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“Colin Powell says ‘Great leaders are almost always great simplifiers’ – Richard's book Simple Thinking helps you search for ways to simplify things so you too can become a great leader.”

Nick Raphael, President of Capitol Records UK




“Success is not complicated; it doesn't have a secret formula; it is about people, behaviours and attitudes; Richard's brilliant book covers all three.”

Dave Bassett, former Football Manager




“This new book by the remarkable Richard Gerver packs in more of that rarest commodity, common sense, than most of us encounter in a lifetime. There is so much of real value here that just one reading is nothing like enough: I will be returning to it again and again, for reassurance as well as inspiration. It is a boon in waiting.”

Duke of Devonshire




“A fascinating subject, expertly addressed by a very talented author. This book will provide a very real insight into how the answers we strive for are not quite as complicated as we may think they are.”
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Introduction


“Any intelligent fool can make things bigger, more complex, and more violent. It takes a touch of genius – and a lot of courage – to move in the opposite direction.”

Ernst F. Schumacher


I was recently in Seattle for work and on my day off I visited the commercial Mecca of coffee: Starbuck's original store next to Pike Place Market. I arrived mid-afternoon and the queue was huge, spilling out of the door and at least two blocks long. Outside was an old guy picking on a banjo. The smell of the freshly roasted coffee mixed with the other smells of the market was intoxicating. As the queue moved forward and as I got closer to the store, I began to feel a growing sense of anxiety. You see, I'm not a coffee connoisseur; I love coffee but I drink it black, no sugar: simple. As I tuned into the conversations around me I heard people discussing what they were going to have from this historic shop. I had no idea what they were talking about, “Quad venti half caf breve no foam with whip two splenda stirred skinny three pump peppermint mocha.”

Seriously?

What happened to having a simple cup of…coffee?

We are born simple; we are instinctive and gloriously uncomplicated; primal. Our needs are to be nourished and nurtured. As we spring miraculously to life, we know nothing.

Yet when you imagine the complexity of those first few days, weeks and months, it is truly mind-blowing. We have to make sense of everything and most of us learn at an incredible rate; from body language to vocal intonation, facial expressions, sounds, sights, smells. Later we learn to walk and talk. Successful or what? We are amazing.

I have spent most of my adult life hanging out with children; I have two of my own and did, for over 15 years, have the privilege of teaching in schools filled with young people between the ages of three and 11.

Over the last ten years or so I have spent much of my time in the “adult world”, in some pretty huge organizations, businesses and sports teams. When I first left the world of schooling, I found them to be daunting and quite scary places. I was filled with a sense of inadequacy; an imposter syndrome I guess. I was like an infant, suddenly born into the world outside the protective womb of the classroom and playground gates. A world filled with noises and behaviours that seemed, on the surface, to be alien. For a while I worried about my own sanity and sense of perspective, wondering if I was just better off in the company of young, small people. Then I started to ask different kinds of questions. I started to explore how much of what we create around us, as adults, actually helps as we go about our lives and how much of it weighs us down. How peer pressure, the perceptions of intelligence and hierarchies influence the way we see ourselves, our potential and the world around us.

I have been fascinated by the perception of success and, more importantly, the belief that it must somehow be complex and only attainable for a rare, superhuman few.

Simplicity seems to be the catchword of the post-financial crash era. The crisis that at the start of this millennium seemed to have forced people to come up for air, breathe and take a meerkat-style look around them before many went back to staring at their feet, consigned to the belief that they had better stick to what they know and do. I want us to take the idea of simple thinking seriously.

To a young child, success is getting fed when you are hungry, having your nappy changed when it's soiled and learning to shuffle over to that big object you've been curious about on the other side of the living room. Success becomes building a tower of blocks that falls over and in so doing makes people laugh, and then building one that stands up, or painting a picture that was most fun in the making and that is now displayed proudly on the door of the family refrigerator. It was easy then, we just got on and did stuff; we didn't know that we couldn't or that we shouldn't. We didn't know that we couldn't paint as well as Jenny down the road or Picasso. We didn't know that we couldn't sing as well as Sam next door or Streisand. When we learned to walk, no one had yet told us that we couldn't move as well or as fast as Usain Bolt or as gracefully as Sylvie Guillem. When we began counting the raisins on our plate, who knew that we weren't in the same league as Ada Lovelace or Alan Turing?

Our perceptions of success and of its complexity can hamper our potential to be more, to be better and, most importantly, to be happier. As we grow and evolve, something happens along the way that fills so many with a sense of doubt. I have come across so many people who in their lives feel that a personal sense of inadequacy has led to them never striving to reach their dreams, aspirations or potential. For many years, I was one of them. I went to a top quality school, a school with a fantastic reputation for academic achievement and sporting excellence. Sadly, I was neither overly academic nor particularly sporty. When I was 18, I began my journey into the world feeling a profound sense of “average”. I had not got a great deal of self-esteem. I was average looking, averagely intelligent, ordinary and unremarkable. I was easily intimidated by those around me. It didn't take a lot: the way people spoke, the clothes they wore, the cars they drove, the jobs and lifestyles, the words they used, the people they hung out with. Even now, despite my age, experiences and achievements, I find that I can be intimidated by the success and status of others. Every time I take to the stage, or put pen to paper, I wait for the experts to tell me I am a fraud. New and challenging situations in the most common of environments can send me wobbly.

This is symptomatic of what I want to explore in this book. Both the belief that to really be worthy, you have to know everything and that if you don't, you have no chance.

Let's go back to Starbucks for a minute. Interestingly, the Starbucks story is in itself elegant and simple in its evolution. Founded in 1971 by three friends, former teachers Jerry Baldwin and Zev Siegl, together with writer Gordon Bowker, Starbucks, named after a character from Moby Dick, was opened to sell high-quality coffee beans and coffee-making equipment. In 1987 the business was sold to former employee and coffee shop owner Howard Shultz, who saw that the way to reinvigorate a slumping coffee market was not to sell the beans and equipment but to sell the drink by the cup. The rest, as they say, is history. He realized that in an increasingly complex and busy world, people wanted gourmet to go. Simple.

That's what this book is. It is personal development to go.

I do not and will not pretend to have all of the answers to your problems; I will not blind you with science, research, facts and figures. I want you to reflect on yourself, who you are, how you work and how complicated you have made your own journey. I want to act as a cleaning agent by provoking your thinking and reflections so that you can ultimately see things more simply, making your version of success more attainable by making the route clearer. Through the book I will share thoughts, stories and reflections of my own and suggest points for reflection and development.

I used to say to my former students that the difference between a dream and an aspiration is that an aspiration has a ladder that will help you climb towards it; a dream is beautiful but always out of reach.

I am going to explore the behaviours and ways of thinking that will help you build your ladder rung by rung. I will take you back to the traits of early childhood and celebrate the primal, instinctive days of awe and wonder, of curiosity, exploration, risk taking and fearlessness; those simple traits that saw us through the greatest moments of development in our lives. I will show you how, by rediscovering them, you can fulfil your potential and experience greater success in your life.

Let's get started.





1 
The Child


“A child of five would understand this. Send someone to fetch a child of five.”

Groucho Marx


We are trying to be a more innovative and inclusive organization,” I was told recently by a major technology company CEO. “We have smart people working for us, really smart people but whenever we talk about simplifying our systems so that we can be flexible, more responsive or more creative, people just ask endless questions. What do we do?”

My answer may appear glib, almost flippant, but it wasn't.

“Don't employ anyone over five years old!”

When you look at an abstract work of art, a Jackson Pollock or a Picasso, what do you see? Do you look for something specific? A right answer perhaps? Do you cheat and look at the description on the wall or in the guide book?

When a child looks at a painting they either like it or they don't; they'll say, “too many colours, too dark, not enough spots, too many lines or it looks like an evil witch, or I just don't get it!”

The joy of young children is that they don't know that they have to be clever or, more importantly, right! They are just loving being, doing and thinking, asking and saying.

The world is full of the most extraordinary possibilities.

I often ask audiences and groups that I work with to look at paintings and photographs and ask them to tell me what they see. Most say nothing; you can see in their eyes that they have ideas, but most say nothing because they don't want to be wrong or appear daft, they don't want to appear to have failed in front of their friends, peers and colleagues.

When I was a very young child, my maternal grandfather would take me to the Summer Exhibition at The Royal Academy of Art in London; I loved it. We would walk through the galleries looking at paintings, drawings and sculptures. We never bought the guide book because we just wanted to look at the art for ourselves. Some of it we loved, some we found really boring and some, I remember thinking, I could have stared at forever. I didn't know who the artists were or what the medium was that they used, or often what they wanted to convey.

At that age I loved painting and drawing; I could do it for hours. I remember a peculiar little daytime television programme called Paint Along with Nancy that I used to watch whenever I had a chance. It was a simple, step-by-step guide to painting landscapes and still lifes; I loved it.

It turns out that one or two of my teachers thought I was quite good at art, and as I got older, they told me that I should take exams to prove how good I was.

That's when my love of art stopped.

I was told how to paint and draw in a certain way; the correct way. I was shown other art and told that that was how it should be and what it should look like.

Soon afterwards, I stopped painting and drawing altogether.

I had fallen out of love.

A few years ago, around the time of the new Millennium, I discovered eBay. At the time, we were redecorating our home and wanted to hang some art on the walls. I used eBay to find some reasonably priced work. As I looked through the material on offer, I struck on an idea. I was going to produce some art and try to sell it on the site. I went out and purchased some acrylic paints, some rectangular canvasses and an easel. My first attempt was a canvas painted in gradient tones of purple with a thin bright lilac line across the middle of the canvas. I called it “Purple Horizon” and stuck it up on the site for auction. To my amazement, it made over £100. It was simple.

I loved painting it and a few other canvasses that went on to sell too. I hadn't painted for over ten years and it had taken me until my thirties to get over the feeling that my work could only be worthy if it was judged to be of value by someone else. I also found my self-confidence, partly I guess because it was just a bit of fun, to pick up a brush and lose myself in painting.







 What did you love doing as a young child? When did you last do it? Go and give it a try right now!







The idea that everything we do must be of value to others becomes quite a major theme in the way we lead our lives.

I work with a few professional athletes; one, a cricketer, came to see me when his career had begun to stall. As a youngster he had been tipped for the very top; he had huge natural talent and flair but as he headed into what should have been his prime something happened and he hit a worrying streak of underachievement. He didn't lack passion or commitment but something wasn't working, which made the situation even more worrying. He sought counsel wherever he could. He would studiously listen to coaches, advisers and colleagues, desperately searching for the answer.

We met at his lowest point; unsure if his contract would be renewed or even whether he would be able to continue his career in professional sport. We didn't do anything complicated during our work together. For most of the time, we talked; about him, his aspirations, his love of the game and his feelings as a young successful player compared to now. He had an absolute desire not only to succeed for himself but he had developed an, at times, suffocating desire to succeed for others. He had started to overthink everything about his life; constantly looking through the lens of what others would expect of him, what they wanted him to do, how they expected him to behave.

Now this can be complex for most people. However, when your job is to hit a ball being hurled at you at nearly one hundred miles an hour, even a split second of self-doubt or second guessing can put you in harm's way. You might not just mess up, but end up getting seriously hurt in the process.


Taking it back to basics

Overthinking is a real problem.

We talked about a number of things, taking much of his thinking back to basics. I remember him telling me how much he loved the smell of the fresh cut grass, of playing on a warm summer's day and even the sound of the birds in the trees and the smell of the equipment; leather and wood.

So instead of walking on to the field of play, trying to juggle everyone's advice and expectations in his head, he started noticing those simple things. He started to focus on himself and trust his own instincts again, which in turn allowed him to be more objective in his reflections and more able to absorb advice into his own sense of what would work for him.

He relaxed and started to trust his own instincts again; he began to reconnect with his own talent.

The impact has been profound; he didn't just earn a new contract, he is now in the prime form of his career and is well on his way to fulfilling that youthful potential.







 When was the last time you stopped and just enjoyed some of the sensory world around you? When did you last take time to look into the night sky?







Our success or our own perception of success becomes so dominant in our thoughts. Yet, do we ever stand back to think about where those perceptions come from? How often do we reflect on whether they really are ours?

Success = happiness?

I have an older relative who was born in a different time and place. She was a gifted musician and performer who had dreams of acting and singing as a career. Her parents, who like most parents were desperate to see her make a success of her life, were concerned about her ambitions, partly because for a young, middle class woman, this simply wasn't the done thing. Her parents wanted to see her married to a successful young man with prospects, so that they could build a successful and therefore happy life together.

She was raised well and deferred to their better judgement. She married young and settled down to have a family. She always had a piano and would often play; she even wrote the music for the first dance at her wedding.

But life didn't really work out as planned for her. She had two children and has gone on to have a happy life with her second husband, but always gets quite emotional when she thinks about what could have been.

Her joy comes in seeing her own children plough their own furrows; she has always passionately protected their right to define their own success and has always been there for them when they failed. That takes huge courage as a parent.

Thank you, mum!

Failure and the fear of failure is not a new theme of discussion but it cannot be ignored. As young children, failure isn't a bad thing, it's just a thing. We fall over, we get up. We make a mess, we tidy up. We mispronounce a word or a phrase, we laugh and we try again.



There's failure and then there's FAILURE!

When we are very young and we make a mistake, people laugh at us, we laugh, and it's fun. We are relaxed, there is no stigma; so we listen and learn, rethink a strategy and go again.

As we grow a little and start school we still have a go, jumping at opportunities to try stuff out, to engage and to answer questions.

A little later on we are rewarded for getting things right and sometimes punished for getting things wrong. For the school test champions comes the glory; certificates, stickers and jobs of responsibility in the classroom; and those parent consultation evenings when the ticks in your exercise books are held up as examples of just how hard you are working.

The smart among us work out the game pretty quickly. We have to be “right” because right is the currency of the clever. Getting things wrong, however; now that's not good and must be avoided at all costs.

As we continue to grow, we engage less and less at school in things we don't feel confident of mastering. We hide in the shadows during the lessons and sessions we don't fully understand and we let the Olympian question answerers take the medals of glory. That becomes OK too, because at least we didn't try and fail.

Then, at last, we are through it: school, the constant questions and anxiety related to the possibility of daily humiliation; but the scars remain. They won't heal fast. For many, they never heal at all.

So then we are at work, head down, doing our jobs to the best of our abilities and we find ourselves in meetings, chaired by our superiors; they are seeking our opinions on new ideas, strategies or data streams. Many of us learnt how to play the survival game quite well. We learnt that if or when we were asked questions as children, our job was to find out the answer inside the teacher's head. Like dodgy clairvoyants, we would probe them, observe their facial expressions and body language, waiting for the clues to fall into place. We could then stand glorious with the right answer. There we are in our meetings, as fully grown people, doing the same thing. The irony is that both we and the people chairing the meetings are feeling the frustration at the lack of honesty and dynamic. Sadly, we often play the same games in our personal lives.

The poker chips of life

Take a look at it this way. When we are born, most of us are born high stakes gamblers; we have to be, everything is a risk, everything is unknown, whatever we do, it's new and filled with uncertainty. Life is a little like playing the tables in Monte Carlo or Las Vegas. Let's say we are playing at the roulette wheel. Life spins the wheel and rolls the ball. The croupier calls for us to place our bets. Each bet is a decision: answering a question, applying for a job, choosing a restaurant for a first date. As a young child, it can be stacking the blocks, trying to move on our feet rather than on our bottom. The younger we are, the more chips we play with, so we'll throw some big value on the odds or evens, the reds or blacks; we are certainly more likely to stake some of our chips on individual numbers. Why? Because we've got bags full of chips; we are the high rollers: suited, booted and dressed to impress. If the numbers come up against us, it doesn't matter because we can simply bet again.

For many of us, as we grow, we become aware of losing and we don't much like it. For some, the number of chips we are carrying is severely depleted, so we play the tables less and less, sticking to what we know we can do and win at. For a rare few, we just keep playing the tables because the chips keep coming. I know so many people who become frustrated with their own inability to take a risk. It can become debilitating, harming so many aspects of our lives; from dating to taking a job, from committing to a diet to buying a home. When the bag of chips starts to diminish, our fear rises and we start to overthink, overcomplicate and ultimately paralyse ourselves with complexity and sometimes irrational excuses, which are all designed to make us walk away from the wheel turning on the table.

Then, for many we become watchers, voyeurs of life, and that's when we start to believe that other people must have some extraordinary secret, some fantastical formula that we are locked out from. So often though, it comes down to those poker chips.

I was recently listening to Sir Richard Branson talking about his life, his successes and his failures. The first thing that you notice about Richard is his extraordinary zest for life; he is, without doubt, a born optimist. What interested me was his clarity on the issue of failure. He highlighted this when he talked about the decline and eventual loss of the Virgin music store business: the Virgin Megastores. They eventually fell to the might of iTunes and digital media. He talked about fighting to keep the business going as hard as he and his team could; right up until the last minute, giving it every last ounce of energy.

Ultimately, it failed and he said that, crucially, he had to know when to walk away; but when you do, you have to reinvent, dust yourself off and go again. He didn't dwell on the failure; in fact he immediately put his energy into the building of Virgin Mobile and Virgin Media. Now, clearly, Branson has a massive pile of poker chips and some could say: well he would, wouldn't he? He is a multimillionaire, a global icon. He wasn't born that way though and it took him many, many spins of the wheel and poker chip punts to get started and keep going.

How big a punt would it have been to charter that first plane and trust he could fill it to make it pay? To buy his first second-hand Boeing 747 and believe that he could take on the might of British Airways and build a successful airline from scratch when so many others had recently failed?

Many people who meet Branson describe him as having “child-like” enthusiasm and it's true; he does and with it comes the poker chips.

Symbolically, we are taught from quite a young age that to exude an air of authority and success we must wear business-like clothing: a suit, pressed shirt and tie.

Yet Branson doesn't, he is seen as flouting convention. To me though he is simply cutting through so many of the constructs and complexities we build around us and the view that is then constructed around success and the nature of it.

When asked about his business success, his thoughts are so elegantly simple and can be summarized as:


You have to have an idea for a service or product that is demonstrably better than anything already in the market place.

You have to gather the right people around you; people who have the right attributes, and the skills that you don't.

You have to create environments where people feel trusted, nurtured and able to relax and be honest.



(It is interesting that the reason he has turned down several offers to host the popular TV show The Apprentice is because he simply doesn't believe in the hire and fire mentality or leading through fear.)


Finally, you have to make sure that you make more money coming in than going out.



I love people-watching, and at the London Business Forum event where I first heard Sir Richard speak there were many, many business experts present; some from universities running business and entrepreneurship courses, some business coaches and a number of middle managers. As he spoke, some of those people looked quite flustered; some were disappointed at his lack of detail and analysis, some at what they thought was his flippant attitude and some at his lack of apparent rigour and, yes, complexity!

Sadly, it has become such a default position; things must be complex, they can't, in all reality, be that straightforward or simple!

Maybe not, but it's worth a thought though, isn't it? Maybe young children do have the answer. Without a doubt childhood is the most successful part of most of our lives. We learn, evolve and develop at such extraordinary rates. Most of us look back to those times with huge affection, remembering happier times, laughter, learning and play. Many of us refer to them as less pressured, simpler times…







Some simple thoughts



	Play more: grab some paints, some paper and a brush, put on some of your favourite music and just lose yourself for a while. You never know, you might be able to sell it on eBay.

	Take a problem or an issue you are dealing with and take it with you on a walk. Be sure to take in the sensory experiences around you. As you walk, strip the issue back; don't be logical about it being daft. What would a five-year-old do in your position?

	We spend so long thinking about what we can't do, and why? Make a list of what you can do, what you love doing and then do it; make time in your diary!

	The next time you are hesitant about doing something, take a breath and think poker chips…How many have you got? Build back some self-belief with some of the ideas above before trying again.

	Take more risks; it's child's play.














2 
Interested?


“We keep moving forward, opening new doors, and doing new things, because we're curious and curiosity keeps leading us down new paths.”

Walt Disney


Stuart was the younger of my mother's two older brothers. As children, they lived in a lovely house near Willesden in North London. One morning though, Stuart, in a moment of youthful enthusiasm, managed to make the house a little less lovely by poking a pencil through what had been a tiny hole in a wall in his bedroom. By the time he had finished poking, the hole was certainly noticeable. It was so noticeable that poor Stuart was sent to bed without any supper. The next morning a decorator was contacted; he came out swiftly and repaired the damage, almost seamlessly. No long-term harm was done, the wall was repaired and Stuart had been allowed breakfast.

