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1

CHAPTER 1

Introduction: The Sport of Leadership
Bad luck does not exist. (ENZO FERRARI)

From the Front

An era in Formula One motor racing is currently being forged by a handful
of some of the most capable leaders in the world of sport. With six
constructor’s and five consecutive driver’s championships to its name
from the last half-dozen seasons of Formula One, Ferrari has muscled its
way onto the podium as a contender for the greatest ever sporting team. In
any successful organization leadership lessons are available. But perhaps
some of the characteristics of sport leadership can offer a richer source of
information; a metaphor for leadership action in business that goes beyond
the tired sporting clichés of commitment, dedication, and aggression. 

Jean Todt, the French team director of Ferrari, nicknamed by some as
Napoleon for his uncompromising leadership style, once described his
world champion driver and close friend Michael Schumacher as a sweet-
heart, an emotional softie. And yet, the media personification of Schu-
macher is almost the opposite. What the public sees is a leader with ice
running through his veins; logical, capable, strong, brilliant. Great leader-
ship is not always what is seems from the outside. 

After a blistering youth spent mastering karts, Schumacher was offered
a seat in a Formula Koenig (Ford). His first season returned nine wins in
ten starts, and propelled the German into Formula 3, where he finished
third in his initial season and won the championship the following year.
Graduating to the Sauber team behind the wheel of a sports car, Schu-
macher again distinguished himself enough to attract the attention of
Eddie Jordan, principal of the Formula One team bearing his surname.



Schumacher was hastily signed, but legal complications sneaked their
way in and Schumacher unexpectedly found himself at Benetton by the
end of the season. Schumacher’s first Grand Prix was a taste of what was
to come, however, qualifying seventh and racing aggressively before a
forced retirement. 

At only 23, Schumacher made it to his first full Formula One season in
1992. It was a promising start. On 11 occasions, Schumacher finished in
the points, and by the end of the season he had even collected his maiden
Grand Prix victory. The following season offered a similar story, Schu-
macher competitive, but subservient to some of the best drivers of the
time, including Prost, Hill, and Senna. However, by the 1994 season, only
his third in Formula One, disaster struck, but not for Schumacher. Cham-
pionship favorite Ayrton Senna crashed out of a race at San Marino and
was killed after violently hitting a wall. In the mourning and shadow of
Senna’s death, Schumacher collected his first world championship, a feat
he repeated the following year. 

Moving to Ferrari in 1996 Schumacher endured the frustration of being
close but not close enough. Then, after the mixed fortunes of 1999, when
Schumacher broke his leg, but Ferrari managed to win the constructor’s
title, the records began to fall. Five driver’s championships later, Schu-
macher has broken just about every record there is to break in Formula
One, including the most driver’s championships and Grand Prix victories.
It’s easy to assume that Schumacher is the guiding force leading the
Ferrari team. But, in fact, according to the team director Jean Todt,
although Schumacher provides infectious motivation, technical expertise,
a natural authority, and a point of reference, he plays no strategic or
managerial role in the team. The reality is that Schumacher’s contribution
is just the phalanx of an immensely deep leadership team. 

When professional athletes and teams compete, the resulting contest has
a dynamism that is unpredictable at its core, despite being bound by
specific rules. For example, one knows what to expect from a football
match compared to a wrestling bout. However, the exact way in which a
contest unfolds – regardless of the sport – is impossible to anticipate or
control. From the chaos that is on-field play emerge some of the most
exhilarating moments of human experience. From the melee of a Grand
Prix race start, Schumacher can mold a race of precision and, at times,
flawlessness. For the sport fan, these passages of aesthetic wonder are like
fleeting glimpses of an effortless perfection. They represent a kind of
spontaneous innovation, founded upon countless hours of training, but
realized in one string of critical activities that run together like a scripted
performance. From the uncertainty of the contest emerges a winner: the
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team or individual capable of converting complexity to innovation, chaos
to control, choice to opportunity and, perhaps most importantly, indecision
to leadership. 

