a penalty, we needed a try in the dying minutes. We found it. Toutai Kefu rumbled over to help us win the match 29–26 and lift the Tri-Nations at my first attempt. It had been desperately close, but our victory, and New Zealand’s defeat, cost Wayne his job.


He would never work as a head coach again in international rugby and, even though he was only 44, just three years older than me, it sounded as if Wayne knew it was all over. At the press conference after the game, he said: ‘I’m an old dog. I’m out.’


Wayne returned to the All Blacks to work as an assistant coach to both Graham Henry and Steve Hansen as New Zealand won back-to-back World Cups in 2011 and 2015. He played a key role in their success, and found joy in being an assistant, but there must be some regret that he didn’t get a longer crack in the head role. But perhaps Wayne didn’t want to feel that fierce heat again. Maybe he had had enough of the loneliness you feel at the top. He has not worked as a coach since 2017, when he turned 60, which is a year younger than I am now in 2021.


I was thinking of Wayne Smith and Robbie Deans just days after England lost to Wales on 27 February in 2021’s Six Nations. It was our second loss in the tournament, after a pretty shocking defeat at home to Scotland in the opening game. I can feel the heat. And it is a lonely heat: when you’re the coach of a big team and you lose, everyone’s at you. They are throwing some pretty big rocks my way because England were poor against Scotland. I can hear them bouncing off the windows. We then had two horrendous refereeing decisions go against us in the Welsh game, but that mattered less than the fact that we lost. That’s how it is, and I have no problems with the criticism. In many ways I find this the most interesting time.


Some coaches find it really hard and it becomes even more difficult if their families suffer as a result of the criticism. I can imagine how tough it must have been for Wayne Smith’s family in New Zealand when they lost twice in a row to Australia. It would have also been a hard experience for Robbie Deans’s family to see him being dismissed in another country by people who have only an ounce of his knowledge.


When you’re a leader in another field, and your organization is in a slump, you’re going to receive most of the barbs and criticism. If your partner, your kids or your parents get hurt by the comments, then you’re going to start thinking: ‘Do I really want to do all this again? Do I really want to expose my family to this abuse?’


I’m lucky because my family don’t allow the noise to affect them. My daughter Chelsea lives and works in Australia, while my wife Hiroko is not that interested in rugby and she knows I can look after myself. She also makes me laugh. Hiroko was still in Japan early on in this year’s Six Nations and I sent her a text asking her what she would like for her birthday. She said: ‘Just win.’ She doesn’t get embroiled in the doubt and negativity. Hiroko knows I love coaching and she gives me great support. It makes my position feel so much less lonely.


During the Six Nations, I had two fascinating meetings over Zoom with Ron Adams, the 73-year-old assistant coach of the Golden State Warriors. Ron is a deep thinker and a fantastic basketball coach who specializes in defence. As I mentioned in the Prologue, Ron sees his role as being ‘a truth-teller’ – to Steve Kerr, the head coach, and to the other Golden State coaches and, most of all, to the young basketball players he inspires, despite being more than 50 years older than most of them.


I asked Ron who was the best coach he’d ever had. He said: ‘Easy. My wife. She tells me what I’m good at and what I’m not good at. Supports me when I need support.’ That sounded so familiar, and it makes me think that to be successful as a leader, particularly in coaching, which is such an emotionally charged environment, it is a massive help to have a settled home life.


I’ve been a professional coach for all but three of the 29 years Hiroko and I have been married. My wife doesn’t want or expect me to talk about rugby. She doesn’t follow rugby in the media and she doesn’t want to be friends with the players’ wives – even though she will always be happy to help them if they ask. In all those years she has only questioned my rugby judgement on two occasions, and both times she was dead right.


When I was coaching Australia, she asked me a pointed question about one of my staff: ‘Why did you employ that coach?’ she said bluntly.


I was surprised and replied: ‘Why?’


Hiroko said: ‘Can’t you see? He’s employed by his mother-in-law.’


She was right. He was not a strong coach and he ended up returning to work for his mother-in-law. Hiroko was also astute a second time when she made the right call about the character of another coach who worked for me. So my wife is probably the best judge, because she’s got that pure instinct when gauging who is the right or the wrong fit as a person.


As a leader, your job will be a lot easier if you have a wise and calm partner at home. I would also suggest, and I am only half-joking here, that you should buy a dog if you’re the boss at work. After a long week or a bad day at the office, the dog still loves you when you get home. You can rely on the dog to be happy to see your face again.


But of course the best way to negate the solitary nature of leadership, and to turn down the heat, is to build togetherness in your organization by choosing the right people to work with you. Recruiting the best staff can make or break you as a leader.


IT IS VITAL THAT YOU PUT THE RIGHT PEOPLE AROUND YOU


I have learnt over the years that it is never about liking your staff or getting on with them socially. Of course it’s a bonus if that happens but it cannot be forced. All that really matters in terms of work are your professional and performance relationships. Can you work together professionally to improve the performance of the organization? Can you, in tandem, improve the people in the organization? Those are the points that count in elite sport and business.


Empathy and interpersonal skills have an important role to play, and if anyone around me is struggling with personal problems, it is important they should feel able to approach me to discuss them. I try to help with advice and suggest ways in which they might cope. There were a couple of occasions in this most recent Six Nations when someone on my staff as well as in the playing group opened up about difficulties away from rugby. They felt it was affecting their performances and it was good that they could come to me to discuss the situation.