All was well with the world until later on that afternoon, when to my grandparent's amazement an even larger hole had appeared where the smaller one had recently been repaired. Poor Stuart, his curiosity had got the better of him. It turns out that he had decided to go in search of the first hole and had therefore dug a new one to discover what had happened to it.

As Stuart grew up, he was always a little unconventional. As a child myself, he inspired me; he would always listen to my crazy schemes and encourage me to think differently. He was an entrepreneur by nature and accountant by training. I don't think he wanted to be an accountant but that was the route that was “best” for him. Now, all of these years later, I am convinced that he saw his own lost curiosity and creativity through me when I was young and he never stopped celebrating my own thinking and journey.

I know that I was at my most adventurous as a child, constantly questioning, challenging, exploring and pushing boundaries. As very young children, at four years old, our brains are twice as active as those of adults; it functions at this extraordinary rate until about the age of the ten, when it begins to slow down. It levels off at around 16 years old when we start to see the brain function at healthy adult rates.

As children, our brains burn far higher quantities of glucose than as adults because we must maintain trillions of connections between the neurons in our brain, the bits that transmit information. As we grow older, many stop functioning because we only maintain the ones we use regularly, so that we can burn less glucose to maintain our brain function. By adulthood we are working with less than half of the neural connections we had as a young child.

As I mentioned in the introduction to this book, children learn at a staggering rate, far faster than us adults, partly, as I said, because they are firing on more cylinders, but as life happens things change. As we develop into adults the prefrontal cortex of the brain, where working memory is stored, is developed. A developed prefrontal cortex means that adults are hampered by a “functional fixedness”, causing many adults to see a spade as a spade; something you dig with. But for a child it could be anything: a surf board, a seesaw, a pogo stick. What this means is that the underdeveloped prefrontal cortex in a child allows them to be far more inventive than us, as their prefrontal cortex is not hampering their ability to be curious, creative and flexible.


Out of the box?

As a result, children are often better than adults at solving tasks that require a creative solution. I remember as a young teacher being nervous of planning design technology lessons because they appeared open ended. They were all about asking children to find design solutions for things, and as a young teacher my instinct was always to be sure I knew the answer to any question I asked the students, so that I felt that I was in control.

Wrong, I know, but that's a whole other story. It was the advice of a hugely experienced teacher, a woman who had been teaching for over 30 years, that changed my thinking. She told me that my job was to create a challenge and provide the support, tools and skills for the children to engage in that challenge; they would find far more creative solutions than me and that that was OK. I relaxed and I'm sure I became a better teacher because of it. And they did find far more creative solutions too; some of their ideas for creating an all-in-one breakfast-making device were ingenious.

So there it is, a challenge. As we grow older, many of us lose the ability to look beyond the functional or the logical. We become driven by the idea that logic is the ultimate currency of the clever, while for the most part, that can't all be a bad thing. After all, it helps to keep us safe, but it does hamper our desire to keep exploring, challenging and experimenting.

This is a core factor in success. Are we prepared to push ourselves, our boundaries and our curiosity over the safety line, even occasionally? If we're not, we might not even notice opportunity when it passes us by, and if we do, we might not end up doing anything about it, because of our grown-up reflex to think function not fantasy.


We have to keep our curiosity alive.



As we get older and that prefrontal cortex does its thing, we develop a sense of searching out certainty. We are trained and educated to do that too to an extent.


Work hard at school, get good qualifications, get a good job, a home with a mortgage that you can afford, sort your pension and keep going.



Sometimes I wonder if too many of us go too far, whether we need to rediscover some of that contagious and energizing youthful way of seeing and interacting with the world.


“I have no special talent. I am only passionately curious.”

Albert Einstein



We hear a great deal about IQ (intelligence quotient), a measure of, among other things, the ability to learn and solve problems. We are also increasingly hearing more about EQ (emotional quotient) these days, our ability to perceive, control and express emotions. There is less research into CQ (curiosity quotient); this concerns having a “hungry mind”; people with a higher CQ tend to be more inquisitive and open to new experiences. They find novelty exciting and are quickly bored with routine; we could be describing a young child. They tend to generate endless numbers of “new” ideas and are often counter-conformist.

People with a high CQ are more able to cope with uncertainty or ambiguity. Interestingly, they are also interested in investing in long-term intellectual development and lifelong learning; they often find themselves working in artistic and scientific domains. Whereas IQ measures raw intellectual horsepower, CQ indicates people's ability to develop their knowledge and experiences over time and their capability of translating complex situations into familiar ones; they can produce simple solutions for complex problems.


Bingo!

Curiosity is the heartbeat of successful people. It ensures that our minds remain active and challenging. Curious people always ask questions and search for answers. Imagine the mind like a muscle that becomes stronger through continual exercise; the mental exercise generated through curiosity makes your mind stronger and stronger.

By being curious you will be able to scratch below the surface of things, drilling down for new possibilities that are normally not visible, hidden behind the surface of normal life. It takes a curious mind to look beneath the surface and discover these new worlds and possibilities.

As a curious person, you are always on the lookout for new experiences or ideas. That anticipation means that you spot them and then act on them. How many great ideas get washed down the plughole of a shower where someone is simply focused on getting clean?

Curiosity is energizing, it's fun; there are always new things to play with and to try. Curious people tend to be OK with making mistakes, they have a tendency to learn and bounce back. I will return to this idea later on in the book.

So the critical question is, can we develop our CQ?

In her book The Power of Curiosity, Kathy Taberner has some invaluable advice, including developing the ability to listen without judging others.

Busy people, people under pressure or stress, tend to focus on the immediacy of their situations and therefore appear highly reactive. It is a difficult trap to get out of; when we find ourselves in meetings or conversations we tend to filter out anything that doesn't appear to fit our current focus. We can be as guilty of it in meetings at work as we can over a meal at home or a drink with friends in a bar. Be aware of this and try to remedy it.

Curious people tend to listen in to conversations and discussions; they are open minded and ready to learn something new or pick up on a spark of interest. Conversations can amble and don't need to have a fixed point or ending. I remember being involved in a great number of those kinds of conversations as a student, often late at night. Looking back on it, it was a crucial time in our young lives, times where we would be calibrating our views of the world and our ambitions for the future.

Curious people are therefore naturally collaborative; they don't look for flaws and weaknesses in others and therefore don't pre-censor their opinions. They are clear that development and innovation rely on variety and shared perspectives.

It turns out that the endless questions our children ask us during a long fraught journey from the back seat of the car are a clear demonstration of their ability to be curious. Many of us stop though, and not just because we are bribed to be quiet with a sweet or a slap on the leg.

Taberner says that curious people ask questions that are often open ended and ambiguous but often start with a simple:

How, what, when, where or why?

In her book Surprise: Embrace the Unpredictable and Engineer the Unexpected, Tania Luna talks about curious people being able to balance the fear of the unexpected and their desire for certainty with a joy of surprises and the new. This, for me, is a really impressive skill. In my last book, Change; Learn to Love it Learn to Lead it, I referred to this ability as being able to walk in space; someone who is prepared to leap from the relative safety of their spacecraft and spend time in the infinite and unknown because they remain tethered to their ship.

We need to find our own “balance”, as we will all have different thresholds at different times and phases in our lives. The key though is to find a balance. If we lock ourselves down too tightly we tend to feel as though we are “going through the motions” rather than “living life”. It is important to try or do something that might surprise you regularly, even if it is trying a new dish in a restaurant.

It is also vital that you find time to experience the new, now. Watch out if you keep saying that you will one day, when you retire, have more money or when the kids leave home.

Like young children, curious people are not worried about being wrong or seemingly asking a daft question; this is linked both to my chapter on self-belief and later on to my observations about risk and resilience. But curious people are not worried about looking smart by appearing to know; they would rather push their own boundaries and knowledge by asking and discovering.

I often hear people say that experience makes us sceptical and the ignorance of youth is lovely, but idealistic when the world rears its cruel and challenging head for so many, as they get deeper into the journey of their lives. There are people I know who revel in their ability to suck the enthusiasm and curiosity out of others. This troubles me, the idea that curiosity can only be the preserve of the naïve.

I once heard someone say of Steve Jobs that what made him successful was that:

He wasn't curious about things that would make him successful. He was successful because he was so curious.

He was clearly a man with a voracious appetite for learning, often making new connections and developing ideas and philosophies because of the unplanned and apparently disconnected things that interested him. Famously, Jobs studied calligraphy as a youngster; he was fascinated by the art form, the aesthetic and the discipline.

Later he would use this learning to help generate so many of the unique fonts that helped to make the first Apple computer so successful. He also liked going for long walks, sometimes alone, sometimes with friends; walks that would often end up in rich conversations about abstract things, but they were deep and stimulating. I suppose that this outlook was what attracted him to Zen Buddhism and Eastern Mysticism; something that must have helped develop his passion for simplicity. He never lost that love of learning and it was that ability to connect seemingly unrelated strands that maybe defined part of his genius and success.

When I think about the great leaders I know, head teachers, sports coaches or executives, they all seem to share something in common; they are always interested and always wanting to know about a variety of things from a variety of fields. When I started out in my current role, I was nervous that I wouldn't have anything to say to anyone beyond a school. I remember the intense nervousness I felt at my first speaking engagements outside of education, for charities and corporate organizations. To be honest, I couldn't believe that these people wanted to hear from a former primary school teacher. What I discovered quite quickly was that that was exactly why they had booked me. They were hungry to hear about issues and experiences outside of their daily functions, because my thoughts, ideas and challenges fired their thinking in new ways.

It is so dangerously easy to create an environment around you that you never venture from, in the mistaken notion that only people in “my” world can help me evolve. Successful people have a voracious appetite for learning; they can often talk about everything from sports to psychology, from science to literature. It is often that breadth that leads them to some of their most dynamic and innovative thinking.

I often worry for our politicians, for example. Many strike me as people who only seek the opinions and ideas of people that they consider to be like-minded, people who support their philosophy or political position. Many, of course, didn't when they were younger; often moving across the spectrum of positions, seeking out their thinking and developing their ideology, regularly entering into heated debates and discussions. It is interesting to see how many of them close down if and when they achieve power; closing down to protect what they have, rather than seeking to continuously develop. We have to be careful that achieving a level of success doesn't stifle our curiosity because we become scared of what we could lose.


“Research is what I'm doing when I don't know what I'm doing.”

Wernher von Braun (rocket scientist)



It strikes me that for a research scientist the joy in their job comes from the journey to a discovery; the questioning, the hypothesizing, the intense curiosity needed to challenge, explore, recalibrate and to go again. I would often say to student teachers that if their pupils found studying science and maths boring, they needed to look hard at how they were planning the lessons; scientists and mathematicians are some of the most curious people on earth. Perversely, I can imagine that for a research scientist, the discovery of a cure or a solution can be euphoric, but ultimately a little sad, until they start the next journey. I love writing books; the process can be magical. As I write this, for example, the mix of research and the creation of the words and phrases is a hugely satisfying experience. When the time comes to type the final full stop at the end of the last chapter, there will be a moment of satisfaction and relief, but a little emptiness too, until or if I start work on another one.


Apparently, Bill Gates read the entire Encyclopaedia Britannica as a teenager; you'd think that knowing that, he would have gone on to create Google.



I don't want to talk too explicitly about education or the debate surrounding it in this book, but we can't avoid asking whether Albert Einstein had a point when he said of education:


“It is nothing short of a miracle that modern methods of instruction have not yet entirely strangled the holy curiosity of inquiry. For this delicate little plant, aside from stimulation, stands mainly in need of freedom.”



I have often argued that we control too much of what our children should know. That is not to say that the process of learning should be anarchic but…

My son was, until he was 15, a voracious reader. He chose to read all manner of books about all manner of things; sadly, however, he has read a great deal less since he was told which books and texts he had to read for his school exams. He struggled through books that he had no interest in, in the name of education, because they were books that someone, somewhere said that all English children had to read.

I wonder sometimes if we teach too many children that things can only be of value or valid if someone before them has classified them as such and as a result, as we grow, many of us stop trusting our own instincts and curiosity cues.

I know that it took me years to pick up a book again after I left school, as it did a paint brush. One of my greatest regrets is that I allowed myself to become so scared of mathematics for so many years and have only recently begun to realize the beauty and patterns in numbers.

I know that there are many critics out there of the things I say about education but I have met too many people who seem to have lost their confidence and curious nature too young because of the way they were taught. Interestingly, I have met a large number of retired people who, freed from the shackles of their functional lives, are re-engaging in learning and have rediscovered a relentless curiosity. Whenever I do, I love it but feel just a little sad that it has taken them so long. It is almost as if curiosity is OK for the very young and very old; like indulging in a luxury item if you have any of your weekly budget left to spend having paid out for all of the essentials.

An overly prescriptive education can be damaging. This is not an ideological argument; we see evidence of it every day in people who lament their lack of curiosity and adventure. We need to restore faith in our own instincts, our own likes and dislikes and, most importantly, our own confidence in allowing ourselves to be curious. Curious about things that might interest us and not things that we are told we should be interested in.






Some simple thoughts


	Don't be intimidated by others' views of what you should find interesting. Trust your instincts and see where your interest takes you.

	Remember that it's OK not to know something and or to admit that you don't understand.

	Be open minded; curious people are always keen to challenge their own thinking and experiences.

	Don't take things for granted; be childlike and never stop asking why or how things work.

	Reintroduce the word why into your regular vocabulary and not just when something goes wrong. Question something every day. Curiosity should be a habit.

	Make sure that you spend time with other people who are hungry to learn and question.

	Remember that there doesn't always have to be a right answer.

	Finally, enjoy life. It sounds simple and even a little obvious but I wonder if some of us spend too long just trying to survive it.














3 
Problems?


“To find yourself, think for yourself.”

Socrates


So here is the problem…

How do you see it? Are you waiting for more, for someone to explain it to you, to give you the pathway to the solution? Or does your heart start to race a little faster as your brain fires up because your interest has been sparked? Is it time for an adventure?

The way we respond to problems fascinates me. Sometimes people come alive and the moment of the problem leads to action; sometimes though it can become an excuse for inaction.






 When you were younger did you have dreams? Did they become aspirations? Did you fulfil them?







I am lucky enough to meet many people; people of all ages and at all stages of their lives. I have to confess (and I often tell people this when I'm asked if I regret leaving my job as an educator) that more than anything, I miss the kids; their energy, enthusiasm and ambition.

Their lives are ahead of them; lives that will be filled with opportunities and problems. The younger they are, the more they see the opportunities and the less they worry about the problems.

The younger they are, the more they believe that they will achieve their dreams and have high levels of confidence in their own abilities to solve those problems.

A few years ago, I was given a tour around a wonderful school in Madrid. It was a school that took children right the way through from four to 18 years old. I was introduced to two students who were both in their final year at the school, a boy and a girl. The school was laid out with the youngest children on the ground floor and as you went up the floors of the building the students got older. We started at the bottom, with the very youngest children. We walked through the doors of the nursery and as we did my two charming guides, who were both immaculately dressed in school uniform, blue blazers, crisp white shirts and ties, relaxed. They removed their blazers, folded up the sleeves on their shirts and loosened their ties a little.

We all got down on our hands and knees and started interacting with the children, in the water and the sand. The children were self-managing, negotiating with each other, collaborating and problem solving. The energy in the room was amazing. We were invited to join in but not to take control; we were equals.

As we climbed the floors and the students got older, the classrooms became more formal; children sat in ordered rows, listening attentively to their teachers. In a number of rooms, I saw the familiar sight of children raising their hands and saying to the teacher, “I'm stuck.”

Finally, we got to the top floor and my guides, tellingly, straightened their ties, rolled down their sleeves and put their blazers back on. Interestingly, as we were about to walk through the double doors into their “zone”, they turned round to me and said, “Of course, now we will take you to where the learning is most serious.”

Interesting thought; why would they say that?

Just before they left me, I asked them both about their aspirations for the future, seeing as they were just months away from leaving school. The young woman's eyes lit up as she said, “I want to go into politics, I want to change people's lives, and actually, I want to be the first female President of the United States of America.” She spoke with real confidence and conviction. Her colleague looked at me and said, “She's a bit of a dreamer, an idealist; she hasn't really thought it through.” I pushed him to explain his comments and he said, “Well for a start she wasn't born in the US and secondly, are the Americans ready for a female President?”

Her response was brilliant: “Sure,” she said, “those are obstacles, but nothing that can't be overcome.”

As I looked her in the eyes, I believed her because you could see that she was excited by the idea of finding a way through the problem.

How many people do you know who talk about what they had wanted to do when they were young or even people who in the work place today talk about how they would like things to be and then conclude with the but…?






 Big buts are definitely bad for your health, but where did they come from and how do they grow so big?








Those young students in the early year's facility on the ground floor were working independently, building their own relationships, figuring out their own solutions to the problems they faced. They certainly weren't always finding the right answers, not immediately anyway, but they would stop, look around, work it out and go again. They certainly weren't giving up. As we climbed the floors of the school, you couldn't help but notice that the students were doing less for themselves, relying on others, usually the teacher, to tell them what and how. On the top floor, my wonderful young guide was definitely the exception and she was almost derided for being so.

Sometimes I worry that as an educator I taught children that other people would solve their problems once they had been defined for them. As a parent, I look back on helping my own children to read. I found myself having to fight the reflex of protection that meant that if my son or daughter was struggling to pronounce a word, I would jump in and tell them; speak it for them, because I couldn't bear to watch them struggle for too long.

I have often wondered if the way we nurture and educate our children makes them more rather than less reliant on other people; teaching them that actually being an independent thinker is the exception rather than the rule.

Think about the last business or official meeting you attended; whether you were a participant or the chairperson. Was it a success? Did it feel honest? Were people genuine, challenging?

So many meetings remind me of classrooms. The chair or the teacher asks a question or for an opinion and what often happens next is a game of guess what's in the head of the person managing the room. Yes, they may have asked an open-ended question, but for many of us the reflex is to find the answer that they want to hear. We don't want to be wrong, or appear daft.


The present of a problem…

The perception of the role that hierarchies play is fascinating in the world of problems. Many people are raised to believe that the more senior you are, the greater your responsibility for solving problems.

At one time or another, I have worked with many skilled “problem present givers”. You know the people I mean? They usually show themselves at the most inconvenient times of the day or week. They glide into the room or office where you are located and they break the silence with, “We have a problem.” What they mean, of course, is that they have had a problem that they are now going to gift you with. When they have passed it on, they turn around and walk away, burden free.

How many people justify their own inaction by saying “but”? I often wonder if we put as much energy into overcoming problems as we do into persuading ourselves that they are insurmountable; how successful we could be.


“The difference between what we do and what we are capable of doing would suffice to solve most of the world's problems.”

Mahatma Gandhi



Sebastien Foucan was born in Lisses, northern France, in 1974. In the early 1980s he and a few of his friends began to develop an obstacle-led style of play that they named “parcours” after the military training “parcours du combattant”. Many people know it better as free running.

Sebastien is a remarkable person. Despite numerous requests, he has stubbornly held on to his founding belief that parcours is not and never should be seen as a sport. To him it is at least an art form, but more that, it is a philosophy; a way of seeing and interacting with the world. He has demonstrated his skill and art around the world, including during Madonna's 2006 Confessions world tour, and perhaps most memorably in the iconic opening sequence of the 21st James Bond film Casino Royale, starring Daniel Craig.

A few years ago, I was lucky enough to work with Sebastien in Yekaterinburg in Russia. On an afternoon off, we had time to walk around the city, a city infamous for being the place where Tsar Nicholas II of Russia was murdered along with his family on 17 July 1918. I love cities; so many of them tell their stories through their architecture and Yekaterinburg is a perfect example. It has the ornate and opulent buildings that mark the pre-communist age and then the stark, functional designs of the 20th century, and now a fresh and creative series of buildings that mark a new time of freedom and self-expression.

During the walk I was immersed in the urban environment marvelling at the structures and statues, sometimes even cooing like a child at a firework party. As we got to the end of our journey I turned to Sebastien and asked him to comment on the extraordinary architecture. He looked at me blankly and then remarked that he hadn't really noticed.