Sport offers a unique metaphor for critically examining business; the
two share some common ground. Both are fast, complex, and at times
unpredictable. Both demand professional training, benefit from the experi-
ence that accompanies performance and aim to inspire loyalty from their
consumers. And both are at their best when they transfer knowledge from
specialists to the front line, find the balance between chaos and the desire
for control, discern opportunity from deception, and confer importance to
leadership rather than management. This book is about the lessons for
business leadership that can be found on the sporting field of play. It is not
intended as a recipe book offering quick, “bake at home” solutions, but it
is built upon the premise that while leadership is complex, its execution
can benefit from new ways of thinking about and looking at the subject.
The nature of sport offers such a view. 

Parallax

When someone scans an object with only one eye open and then only the
other, it appears to have moved. This apparent displacement is known as
the “parallax effect”. This book uses sport as a vehicle to achieve this
effect in viewing leadership in the business world. It does not shirk the
responsibility of presenting the genuine challenges associated with leader-
ship, nor does it conflate the solution to a single or simple behavior or
activity. It does, however, take an innovative approach to discussing lead-
ership by utilizing international, professional sport as a metaphor. And to
get us rolling, few other sporting cases are as plentiful in example as that
of Ferrari.

Ferrari is the only team that has competed in the Formula One World
Championship since its inception in 1951 when the series was contested
by private athletes racing under national colors. In stark contrast, the
current world championship involves 10 teams competing in 18 Grand
Prix races spanning Europe, Asia, Australia and North and South America,
generating an estimated US$1 billion in broadcasting rights alone and a
cumulative audience of seven billion across over 200 countries. Formula

The car was good today and the backmarkers did a good job of 
keeping out of the way. (Michael Schumacher after a race)
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One Administration Limited, founded and managed by Bernie Ecclestone,
holds the exclusive commercial rights to the FIA (Fédération Internationale
de L’Automobile) Formula One World Championship, and is not shy about
exploiting those rights. In fact, doing so has made Bernie Ecclestone’s
personal fortune amount to US$4500 million. He owns roughly 25 percent
of companies involved in the management of Formula One. In this frenzy
of capitalism, Ferrari boasts the largest annual budget and employee
numbers of any Formula One team, approximately US$300 million and
800 respectively. It also commands the performance of the highest paid
athlete in the world, Michael Schumacher, who earns US$80 million per
year including endorsements to drive a 900 horsepower vehicle up to 350
kilometers an hour using technology that NASA would be proud of.1

To look at any organization like Ferrari that has sustained high perfor-
mances over time suggests “best-practice” lessons. Undoubtedly, there is
no shortage of suggestions offered by academics, consultants, and even
business leaders themselves as to what leadership best practice entails.
Typically, leadership best practice is represented by a set of dimensions,
characteristics or qualities. A brief trawl through the internet provides an
immediate feel for the volume of different views. Somewhat appropriately,
Jay Cross in his internet article The Last Word: The Changing Nature of
Leadership, makes the point with some much needed cynicism:

Books teach you leadership’s 108 skills, 101 Innovative Ways, 30 Marine
Management Principles, 22 Vital Traits, 21 Indispensable Qualities, 21
Irrefutable Laws, 21 Most Powerful Minutes, 18 Workshops, 17 Indisputable
Laws, 17 Principles, 15 Secrets, 11 Lessons, 12 Principles, 10 Traits, Ten Keys,
Nine Keys, 7 Acts of Courage, Seven Habits, Six Fail-safe Strategies, Six
Strategic Principles, Five Temptations, Five Giant Steps, Five Decision Styles,
Five Practices, Four Disciplines, Four Practical Revolutions, Three Keys, One
Minute, and the Other 90%.2

In theory, there is no difference between theory and practice.
But, in practice, there is. (Jan L.A. van de Snepscheut, former Professor 

of Computing Science, California Institute of Technology)

Money makes the world go around and in Formula One it greases the
wheels too. (Roger Horton, motor racing journalist and commentator)
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Unfortunately, despite the volume of rhetoric on leadership, there is not
necessarily much consensus about any of it, although the gap is probably
most distinct between descriptive, academic theories of leadership and
prescriptive, popular approaches. Academic versions tend, to their credit,
to emphasize precision and empirical data. As a result, they also tend to
tell us what we already know: that “good” leadership is neither describable
in universal terms nor is it definable in a common way. 