Offering human support, however, is very different to liking everyone you appoint. There are numerous coaches I really like as people. I enjoy meeting up with them and talking about rugby and life, over a meal or a drink, but I wouldn’t offer them a job. Conversely, most of the people I’ve really enjoyed working with professionally are not great friends of mine. We have had a fantastic working relationship, but the job is so consuming that I’m not on their list of people to see when they just want to relax.


People go on about great teams being great friends. Most of the time they’re not that close. Great teams have great performance relationships rather than great friendships. Look at Sir Alex Ferguson’s revered Manchester United teams. Apart from a small group of four or five, none of them seem to be close. They don’t talk to each other and they’ve got contrary views. But the job of a leader is to make sure there’s enough cohesion in the group so they have positive working relationships.


If you are trying to bring in people you like, rather than the people you need, then you will not develop your organization. I always try and find people who know more than me in their specialist area. They might be very different to me, and we might have little in common socially, but they offer the balance to improve myself and the squad. That balance is always crucial when it comes to choosing the right people.


When I arrived in England in late 2015, I needed a nuts-and-bolts set-piece person to sort out my forward pack. That man was always going to be Steve Borthwick, who was such an invaluable ally when I coached Japan. I would put Steve in the top two of all the coaches I’ve appointed over the years. Ewen McKenzie, my teammate at Randwick in Sydney, who then worked with me at ACT Brumbies and when I took over the Wallabies, is my other standout assistant coach. He was with me for eight years. Ewen and Steve are both deep thinkers, pretty cerebral men, and they have a great capacity to analyse detail and then cut to the heart of a problem. They’re driven, loyal and intelligent. It also helped that Steve had captained England from 2008 to 2010.


The other appointments soon fell into place because we needed to balance our staff. I turned 56 in January 2016 while Steve, who was then 37, is quite a serious man. So I needed someone gregarious and lively who could communicate easily with young players on their level. That man was Paul Gustard and he worked really well alongside Steve and myself.


No head coach can be popular for long because before every game he is upsetting half of the players in the dressing room who feel that he was wrong not to pick them for the starting XV. It just doesn’t suit some people to take on that level of leadership.


Paul still chose to leave his role as England defence coach in 2018 so he could take the top job at Harlequins. I was happy to support his decision because it gave him a chance to discover if this was the kind of work he wanted. It didn’t work out for Paul at Quins and he is back working as a very good assistant coach at Benetton in Italy.


The next person I brought in to the England set-up in 2016 was Neil Hatley. Steve looked after the lineout and Neil concentrated on our scrum. Neil is just a good guy. I call him a glue coach. These are coaches whose technical knowledge matters less than their ability to keep people together. Players like being with Neil and we added even more of that balance when I brought Scott Wisemantel – Wisey – in as our attack coach in 2017.


Scott’s another glue person. He is upbeat and energetic, always fizzing with ideas, and the players enjoy being around him – just as they did when he worked as my backs coach with Japan. Scott’s a blokey bloke, a very typical Australian; he’s laidback and he doesn’t take anything too seriously. We needed that injection of easy-going vitality because I knew Gustard was on his way. I replaced Gustard with John Mitchell, who then became my assistant coach.


John replaced Wayne Smith as head coach of the All Blacks. We have not discussed it in detail, but losing the 2003 World Cup semi-final to my Wallaby team cost John his job. He coached in South Africa for many years after that, and when he accepted the invitation to work with me in 2018 it marked a return for John – as he had been an assistant coach for England under Clive Woodward from 1997 to 2000. John is very serious, so bringing in Wisey gave us the right balance to keep building that togetherness which all great teams, and organizations, possess.


In choosing this group of people to help me take England all the way to the 2019 World Cup final, I also had to break the news to members of the previous regime that they would not be needed. It was no reflection on the coaching skills of Andy Farrell, Graham Rowntree and Mike Catt when I explained that I wanted a clean slate. They were all part of Stuart Lancaster’s team and, while they had achieved plenty of positive results, the disappointment of the 2015 World Cup meant we would be better off with a totally new coaching staff.


Another simple but clear-cut decision after setting out the vision in 2015 was to change the leader of the squad. I chose Dylan Hartley as my captain because he had the courage, positivity and resolve to step forward. He would lead by example, because he was such a tough and abrasive player, but he would also use his intelligence and empathy to talk to the players and make them understand our principles and values. It felt important that Dylan hadn’t been to the 2015 World Cup. He represented a new start.


Chris Robshaw lost the captaincy, but I did not cut him adrift. I felt he epitomized the most admirable qualities of English rugby. He was honest, resilient and hard working. Chris was not the man to lead my vision of winning the World Cup, but I sensed he would be an immensely valuable member of the team for the first few years of our transition. He proved me right and, backing Dylan all the way, he embraced our vision.


I was right to think that, whether in sport or business, you can demote a player or a staff member while finding a way to ensure they still feel important to the organization. So much depends on the character of the individual, because Chris could easily have sulked or downed tools because he lost the captaincy. But he quickly bought into my assurance that he had much to offer England. He and Dylan might be less gifted than some other leading international rugby players, but few can claim to have more character.
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improvement and a regular refresh or rebuild

The cycle requires leadership — leadership
with values, methods, tools and above all
communication

At every stage of the cycle, leadership will
apply strategic, operational and tactical
thinking

A successful leader will ebb and flow
between each level of thinking, recognizing
and applying the right level for each situation
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