He explained to me that he had never really been interested in buildings or their intended purpose or function. He told me about his time as a child in Lisses, to when an architectural sculpture first appeared in his neighbourhood in the Parc du Lac. He explained that he and his friends didn't really understand it but as children they wanted to climb on it, around it and over it, which they did. He explained to me that as a child, when he and his friends came across structures, be they walls, benches, sculptures or buildings, they just wanted to explore the physical spaces around them. In fact, he asked me if I had ever spent time looking at the shapes and spaces between buildings, over them or under them.

Until that moment, I have to confess, I hadn't, but I did remember as a child myself never really caring about structures or buildings, even trees, but instinctively wanting to climb them and explore them. He went on to explain that ever since his time as a child in Lisses and particularly since that sculpture he had always found the spaces and shapes around buildings far more interesting than the objects themselves. To him, large physical objects represent obstacles and his instinct is to find a way around, over or under them. Really, it is problem solving; a way of feeling in control of the world that has been created by others. As we talked I began to see that what he was saying was a rich explanation of a mindset, of a way of seeing our own worlds. So many of us are so preoccupied with looking at the objects and obstacles in our way, our problems, that we forget to look for the spaces that surround them.


Thinking for ourselves…

If it weren't for sat-navs, I would spend most of my life lost. I rely on them to find my way for me.

Have we become too reliant on others to map our way for fear of getting lost ourselves?

I have had a number of conversations with professional sports coaches, chatting through the barriers to their teams' successes. The most common frustration comes when they discuss the relationship between coach and athlete: whether it's soccer, golf, cricket or athletics, the challenge is often the same.

Recently, I was talking with one soccer coach who was telling me about his greatest frustration. He had built a good team, a team that was competing in one of the toughest leagues in the professional game, a team that, when things were going well, were sharp, decisive and executed with confidence and precision; however, when things didn't go to plan the players almost froze. They would look over to the bench where he and his coaching team were sitting, waiting for them to tell them what to do. These were top quality professional athletes but they expected the coaches to produce the answers during a match, in the heat of battle when the plan didn't appear to be working.

He talked quite frankly about the fact that often young footballers are trained from a very early age to do what they are told, to default to their coaches, to listen and to carry out instruction. He explained to me that the manager he had replaced had been a very “old school” coach. He had run the club with a very traditional hierarchical system. He had been very successful at bringing through young talent. That young talent had, however, been trained to play, not to think.

As a result, they were totally reliant on the coaches to provide the training systems and the tactical plan. This also left them largely incapable of coping with those gloriously unforeseen moments that are, after all, for the supporter the key attraction of watching high-level sport. Not only that, but those same players, after a poor result or performance, would find it hard to objectively analyse the events of the match and would also defer responsibility for the failure back to the coaching staff.

The head coach I was talking with was not saying that he and his backroom team weren't responsible, but his frustration lay in his players' inability to take an active role in the process. In fact, when things were going wrong there was often an air of a victim culture around the place: “It was the referee, the pitch, the defence, the striker…anyone but me. I was powerless.”

This is not an uncommon reaction to problems and the greatest source of stress when we encounter them. That feeling that we are powerless and that we are the victims of some cruel twist of fate.

The coach talked about one particular young player who he had identified as potentially becoming a future international player but was (and these were his words) “currently uncoachable”.

For all of his talent, this boy just shut down when a coach or senior colleague tried to objectively talk him through an improvement or suggestion. For a while the coaching staff couldn't understand, and then they got it. The player's father was a dominant character in the boy's personal and professional life. He would regularly watch his son at the club's training complex, and after one training session the head coach saw the father shouting and screaming at his son on the way back to the changing rooms. He saw the boy's demeanour, recognized it and immediately understood where it had come from: his father. Clearly, this young boy had been spoken to in this way by his father for many years and as a result had lost the ability to think for himself.

Sir Alex Ferguson, the legendary manager of Manchester United, would often say that when he was looking to sign a young player he would get to know the mother because most of the time mothers just want their children to be happy and settled, but fathers, in his experience, would often try to live out their desires through their sons.

We have to be very aware as individuals of our personal responsibilities for ourselves and regularly monitor our responses to our problems and setbacks.

I will often challenge people who want to be given professional status to behave like professionals.


A professional is a solver of problems.



Professionals come alive when a problem surfaces. Take doctors and lawyers. Their premium comes because they are trained and then paid to solve problems. You don't go to a doctor, describe your symptoms and then expect to be told that there is nothing that can be done to help you, or to a lawyer and be told the same.

One of the greatest traits of successful people is their ability to think like Sebastien Foucan and search out the spaces, the gaps and the journey around the issues and obstacles. At the very least, they attempt to find a strategy.


“Success is to be measured not so much by the position that one has reached in life as by the obstacles which he has overcome.”

Booker T. Washington



We have to own the problems we face and then we have to find a way around them, not necessarily alone, but we must see them as opportunities to show our worth and our skills and courage.


World class!

On the night of 22 November 2003, in the Telstra Stadium in Sydney, something very special happened in the history of English sport. England were playing the co-host nation Australia in the final of the Rugby World Cup. At the end of normal time, the scores were tied at 14 points all and after a dramatic 18 minutes of the allocated 20 minutes of extra time, thanks to a converted penalty kick by Australian Elton Flatley, the scores were again tied. Sudden death was looming as two exhausted and brilliant teams fought for the greatest prize in their sport. With 20 seconds to go, England's scrum-half and star kicker received a pass from Matt Dawson and kicked the winning points with a drop goal that sailed through the posts and into English sporting folklore. I remember where I was that morning as millions of English people do. I remember screaming the house down with joy.

Many years later, I was fortunate enough to hear the head coach of that winning team talk about the triumph. Sir Clive Woodward, who was appointed to the job in 1997, had not only one of the most challenging jobs in the sport but had to oversee the game moving from amateur to professional status.

As well as being a successful rugby coach he had also been a businessman, setting up and running his own IT business in the early 1990s, so he knew what it took to be a successful professional.

Woodward insisted that his squad would need to have the aptitude to demonstrate their abilities not only on the field of play but also as learners; he demanded that they developed the capability to self-analyse and to take a managing role in their own training and development. He wanted to break the dependency culture of players expecting coaches to solve problems for them and create a far more collegiate culture where players had the ability to analyse not only their own strengths and weaknesses but those of their teammates.

This relentless focus paid dividends. When Woodward described those final dramatic moments of the final, he referred to the fact that Matt Dawson, the scrum-half, the playmaker, had been able to assess the situation second by second. He possessed the skill, knowledge and experience to process what had happened earlier in the match. He was aware that Jonny Wilkinson had missed three similar attempts in the game. He realized that to maximize Wilkinson's chances, he needed to move the team and the ball forward by a few metres. So despite the incredible pressure and the problems the team had faced, he had worked through a potential solution. As he had been doing that, Wilkinson had objectively and systematically been processing his previous errors and had unemotionally been rehearsing the subtle changes that would maximize the kick's potential for success.

When the crucial moment arrived, the players had thought for themselves, dealt with the problems they had encountered and found a pathway, which eventually saw that oval ball find its way between the posts and help the team achieve its ultimate goal, the winning of the Webb Ellis Trophy: the World Cup.


The ability to see issues and problems objectively is a tough skill to master. It is so easy to take things personally and to project those issues on to others, sometime, even inanimate objects.



When my wife and I first moved into a flat together, we rented and the place was only partly furnished. This meant that for the first time in my life I was going to have to purchase and construct flat pack furniture. I have to confess that I am not a DIY kind of guy. I had been given a power drill for my 21st birthday by my father. To me, it was a rite of passage thing, not something that I would actually use.

We had wanted to put some fitted wardrobes in our bedroom so we headed down to the furniture superstore and picked up a cheap, flat-packed, self-assembly, chipboard-based model.

We got them home and I started building immediately. I read the instructions and dutifully laid out the screws, dowel rods, nails and glue and began building. I had treated myself to screwdriver set; the furniture had come with its own rudimentary Allen key. Everything was going well; surprisingly smoothly actually. My wife had left me to it; she was building something else in the lounge and I guess had instinctively realized that there may be trouble ahead.

By about 2 am I was getting tired, but was determined to finish. The shells were finished; I just needed to attach the cupboard backs and the doors. That is when it all started to go wrong.

For nearly an hour I tried to attach the back boards but they wouldn't fit; I just couldn't get the dowel rods to align with the holes. Yes, I was exhausted and my back and arms were hurting but that really was no excuse for what happened next.

In my head the cupboard was laughing at me, mocking me for my inability to make it work, to control it. It was as if those grey laminated frames were questioning my very intelligence and, even more, my masculinity.

I lost it, and started stabbing the furniture with my large Phillips screwdriver.

To this day, my wife is amazed that someone walking past and looking in through the window didn't fear the worst and call the police. Luckily for us our ageing neighbour was hard of hearing.

Flat pack furniture and I have not spent much time together since.


The ability to manage ourselves and to demonstrate that ability to others is vital if we are to fulfil our potential to succeed.



When Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak began the evolution and development of Apple Computers Inc. in the early 1970s they had no idea what lay ahead, but it wasn't long before they were looking to hire staff that could help them fulfil orders and a vision for the future of the business. Jobs had realized that if the business was to grow and thrive it would need to constantly evolve its products and innovate. This meant that they had to be careful and thoughtful about their hiring strategy. They knew that hiring “clever people” would be easy; some of the smartest scientists, technologists, engineers and mathematicians in the world were in and around Silicon Valley, where they were based. They knew though that they would need more than that. After talking about the characteristics of an Apple staffer they came up with a mantra; a promise that Wozniak still says Apple Inc. uses as a criterion for selection today and it's this: that Apple will not hire people who need managing.

Do you?






Some simple thoughts



	What happened to your dreams and aspirations? Revisit them.

	Monitor how and when you use the word but? Staring, looking for the opportunity to impress when that word strikes.

	Take a walk in an urban environment and just look at the gaps and spaces; they are beautiful.

	Do you project problems on to others? Try to take control, don't allow yourself to feel like a victim.

	Celebrate a problem solved; it's the pathway to self-management.
















4 
Focus


“You will never reach your destination if you stop and throw stones at every dog that barks.”

Sir Winston Churchill



Do you know what you want in life? Have you discovered the clarity that keeps you sharp and that drives you through the tough days and distractions?

It took me many years; unsurprisingly, it came with age and many experiences.

When I was in my teens, I wanted to be a lawyer; I did my work experience in the office of the solicitor that oversaw my parents' divorce. I enjoyed it, especially visiting the local courts and listening to often quite minor cases. But if I'm honest, the paperwork and hours of reading weren't for me, besides and I think that this is crucial: I didn't have the desire or discipline to do what it took to go all the way.

Like many young people, I lurched from one thing to another, often believing I knew what I wanted but then drifting off to something else.


You have to really understand what you want.



When I left school I wanted to be an actor. I often joke with people now that because I wasn't particularly good at it I never succeeded, and that is possibly true. But again the critical thing was that I didn't have the drive or determination to go through auditions and drama school, and I wasn't prepared to endure the mass uncertainty that the career would have forced on me.

At university I found myself surrounded by trainee teachers, one of whom was eventually to become my wife. I had never really considered teaching but from the minute it became a possibility something clicked in me and it became the only thing I wanted to do. The training, the extra year at university and the associated costs never felt like obstacles; they were just there and would be dealt with.

As my career progressed and I became increasingly passionate about the job and what the children I was teaching deserved, the more I wanted to move into educational leadership. I had only been doing the job for four years when I started applying for positions as deputy head teacher. Many experienced colleagues told me that I was too young, too inexperienced and that I should wait for my time. I didn't listen, not because I didn't respect their opinions but because I was focused on my goal. Because it was a goal I believed in, I didn't see the obstacles, I just saw the purpose of my journey. At 32 years old I was appointed a head teacher and I helped to transform a failing school; again, I never saw the massive challenges or the demands for me to shift focus, I just saw the goal that I had to make learning better for the students.

The most frightening moment in my professional life came when eventually I left the school to pursue my current job as a speaker, adviser and author: a freelancer. Yet again, people warned me about all of the obstacles: the lack of salary, pension plan and stability. Somehow I knew it would be OK because I was totally focused on where I was going. More than anything I believed in the direction I was taking; it was right.

People sometimes ask me about my feelings when I first became a head teacher; walking into a troubled organization, an organization that many had written off. Light-heartedly I tell them that I was excited, partly because I was taking on the job with a mixture of arrogance and ignorance.

Over the last few years, and as I began reflecting on my experiences in preparation to write this book, that remark kept coming back to me.


Arrogance and ignorance

Was it arrogance and ignorance? Or was it focus?

I believed in what could be done and that I could do it and I had no idea what would be in my way.

Sir Alex Ferguson is quite possibly the greatest and most successful soccer manager in history. He took over the challenging job of managing the sleeping giant that was Manchester United in 1986. His achievements there are legendary; they include 13 league championships and two European titles. He built team after team of contenders; teams ruthless in their pursuit of victory.

His reflections are powerful in their simplicity of thought and action.

He worked hard to stay focused on the job: to build a title-winning team. Like so many positions in leadership and life, it is so easy to be distracted by peripheral issues, issues that can cause you not only to lose focus but also to become reactive and, as a result, flit from one idea or respond to another and therefore lose that pursuit of a goal.

As a school leader I would always use one audit question when bombarded by government policy, inspectors, school governors, parents and colleagues: how will it make a difference to our children? How will it improve their education? If I couldn't find the fit, then I didn't give it time.

Everything that Ferguson did was always trackable back to the team and its ultimate success.

He created a climate throughout the club where everyone felt valued. Knowing the name of every employee, he insisted on players and staff wearing a uniform at all times to instil a sense of pride and collegiate purpose. Sometimes decisions were taken that weren't easy, popular or even understood by everyone, and sometimes he would be accused of arrogance, but every decision, in his belief, was taken towards that focus on victory.

Famously, Ferguson had a photograph hanging in his office: Lunch Atop a Skyscraper. It is an iconic black and white image taken during construction of the RCA Building at 30 Rockefeller Center in Manhattan, New York City.

The photograph depicts 11 men eating their lunch, seated on a girder with their feet dangling hundreds of feet above the New York City streets.

Every player who ever signed for Manchester United during Ferguson's tenure would be shown the picture and told that its significance was to represent that it took all 11 on-field players during a match to work with and for each other, and be prepared to risk everything, to achieve the common goal.

Eric Schmidt, the former CEO of Google and now its executive chairman, has talked about the company's greatest challenge being to maintain focus on the vision of founders Larry Page and Sergey Brin. As the company became increasingly successful the temptation was to shift focus and develop products and services reactively, based on what their competition was doing. He recalls that it was when the company did that, it would often encounter its biggest challenges and failures. His reflection on leadership was to ensure that the organization kept true to and have confidence in its own principles and vision.

Many focused people describe themselves as people who concentrate on the present moment and the present task.

Sometimes, when I write, I find it difficult to focus; I have to force myself to concentrate. But when I'm “on it” I can completely lose myself in the writing, only to discover later that I have been completely immersed in my work, sometimes even missing meals, which for me is a big thing!


Focus and belief are hugely connected; passion and a sense of purpose are vital to find if you are to find the self-discipline to stay the course.



Crucially, you cannot lie to yourself or even talk yourself into believing in something enough to find that focus. Easy distractions come only to those who want to be distracted. That is not to say that distractions are not there for focused people, but focused people will find a place, a time and a context for that distraction so ensuring that it doesn't impact on their goal.

Sometimes focused people can appear disinterested and even rude. I remember meeting Tony Blair when he was British Prime Minister. I had been invited to one of his political party's policy forums. I was so excited. I was in a room with maybe 20 or 30 other people. He moved around the room with the sort of aura and gravitas that powerful people possess. As he approached me he stretched out a hand for me to shake, smiled and asked me what I did and why I was there. I began to explain my job as an educator and why I had been invited to attend.

Clearly, in that moment, I was not sharply in his focus of thinking. He wasn't really rude but I knew that he was already elsewhere in his thoughts. In that moment he wasn't thinking about education. He saw the forum's organizer, looked past my right ear and immediately headed over to check on the timings of his address. I left angry that day. A couple of months later, however, I met him again at a gathering specifically about schools. Interestingly, he remembered me and my job and this time he wanted to listen and did so with complete concentration.



Let's be clear

When we talk about focus we have to be careful that we aren't too specific in regarding the word simply as a noun.


Focus n: a central point, as of attraction, attention, or activity



We need to be careful that we don't blinker ourselves to just one point, one attraction or one activity.

Reading a book on a train is a great way to pass the time but I often like to look up, gaze out of the window and spend some time watching the world rush by. Sometimes you see some interesting and beautiful stuff: a building, a river or people going about their daily lives. To never look up would mean that you could miss so much.

There are people who could question my own focus as I have gone through my life and my career, but I would argue that it has been a journey, a series of focuses that have led to another and another. Yes, I could still be a teacher or a head teacher, but those jobs and doing those jobs well have led to other opportunities, many of which weren't right for me and I turned down. Some, however, ignited a new flame, passion and belief that in turn helped me develop a new focus. Since my earliest days as an educator, I have wanted to make life better for people through the principles of communication, empowerment and impact.

There are tales of so many companies and people that have been trapped by the now. Companies such as Kodak who put all of their time, resources and effort into perfecting and optimizing the traditional film capture business of photography but their commitment was such that it meant that they totally missed the disruptive technology that was to sweep the industry: digital. By the time they caught on, it was too late.

Steve Jobs' vision for Apple, particularly when he returned to the business in 1997, was to focus on a limited number of key markets and within those key markets to keep breaking the rules and pushing innovation. Jobs had the incredible and simply successful ability to use focus as a verb as well as a noun.


Focus v: to direct one's attention or efforts.



To develop the ability to use the verb requires us to feel confident that the journey may not always be a straight line; it requires us to look up occasionally from the book and look beyond and into the horizon.

Sir Alex Ferguson used key changes in staff to help with that process. While at Manchester United he regularly changed his assistant manager, each one bringing fresh ideas and new philosophies. Ferguson would use these moments to reference his own thinking and experiences but always with the same relentless goal: to win trophies.

In our own lives it is vitally important that we develop the same ability.

People often refer to musical artists such as Madonna, David Bowie and The Beatles as iconic figures whose longevity was dependent on their creative reinvention. Their music evolved. They didn't stop one day and just do something completely different. They didn't react to trends, they created them.

The music industry, however, has itself struggled. Like Kodak, it has been so focused on maintaining its market share, dominance and control that it has spent too long looking at efficiency rather than evolution. It has over the last few years become far too reactive.

Really successful people partly feel successful because they control their agendas; they feel that their main energy is spent focusing on the now and what next, not reacting to the past and reflecting on what if?

While Steve Jobs was driving Apple forward, exploring new systems, products and processes, Blackberry was desperately trying to react to the changing market and, as a result, lost focus and was left behind. It is what Eric Schmidt talks about in his reflection of the way Google has developed in the past.







 Do you spend too much time reacting to the challenges in your life rather than being proactive?







Look at the balance and start to develop a strategy to find more quality time for proactive thinking and actions.

So many people stop leading their lives and end up managing them and it is often at this point that people slip into a state of personal dissatisfaction, which can lead people to stress. It's a dangerous spiral: victim culture.

It is hugely important that people monitor and audit their behaviours and thoughts and when they feel themselves slipping, stand back, breathe and find something proactive to focus on; even if it's a token, it's a step in the right direction.

I am sure that for most people who have moved from a world working for a stable organization into one where they are self-employed the uncertainty and insecurity never fades away. That is certainly the case for me. My main income comes as a speaker, which means I need bookings. I have been doing this job full time now for nearly a decade but the fear of a blank month in my diary never goes away. What is worse though is if an expected event doesn't come through or a client cancels.

For me, usually, these things all seem to come at once, on the same day as all of the above: a tax bill shows up and an unexpected expense appears. At that moment I withdraw into a kind of mental huddle and the anxiety clicks in together with the thoughts: why me? Why now?

I have got better and better at recognizing and reacting to these events. I have learned to force myself into a proactive state. I'll fire off some emails to my agents and clients, letting them know about what I'm up to, my new thinking and material. I'll connect with people I haven't seen or spoken to in a while. I might write an article. These actions may not have any immediate strategic payoff but they put me back on the front foot and help me to focus on my aims and goals again. They take me out of myself and my reactive reflex.