The truth about leadership from those who study it seriously for a living
is that it is complex, uncertain, and powerfully affected by inescapable but
unpredictable contextual variables like the composition of followers, the
type of organization and its goals, as well as the idiosyncrasies of the envi-
ronment at the time. Add to this the fact that empirical data remind us that
completely different approaches to leadership can be effective in the same
situations. To put it another way, leadership for business is a lot like lead-
ership for sport, except for the fact that the vagaries of sport leadership
seem to be far better accepted. We all accept that former England rugby
coach Sir Clive Woodward and basketball coach Phil Jackson employ
fundamentally different approaches to leadership. The research data would
encourage us to accept this as an axiom of business leadership. The
popular literature, on the other hand, would try to convince us that there
are secrets to leadership that will be exposed in a handful of chapters if
only we buy the book. With this in mind, we will not be offering another
leadership panacea, but we do begin with the premise that it can be prof-
itable to look at business leadership from another perspective, in this case
from the viewpoint of successful sport. 

Most popular approaches draw certain elements from different theoret-
ical bases of leadership in order to best suit their needs. These needs range
from selling books, educational programs or people. We would immedi-
ately recommend to the reader some caution, in that while such approaches
can elicit useful information, they are frequently flimsy in content, even
when they are, on the surface at least, very appealing. They use exciting
language and seem to make sense of events that shape the corporate and
personal worlds in which we live. For example, some leaders such as

What has instructed all of the world’s builders of safe, efficient cars? 
Auto racing.Any theory, any laboratory experiment needs practical 
support, and only the race can offer it because during the race the 

driver submits the car and its parts to intense, unpredictable,
unthinkable testing. (Enzo Ferrari)
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Rudolph Giuliani, Colin Powell, and Jack Welch have capitalized on
personal credibility and defining events to present their own views on lead-
ership. Some of these personal accounts can be enlightening, and while it
does not mean that they represent the only way to lead, sometimes they
contain some useful lessons. 

Leadership Lessons

Perhaps the most profound leadership lessons of the Ferrari case can be
found in the life of the founder himself, Enzo Ferrari. The son of a metal
worker, Enzo Ferrari led an undistinguished and underprivileged life first
punctuated by action when called up to serve in the Italian army in 1917,
although he ended up spending most of his time shoeing mules. A decade
later, Ferrari was effectively running Alfa Romeo’s racing operations,
three decades later, he presided over his car’s first Grand Prix victory, and
four decades later, the world champion driver was sitting behind the wheel
of a car adorned with Ferrari’s name. 

But it was a humiliating start for Enzo Ferrari. With a letter of discharge
from the army in his pocket, Ferrari presented at Fiat for an interview, only
to discover that he was destined to be among the unlucky ones in a labour
market bloated with ex-servicemen. Gifted with a sense of foresight and
planning, Ferrari spent time expanding and massaging his network of
contacts, which eventually culminated in a job offer with car manufacturer
CMN. The connection was fortuitous, allowing Ferrari to seize upon the
opportunity to race. Within three years of being discharged from the army,
Ferrari took an Alfa Romeo to a second place finish in the Targa Florio. A
love of racing was kindled, and the early foundations of his personal lead-
ership journey were also laid in place. Ferrari’s approach to leadership was
to be poignantly expressed in a symbol that has become one of the most
recognized logos in the world. 

Racing for Alfa Romeo in 1923 on the Savio at Revenna circuit, Ferrari
won convincingly despite driving a comparatively underpowered car.
After the race, Ferrari was approached by the father of Francesco Baracca,
the famous World War I fighter pilot. Baracca senior was so impressed
with Ferarri’s boldness behind the wheel that he presented a badge to
Ferrari emblazoned with the prancing horse of his son’s squadron. The

The country is full of good coaches.What it takes to win is a bunch of
interested players. (Don Coryell, former coach, San Diego Chargers)
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same symbol is carried by every Ferrari made today, and has become the
most famous automobile logo ever applied to a hood or bonnet.

Throughout the 1920s, Ferrari built a network of contacts in Alfa
Romeo, many of whom would work with him for decades. Meanwhile,
Ferrari secured a degree of notoriety from success on the track, albeit in an
Alfa Romeo. His performances nevertheless delivered awards and titles,
including “Commendatore,” a high distinction that Ferrari dismissed with
a characteristic but increasingly unpredictable charisma that would feature
in his leadership style for the rest of his career. 

Deciding to step away from a formal affiliation with Alfa Romeo, and
retiring from racing in 1929, Ferrari formed his own team in Modena,
which, although operating under the name Scuderia Ferrari, still fielded a
conventional Alfa Romeo. Of note was Ferrari’s astute decision to share
ownership with the wealthy Caniato brothers, whose early financial clout
helped to establish what effectively became a semi-autonomous entity
within Alfa Romeo. Scuderia Ferrari grew to become a professional racing
outfit, led by the increasingly ambitious Ferrari. By 1939 the team had
enjoyed substantial success, having won a number of important Grand
Prix events, and having defeated the larger teams with less powerful vehi-
cles. But by this time, Ferrari had had enough of clashing with Alfa
Romeo’s director and engineers, a tension that reached a climax with the
giant manufacturer’s intention to reabsorb the Scuderia Ferrari’s racing
operation, along with its intellectual and design property. The event
provided a catalyst for Ferrari to manufacture, by 1940, several eight
cylinder cars, which later that year raced under no specific designation, but
which have come to be regarded as the first genuine Ferrari cars. 

Despite a serious downturn during World War II that forced Ferrari to
focus his company’s efforts on specialist machine tool work, the team
survived and continued to manufacture in its original Modena premises,
establishing what is still considered an infamous hub of high-performance
automobile engineering. After the war, Ferrari’s team raced a 1.5 liter V12
car with some success, but it was not until 1948 that the new supercharged
Ferrari 125 had its first outing in the Italian Grand Prix, in what was the first

That which is yet to be won. (Enzo Ferrari, when asked which 
race victory was the most important the team had achieved)

That which is yet to be built. (Enzo Ferrari, when asked 
which Ferrari model he liked the most)
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world championship. Ferrari’s team took the driver’s championship in 1952,
1953 and again in 1956 with Juan Fangio at the wheel. Two years later, the
world’s first British world champion was driving a Ferrari. 

As in many success stories, great leaders are more important in times of
difficulty rather than triumph. Such was the case with Ferrari during a long
dry patch that yielded only one championship in 15 years. The period was
intense and frustrating. Mechanical innovation and a string of creditable
drivers simply could not break the success of the larger teams. In many
ways, it was the emergence of another leader, this time on the track, that
provided Ferrari with an injection of energy. A young Austrian driver, Niki
Lauda, showed great promise in his first season with Ferrari in 1974, and
won the title brilliantly in 1975. Lauda could have made it back-to-back
championships but suffered a horrendous accident at Nurburgring in
Germany that left him with serious burns. In fact, he was so badly injured
that he was administered the last rites, a fact made more remarkable by
Lauda’s return to competition within a few races, only to lose the champi-
onship by a single point. Extraordinarily, Lauda reclaimed his title in
1977, and Ferrari enjoyed success again in 1979 with Jody Scheckter
driving the prancing horse. But it was going to be another period in the
wilderness – this time 21 years – before Ferrari was to win another driver’s
championship, despite signing some of the best talent available, including
Alain Prost, Jean Alesi, and Nigel Mansell. The fact was that Enzo Ferrari,
for all his charisma and focus, was growing old, and his death at 90 in
1988 left the team with a leadership vacuum and in desperate need of re-
invigoration. What had worked in the past was no longer yielding success.
The Ferrari leadership formula needed a change. 

The Leadership Formula

One of the most significant issues facing leadership is the lack of an
accepted formula. There is no such thing as an accepted model or
approach. Further, many sound approaches to leadership tend to be one-
dimensional, driven by a single idea or focused on a small part of the
puzzle. It is clear from the outset, therefore, that leaders tend to be faced
with the prospect of positioning themselves as either champions of a
certain approach, or selecting from a menu containing diverse and perhaps

Aerodynamics is for those who cannot manufacture 
good engines. (Enzo Ferrari)
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even incompatible approaches. This is not to suggest that several different
approaches cannot be used successfully together, nor has the ineffective-
ness of empirical leadership research discouraged leaders from attempting
to fill the gaps themselves. Indeed, there is a current push that suggests
methodology that has been used in scientifically based models is not
providing results that can be applied by practitioners; methodology that is
grounded in organizations and businesses rather than from the transposi-
tion of psychological and quantitative survey methods upon businesses.
For example, Parry and Meindel’s recent book Grounding Leadership
Theory and Research provides a perspective of leadership, grounded in
organizations, and developed through the study of organizations.3

Recently, approaches to leadership have begun to focus more directly on
events and the changing nature of leadership for different settings. This
assumption is a core feature of sport, and one of the ongoing themes of
this book. It is also apparent to anyone who has ever studied a case like
that of Ferrari, in detail. 