 Find a routine to use when you feel that you are lurching towards a reactive state; force yourself to do it.







Sometimes, ironically, success in any form can trigger a whole new level of fear and move a proactive person into a deeply reactive space. When you think again about Eric Schmidt's reflections, Google's biggest enemy was its success. It had something to lose and human instinct is to protect what you have. It means you start looking over your shoulder; you become obsessed with the competition or the people who are coming up in your slipstream. This can so often be a paralyzing moment for an organization.

One of the greatest challenges for a family-owned and run business is for the current generation to be open to the next, to new ideas and strategic thinking. This is partly because an owner/leader feels that so much of their time, energy and passion have been invested in the business that they want to protect what they have. This means that a good business can wither and die as the world keeps turning.

People can be the same. We feel comfortable with where we are at and look to consolidate. It is partly why children are so adventurous; they have “nothing to lose”.

Sir David Brailsford, who was the inspirational general manager of the British Cycling Team during the 2008 and 2012 Olympics, told me after the triumphant London Games of 2012, where the team brought home an incredible 12 medals including eight gold medals, that he faced the toughest challenge of his career. He knew that after the triumph, many in the team, coaches and cyclists, particularly those who were yet to make the team, would want to stick to their successful systems and processes and resist change.


Why risk changing when you have succeeded so strongly?



His challenge was to move the team on, to challenge their own processes and systems, to evolve them and to go again. The focus in his mind hadn't changed: to be the best cycling team in the world, not once but consistently. It is a parallel philosophy to that of Sir Alex Ferguson.

Rio Ferdinand, one of the centre backs who became a regular in the United team under Ferguson, has reflected since his retirement from the game that he never really celebrated the many trophies and titles he was part of during his career because Ferguson would be focused on the next challenge, the next victory, the next championship.

There is a sometimes uncomfortable relentlessness to the focus of really successful people but always a realization that they must keep moving forwards. Reflection is important but it must be constructive and it must result in a moment of learning and development, never self-pity.


Real focus

When you really spend time observing highly focused people, they appear to have a number of common behavioural traits. I wonder how many you recognize.

They tend to be highly organized and disciplined when dealing with issues related to their focus. That does not necessarily translate to the rest of their lives! The number of times I used to talk to the parents of a really successful student at a parent consultation evening and talk about their child's order and self-discipline to be asked if I was really talking about their child. The times you hear about really successful politicians and their complete ineptitude in their home lives. The key though is that when it relates to their passion and focus there is a ruthless efficiency and control about them and the way they manage their surroundings and time.

Focused people do not get distracted easily. They have that ability to assess where and if something fits or adds to their direction and have the self-discipline to avoid or ignore factors that distract from their sense of purpose and direction. They won't be distracted by the “noise” surrounding them: emails or social media, for example.

I go to the gym and try to exercise regularly. I know it's important for my own physical and mental well-being but I am not as fit or as healthy as I should be. The truth is I lurch from being focused on it to not. When I committed to running the London Marathon in 2009, I got serious. I had a focus – I didn't want to let my charity, Help the Hospices, down. The focus meant something and spoke to my sense of service. After the marathon, my commitment dropped off even though I knew I should keep it up. I wanted to but suddenly distractions crept in; the weather, work load, a sore knee. All of these things had been there leading up to the marathon itself, but my focus was such that I didn't let them distract me.

Highly focused people are not dreamers; they have realistic and tangible expectations. There is a clear distinction between a dream and an aspiration. Dreams are the stuff of fantasy but aspirations have a clarity of approach that allows you to develop a potential pathway to achievement. Critically, too, that means that they won't procrastinate. Maybe that is because their aspiration has a clear path; it's real and achievable yet a dream seems so unlikely or impossible that people talk about it knowing that there is no point beginning a journey to which there is no chance of success.

That is not to say that an aspiration can't start out life as a dream, but the challenge is to spend time and effort exploring whether there are routes towards its ultimate achievement. I wanted to be Superman as a child but, and maybe because there was a secret stash of Kryptonite below my childhood home, that was never going to happen. I do remember starting out as a speaker and saying to my wife that I aspired one day to speak at a venue in Las Vegas. In 2014 I achieved that goal because I could see a strategic way forward. I remember looking at the kind of organizations that held events there and looking for those organizations that I felt I had something to say to. I then did things like follow those organizations on social media and wrote targeted blogs. Eventually, my work was noticed by one and I was given the unforgettable opportunity to speak at my first Vegas event at the iconic Caesar's Palace.

How do you do?

Creating a “to-do list” based around an aspiration immediately helps to make it tangible, to crystallize it and, in turn, helps you to develop and maintain a focus. I feel so sad when I hear people say things like:


	“I always wanted to be/to do…”

	“As a child I always thought I'd…”

	“It's too late now but I wish I had…”



Both Microsoft founder Bill Gates and his friend and mentor, the business magnate, investor and philanthropist Warren Buffett, regularly talk about their successes being down to their abilities to focus.

There appear to be four parts to this focus. The four Ps:

	Performance. Do you have a clear commitment to when and how you are going to make a start on your plan? Have you prepared your environment or ensured that the conditions are good? I will come back to this in later chapters but for now the important thing is to commit to doing something!

	Process. Far too many people obsess with the outcome and therefore lose sight of the quality of what they are doing and how they are doing it. Focused people have the uncanny ability to live in the now; this leads to the third P…

	Present. One of the most important disciplines that I have learnt in the last few years is not to dwell on the past or to obsess about the future; to do either can be suffocating.

	Productivity. Are you able to block out all distractions to focus on your goal, your ambition?



Dr Steve Peters, who is the creator of The Chimp Model (an approach to the management of your brain to help achieve high performance), has famously worked with some of Britain's top athletes including cyclists Chris Hoy and Victoria Pendleton. He is clear that for an athlete to be at their most productive they must manage their personal lives to be able to block out all distractions and therefore maximize their productivity.







Some simple thoughts



	Take one thing you want to achieve and try to turn it from a dream into an aspiration by making a list of what you need to do to start the journey.

	Do you have a symbol that fires you: a photograph, a memory, a piece of music? Have it handy when you need a shot of inspiration.

	Be honest with yourself, do you care enough to avoid distractions? If not, it might not be the right thing to focus on.

	Develop the ability to see yourself slipping into the position of victim, then fight it!

	Bottom line, if excuses keep blocking your way, you aren't going to succeed.

















5 
Be Prepared


“By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail.”

Benjamin Franklin



The greatest performers I have ever seen, on stage, in conference venues or in sporting arenas, are somehow effortless in their excellence. So much so that sometimes I find myself thinking that I could do that.

While this book is about exploring the simple thinking required to achieve success, it is really important to underline that simple does not mean easy. I need to be brutal here: if you want this book to help you find a fast track route to easy wins, then please put it back on the shelf and walk away.

If you are still with me, then you already know what I am trying to say.

A couple of years ago I took my daughter to a Beyoncé concert; she was mind-blowingly good, her voice, her routines, the staging. Brilliant.

We went to see her not long after she performed at the 2013 Superbowl. Listening to an interview she gave after that globally acclaimed event, she talked about how that 15-minute performance had taken five months to prepare. Fifteen minutes? I can only imagine how long the two-hour show we had marvelled at had taken.

Malcolm Gladwell of course made famous the idea of 10,000 hours of practice that is needed to achieve mastery in his book Outliers. The 10,000-hours concept can be traced back to a 1993 paper written by Anders Ericsson, a professor at the University of Colorado, called “The Role of Deliberate Practice in the Acquisition of Expert Performance”. There is some dispute as to the actual number of hours needed but what Gladwell is clear about is the need for both natural talent and practice. He does not suggest that you can become an expert in whatever you want if you just practice. He often cites The Beatles as an example: a grouping of born geniuses who then used years of practice to realize their full potential.

This underlines the vital components you must develop to be ready.


	You must have a clarity of belief, a passion for what you want to do.

	You must be prepared to sacrifice time, effort and often ego.

	You must make sure that you find the right people who can help you.



I am mildly obsessed with tennis. I love the gladiatorial nature of the sport, the supreme physical and mental conditioning needed to make it to the very top. Yet I regularly make the mistake of believing that on the back of watching another masterclass from Federer or Djokovic, I can stride on to a court and rip a running forehand winner down my opponent's backhand line. I have never had proper or sustained training to play the game and that is partly the problem, especially as my son has. He plays at least twice a week and has coaching sessions on top of that. He has been playing tennis for 12 of his 15 years on earth. He is fit and focused. I am not. I, however, watch a great deal of sport and therefore believe in my own fantasy of myself.

When we walk on court together and I confess that I am one of “those people”, all the gear and no idea, I genuinely believe that I can hit the ball as accurately, as hard and as consistently as my son can. During the warm-up, I never do too badly; I feel great, like a gazelle leaping through the wild. Every time we play, however, my fantasy becomes a nightmare pretty quickly. He is, of course, fitter, faster and more talented than me but he also makes the whole thing look effortless because he has prepared to win on a court.

Interestingly, though, his interest in playing competitive tennis with his peers has dropped off in the last few years. He did not want to make the sacrifices necessary to take his game to the next level. He would have had to train before and after school every day. He would have had to travel all over the country, to play in tournaments every weekend and during most of the school holidays. For him, he is happy to prepare to beat me every weekend, but that is where his ambition has taken him. Some of his peers, however, who have gone on and are now ranked globally at a competitive level, have given their lives to the game; some have become full-time players. It's an incredible sacrifice, especially for young kids, but necessary if they are ever to stand a chance of gracing the manicured lawns of the Centre Court at Wimbledon.

In the last chapter, I referred a little to preparation and procrastination, which in many ways are two sides of the same story.

Could I be a better tennis player, even now? Maybe, if I was prepared to train more, to have lessons maybe and certainly to eat and drink less. Could my son? Definitely, but he wasn't and isn't ready to commit to the extent necessary to achieve the high levels of success of some of his peers. This doesn't mean that he is a failure or that he is lazy but it does mean a number of things, all of which are crucial.

He is clear about what success looks like to him in the context of tennis. As long as he continues to beat me he is happy; if I ever win, and it does happen sometimes, he ups his practice. He has an established routine that works for him and helps him achieve his goals.

As a father, I am confident about my son and his future because he knows how to prepare to achieve what he wants. He is one of those kids who never need to be told to do his school work because he has a clear aspiration, which is his, which he owns. It is not something he feels he has to do for me or my wife but because it is what he wants and that is to work in sport science. He knows what that will entail and he has created a climate around him that will prepare him to succeed. So he has the understanding and the focus. He is lucky.

Ownership of your aspiration is so very important. You must be very clear that the motivation to achieve in a given area is yours; if it isn't, when the tough times come, and they will, you won't be ready.


Procrastination doesn't happen if you own your ambition.



Children's tennis is a great place to illustrate what I am talking about. It is a familiar environment for many parents of children who play competitive sports or who attend performing arts clubs. Tragically, sometimes what starts out as fun, as a hobby, an interest, can become a nightmare for a child because it turns out that the parents have a version of success that is terribly mismatched with their child's.

At tennis tournaments, when my son was young, most of the kids played with a smile and a real sense of joy, playing with sponge balls over a lowered net on a badminton court. Sunday mornings were usually filled with the sounds of laughter and squeaking feet; sadly though every so often there would be the distressing sound of a parent shouting at their child in that kind of forced whisper: “You let yourself down, you should have beaten them easily, that was embarrassing!” The tirade would then be followed by a child crying and walking off court.

Being “ready” to succeed is a very interesting thought and one that requires a sense of ownership from the outset.


Who is it for?

Through my life I have met many “successful people”, who don't consider their achievements to be great or satisfying because they don't feel that they have done anything for themselves. Some articulate their success like it is a gift to their parents, to reward them for their efforts and hard work.

When you really want to achieve something, because you have a passion or belief that drives you, then the journey always seems worth taking no matter how hard it gets and you will truly embrace the moments of success when they arrive. More importantly, if you set off on a journey that doesn't fire you up but is motivated by something or someone else, it is going to be incredibly hard work and sadly not terribly enjoyable.

Passion and authenticity are vital elements for success and you must be honest with yourself to ensure that you possess those traits if you are ready to make whatever it is happen.

We are raised to see selfishness as a bad thing but I wonder if we don't sometimes confuse it with single mindedness.

Single minded – dedicated

Are you? Are you dedicated enough to make something happen? Are you motivated enough to ensure that it does? Are you ready to create the conditions for success?

First, you have to create the right environment for your success. If, for example, you want to give up smoking, you are going to have to avoid being with people who are smoking; you have to clear away the ashtrays, lighters and leftover cigarettes from your house. Some years ago, I decided to give up alcohol for a month. My first mistake was meeting a mate at the pub thinking that I'd be happy drinking mineral water while he sipped a pint.

You need to try to surround yourself with people who believe in what you are trying to do. “Don't be daft; what do you want to do that for?” is not going to be helpful.

I have a friend, a musician, who for years has had the dream of writing, recording and launching his own album. Despite having incredible talent and a supportive family, his then partner thought it was pointless and would tell him so, regularly. In 2015, he achieved his dream and launched his album in front of 400 people on an unforgettable evening. His new partner had been a major factor in helping him to make it happen.

We can wait for the conditions and climate to be right, for the stars to align or for the wind to blow in the right direction or we can take charge to create the conditions ourselves. One of the great traits of outstanding leadership is to develop the climate for success, to develop an environment where people feel empowered, aligned to the vision and free to manage themselves to achieve their best towards that aim.

Recently, I have been working with a sports team whose coach has a vision for the way forward. He wants a squad of professionals, capable of self-management, decision making and problem solving; he does not want them to rely on him. He has a clear vision and real ambition. Last season it didn't go quite to plan. Results were not great and, more importantly, the squad became a little disjointed and sometimes appeared confused.

The fault I believe has to do with his expectation that the team had to respond immediately to his vision, without a clarity of structure to move them from dependence to independence. But, more importantly, he did not create the conditions consistently enough to allow that to happen. For example, before a match, all of the players had to go through exactly the same pre-game warm-up, no matter what their role or job. One of the frustrations from some senior members of the squad was that, while they appreciated the collegiate and generic nature of some of the warm-ups, each of them had different ways to prepare mentally and to an extent physically to be at their peak for the game. That frustration led to a few issues, one being that each player didn't feel that they were properly prepared and, second, it undermined the coach's desire for self-managing team members.

It takes great courage to develop the environment for success, as often it involves sacrifice and certainly the ability to step outside of your comfort zone. You may, for example, want to dance in the rain, but leaving a warm, dry, cosy room with a crackling fire at its heart is not easy when the moment for action arrives.

I have spent many years learning what conditions I write best in. I know authors who can “snatch write” on planes and trains. I felt guilty for a long time that I couldn't work that way. I know that I write best looking out over my garden, in a room lit with a table lamp, completely quiet and nothing else to do on that set day. It isn't always easy to create those conditions. It takes planning and self-discipline, including the turning off of my phone, tablet and emails, but I know that my writing will always be better when I do.

It is important that you give a great deal of thought and time to developing your climate and vibe. Don't do it as a reaction to circumstances; pre-empt them and then, when you have created your environment, protect it!

Second, you must develop a clarity of intent; this has to go far deeper than setting a goal or having an ambition to… It requires you to have the ability to regularly self-affirm, to energize and cajole yourself, to nourish your own belief and to monitor your strength of focus. You must be really sure that this isn't a fleeting idea; something you are attracted to for a moment in time.

Weight loss is a great example: the post-Christmas stampede to the gym or the low fat aisle at the supermarket; the downloading of the new 15-minute workout app. We love the idea of it and for a month or so just having a gym subscription makes us believe that the calories will drop off, and they might well do with a little sustained effort. My problem with my own weight management, and it is a problem, is that I see going to the gym and watching my diet as a temporary measure that is necessary for a while. It is short goal driven. I want to be x weight; when I achieve x weight, I lapse and soon I'm back at z.

If I had a clarity of intent, it would be to change my lifestyle sustainably so that I was fitter, lighter and healthy, permanently. I wouldn't, for example, keep a bag of sweets in the glove box of my car. I have got better at this over the last few years and some simple transferrable things have helped. I keep both my size 34′ trousers and my size 40′ trousers (I told you it was an issue) hanging next to each other in the cupboard so that I can remind myself in an instant of just why I should only buy fuel from the petrol station and steer clear of the two-for-one offers on fruit chews at the checkout.

The use of symbols is vital, in the same way that Ferguson used the photo of the construction workers on the beam, to reinforce the belief that teamwork, risk and overcoming adversity were at the heart of his team. It is a form of visualization. It may be that you visualize driving your dream car, being able to afford your first home or supporting a charity that really means something to you.



Visualization

Visualization, a technique used since the 1960s by elite athletes and now widely used by successful people across many different fields, can on the surface sound a little kooky, but it definitely works for a huge number of people. It is an approach that is rapidly growing in credibility. Like so many ideas and strategies, if it works for you and you can build it into your daily routine, it can have a deep impact on your readiness to succeed. It seeps in to your subconscious. I confess to using it on a regular basis and often when I am facing a high-stress situation. Athletes call the process mental rehearsal.

When I am preparing to give a speech, I will try to find images of the venue on the internet and then place myself on the stage. I always try to have a briefing call with my clients, partly so that I can develop a clear picture of how many and what kind of people I will be talking with. Then the night before the event, I will play the speech through in my head, including trying to anticipate the kind of questions I might be asked if we have a Q&A. I try to go a little deeper though and add some sensory information; the heat under lights if there are stage lights, the anticipated acoustic of the space and the smell of the environment.

On the way to an event, I will imagine the return journey, focusing on particular details of landmarks and imagine how I'll feel having been successful. For me it really helps, it stills my mind and more importantly gives me a level of confidence and belief that I need to be authentic and at my best. Working with a number of professional athletes, I talk them through doing exactly the same thing and for some the impact has been profound, particularly in terms of managing anxiety. One of the key strategies must be to put yourself in the emotional place that comes with the anticipation of success.


Learned behaviour

Up until the early 20th century, it was widely believed that our behaviours and motivations were largely genetic and that our attitudes and behaviours were what we were born with: predetermined. However, since the 1920s and certainly through the second half of the 20th century, there has been a developing understanding that we can, in certain areas, develop and redefine our behaviours. Some are largely mechanistic, for example, pulling your hand away from a hot stove, a reflex. Some though are cognitive; behaviours that allow us to learn and develop responses. This is where visualization can be such a powerful tool. We can impact on the way we see our ambitions, crystallize them and help our subconscious grow confidence in them enough to reset our own thinking. It is a simple strategy to help you positively prepare for any challenge ahead.

In my book Change, I referred to the power of networking and the importance of it in terms of broadening and refreshing your horizons beliefs and ultimately your potential. I will pick this up again in greater detail later in this book, but one of the really important ways you can ready yourself is to ensure that you surround yourself with other successful people. What is important is not to do so from just the field or focus of your own ambition. I am the classic example of the “I wish I knew then what I know now” person. I have said so many times that I would have been such a better teacher and ultimately head teacher if I had found the time meeting inspirational leaders and successful people from broader contexts while I was doing the job.

A short while ago I had the incredible fortune to meet David Wish. David is the founder and executive director of Little Kids Rock, a non-profit organization that funds and operates one of the largest, free instrumental music programmes in the US public schools system, and provides free instruments and curriculum. He has initiated and managed the launch of campaigns to restore and revitalize music education for more than 160,000 low-income children in more than 25 cities. He is a remarkable, driven human being, a true social entrepreneur and a brilliant networker. He has managed to attract some of the world's most influential musicians to support his cause but that support actually serves as a mutual network of successful people who nourish each other in terms of energy, confidence and belief.

One of the greatest challenges in education is to find a way to ensure that all children, no matter what their circumstance or background, have enough people around them who help them grow and sustain those personal and vital qualities; a school can only ever really be as good as its community allows. In a way, it goes back to learned behaviour. So many young people who struggle do so because they are not exposed to enough of the right role models on a consistent basis. The same can be true as we mature and grow and actually some people will actively try to discourage success to preserve their own lack of ambition and self-belief.

There is also an element of courage required, particularly in adults who want to succeed, because you must try to find people who challenge you to be better, people who through their own behaviours, actions and outlooks force you to become a better person. In a way, this can be a great gauge of your own readiness to be successful. People who are ready make sure that they spend time with people like that; people who aren't often don't, because they don't want to be made to feel that they have to step out of their comfort zones.