Of course many approaches to leadership are grounded in the experi-
ence of commercial, business organizations. If, as is commonly the case,
these approaches are published as books, they often tell a good story, and
make sense to those working in organizations like the one described. A
good example is The Oz Principle,4 a leadership book based around the
story line of The Wizard of Oz, complete with the leadership pathway,
which naturally enough is a “yellow brick road.” This makes for an easily
understandable and at times entertaining read, but is limited in its ability to
communicate the principles of leadership. Most approaches to leadership
tend to assume that leaders (and the implementation of their decisions)
make a difference in organizations. However, the essence of what makes
that difference changes depending upon the approach. Thus, a successful
leadership approach should be multidimensional and should take a broad
focus of where leaders influence an organization. We shall argue that the
sport metaphor helps in this ambition.

A convergence of appointments was responsible for the Ferrari
rebuilding. At the top, former team manager Luca di Montezemolo stepped
into the space left by Enzo Ferrari. As chairman and chief executive of

You need to know Spa to savour Senna, the steepness of the descent to
Eau Rouge, the strange ferocity of the left-right kink at the bottom; you

need to know that Eau Rouge is to be taken at high speed, balls to the wall.
(Christopher Hilton in Ayrton Senna – The Hard Edge of Genius)5
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Ferrari, Luca di Montezemolo has largely been credited with the company’s
reinvigoration over the last decade as well as the turnaround of their
subsidiary Maserati. Montezemolo’s focus has been on developing a new
generation of technologically advanced racing cars to complement their
existing engineering superiority. In addition to research and development,
at an operational level, Montezemolo has also revised the product lines,
downsized the workforce and changed manufacturing practices. These
strategies have been heavily driven by the investments he has made in the
Formula One racing team, a marketplace battering ram which has returned
handsome dividends. Montezemolo has also taken Ferrari to a successful
public float, with the backing of their principal owner, the Fiat group,
which also own the automotive company of the same name among other
enterprises. It is easy to forget in the midst of Ferrari’s record-breaking
dominance that it was languishing at a historic low when Montezemolo
assumed the leadership in 1991. Even then, success had to be relearnt. It
was not until 1993 that the foundations of the racing team were created. 

One of Montezemolo’s key moves was to secure Jean Todt as team
manager with the design and engineering expertise of Ross Brawn and
Rory Byrne added to the portfolio shortly afterwards. Of course, the
changes culminated in the acquisition of double world champion Michael
Schumacher in 1996. Schumacher was immediately competitive, and came
tantalizingly close to taking the title in 1997 and 1998, with Eddie Irvine
as a solid second driver. Things got worse in 1999, however, when Schu-
macher broke his leg at Silverstone, leaving Irvine to battle on, ultimately
coming close to winning the driver’s title. It was enough, however, to
clinch the constructor’s title. But in 2000, Irvine was dissatisfied with
having to play the second driver to Schumacher, after stepping into the top
role during the previous season. The team was unambiguous though;
Schumacher was to remain the top man, and Irvine left to be replaced by
Rubens Barrichello. 

The prancing horse regained the driver’s championship after 21 years in
2000, and has never seriously looked to be challenged since. After no less
than nine Grand Prix victories, Schumacher won the title, bolstered
admirably by an improving Barrichello who also secured his first Grand
Prix victory during the season. Another nine race wins in 2001 were enough
for Schumacher to secure the championship again, as the most consistent
performer in the field. Ferrari has not relinquished its control of the world
championship since, Schumacher taking 11 Grand Prix victories in 2002, a
new record for the most in any one season, and delivering him a fifth
driver’s championship, equaling Juan Fangio’s achievements of the 1950s.
Barrichello finished second, accumulating four Grand Prix wins of his own.
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Sport Thinking

We are not advocating sport itself as a leadership tool. Playing sport won’t
help. Nor do we advocate treating business as a sport, but we do believe
that looking at business from a sport frame of mind is helpful in dealing
with the dynamics of contemporary business. Kevin Roberts, chairman
and CEO of Saatchi Worldwide commented: 

don’t look to great companies for inspiration. Instead look to the world’s
greatest sports teams. Sport is the most relevant model for peak performance in
business. Sport is about teamwork, inclusion and empowerment. It’s about
passion, fun, excitement, making magic, winning and being part of a dream.6

There is precedent, of course, for looking at business this way. For
example, David Parkin, a successful coach in Australian Rules football,
co-wrote Perform – Or Else!, which offers commentary regarding how
managers and leaders can learn about business strategy, tactics, and leader-
ship from sport.7 Peak Performance8 (by Gilson et al.) analyzes successful
sport teams in a series of case studies, attempting to illuminate the strate-
gies behind their success and suggest how business leaders can learn from
these. Another notable example is The Business Playbook: Leadership
Lessons From the World of Sports9 by Brandon Steiner whose suggestions
can be summarized as: “Start with a road map; Find your niche; Wake up
nervous!; Know your purpose; Go the extra mile; You never know; Get
focused!; Nothing changes if nothing changes; It’s not what happens, it’s
what you do with what happens; and See success as a habit.” This book,
Business Leadership and the Lessons from Sport, unlike Steiner’s, is not so
much about attitudes and habits as systems and practices. Like Holland’s
Red Zone Management10 which uses the red zone (the last twenty yards in
American football before a touchdown) as a metaphor for critical moments
in an organization, Business Leadership and the Lessons from Sport views
some conditions in sport as consistent with those pivotal times in business
where the manager (or leader) must introduce innovations, competitive
strategy, mergers, culture changes, and put his or her best players (the
team) on the field (or in the game). 

As sport and business can overlap in practical and metaphorical ways,
leaders in business might benefit from a better appreciation of the principles
employed in leading sport, from wresting order from chaos, to the nuances
of coaching.11 It is noteworthy, however, that most of the evidence suggests
that good leadership is hard to come by in any organization and context,
including sport. For example, Pamm Kellett showed in her research that the
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popular ascriptions of leadership are not all that familiar to coaches in
professional sport.12 In other words, either these professional coaches do
not think that the stereotypical descriptions of what leaders are supposed to
do are accurate, or that their experiences of actual leadership are of a
different nature. Of course, another interpretation is that professional
coaches perform managerial and operational roles more than they do lead-
ership tasks. In this sense, coaches might be like most people in leadership
roles – average. Perhaps, though, there is the chance that professional
coaches perform some tasks that are pivotal to their leadership contribution,
and the popular leadership literature simply does not accurately distil what
it is that leaders really should do. Sport is useful in this way because it
helps to tease out the hidden activities – like the relationships formed with
athletes – that are part of the foundations of good leadership and teamwork,
but are not high profile enough for anyone to link to the charismatic roles
that the popular literature has brainwashed us into thinking is normal. 

Gideon Haigh arrives at a similar conclusion, albeit from another angle
entirely.13 He suggests that the cult of the CEO is responsible for elevating
them to superhero status where their acting ability is as much a factor in
their perceived leadership performance as anything else. In the cult, it is
assumed that the CEO is the sole author of a company’s future, dependent
largely upon their celebrity leadership status, which, unhelpfully, can be
elevated by paying them ridiculous salaries. There is little doubt that
marketing leaders is a critical aspect of contemporary business, and of the
leadership function itself, but as in sport, leaders need to be able to demon-
strate that their performance is worthy of the price. Moreover, as in sport,
there are a series of key leaders in any team, and many of them receive
very little exposure or credit. 

A New Vision

A key leader in the Ferrari camp is undoubtedly Jean Todt, who has presided
over the last five consecutive championship victories as the director of the
racing team. Jean Todt has enjoyed a varied set of experiences in motor

Experience is a hard teacher because she gives 
the test first, the lesson afterward.

Some people are so busy learning the tricks of 
the trade that they never learn the trade.