 Challenge yourself; try to spend time with people who intimidate you a little!








It is really important that you don't just hang out with people who think you are wonderful, people who make the mistake of thinking that all you need is to be told how great you, your idea or your talent is. That is just dangerous. Really great role models will challenge you, your thinking and your belief system while always remaining supportive.

When I wrote my first book, Creating Tomorrow's Schools Today, I was encouraged to do so by my mentor and friend Sir Ken Robinson. I will never forget the most difficult conversation that he and I ever had. I had sent him the first complete draft of the text; he had told me that he would write the introduction for me and wanted to pick up the key themes to inform him. A couple of weeks after I had sent it to him, I received an email asking me to call him. I did and the conversation went along the lines of: “Richard, the ideas and themes here are great but honestly, it is poorly written, you need to ask the publishers to push the deadline back and restructure the work.”

As I came off the call, I felt sick, in shock. For a day or so I hated him and then I started to look at what he had said, and he did, of course, email me detailed feedback and supported me throughout the rewrite. The book, when it was published, was so much better as a result of his intervention. When people ask me about my relationship with Ken, that kind of defines it. I admire him, aspire to be as successful as him and trust his honesty, integrity and support without question.

We all need a Ken.


Be prepared to learn and to be challenged.



I worked with a young athlete recently who, when he first broke on to the professional scene, was widely regarded as a future superstar. In his first year he had some extraordinary, headline-worthy performances, he also found himself an agent/manager who told him constantly that his looks and talent were going to take him all the way and make him rich and famous. For a couple of years, this was all he heard; he became obsessed by his own image and the superficial construct created by this agent. What happened was that his career nose-dived and he was on the verge of losing everything.

It was only when he started working with a coaching team that forced him to start again and wake up to the reality of his situation, including severing ties with the agent, that he started to pick up and regain some of that potential. In some ways he was scared to do what it took to succeed and was comfortable listening to someone who would tell him that the failures he was experiencing were never his fault, that the mistakes and failings were always projectable on to other people. In his own way maybe this agent meant well but you must be prepared to own your journey, your ambition, your success and your mistakes wholly. Having the right people around you will help you do that, not help you find excuses not to.






Some simple thoughts




	Are you confident that you have the will to move forward?

	Work on developing a network of the right people to support you.

	Don't be scared to be challenged.

	See critical feedback as a way to learn and move forward.

	Try visualization and mental rehearsal to support your journey and focus.

















6 
Belief


“If you hear a voice within you say ‘you cannot paint,’ then by all means paint, and that voice will be silenced.”

Vincent Van Gogh



What is it about that little voice in your head that so dominates your life? It is almost as though it isn't born with the rest of us but comes later! Can you remember the first time you heard it? What were you about to do?

Earlier in the book I set up the idea that we grow out of a simple, instinctive view of the world and of success. As we mature, many of us start to believe that success, especially our own success, will be a complex process; sometimes even risky. As a result, some of us then decide that we are best off not even trying.

It's as if that voice initially sits there, dormant, lurking in the recesses, watching us having fun as very young kids, believing that we can fly and in our ability to do and be anything we want. Then, at some point, it says, “Right, enough is enough, it's time for a reality check”, and boom, it's over for so many of us.

I can't remember the very first time, but I do remember on the cusp of my teenage years the voice screaming at me insistently with increasing frequency. It started on a school trip. We were somewhere near the Lake District and we were on a two-day hike. I was happily walking and chatting with my friends when we came to a hill, a huge bloody great hill, and the voice just told me that I wasn't going to manage the climb. I wasn't the only kid whose voice had said that to because half a dozen of us didn't even make it half way before we turned around and went back to the minibus.

Could I have made it? Of course; physically, I was in good shape but mentally, well, it was not long after my parents' divorce and my self-belief was not high. I was beginning to become conscious of my appearance: thick glasses and a mop of curly hair. I felt low and looking back spent a few awkward years allowing that voice to reinforce my growing sense of inadequacy at every step. It would taunt me with “I told you so” at every given opportunity; failing with school work, sports and eventually girls.

Looking back on it, that voice very nearly destroyed my chances in life. For years I pretended to myself that the reason I didn't apply for universities with my peers, in my final year of school, was because I didn't want more education because I wanted to head out into the world of work. Truth is that my self-belief was so low that I was convinced that I was better off not applying than trying and being rejected.

My eventual triumph over the voice didn't happen suddenly but over a long period of time; time that saw me return to university, meet like-minded people and in particular a young woman, now my wife of over 20 years. In her own gentle yet firm way she helped me to grow into my own skin and feel happy about it. Little victories helped me develop that feeling of self-worth, which in turn allowed me to mostly ignore the voice. It's still there today, and I'm not sure that it ever goes away but I now blank it out more often than not. I guess that I have the confidence to.

I am sure that my story is a familiar one to a huge number of people. Maybe it is just part of growing up but for many of us the defining factor is how quickly we can control it or indeed if we ever do.

For some, this battle can become a very serious condition, one that leads to mental health problems including eating disorders, depression, anxiety or phobias.

For some, that lack of self-belief leads them to focus on their weaknesses and a growing sense of powerlessness; a state where they are almost looking for negative signs or events that are amplified to reinforce their lack of self-belief.

It can be paralysing.

I was working with a young man recently who could not speak in a public environment. I'm not talking about on stage or at a podium, I mean even in a meeting with his friends and peers; one to one, he's fine, beyond that…nothing. As we talked, it was clear that this behaviour stemmed back to his time at junior school; the perceived humiliation of answering a question and being made fun of. As he has grown and matured he has become conditioned to spotting the flaws and failures rather than the fact that, very often in his professional setting, he has a great deal to say and a huge amount to contribute. The problem is that his line managers perceive his silence to be a sign of disinterest.

How we are treated in childhood can have a vital impact on this side of ourselves and our levels of belief. It is obviously detrimental to children who are abused, neglected or bullied but also children who can't see that they can possibly live up to their parents' or other influential adults' expectations.


As we move forward, it is important for you to spend a little time reflecting on this and trying to track some of your own childhood experiences and your responses to them.



Ownership and a genuine sense of self-belief are possible to develop and vital for any level of sustainable success, as Eleanor Roosevelt once said:


“No one can make you feel inferior without your consent.”



First, it is important to remember that we aren't born with a lack of self-belief. We had no idea of what we could or couldn't do, which means that we are all capable of spring cleaning those perceptions that have developed inside ourselves.






 Make a list of the things you consider to be personal weaknesses and try to work out why you feel that way.







Start to audit the voice. Recognize it and when it starts to sound off, switch on to it and stop believing that it really is yours: reject it.


Controlling the voice

A young tennis player that I work with has unbelievable talent. She comes from a complex family background and had a difficult time with her childhood coach, who believed, wrongly, that the way to drive her forward was to constantly criticize her and very rarely give her any praise. He believed that doing so would make her complacent. This couldn't have been further from the truth; her complex home life meant that she needed nurturing. The damage has meant that now, as she tries to scale the professional ranks, despite being fitter and more technically prepared than many of her opponents, she feels distinctly uneasy when things are going her way. She often loses games from a winning position because she has yet to control that voice. It nags at her, tells her that things can't possibly be working for her and just one bad shot sends her into reverse; evidence that she can't or shouldn't win.

Her job is initially just to recognize the voice and then find ways to control it, push it aside, refocus and move on.

It can be empowering to pre-empt the voice, to use elements of visualization to help you anticipate situations and rehearse how you will feel and what you might do when the moment arises.

As a young child, I was described as a sensitive soul. I wasn't charismatic or a born leader but I so wanted to be. I wasn't naturally funny or good in conversation. I hated myself for it. The fact that I wore those big thick glasses didn't help. I would look at my peers and envy them physically and mentally. I was educated in a boys' only boarding school. Many people talk about the benefits of that kind of education and I know I was privileged to have had such an opportunity, especially as my family struggled financially to put me through it. There is a great deal of talk about how it builds character and self-confidence and for many it does. For others though it can be a brutal environment. It was for me. Survival of the fittest and I just wasn't the fittest.

For years I was insecure about my lack of machismo and my “failure” to fit in at school. The revelation for me came when I discovered my career as a teacher and found that my sensitivity was a positive; my ability to understand what made other people tick, particularly my students. That became the catalyst for a blossoming sense of self-confidence and belief. I found myself able to talk with increasing confidence and passion about my experiences and what I was learning and I guess that that is really what I do now. It may amaze some of the people who know me and my current work but I am really not good in crowds of people. I am still not naturally relaxed surrounded by people I don't know, but I have the confidence to recognize that and the self-belief to compensate for it.


It is a real talent to be able to identify your perceived weaknesses and find a way to flip them to become a strength.








 List those perceived weaknesses you have; shyness, for example, or stubbornness. Spend a little time to consider how they could actually be positive and useful.








Make sure that you learn to accept that anxiety is natural. It happens to everyone, no matter who they are, what they have achieved or their levels of success. The ability to be able to coach yourself is an incredibly powerful skill to learn. While using others to provide an emotional crutch is great, especially when you are able to admit to yourself that you need support, you have to be careful that you don't become wholly reliant on them; they won't always be there.

One of my great challenges as a teacher was to ensure that parents didn't smother their children by being overprotective. As a parent, it can be such a natural instinct to protect your child from everything, to fight every battle for them, but it can have a seriously detrimental effect. That ability to self-manage and to bolster your own self-belief is a gift.

If and when you feel the doubt or anxiety creeping in, ask yourself the questions and express the sentiments that you would expect from your coach or guide; take control of your situation. If you have a hero, ask yourself how they would deal with the situation; try to use the perception you have of their strengths to drive yourself on.

I recently came across comments made by the multi-award winning actress Kate Winslet. She talked about how, as a teenager, she was teased because she was considered overweight, often being told that no one would ever find her desirable. Her achievements since and her global recognition as a talented and beautiful star can serve as an inspiration for many. In her blog “Unworthy” she talks about looking at others believing that they don't suffer from the same anxieties and self-doubts as you. It is worth remembering this:

We can never know for certain whether that person sitting next to us or walking past us at any given moment believes him or herself to be hideous or hopeless or horrible. And while it's hard for people with low self-esteem to accept compliments, what can we say to those around us that might lessen their self-loathing today?

I would add, and what can we say to ourselves?

My wife would tell you that I am a vain man. I admit that I find it hard to pass by a highly polished shop window without snatching a looking at my reflection. I have been known to stand in front of a mirror, during my private time, suck in my stomach and check myself out. I don't think it's because I love myself; actually quite the opposite. I think that it stems from some of those insecurities as a child. I do find that it helps me though. When I'm overweight, which happens, I will dig out photos of me in thinner times and use the images to help me believe that I can be slimmer again. I use a similar technique when I am anticipating giving a challenging speech in front of a large audience or one from a context that appears way outside of my comfort zone.

I'm lucky in a way, because there are a number of online video clips of some of my previous events. Over time, I have compiled an archive of my favourites; ones where I think that I look good, sound good, make the audience laugh or say something in a way that I think flows well and effectively. Again, some may accuse me of being vain by looking at them, but I find them a really important part of my own process to bolster my own self-belief.


Snapshot moments

People tend to be brilliant at remembering the bad things: comments, moments of embarrassment or disaster. We have the fantastic ability to recall them in their three-dimensional, high-definition glory; quickly and powerfully transporting us back to the emotional lows of the moment. We aren't so good at doing the same with the great moments. Building that archive can be a fantastic tool in the box.

I call them snapshot moments. Like a photographer, I now look out for them; moments when I am feeling good, strong and proud, and I capture them. They come in really handy when I don't have access to the internet or a mirror.






 Look out for your snapshot moments and use them to bolster your self-belief in moments of doubt.








I suppose one of the greatest problems with the idea of self-belief is the way it gets confused with arrogance; a trait so many of us are taught to avoid from a young age.

People with self-belief and self-confidence have a tendency to portray a positive and optimistic attitude that is easy to be around; the attitude inspires trust in others and in some ways can be highly charismatic. That, of course, is not the same as being loud or brash. Overconfidence can tip into the arrogant and that is not the zone we should be heading for. Interestingly though, many people I know who tend to come across as brash and arrogant are, when you scratch under the surface, not blessed with high levels of self-belief at all.

Confidence is not a belief that one is always right or a sense of being unable to fail. In fact, people with high levels of self-belief welcome alternative perspectives and opinions, not superficially, but they want to be challenged and will often look for deep discussions and events that will stretch them. A confident person rarely will be found lecturing or preaching to others on how they are wrong. A sign of your own sense of self belief can be your ability to challenge yourself after a meeting or discussion with others, your ability to reflect objectively and to challenge your own beliefs or position.

Arrogance is found in people who believe that they are always right and are unable to accept influence from others. They have a tendency to slip into a conflict, sometimes attacking someone else's position or belief, increasingly, given social media, publically. Sadly, this is often a form of self-protection. I see this happen regularly when I step into the education debate. I try not to get involved, because there are a few who create polarizing arguments and are guilty of sweeping and occasionally inflammatory statements about others; statements that can be deeply personal, inaccurate and aggressive.

People do this to undermine their perceived opponent. This can betray a lack of self-confidence and belief in their own position and gives the person far less credibility. Confidence is being willing to be wrong and knowing you'll be OK if you are. A truly self-confident person is able to show vulnerability and admit to past mistakes. You cannot bluff yourself into a real state of self-belief.

Leadership is often an exposing place to see the difference between arrogance and self-belief. Truly confident people love seeking out the gifts, talents and ideas of others and look to celebrate and encourage them. Great qualities in any kind of leader. It is not only a real sign of the desire to empower but the confidence to accept their own strengths and weaknesses. This is a trait that is so easy to track in successful people like Sir Richard Branson. Confident people, filled with genuine self-belief, don't need to garner adoration or continual reinforcement from others and their actions are rarely designed to do so.

As a teacher, it was important to know the reasons behind a child's behaviour. Children who can bully and those who misbehave publicly often do so because they crave attention and have low levels of confidence. Those kinds of children are often the most vulnerable but sadly can be the most difficult to love. Adult environments are no different. People promoted into leadership or management positions because of their outward bravado and apparent self-belief can often turn out to be the most damaging of managers; people who claim ideas as their own or suppress team members to protect their own status.

So watch yourself! If you find yourself constantly striving to show off to your family, friends and acquaintances or talking too much about your actions, clothes, cars or activities, for example. you are definitely heading into the arrogant danger zone!

We can all be guilty of it at times, especially when we are with people that we are intimidated by.

Remember though, such behaviour is often a sign of weakness not strength.


Buddhism asserts that arrogance is to judge one's self-worth by comparison with others.



Maybe people with a real self-belief often judge themselves by what they can add to others' lives.


Is it arrogant?

You will often find arrogant people comparing themselves to others in an attempt to build themselves up. They are often the first to find fault in others, judging everything from the way they dress to the way they work.

The off-hand “Did you see the mess he made of his presentation this morning?” quip over a post-work drink.

Interestingly, people with self-belief rarely talk about their own successes but are fascinated to hear about the successes of others. You can often find these behaviours in strong family units. As children, my successful, older cousin would always be the first to praise me for anything I did; it made me respect him and look up to him even more. Arrogance often shows itself in people who “big up” their achievements, sometimes bluffing or overexaggerating.

Arrogant people can and do find levels of success but often at a significant cost to others; they tend to be self-centred and often are gloriously unaware of the carnage they leave behind them.

One of the most dangerous traits of arrogance as opposed to self-belief is a person's inability to see things objectively; all too often they are highly subjective and as a result unaware of risks or the reality of a situation. These behaviours are often also associated with an emotional immaturity and inexperience. Arrogant people have a tendency to make snap decisions, are commonly reactive rather than proactive and will often be found blaming others if and when things go wrong.






 Work hard to audit your behaviours. It is impossible to lie to yourself.







The truth is that self-belief takes time and work. Like so many of the simple truths about success, it can't be fast tracked and there is no secret sauce. Here though are…






Some simple thoughts


	If things go wrong, don't immediately blame others.

	Think about your body language; if you were watching or meeting you, would you have it right?

	Be confident enough to admit you don't know or that you made a mistake.

	Remember that really listening is as much of a communication skill as talking.

	Don't feel that you have to compete all the time.

	Be careful not to put others down in order to climb over them.

	Finally, learn to keep that voice in check; it is often the cause of so many bad behaviours, decisions and beliefs. Trust yourself, your instincts and your own sense of value.













7 
The Word


“The way we communicate with others and with ourselves ultimately determines the quality of our lives.”

Tony Robbins



Around the time of my tenth birthday I became incredibly nervous and my self-esteem plummeted. It was partly connected to my parents' splitting up but also to the onset of that painful part of our lives as we morph into adolescence. I suddenly became aware that I wasn't funny; certainly not as funny as the other kids in school. I wasn't particularly eloquent, to my own ear. I never sounded clever and, most pointedly, I really didn't want to be noticed. I had learned to love the shadows, it was safer there.

I was surrounded by confident people, or so it seemed; this, of course, just made it worse.

I was fine at home, by the way; my family would often refer to my verbal diarrhoea. I was loud too, partly I think because my two grandfathers were both hard of hearing, which meant that to communicate we were always told to speak up.

Outside of the home and away from family though, it was hell.

What I didn't realize until many years later was that because I wasn't talking a great deal meant that I had developed the ability to listen. I used to listen directly and indirectly and not just with my ears. I was listening with my eyes too. At the time I had no idea how important listening and observing was to the ability to communicate.

People who know me now, of course, won't recognize the shy non-talker and over the years a number of things have happened to me to change that behaviour and mindset.

First, like many teenagers, I grew out of it and grew into my own skin. I rediscovered my voice, but second, and far more importantly, once I had discovered that I was of value, my confidence grew and with it my comfort with speaking.

As a teacher in a primary school, I found my audience: children. I loved working with them and communicating with them. It's funny because many adults who lead lives beyond the school gates often tell me how scary they would find it to be in front of a room full of children…For many years I felt the same about adults.

Over time, what I think I learnt was that I had overcomplicated and overthought my own communication. I had believed that unless you had something clever or funny to say, what came from your mouth could not be of value. That meant that I would overthink, censor and edit everything, leading to my words becoming unnatural and far from fluid. It was only when I found myself in a classroom with nine-year-old children that I relaxed. They are amazing; the best bullshit detectors on earth. Children have an incredible ability to sniff out insincerity and a lack of confidence and authenticity. They are simply instinctive and this forces you to trust yourself and your language.

Many people, when faced with that kind of audience, exhibit the behaviours I would show around my peers. They become nervous, rigid and unnatural in their use of words.

The first time I was asked to give a talk about the work of my school, I was invited to a big event at The Café Royal in London. One heck of a venue for your maiden speech, I was terrified. I didn't sleep for about a week before the event and when my ten minutes came, I was shaking like a leaf. It didn't go well; I rushed, stumbled over contrived language and spoke far too loud but I got through it. Now, of course, I find myself perfectly relaxed when talking to large or small groups and even enjoy the intensity of live media interviews.

Speaking and speaking in public is only one small part of the art of communication though and, as I mentioned earlier, listening is a vital part of the communication process. In my experience, too many people think that the more you talk, the more impressive you are.


Sometimes…silence is golden!

The key to so much of what it means to be successful is authenticity and that is so true when it comes to communicating. To be authentic you must learn to listen to others.

Sir Richard Branson talks a great deal about listening being one of the keys to success and also to leadership. He always carries a notebook with him and on the days he is in one of his offices around the world, he takes real time to listen to as many people as possible, noting down their observations and suggestions. I heard him say recently that if he didn't leave work on those days with at least 20 things to act on, based on what people had said, then he hadn't listened hard enough.

Listening and listening well is at the top of the list for learning and the ability and desire to learn is right at the top of the list when it comes to attaining and sustaining success.

Are you too busy talking to listen?

Often it is those who feel reticent about talking who see the problem, whereas those who speak too much don't. People who are nervous in particular tend to go one way or the other.

While this book is not specifically about “leadership”, it is about self-leadership and both require the ability to spend more time thinking about others and demonstrating high levels of empathy than it does to focus solely on oneself.

Communications isn't of course just oral. There is much to be said about the importance of body language and physical behaviours.

I often find myself drawn to people who are understated; quietly confident in voice and action. As a speaker I often wish that that was my style. It is one thing to be an entertainer, it is a much tougher skill to communicate with a calm intensity but if you can master it: wow!

I am a people watcher as well as a people listener and when some people walk into a room, a restaurant or a bar, I am fascinated by their natural aura. It isn't about looks or necessarily what they are wearing, it's about their self-confidence and here's that word again: authenticity. They move in a totally natural way that doesn't appear too contrived, they carry themselves in a way that says that they are comfortable in their own skin.

I remember when I was preparing for my first job interview to be a teacher. I was given a massively important piece of advice that has stood in very good stead since.



Be yourself!

No matter how much you want the job, no matter how desperate you may be, never pretend to be something you're not. If you do that, you might strike it lucky and get the job, but you and your employer won't end up happy as you both will begin to realize eventually that the fit was a fiction. Anyway, skilled interviewers know. When I used to interview candidates, I would know whether we were interested within the first 30 seconds if they were potentially a good fit and that was entirely dependent on whether we were seeing the real person.

Nerves are OK, as long as you fight to control them. Some of the best people I have ever hired were nervous and sometimes needed to compose themselves. They were almost always the people who you knew were being genuine and would usually be the people with the most interesting things to say.

When I give people advice about speaking in public, the first thing that I tell them is not to be too polished, not to worry if they make a mistake or stumble over a word. It is a sign of honesty and helps people identify with you on a human level. The speakers I see who are too slick or too rehearsed are often the ones with the weakest message.

I have to confess that I quite enjoy watching The Apprentice on television, partly because it is a great example of what I mean. The first episode of a new season often starts with these beautifully dressed and immaculate people talking to camera with absolute confidence, saying things like the contestant Bianca Millar did on the UK version in 2014:


“I regret not becoming a scientist so I could clone myself and be more successful in half the time.”



Or Ricky Martin (not the singer) in 2012:


“I'm like a shark, right at the top of the food chain. I take what I want…. I truly am the reflection of perfection.”



The viewers, especially this one, can't wait to watch them fail over the coming weeks. What they are demonstrating is not self-confidence but bravado and most of us sniff it out immediately and take an instant dislike to them. This, of course, is one of the enduring qualities of the show; as the weeks progress, we start to see their real selves exposed. In my opinion the series doesn't demonstrate anything of real value when it comes to the nature of success, but it does show us, through its caricatures, what success isn't.

It is often only when we meet these “candidates” after filming that we can start to like them, because they are more comfortable being themselves.

Susan Cain's thoughtful book Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can't Stop Talking is a brilliant exposition of the point that you don't need to be cocky or outwardly confident to be successful or to have something to say or something that needs to be heard.

As she says in the blurb on the back cover:


For too long, those who are naturally quiet, serious or sensitive have been overlooked. The loudest take over – even if they have nothing to say.





It's time for everyone to listen. It's time to harness the power of introverts.



My wife Lynne is one of my role models; she is one of those introverts. Some years ago, I considered a career as a politician; she put an end to it very quickly by saying that as a politician's partner, she could end up in the public eye and that was not going to happen.

She is an incredibly calm and quiet person (unless I don't pack the dishwasher properly), but she is also an incredibly successful woman, a brilliant head teacher. She is a listener and when she speaks she does so with clarity and insight. She has no outward ego but an inner strength and resilience that are extraordinary. As a result, when she has something to say, people listen!

Lynne doesn't “power dress” or feel the need in any way, shape or form to demonstrate her success or status, which, of course, in itself demonstrates huge self-confidence.


The quiet ones

Schools are great places to see where many of these different traits take route and how, if unchecked, they can be damaging for us right the way through our lives. Some children are outwardly incredibly self-confident, their hands are always up, they are always the first to say something or to interrupt, and this can be intimidating, especially for the quiet, considered child. Great teachers, of course, manage the scenario and draw the best out of that quiet child. I look back on some of my own schooling and realize that some of my teachers didn't do that and that is certainly part of where my own teenage reticence came from.

Steve Wozniak, the co-founder of Apple, once told me that as a young child he felt socially dysfunctional. He was often the child at the back of the class, wishing that he could be confident and funny but who, when he attempted to participate, particularly in play, would end up in a clumsy mess. It was partly this experience that, even as a young child, made him think that when he grew up he wanted to make the world easier for people like him and to an extent it's why he became so interested in engineering, electronics and computers. They potentially offered new ways of communication and interaction.

I often say to young teachers now that the quiet child in your classroom could well be the next Steve Wozniak.

What I love most about Steve today is that despite his success and fame, you would never know. He remains humble and unassuming. He is a fantastic communicator though and has, through his own determination and success, relaxed enough not only to be great company one-to-one but to be able to enthral and entertain audiences of thousands.

It doesn't matter who you are, or what you think of yourself, you can be a great communicator and, as with all things, it begins with the courage to try.


One of the recurring themes in my exploration of simple thinking is the courage to step out of your comfort zone.



With communication, that is the greatest challenge, that and remembering that great communication doesn't mean you have to be a loud wordsmith in sharp clothes with a pearly white smile.

For the rest of this chapter I am going to explore some of the traits, tips and ideas you can use to develop your communication skills, without the need of dental cosmetics.


Talk shouldn't be cheap

When you are communicating for a purpose other than to chat with friends or family, be focused; know what you want to say and why you want to say it. Be authentic; don't say something that you don't believe in or feel, just because you think it's what wants to be heard. Make sure that you consider the context in which you are speaking; the wrong choice of vocabulary, in the wrong company, could create tension and a barrier without you even realizing it. When I speak formally or informally in different parts of the world, I think hard before I travel about the cultural and social environment I'll be in. Using the occasional swear word in some conditions is fine; in others, clearly not. In some parts of the world, making reference to alcohol can cause offence, for example. You can say what you want to say but to be heard and to be heard fairly, make sure that the people you are talking to feel valued.

The ability to demonstrate empathy and interest in others is a vital part of the communication process and also helps to prevent the feeling that someone is being preached to or lectured at. Build a relationship as quickly as you can by showing that while you have something to communicate, you are equally interested in what they have to say or believe.

Make sure that you listen to people. Never make the mistake of thinking that you are the most interesting person in the room.

The famous American television and radio presenter Larry King once said:


“I remind myself every morning: Nothing I say this day will teach me anything. So if I'm going to learn, I must do it by listening.”



There is definitely something in that. In my experience, the people who talk the most not only have the least to say but will be saying the same things every time I meet them.

Successful people never truly see their own success. There is a constant desire to be better and that is where the appetite for listening and learning so attentively comes from.

I used to say that I learnt far more from the students I taught than ever I taught them, and I believe that if I'm honest, whenever I travel to give a speech at an event, I learn more from the people I speak to than I tell them. So many of the stories and examples in this book have come from listening to people on my travels.

Never forget how important body language and non-verbal communication is. You can overthink it, by the way, and that can be equally as bad. I remember when I was first coached in interview technique I was told to do the following:


	Not to cross my arms or legs

	Keep eye contact, but not to stare

	Take up space but not too much

	Relax my shoulders

	Nod when they are talking

	Sit up straight, but in a relaxed way

	Lean, but not too much

	Smile and laugh but not artificially

	Not to touch my face

	Walk slowly

	Not to fidget

	Use my hands but in a controlled manner

	Mirror the body language of the person you are speaking to, but not too much.



Looking back now it's a wonder that I ever got a job! I have seen overcoached job applicants do the same thing when I've been interviewing. I mean really, sit up straight but in a relaxed way? Mirror body language but not too much? A few years ago I watched someone talk about the power pyramid you make with your hands that apparently, subliminally gives you the status in a conversation. If you are interested, what you do is place your hands together in such a way that your fingertips touch to make a spire shape and you touch your thumbs together to create a base and voilà: power! I tried it a couple of times and it just felt like I was doing finger origami.

Now I'm not passing off the advice out of hand, but in some ways this all seems to highlight the point of the book.

At that first interview I must have resembled a Thunderbirds puppet, in need of spinal correction surgery and a neck brace.

Just think about the context of where you are and who you are talking to, be as relaxed as you can be, be yourself and trust your instincts. As yet, robots can't demonstrate empathy and are unable to replicate the joy of organic, human interaction. By all means, if you are aware that you tend to look at your feet when you are speaking with someone, audit that and make an effort to make eye contact but don't use a laser-like stare. Do watch other people's body language for clues; it's a skill we pick up as very young children, one of the many. Most people can see if someone is bored, sad or happy without having to read an instruction manual first.

Strutting into a room with that “I've arrived, everybody look at me” vibe is not good. Similarly, not making eye contact when someone is talking to you but rather looking around to see if there is anyone more important in your “zone” is not only rude but offensive. Be interested in people and learn to focus on them. I have never met former US President Bill Clinton, but I know a few people who have and they all say the same thing to me: from his handshake, the double grip, to his ability to hold eye contact, made you feel like you were the only person in the universe to him in a given moment. It may be a Clinton trick, but body language matters. Self-belief is inspiring, arrogance is a turn-off.

Bad chat show hosts think that they are the main attraction and tend to dominate conversations, often using a guest as a foil for their own personality, sometimes ignoring the non-verbal signals of their guest who may be showing displeasure, discomfort or stress. My favourite host of all time was Sir Michael Parkinson, an understated master of his art, who with the exception of one or two nightmare interviews, one with the actress Meg Ryan, had the ability to get often guarded celebrities to open up and speak with real candour. His trick was to know his guest well and to listen carefully to them. It is amazing just how many of the people he interviewed during his career now describe him as a friend.

People with high levels of self-belief tend to be able to listen to others without interrupting or jumping in. In meetings, arrogant people are usually so focused on what they want to say that, as a result, they don't listen, missing out on opportunities to really learn and develop.

Be clear about what it is that you want to communicate, don't ramble.

Storytelling is a great art; not just for authors or comedians but for anyone wanting to state their case or make a point. As a speaker, I use the technique a great deal. It helps me to convey the emotion behind a point and can also help people to connect to it. Even then the trick is not to be too long winded and make sure that by the end, the point you are trying to reinforce is clear.

Don't try to be funny!

As a speaker, I see too many people who think that communication is about merely being entertaining: it isn't. Some people naturally are and that's great, but I have often seen people use artificial humour to cover for a lack of substance and as a public speaker the danger can be that you become obsessed with being funny rather than communicating what really matters. The same is true in one-to-one or group communication.

One of the first things I was taught about speaking in public was don't worry about being too polished. Make mistakes, it's fine; people will warm to you, to your authenticity. I find myself feeling far more confident in a doctor when I visit with an ailment if they say: I'm not quite sure, I'll find out. As a young professional, you almost feel obliged to demonstrate your competence by trying to be perfect; it is a sign of a real lack of confidence. As you gain that experience, you relax, put less pressure on yourself, become increasingly confident of admitting a gap in knowledge or weakness and usually, as a result, you perform better.

If you are relaxed, you will appear friendly. Anxiety about communication can lead people to appear stern or even rude. Don't overthink or overcompensate for the way you think people will perceive you. Be yourself and trust it. As long as you are authentic and clearly believe in what you are saying, people may not always agree with you, but they will respect and listen to you.

I fear that one of the great weaknesses in modern politics is the rise of the media-trained communicator. It seems to have added to the growing sense of disconnect, the lack of trust and the perceived insincerity of high-profile, career politicians. The impact appears to be a lack of passion or belief in what they say and how they say it. It has become overproduced. I often wonder if that is why, in recent times, and this is certainly not about endorsing their beliefs, politicians like Donald Trump, Nicola Sturgeon and Jeremy Corbyn have enjoyed such success. They appear unrehearsed and, as a result, natural and authentic. You may well not agree with them but you trust that they mean and believe it.

Never make the mistake that battering ram communication works. In all of your actions, demonstrate empathy; be prepared to modify what and how you communicate depending on the formal and informal feedback that you receive.

Be open minded, be prepared to change your thinking; people will be far more attracted to you and your position if you are prepared to really listen. Even if you are speaking with someone you disagree with, the conversations and communication will be productive and honest. Try, if you can, not to see debate or argument as black and white, try not to take being challenged as personal and always be prepared to challenge your own thinking first.

One of the most unproductive and damaging issues in the education debate in recent years has been the polarizing and often personal attacks that some “experts” and commentators make to “win” arguments by discrediting “opponents”, whereas in something so important and emotive, communication needs to be far more open, objective and collaborative. This is not only true of education but needs auditing in any high-stakes situation. Where you can, be objective and don't take debate or challenge personally; see it as an opportunity to persuade someone of your point of view. If you show others respect, they will usually show it back to you. That's when a productive relationship can begin and that is one of the great rewards of successful communication.







Some simple thoughts



	Be confident that what you want to say is really of value and as long as you are honest and authentic, people will listen.

	Don't feel that you have to fill silence; sometimes pausing for thought can be important.

	Try to be yourself, don't overthink how others want or expect you to be. Protecting your personal integrity won't always lead to people liking you but it should lead to them respecting and remembering you: for the right reasons.

	Try to illustrate what you have to say by telling a story; nothing fancy and often from somewhere in your own experience.

	Be prepared to be challenged, see it as an opportunity to convince or to learn.

	Be authentic; if you don't believe it, don't say it.
















8 
Together


“Alone we can do so little, together we can do so much.”

Helen Keller


Let's all go off and play…

When was the last time you heard someone direct that comment at you? How old were you?

Playtime…It's funny really, because for many, it's a childish term; children play and most of the time, certainly at nursery or at school, they play together. Sadly, as we rise up through the education system, many of us are taught that learning moves from a collaborative process to a solo activity. Education becomes about me, my abilities, my knowledge, my skill and my ambitions.

As young children, we begin our education journeys surrounded by others and as the years go by the numbers fall away.

Like so many of the things that we look back on from our days of early childhood, we make the mistake of thinking that ageing; growth and maturity somehow make us more intelligent and more developed. Many of us look back to childhood as days of innocence; sometimes even naivety.

Have you ever watched young children at play, I mean really watched them? They are incredible. It's not just an exercise in running around and shouting a lot. It's not simply random acts of movement and actions. It's sophisticated and hugely collaborative. Even the child who thinks that they are a loner is learning from their interactions with others during play.

Arguably, we learn more from these interactions than we ever do from our more structured years in classrooms. To play with others we need to acquire a huge range of complex skills and behaviours that allow us to read everything from body language to vocal intonation. We learn as much about the unsaid as the said. In many ways we are at the most creative, flexible and open-minded points in our lives. We are prepared to step into scenarios and imagined structures and we learn to compromise, often supporting and developing the ideas of others as well as our own. It is where so much of our relationship architectures are formed.

Childhood and especially early childhood is an amazing thing and not something we should be so keen to grow out of or move away from. It is not anarchic, it is certainly not inefficient and it is something that we should fight harder to maintain throughout our lives.

I smile when I see the online videos that show the headquarters of successful and dynamic companies such as Ben & Jerry's, Innocent or Google. They are designed almost to mimic a high-quality pre-school: play areas, oversized furniture and highly coloured stimulating décor, even slides and toys. It appears that so much of their developmental philosophy is built around the notion of play. The carefully constructed informality is a key component of the sustained success of these organizations; companies that are highly focused but organic in their ability to learn, develop and evolve, success coming from their commitment to constant change.

If we substitute the word “play” for the word “collaboration”, suddenly it sounds so much more grown up and valid. Whatever we call it though, doing stuff together is the most potent pathway to sustained success.


Tribes

As we grow older and we develop our own interests and passions, we start to split away from our early childhood groups and join new “tribes”, usually with people who share our interests. I have spoken before about my first weeks at university, sitting in my creative writing class, finding myself surrounded by people who shared my love of words. It was a freeing and truly magical time; a release really. I had suppressed my love of drama and writing during my teenage years because my peers thought it was “girly”; I went to an all boys' school where sport and science were the order of the day.

The years at college were filled with collaboration and play, a great deal of play; we were drama students after all. That, of course, meant that we would be role playing and acting. I know that as I write those words role play…acting…

At this point you may well be raising your eyes, maybe even gagging a little bit but we all loved it when we were very young.

The point though was that after years of forgetting about my ambitions and interests, I hadn't written or painted anything for my own pleasure since around the age of thirteen, I was prolific. I wrote two novels, both unpublished, and painted and drew my way through dozens of canvases and notebooks. In seminars, I would share my ideas and my work with others who would give feedback, encouragement and ideas. I would do the same for them. While we all had a great deal in common, we didn't all want the same things. Yes, we all wanted to be writers and artists but what we wanted to write about, paint or act were different. The idea of collaboration is that people can come together and, by sharing, develop themselves.

What is clear to me looking back on both my time as a student and as a teacher, working at times with very young children, is just how powerful collaboration can be for the successful development of the individual.

It is so important that we don't make the mistake of thinking that to collaborate is to compromise your chances of success; it can only enhance it, whoever you are and whatever your ambitions.

It is clear how important collaboration is in team sports but let's not forget just how important British tennis superstar Andy Murray's support team are to him and to his chances of sustained success. Success can never be a solo pursuit.

While people see Steve Jobs as the iconic and sometimes solo genius behind the Apple phenomenon, he needed people like Steve Wozniak, Jonny Ive and Joanna Hoffman to make the ideas come alive and become the iconic brand that it is today. The birth of the iPhone took huge amounts of both formal and informal collaboration to spring to life; many people and companies from around the world coming together to create something of such impact.

When you are looking for co-collaborators, it is important to find people with similar motivations and values, people who are generous, honest and you feel that you can build relationships with. That is not the same as just “hanging out” with your friends. You want people who will challenge you and bring fresh perspectives that you won't have necessarily considered or experienced. You need to be sure to value different skill sets in people and that can be challenging because you need to understand your own strengths and weaknesses and be equally as confident about both.

This alone can be a tough thing to audit. Have a go though, in a moment of calm and quiet.

Make two lists; be as objective and uncensored as you can.


	STRENGTHS  WEAKNESSES



Be careful not to add to the list the things you would like to be or would like people to think. You don't need to do anything big or dramatic with the list; just by going through the process you will have brought the ideas forward in your own consciousness, which means that you will be able to look for people around you who will be able to complement your areas of weakness.

In many ways, the idea of successful collaboration underpins many of the themes of this book and of my previous book Change. If we close down our personal and professional networks and allow our experiences and routines to become too habitual, we narrow our opportunities for development and growth. One of the traits of truly successful people is their hunger for continual development and challenge. Collaboration is a major catalyst for proactive development and thinking.

Good collaborators are always:


	Keen to listen and learn

	Committed to and passionate about their own development

	Positive and optimistic

	Confident enough to admit weakness and strength; share their knowledge and recognize the impact of others

	Prepared to step out of their comfort zones and take risks



Collaboration is never about organizations, programmes or structures; it's about people and therefore it's about interpersonal skills.


Are you likeable?

There is such an oversold idea that successful people are ruthless and will tread over anyone or anything to gain success. Sadly, I see quite a number of young people starting out on their adult journeys who think that “dog eat dog” is the route to success. I have rarely seen evidence that this works, particularly in the long term.

I recently heard the story about former Wall Street trader Justin Paperny. A man who was the epitome of the ruthless city type, by his mid-30s he had risen through a number of financial organizations and banks to become a highflying money-man, young, rich and “successful”. His focus had evolved through his career working in high-pressure, ultra-competitive environments; ruthless in the way they force people to play off against each other in an organization where you may begin your first day with 20 new colleagues but by the end of the first year, 15 or more have been culled for not hitting targets or working enough hours or making a wrong call.

Justin was an alpha worker in this environment. His ambition meant that he made many dubious decisions in the pursuit of success and along the way made the mistake of “trusting” like-minded colleagues. It appears that his downfall came when he made a pact with a colleague and together they ran an illegal scheme that cheated honest people, including a rabbi, out of their hard-earned money. His downfall was spectacular; he went to jail. His salvation was eventually admitting his crimes, apologizing and trying now to make amends.

Work on your “chemistry”. Do you demonstrate integrity? Collaboration is founded on trust and honesty.

Have you got a clear vision and focus? If so, the people you need to collaborate with must have similar aims. You must remember that the job is not just to look for people who will work selflessly for you but with you, so that you can be of mutual support and benefit to each other. One-sided relationships can rarely be sustained, or, similarly, collaborations where goals don't gel. Music seems to be littered with those kinds of stories, from the reported disputes between John Lennon and Paul McCartney to the ones that fragmented Pink Floyd. In both cases, the Beatles had different visions for the future of the band, as did Roger Waters and David Gilmour while they both were part of Floyd. Both groups, in times of positive and shared goals, created extraordinary things, but they did drift apart and when that happened, they knew that they needed to part ways.

The lesson here is to be flexible, be prepared to find new tribes and collaborators as your journey evolves. I often hear people talk about the pull between loyalty and their own development. I don't think that the two need to be polar opposites.

In my own case, I remember that the toughest decision I ever made was to leave my school, Grange, after my time as head. The community and I had invested so much in each other, experienced incredible highs and lows together and I felt a profound sense of duty and loyalty, but I also saw an opportunity open up that would allow me to fulfil new ambitions and opportunities. Thanks to a number of colleagues and friends at the time, I made the difficult decision to leave but hope that our time together was the legacy that meant that we all benefited at the time and afterwards. As long as you give of your best and collaborate fully during your time together, it is fine to move on when the time is right.

To develop the trust at the heart of collaboration there must be a genuine feeling of mutual respect, where each collaborator is valued for their knowledge, skill and contribution. Being able to identify and value this is vital. It is also important that this respect is earned by all parties through a fair distribution of effort and commitment. In your efforts to develop and ultimately succeed, don't cling on to someone else's coat tails and hope that you can be dragged along in their wake. Collaboration is not about relying on someone to find success for you or to remove the obstacles in your way. It has to be about equity.


Organic collaboration

Collaboration must to an extent be organic. It can't be forced and it can't work to a predefined, closed timescale. In the same way you can't fast track a relationship, first date, engagement, marriage, house, dog, kids…for life, all in the first week.

Collaborative relationships need to be nurtured and developed. The joy of true collaboration is the places it can take you that were unplanned and unexpected.

By employing Dave Alred as Jonny Wilkinson's kicking coach, Sir Clive Woodward, the head coach of the 2003 World Cup winning England rugby union team, knew that he was employing a hugely successful sports performance coach. What he didn't realize at the time was that the relationship would lead to the idea that the team should be taught to catch the ball like Australian Rules footballers; above their heads, rather than always to their folded arms and into their chests. The idea helped England win ball possession and ultimately games during the tournament that contributed hugely to the team's ultimate success.

Make sure that you prepare for collaboration by being clear and explicit about what you and your co-collaborators both bring to the table and hope to achieve. Talk is great, as is the organic nature of discussion and idea generation, but you must all be committed to carrying out actions as a result of the creative flow. A few years ago, after the publication of my second book, I was keen to explore developing some of the content into potential workshops and seminars. I have been lucky enough to develop a group of friends and people around me who I have met over the last few years; highly creative and exciting people who both as individuals and as groups spark energy and ideas off each other. We sat down together and had a number of meetings. They were great; loads of could do's and concepts. The problem was that we were all too similar. We didn't have a real plan, but, more importantly, we didn't have anyone in the group who was good at formalizing and actioning the detail.

As a result, nothing along those lines has come to life. It is important therefore to ensure that the collaborative group around you contains people who can action ideas, who work off detail and can complement you. The most important person in my professional life has been my friend, agent and manager Brendan Barns, the founder of The London Business Forum. He is a detail guy and is an expert at turning ideas and potential into action. Without him I would be full of great ideas and ambitions but would still be talking about them.


Avoid YES people

Honest communication is at the very heart of successful collaboration. Make sure that you set up digital networks and ways to communicate that allow for flexible discussions and thinking. Saving conversations and thinking to formal get-togethers will severely hamper the potential of the collaborative group; ideas and reflections can't be neatly planned and diarized. You need to be able to share flexibly and some of the best thinking can happen in a snatched few moments over a smartphone conversation.

I have touched on this already, but don't merely try to gather people together who you know will just agree with you. You need to be challenged and stimulated by the people around you. You need to be prepared to be pushed and pulled outside of your comfort zone and therefore have the kind of trusting relationship that allows you to have heated discussions; discussions that will often end up being your most productive. It is a vital part of the unwritten contract that everyone's input and ideas are of value and one of the great joys of collaboration is drawing the less obvious out of each other. Ideas, innovations and fresh thinking are rarely neatly formed and polished at the outset, but the minute they are externalized and you include other people with the right skill sets, who share a commitment to finding the value, well, maybe, just maybe, magic can happen.

Nick Raphael is currently the President of Capitol Records in London. At 29 he was one of the youngest managing directors of a major record label when he was appointed to the job at Epic at the turn of the millennium. In an industry that is seen by so many as ruthless and cutthroat, he is clear about the importance of collaboration both for the artists he represents and for the executives who manage the industry. Nick's first truly successful collaboration began while he was still an economics student in Leeds. He met nightclub promoters Suzy Mason and Paul Fryer. Together, the three of them launched Vague in the spring of 1993, a super club that went on to be described by Melody Maker magazine in 1994 as the “Dance equivalent of Andy Warhol's The Factory.” Nick has had meaningful collaborations throughout his fantastic career and is currently partnered by Jo Charrington at Capitol. Together they have achieved the honour of being the only people to have twice won the Music Week A&R of the Year Award and have together launched the careers of Sam Smith and Paloma Faith, among others.

While it is not easy to anticipate how and why a collaboration is going to be successful, Nick is clear about what makes collaborations work. At the start, there must be a mental connection: a chemistry. You must trust your instinct and look beyond the superficial, a lot like the development of a romantic relationship. Collaborative relationships don't just happen; they evolve over time but start with a spark. As with any relationship there must be a foundation of trust, which in turn helps to develop a confidence and honesty. As Nick reflects, many artists when they become successful end up being surrounded by “yes people”, and that can spell disaster. One of the most important roles of a collaborative partner is to help you regulate your thoughts, decisions and strategies. Self-regulation is extremely hard; very few people have the ability to reflect objectively about their position.

One of the points that Nick makes, which is often overlooked when exploring the importance of collaboration, is the idea of the shared experience, both in terms of failure but also in terms of success. On the whole, we are as a species instinctively tribal. When television first became a regular and hugely important part of football viewing with the birth of the English Premier League, many people were concerned that attendances at games would fall. The facts though show the opposite, with crowds growing year on year, partly because people are drawn to the shared experience. We want to be part of something together, win or lose. As Nick points out, most music today is of higher quality, in recorded format and played through good equipment. It is very rare for music to be of a higher quality live, but we all want to attend the concerts of our favourite artists; many selling out in seconds. Why? Because they are part of the shared experience.

To an extent, I feel it in my job as a speaker. I love my job but there are times that it can be lonely. The first time I was lucky enough to speak in Las Vegas, for example, I went back to my hotel room and wished that I could have shared it with someone. I love the times that I get to meet with my mentor Sir Ken Robinson, or some of my peers, and we just talk and share ideas for hours. So much of my most productive experiences come from those times as well as the topping up of my professional sense of well-being.

In Nick Raphael's business, artistic collaborations are everything, from Elvis' song writers Leiber and Stoller, the composers of Hound Dog and Jailhouse Rock, to Gilbert and Sullivan and Lennon and McCartney. Sam Smith, one of the new breed of brilliantly successful artists, has had his most successful hits when writing with his key collaborator Jimmy Napes.

As a school principal, I know that the achievements of my school during my tenure were only possible because of the unique group of people who were a part of that community at that time. Recognizing and celebrating your collaborations are not only important but incredibly special. Success cannot be a solitary exercise!

When Sam Smith won four Grammy awards in 2014, it was not only a celebration of his success. As Nick Raphael recalls: “There were about forty of us sat around the room that night and as it unfolded, we all looked at each other and knew that it was a night for all of us, a night that, of course, would never have happened without Sam's talent and determination, but a night that was made possible by the team around him and, of course, not only the direct team, but each of us sat there. We were also aware that back home, we had friends, family and former colleagues who were glowing too, because their place in our journeys had helped us get to a place where we were able to collaborate with Sam.”

So success needs the catalyst of collaboration not only to help you realize your aspirations, but to broaden them, to challenge them and to sustain you and your journey. Like personal relationships, the nature of collaboration is not always easy or positive. In fact, at times they can be downright brutal but they are worth finding, fighting for and celebrating because when they work, they can be simply the most satisfying elements of personal and professional achievement.






Some simple thoughts



	Be transparent; be truthful even if it's difficult, and look for people around you who you are confident will be the same with you.

	Collaboration is exactly that, it is not a one-way street; audit your behaviour by regularly asking what you are giving back.

	Make sure that you not only listening out for what you want to hear but that you are really listening to the ideas and reflections of others.

	Be authentic and clear. Collaborative partnerships must sometimes hurt but the respect comes from working with people who you know are always honest.

	Be kind and mutually supportive; even in the most competitive environments, people can only achieve their full potential through the development of constructive relationships.

	For collaboration to work it must be equal in terms of effort and input.













9 
Shatterproof


“Just because you fail once doesn't mean you're gonna fail at everything.”

Marilyn Monroe


Water is amazing, don't you think? It's not just special because of its status as the essence of life. Have you ever stopped and watched water in a stream or a river? It is unstoppable. This can, of course, have devastating consequences for us: floods and tsunamis. But that doesn't make it any less remarkable. Water will always find a way. You can put rocks and boulders in its way, even huge obstacles. It takes its time, looks for the cracks and weaknesses, and then little by little erodes the barriers facing it. And what may start as a trickle can soon become a flood.

What about grass? That's pretty amazing too. You can cut it, concrete over it or try to poison it, but somehow it always finds a way back: sprouting up in the most annoying places as if to say, “I'm back!”

Through my journey of researching and writing this book, I have tried to find the stripped-back and simple traits of success. What is clear as I have investigated, interviewed and interrogated is that successful people have one trait that shines above all others, and it can be annoying. They possess a relentless optimism that is founded on their resilience and perseverance.

In May 1988, a sporting miracle occurred on the hallowed turf of Wembley Stadium in London. A football team who had only ten years earlier been a non-league club and who at the start of the 1980s had been in the Fourth Division, at the time the lowest professional league in English football, lifted the FA Cup trophy. It had won, arguably, the most famous and prestigious domestic knockout competition in the sport. This came after the remarkable feat the previous season of finishing sixth in the First Division (now the English Premier League). That famous day at Wembley, when the unfashionable and unfancied bunch from Wimbledon FC in South London rocked up and beat the most successful team of the era, Liverpool, was best summed up by the immortal words of BBC Sport's commentator John Motson, who exclaimed on the final whistle that:


“The Crazy Gang have just beaten the Culture Club.”



It was a defining moment of football in the 1980s and is a moment that many experts say will never be repeated.

What was most extraordinary about the story was that seven members of the playing staff had been there from the very beginning, when, in 1977, the club had managed to gain election into the professional ranks of the Fourth Division. At the heart of the club was a man who actually left at the end of the 1987 season, having taken the club from the lowest ranks of the league to that incredible sixth place finish. A man who was nevertheless at Wembley in 1988 in the commentary box…

Dave Bassett had wanted to be a professional footballer from a young age. In his own words, he had struggled at school particularly with English; something he later found out was because he had dyslexia. He was aware, as many children are, that there were other, far more academically gifted pupils than him in his class. It never got him down though; he was a naturally gregarious boy who was sports mad: athletics, cricket, football, anything.

When you meet Dave, you realize that he has a relentless optimism and energy, which when he was younger could get him into scrapes, but always won him friends. He reached a high level in amateur football but was rejected by Chelsea on the verge of a professional career. This didn't deter him and he chose to build a career for himself selling insurance. Eventually he lost his job, but rather than mope or feel sorry for himself he bounced back and started his own insurance brokerage. Around the same time he met a local football manager, Allen Batsford, who eventually took him to non-league Wimbledon as a player.

After a successful career as a player and then as assistant manager, Dave became manager of Wimbledon football club in 1981. In his first year in charge, the team was promoted to the Third Division. The season after, however, they were relegated back to the basement. Dave talks about his despair and anger at that time. He took himself off on holiday to recuperate and reflect, but a couple of weeks later had rationalized the mistakes and issues and was ready to go again and again and again. The following season, Wimbledon went back up to Division Three, followed a year later by promotion to Division Two, and following a hiatus of one season there, they gained the ultimate and most extraordinary achievement of reaching England's top league in 1986. The Prime Minister of the time, Margaret Thatcher, gave a speech a few weeks later at a dinner hosted by the Confederation of British Industry, where she said:


“…If we can sell Newcastle Brown Ale to Japan, Bob Geldof can have us running around Hyde Park, and if Wimbledon can make it to the First Division, there is no achievement beyond our reach.”



Wimbledon's achievement was inspirational because most of the playing staff had been written off by others. Most of the players had fought and sacrificed at every stage of their development and when you talk to Dave, he will tell you that it was that persistence and resilience that defined them all.

In June 2008 these words were spoken at a TED event:


“Failure meant a stripping away of the inessential. I stopped pretending to myself that I was anything other than what I was, and began to direct all my energy to finishing the only work that mattered to me…”




“Had I really succeeded at anything else, I might never have found the determination to succeed in the one area where I truly belonged. I was set free, because my greatest fear had been realized, and I was still alive, and I still had a daughter whom I adored, and I had an old typewriter, and a big idea. And so rock bottom became a solid foundation on which I rebuilt my life.”1



They were the words of author JK Rowling and the work was, of course, Harry Potter and the Philosopher's Stone.

Rowling had fought through so many obstacles to get to that point, including the breakdown of her marriage and the loss of her job. At the time, she found herself living in her sister's flat in Edinburgh.

Nick Raphael, the President of Capitol Records, recalls meeting a young artist in New York in 1996. He remembers him in a battered old white Mercedes handing out leaflets and samplers for the music he had managed to record, thanks in part to a loan from a local money lender, needed because he had just been dropped by his then record label. He remembers the sticker in the car window:


Roc-A-Fella



And he remembers their first formal meeting in a New York Italian restaurant, a meeting that confirmed to Nick and his colleague Christian Tattersfield that the artist in question was going to be a big star.

At that lunch, Shawn Carter crackled with energy and ambition. He talked not only of a recording career but of his plans for a clothing label and an entertainment empire. Twenty years later Shawn Jay-Z Carter has gone on to become one of America's most successful artists and entrepreneurs with an estimated wealth of over $500 million.

These stories demonstrate a number of things to me and they are all about behaviours. Did Dave, JK and Shawn have talent? Of course they did; but they weren't prodigies, they didn't have well-connected families who had used their networks to fast track them to success and none of them had studied academic research tomes to evolve their strategies. They were all normal people, with dreams and aspirations but also with problems and obstacles, just like the rest of us. Their rises weren't the stuff of fairy tales; they were riddled with disappointments, false starts and failures. Harry Potter was rejected by at least a dozen publishers before it was picked up by Bloomsbury.

What fascinates me most is their inner strength, their ability not to slip in to the victim culture I referred to earlier in the book, their patience, their resilience and most of all their perseverance.


The reward molecule

Dopamine is a chemical produced in the brain and is sometimes called the reward molecule. Neuroscientists have known for many years that it is linked to positive behaviour reinforcement and is linked directly to the formation of good and bad habits. It is like a drug and is behind that euphoric rush you experience when something great has happened to you.

People like Dave, JK and Shawn will possess high dopamine levels, which naturally helps their internal drives, therefore pushing their perseverance levels. Some people, who have a tendency to “give up” easily or who resign themselves to failure, often possess lower levels of the chemical.

By design, dopamine rewards all of us with a feeling of achievement when we carry out the primal tasks of survival like sleeping well, eating, even dating. It could be why some people overeat, overdate or oversleep because their body is trying to compensate for their lack of outward perseverance or ambition by helping with quick hits of the reward molecule.

People who have a tendency to succeed are prepared to work harder for their “hit” and work beyond the immediate and biological for their rewards.

For many people the very word perseverance is synonymous with effort, drudgery and pain. So one of the first things to do is to reverse the thought and realize that it is linked to the triggering of dopamine and therefore to a more sustained feeling of well-being, happiness and success.

If your dopamine levels run low and they can, if you don't simulate your feelings of success or achievement, you can become apathetic. If you feel uninspired and lacking self-motivation, this can spiral into a self-fulfilling prophesy and quickly snowball into despair, cynicism and a feeling of hopelessness.

It is important to keep yourself stimulated mentally and physically as this will drastically help your mood and your dopamine levels.

I confess that since I started working for myself, I have regular peaks and troughs. I am never happier than when I am busy; on stage, working with an audience, sharing my passion, or in meetings with people talking about ideas or approaches for the future. My darkest times are when I am sat in my office at home, waiting for the phone to ring or for emails to ping through, telling me about work. When nothing happens for a few days, I tend to become lacklustre and down. When I feel that coming on, I write or send out communications reaching out to people; my agent or regular clients or colleagues. I'll often seek out my mentor for a chat and some reassurance. I look to take control and for a feeling of optimism.

Optimism itself can spark the production of dopamine and I find that by taking action and doing something, I can pull myself out of my funk; a little optimism leads to an energy regeneration, which often leads to a pick-up in momentum and new work.

Too often people become trapped into seeing the scale of a problem or challenge. Don't start climbing Everest by looking at the summit whenever it peaks through the clouds. Look at the smaller goals along the way: base camp, camp one, etc.

People who don't write will often say things to me like, “I don't know how you do it, I can't think of where you start writing that much, I don't think that I have that much to say.” I would feel the same way if I started a writing project focused on the fact that I had to write over 40,000 words by my deadline date. I break the task down, chapter by chapter; sometimes paragraph by paragraph, and when it's tough going I'll set myself a little target and reward, like a coffee and chocolate…

When Sam Smith won his Grammy in 2014, he and his friends partied hard at the after-show events and onwards in their own time. In fact, they did such a good job that he was unable to sing the next day on a TV show he was scheduled to appear on. He made the point when talking to his team that he was 22 years old and was celebrating the achievements he had been working hard for since his early teens. He felt justified to that one night but was very clear that the day after it was back to work on the achievement of the next set of aims and goals.

One of the key points about success and in particular perseverance is that you cannot sustain yourself or your feelings of self-worth through simply waiting for or even seeking out the praise of others. Don't get me wrong, I love it as much as anyone else when I earn praise and encouragement but actually, when I reflect on it, it is the feeling of self-satisfaction that comes from my own emotional response to an achieved goal that always feels more intense. Try not to be overly reliant by the drive of others or for their benefit, be sure that you set your own goals and take time to bask in your own glories. See it differently; it isn't about being an egotist, it's about maximizing the supply line of dopamine that will help to drive you on further and harder.

How many times have you seen or heard about child prodigies who have been driven to succeed by their parents or coaches, who have learned to do what they do for the reward of their parents' affirmation and ambition, only to find that when that external drive is removed, they feel somehow empty and lacking motivation. It is why, as parents, it's so important not to drive our children by forcing them through our ambitions, but by letting them find their own. That way they are far more likely to find sustained success and, more importantly, happiness.

Maybe that's why so many of us lose that ability to persevere as we grow. At the very beginning of the book I talked about how much I marvel at young children. Most seem to possess incredible levels of resilience and perseverance, partly because they are naturally predisposed to finding gratification for themselves; we tend to be born primal, selfish, destined to survive. So we are motivated by our own desires, which in turn lead to powerful hits of dopamine. But as we grow a little, we are taught to seek out the constant reward of others, to do what others tell us we must do and that in turn lessens the hit. As we continue to grow and as many of us become obsessed with external forces our ability to generate dopamine diminishes, which in turn leads us to lose ambition, desire and self-belief.

At its heart, success is selfish. It must be about me and my ambitions but that doesn't in itself make it a bad thing and maybe, for us all to be a little more successful, we all need to become just a little more selfish.


It is OK to want to do things for your own benefit!



More than anything it is vital to realize that success isn't easy; it won't happen just because you want it to and the same is true of becoming more persistent. It takes work and commitment. For persistence to become sustainable it needs to become a habit and, as we all know, habits are hard to form.


Patience is definitely a virtue.



Sadly, we live in an increasingly on-demand society; from embracing debt to afford the things we can't afford, to the desire to have, want or be: now! While we live in an increasingly connected world where technology can facilitate a great deal of that, the tough truth is that if we want to achieve long-lasting success we need to be patient as well as shatterproof.

Technology is often blamed for a number of the world's current ills and is often used as a criticism of young people. For many years I have heard critics say that children today lack stickability, resilience and the ability to persevere. I have always cited the same thing as a counterargument; they don't, they just don't show the discipline when doing things that don't interest them. If you watch a teenager playing a computer game, something that my son does regularly, they can lose themselves for hours, even days in a game; failing to win after significant periods of time. If they lacked perseverance, they would just give up, but they don't, they get straight back on it and start again.

What that suggests is that to demonstrate perseverance, that ability to appear “shatterproof”, we need to care deeply about our aims and ambitions. When we do, we tend to go hard and fast at the issues that face us. One of the first questions to ask yourself then is does it really matter enough to you? Do you have the patience to see it through to the very end and beyond?

Real success is not on demand and it is certainly not immediate. I wonder knowing what we do about dopamine, if the really alarming thing about the rise of the on-demand generation is the ease with which we can spark dopamine as a quick hit through easy and quick wins; eating junk food or purchasing shiny new things, for example, leaving us shy of the work and effort it really takes to achieve meaningful and sustained success.

Dave Bassett has now retired from management, but one thing he is very clear about is that during the ups and downs of the precarious career that is top class football management, he can only look back and fully appreciate the successes because of the failures. At the time, he reflects, he didn't realize it; he would spend far longer living with the failures than the successes. Pain is more memorable than pleasure it would appear, but to be able to recognize both, to put them into context and to realize that being able to deal with both will lead to forming the habit that is perseverance, will help the dopamine to keep flowing and with it the chances of your sustained success.


Material obesity

I recently interviewed a friend of mine, the hugely successful journalist David Eades. He is a presenter on BBC World News and until recently regularly presented The World Tonight on BBC Radio 4. His is a very precarious and ruthless business, where you have to fight to survive. It is a profession that requires huge levels of resilience and perseverance. It can be a frustrating and at times demoralizing profession, where despite years of hard work and achievement you can be easily forgotten, pushed aside or overlooked. Despite David having spent a lifetime in the job, he still has huge ambition and desire. Like so many successful people, he talks openly about his mistakes and failures. This mirrors something that Dave Bassett had said to me when he pointed out that really successful people don't hide their failures, they take them, reflect on them, learn from them and are proud that they were part of the journey towards ultimately succeeding.

When I reflect on that, I know what he means. I get the chance to hear many, many speakers at many conventions and conferences. A great number are brilliantly professional and slick at what they do, but only a rare few possess the authenticity that draws me in and some of that authenticity comes from their ability to bare their souls and their fallibilities. They are willing to honestly reflect on their failures as much as they do their successes.

What struck me most when I was talking to David Eades was, as he reflects on his personal fears for the world based on his travels and exposure to both the best and worst of humanity, having reported on everything from major sporting events to war zones, he talks about what he calls a “material obesity”, a state where people seek out more and more to find happiness and contentment. I will pick up a little more on that idea in the closing chapter, but for now I want to highlight the link to the growing state of so many people who feel unfulfilled by their own lives and try to find solace in the instant hit that materialism seems to promise.

Perseverance will always be found wanting if you make the mistake of thinking that it is a fast fix or a means to merely achieve another quick hit. You will really struggle to develop it if you are driven by that material obesity. You must therefore make sure that your ambitions are authentic, stimulated by a deep desire and are ultimately worth fighting for.






Some simple thoughts


	Be clear and explicit about your aims; break them down into bite-size chunks; it can help to keep a journal.

	Don't rely on others for affirmation and rewards but do share with someone you trust and respect.

	Be open to new experiences and ideas; don't let your hard work stop you from coming up for air, looking around and learning.

	Treat yourself; perseverance is not all sack cloth and ashes.

	Remember that to experience both light and shade is the only way to truly appreciate the success you eventually earn yourself.










Note


1 Harvard Commencement Speech: The Fringe Benefits of Failure, June 2008 http://www.ted.com/talks/jk_rowling_the_fringe_benefits_of_failure.
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In the End


“Success is not final, failure is not fatal: it is the courage to continue that counts.”

Winston Churchill



Do you know what you want to achieve? Are you clear about what success looks like to you?

I have a confession to make, I'm not sure that I do. At least I don't believe that success in itself is an aim. It's far too abstracted and maybe that is part of the problem; maybe it's why so many people think that the whole idea of success or achieving it seems so complicated. Something that is only possible for a chosen few.

I have spent a little time searching for a definition of success that resonates for me and there are many people who have attempted to define it in so many different ways. Many talk about money, power and fame. Interestingly, none of the people I have interviewed for this book describe it that way. Dave Bassett, for example, said that he just wanted to give of his best and lead people to achieve their potential. Nick Raphael describes with real eloquence that people make the mistake of thinking that success is about the flawed idea of happiness coming from financial wealth.

As he talks, he speaks a great deal about emotional depth. When he looks back on his life he wants to feel that the effort, the joy, the ups and the downs were somehow all worth it. I think that this can be characterized by the emotions he and the rest of Sam Smith's team felt on that memorable night at the Grammys. He said it was a similar but more intense feeling to the one he had experienced when his first artist achieved their first number one hit single. It was a feeling he interestingly described as one that money couldn't buy. It was all about the memory of the journey they had all been on together and the combined efforts that had gone into helping Sam achieve that moment.

This reminds me so strongly of the overpowering emotions I felt at my maternal grandfather's graveside as we laid him to rest, and the comment that one of his old colleagues had made to me when they remarked that my grandfather had had more integrity that any person he had known. In that moment, I knew that one of my greatest role models had achieved success; sadly though I'm not sure that he ever felt it while he was alive. He had worked so hard and for so many hours to build a future for his family and like many small family business owners had experienced so many varied times of good and bad, of mistakes and triumphs. Ultimately, though, I don't think that he was ever truly satisfied. Still, his legacy lives on in the ethics and outlooks of his children, grandchildren and great grandchildren who are all cast in the same mould.

When Sir Richard Branson talks of success, he speaks about success as a state of being; of feeling actively and practically engaged in life and this too resonates with me. I am passionate about the belief that we must all live our own lives and not wait for others to do or lead them for us. I worry though that some of what and how we are taught trains us to become quite passive, whereas really successful people all seem to take responsibility for their own lives and their own journeys. Many are interestingly described as mavericks.

Branson turned down the opportunity to present the TV programme The Apprentice on both sides of the Atlantic, because he passionately believes that if you ever need to “fire” someone, it could have been your error for appointing them to the wrong job in the first place and not nurturing them properly.

Be active; not just physically but emotionally. Try to get to a point in life where you can go to bed each night knowing that you took control of something that day.

For Maya Angelou, the civil rights campaigner who died in May 2014, success was defined by whether you liked yourself, your actions and your behaviours. This is a tough one. I think that many people struggle with this and it fundamentally makes them unhappy and, no matter what, rarely contented. Most children who misbehave at school have low levels of self-worth and a key strategy in behaviour development is to help them see themselves in a better light. We can all recognize that trait.


Cheap shots

One of my greatest professional regrets and most powerful moments of personal shame happened a few years ago when a passionate advocate for an education system I didn't believe in agreed to meet me privately for a chat. It was actually a great meeting and unsurprisingly, despite our at times huge differences of opinion, we realized that we shared some vital common ground; a commitment to do the best for children. A couple of days later I used her and her beliefs in a cheap shot in a speech I gave. I did it to gain favour with my audience, to achieve a laugh and a quick hit of success. I hated myself for it and even now, some years later, I feel sick at my actions. I behaved that way, I think, for a number of complex reasons; one being that I felt threatened by her, the political profile she had developed and with it the impact she was having on the system.

You have to feel good about yourself and your actions to stand any chance of feeling successful.

A little while ago I heard the founder of The Huffington Post, Arianna Huffington, being interviewed about her book Thrive. She has an insightful take on success when she says that we tend to think of success along two metrics, money and power, but that in her opinion we needed to view a third:


“A third measure of success that goes beyond the two metrics of money and power, and consists of four pillars: well-being, wisdom, wonder, and giving.”



As a former educator, I love that definition and as I look back on this book, I hope that I have covered all of those ideas. The one that strikes me the most is wonder. It takes me right the way back to Chapter 1: to the magic of our children and the way they see the world; the awe and wonder that fills their days; and the joy they derive from discovering and learning to understand the simplest of things. It is where the notion of success is perhaps at its purest.

Children go to bed at night, for the most part exhausted, because they have spent the day actively experiencing everything they can. Success doesn't come from material gain but from experiences and the memories those experiences have created minute-by-minute. Through their actions and interactions children learn about relationships and what it takes to like and be liked. From a very young age they learn the importance of looking out for others. They have basic, uncomplicated needs; they want to be fed, loved, stimulated and secure; and every day, when they wake, they want to go again, taking risks, having adventures, smiling, crying and provoking the same in others. They start to gain an awareness of their own strengths and weaknesses and those of others but don't let that awareness get in their way. They learn to collaborate, to play and to learn.

At some stage, David Eades' idea of “material obesity” starts to creep in to our sense of value. For so many people, the link between worth and self-worth begins to grow and with it the complexity of what success should look and feel like.

Success starts to feel outward and in relation to and in the context of others. The legendary college basketball player and coach Jon Wooden once said that despite winning over 600 games and ten titles in 12 years:


“Success is peace of mind, which is a direct result of self-satisfaction in knowing you did your best to become the best you are capable of becoming.”



Throughout the writing of this book I have kept returning to the same questions: Am I successful? Do I have a right, in the eyes of others, to author a book about success?

I'm not famous or rich and I haven't won Olympic medals or Grammys. I see myself as a normal guy, living a normal life with a great family and friends I cherish. I have never had to overcome huge adversity or demonstrate outstanding levels of courage. I am living a life that makes me content. I spent nearly 20 years as an educator, a career I loved and a career in which I think I made a difference. Now I wake up every morning and pinch myself when I look at what I do. My days are filled with opportunities to share my interests and passions, hopefully helping others, meeting fascinating characters in fascinating places and sharing those moments through my speaking and writing.

Do I like myself? Most of the time and for me that is totally connected to how I feel I am impacting on others. For the most part, the dopamine flows through me and I have far more ups than downs.

I am at my best when I feel in control, I have work in the diary, things to do and the money to pay the bills.

When my time comes to an end, I know I will care what people say of me, but if they say that I possessed integrity like my grandfather then that to me would be success.

Most of the people I have interviewed or talked about in this book would say similar things, but one thing is clear: I am not sure that anyone ever truly believes that they have attained success. Maybe it's the dopamine, but one of the traits I detect in successful people is that there is a never-ending pursuit of something else. What makes Jessica Ennis-Hill get up in the morning and push her body to the limit now that she has already won Olympic gold and the heptathlon World Championships? What drives Sir Richard Branson to keep developing businesses? It can't be money or fame. I was having a typically flippant conversation with my gym partner Kristian the other day and we both agreed that if we had won an Olympic gold medal or had built a billion pound business empire we would stop and enjoy the spoils: a beach, a boat and a cocktail maybe. I am not sure though that this is true. Why? Because people who are driven to succeed possess the traits that simply don't switch off in that way and I believe that their actions and behaviours are more than a “means to an end”.


The real desire to achieve and to be successful is a state of mind not a target; it's a lifestyle with no single measurable outcome.



If we can change the way we see our idea of success then the concept of being successful becomes far simpler. That is not to say that it is easy.

Enjoying the perfect cup of black coffee is a simple pleasure but the work that goes in to it: wow.

I mean, forget the incredible skill, effort and sacrifice that goes into growing the perfect bean, roasting it perfectly and grinding it to the perfect consistency. You have to use the right water, ensure the correct water to coffee ratio and understand the science of percolation and maceration behind the brewing process.


Success runs deep

So please, if you have managed to get to the end of the book, and thank you by the way, don't make the mistake of putting it down and heading out to find a way to buy the things that define success for you. I cannot and would not ever seek to pretend that this book can help you achieve wealth and fame. They might be by-products of your success, if they happen to be common in the fields you are passionate about, and that's great. Remember though that none of the sports people, business tycoons or entertainment industry folk that I have met and spoken to ever said that they did what they did for that reason. Yet many of the people who have failed to achieve their potential were blinded and diverted by obsessing with those objectives and, as a result, never fulfilled their ability, potential or, more importantly, feelings of success.

When I told my mother as a 14-year-old boy what I wanted to be when I was older, I said that I wanted to write and perform, because that would make me happy. I didn't stick rigidly to a plan. Yes, I tried acting, but became a teacher. I discovered my element, my vocation and now, because of that choice of career, I spend my life writing and performing. I think that that happened because I trusted my instincts, which are closely linked to my passions.

The rest is down to the traits and behaviours I have talked about through this book, attributes I have found in so many of the people I reference.

There is certainly still something childlike about successful people. They love life and get excited about often the smallest and strangest things. Dave Bassett, for example, was renowned for being a joker at Wimbledon; relentlessly playing pranks on his teammates and colleagues. I am convinced that we are born to be successful, to survive and to thrive. We are certainly at our most successful developmentally as young kids.

Like young children, successful people take risks and see the result as a moment of learning, good or bad. They don't try to insulate themselves from a mistake by finding reasons and excuses not to give something a go. They are not reckless but tend to seek out evidence to convince them not to do something, rather than trying to be convinced that they should.

To find success, you have to take responsibility for the decisions you make and the circumstances you find yourself in. We are all dealt the cards we are born with and of course for some they are much better than for others. As a teacher working in areas of profound deprivation, I could only marvel at how some people survived let alone potentially thrived, but to that end I couldn't have imagined how much better off those people were compared to some of the sights and circumstances I have discovered as I have travelled the world. Whatever and wherever you come from, support is important but working to gain a sense of personal control is vital and with that control comes a sense of responsibility and the feeling of independence.

Are you focused on your journey or are you easily diverted? You need to make sure that you don't keep recalibrating and defining your life every time you come across an obstacle or an unexpected issue. Make sure that you programme your own satellite navigation system rather than letting someone else do it for you. You can only truly feel a sense of success if the life you have lived is yours. George Lucas spent four years and multiple rejections trying to get the first Star Wars film made; his focus, belief and determination, driven by his total belief in the project, was what ultimately led to the film's incredible success.

Make sure that you are prepared for the journey so that you don't travel blindly or carelessly. Make sure that you rehearse, anticipate and visualize what may lie ahead so that, when things happen, you can respond constructively and with clarity. Preparation for whatever you do cannot be taken lightly or skimmed over.

When Sir Edmund Hillary and his climbing partner, the Sherpa Tenzing Norgay, reached the summit of Mount Everest on the evening of 29 May 1953, they weren't just realizing the culmination of 11 weeks of climbing but years of preparation and training; preparation that involved literally hundreds of people. Yes, it also required luck; the weather, for example. But luck plays a smaller part the more prepared you are.

Do you really believe in what you are trying to achieve? How much does it matter to you? Time and again I have come across people suffering from the kind of material obesity that leads to desires that are too superficial or artificial to really generate the kind of courage or nourish the kind of conviction necessary to really achieve. Conviction drives and sustains our journey.

From early childhood Rolihlahla Mandela was inspired by the stories of his ancestors and how they had struggled for freedom; inspiration that was nourished during his time at primary school where his teacher, Miss Mdingane, gave him his Christian name, Nelson.

His life's journey was defined by the conviction that grew from those stories and his own experiences that followed. He wasn't driven by the idea that he would one day be the most famous man in the world, but by a fight for justice and freedom.


Lifelong learning

Successful people seem to have an unquenchable thirst to learn, explore and discover. For some, that starts with their formal education but for many it happens outside of that. I recently heard an interview with Adele as she was launching her record-breaking album 25. In it she explained that one of her greatest frustrations with her fame was that when she sat down to talk to people, they all wanted her to talk and tell them about her life, when what she really wanted was to hear about theirs. From Sir Richard Branson's obsessive carrying of a notebook so that he can record anything and everything that interests him, to Steve Jobs's commitment to experiencing and learning new things: the trait is clear. Learning is a lifelong journey, it is not a means to an end and it is definitely not about preparing to take exams. We must never stop asking questions or looking for answers.

It doesn't come easy to everyone and in fact many people fear it, but the ability to communicate, to articulate your beliefs, ambitions and goals, is a vital element of your chances for a successful life. It is also vital to remember that communication is about listening as much as it is about talking. Bill Clinton is famously described as an incredible listener; always keen to hear people's opinions and ideas. I guess that is partly what made him such a successful politician, often able to achieve the impossibility of engineering consensus across deep political divides. People who know Mark Zuckerberg say the same of him, that he listens deeply to people and that enables him to design what they want and need.

This leads in turn to the fundamental need for collaboration. Collaboration provides an important platform for so many of the traits of success to flourish. Through collaboration you can develop your self-awareness. Problem solving becomes less introspective and the creativity and innovative thinking necessary to sustain your journey can only really be sparked through fresh perspectives and shared experiences and all of that lends itself to my fast-evolving mantra: learn, learn and learn some more. Don't make the mistake of thinking that the route to success should be taken alone or that you must tread on others to get there. As David Eades reminded me: in the cutthroat world of journalism, even the colleagues you are competing with know that only by pooling resources and talent can you deliver a great story.


Disney did it

Don't give up, never give up. Even on the darkest days, and there are always dark days, find ways to nourish your belief and your enthusiasm. Don't beat yourself up for occasionally feeling down or even downright miserable but make sure that you create an environment and a mindset that ensures that you come through it and go again. One of my favourite places is Disney World in Orlando. Now I know it's not the same for everyone, but it is symbolic in so many ways for me. I went for the first time as a ten-year-old child with my brother, mother, aunt, uncle and cousins, who I loved. It was not long after my parents had separated and things hadn't been great. Like many kids, I had dreamed of going and to this day I have no idea how, but the family got the money together to make it happen. It was a magical time, as much for being there with my family and in particular my cousins as it was for being Disney.

As a result though, the place, linked to the memory, held a very special place in my heart. When I met and married my wife, we talked about going, especially after the birth of my children, but we just couldn't work out how we would find the money. After getting a promotion to a deputy head's job and my wife doing the same, we found ourselves in the position to go with our own family: what a trip. During the visit, some of the areas around the parks were boarded up, as they were undergoing development, and as is the way at Disney Parks, during development, they put up famous Walt Disney quotes. Two of which really resonated with me and I think, in a way, led to me writing this book. The first is:


“That's the trouble with the world, too many people grow up.”



And the second:


“All our dreams can come true, if we have the courage to pursue them.”



What I love most about the second quote is that Walt himself was a living example. As a young man he was fired from his first proper job working at The Kansas City Star newspaper because “he lacked imagination and had no good ideas”. Ironically, many years later, when Disney acquired the ABC media empire, the portfolio included The Kansas City Star.

Remember that above all things, our lives are finite. Before I leave you with some final simple thoughts, I ask you to remember the now immortal words of Steve Jobs, when he gave his famous commencement address at Stanford University on 12 June 2005, which was approximately a year after being first diagnosed with cancer. He told the students that day:


“I have looked in the mirror every morning and asked myself: ‘If today were the last day of my life, would I want to do what I am about to do today?’ ”



That is a great way to audit the way you think about and see success because at the end of the day the simple truth is this: if you go to bed at night feeling good about how you've lived the day you've had and you look forward to waking up tomorrow and trying to achieve the same, then that has got to be success.






Some final simple thoughts




	Try to do something every day that makes you a little nervous or that makes your heart beat a little faster. Step out of your comfort zone; play!

	Deal with an issue that you have been setting aside or ignoring. Take control of it and see it through to a conclusion, even if it's replacing the fridge light that blew five years ago.

	Try to take a break at some point in your day and ask yourself if you have done anything proactive or has everything been reactive. Make sure that you do something that matters to you; focus!

	Spend a little time visualizing what it would feel like to achieve something you have always wanted to do. Take a few minutes and lose yourself in it: the sights, sounds and smells. Daydream!

	If you feel that you have caved in too easily on something, revisit it and stand up for your belief; make sure that people know why it matters to you.

	If something takes your interest, set aside a little time to find out about it. Even a few minutes on a computer can feed your curiosity.

	Try to communicate with someone you haven't spent much time with and find out about them and their lives; it can help you contextualize yours.

	Share an idea with someone you trust, no matter how crazy it might seem; you never know where it might take you.

	The next time that you come across a challenge or a problem don't walk away, see it through and enjoy the dopamine rush that follows.

	And finally, if you are really stuck or don't know what to do or how to deal with something, ask yourself this: What would the five-year-old me have done? Simple!
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