(Vernon Law, former pitcher, Pittsburgh Pirates)
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sport, beginning with a brief stint of rally driving, before realizing he was
better suited to navigation. After a number of years of success, he moved to
the international scene where he partnered a number of top drivers, eventu-
ally gravitating to Talbot Sunbeam Lotus, a team that won the 1981 World
Rally manufacturer’s title. Todt subsequently retired to manage the develop-
ment of the Peugeot Talbot Sport team competing in the world rally cham-
pionships. The team was competitive in 1984 and took the title along with
the driver’s honors in 1985 and 1986. Peugeot turned away from world
championship rallying shortly afterward, but Todt led the team into other
events, winning the world’s premier endurance rally, the Paris–Dakar four
times, as well as the infamous Pike’s Peak hill climb. Peugeot changed its
focus again in 1990, this time to sports cars. Todt again proved to be the
right man at the helm, guiding the team to the 1992 World Sports Car Cham-
pionship and the 1992 Le Mans 24-hour race. He surpassed this achieve-
ment in 1993 with an extraordinary clean sweep of the podium for Peugeot
at Le Mans. However, the success was not enough to enable Todt to
convince Peugeot management to enter Formula One, so he moved across to
take up the reigns in Ferrari’s Formula One motor racing team. 

Todt’s arrival at Ferrari constituted a major new leadership presence in a
team that was struggling to come to terms with its identity in a post-Enzo
Ferrari era. While Montezemolo had his hands full with the manufacturing
efforts of the company, the focus was on Todt’s first contribution, bringing
the racing team together under new standards of organization and planning
toward the achievement of a world championship. By 1994 Ferrari was
again competitive, finishing third, an achievement replicated in 1995. The
following year proved decisive, in that Todt managed to secure the
services of twice world champion Michael Schumacher, along with Eddie
Irvine as his number two. Todt’s strategy was straightforward; there could
be no substitute for the best driver, so Ferrari had to have him, irrespective
of the cost. It was also a significant year, in that it heralded the acquisition
of Ross Brawn, the race strategy wizard, and Rory Byrne, a leader in
racing car design engineering. The new composition of the team proved
effective, although close seasons in 1997 and 1998 relegated Ferrari to
second place in both years. 

Todt would have engineered the dream season in 1999, but for the acci-
dent in which Schumacher broke his leg and was forced to relegate his
seniority to Irvine. The mantle was grasped firmly by Irvine who almost
delivered the goods, but eventually finished second in the driver’s champi-
onship. The effort, however, was enough to get the team over the line as
constructor’s champions, and half of Todt’s vision was realized, to be
completed in the dream season that was 2000. It had taken seven years of
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Todt’s leadership – focus, vision, thoroughness, and bold innovation – but
the rewards finally arrived. Todt has since been awarded the Chevalier de
la Légion d’ Honneur, which is the French equivalent to a British knight-
hood. Recently, Todt was named as the new director general of the Ferrari
company, but will retain his responsibilities as chief of the racing team. 

Perhaps Todt’s most admirable leadership quality is his ability to draw a
high-potential team together and lead them to new levels of collaboration
in a sport where innovation and precision in a team setting are serious
competitive advantages. Notably, Michael Schumacher’s arrival at Ferrari
coincided with Todt’s broader restructuring which brought the new chief
designer Rory Byrne to the team along with Schumacher’s long time
collaborator, team manager Ross Brawn. Byrne had designed Ayrton
Senna’s chassis in 1986 as well as Schumacher’s championship winning
Benettons of 1994 and 1995. Lured out of retirement to work for Ferrari,
Byrne has designed the last five successive world championship winning
cars, a feat that has confirmed his position as the most senior designer in
Formula One. Similarly, Brawn had already marked his performance with
a track record carved out at Williams as an engineer and designer and with
Benetton in its championship winning days as a technical director. 

It has not all been smooth sailing for Todt. There was the vacuum after
Schumacher’s effective departure from the season with a broken leg in
1999 and the incident at the European Grand Prix where Mika Salo,
driving in Schumacher’s place, made a pit stop unexpectedly during a
period of radio malfunction immediately ahead of Irvine’s scheduled stop,
delaying him severely. The Italian press were wild with speculation that
Todt’s head should roll. And then, during the 2003 season, Ferrari became
mired in a controversy which went to the heart of what it means to
compete in sport. In the final moments of the Austrian Grand Prix in which
Barrichello was leading ahead of Schumacher, he moved aside on team
orders to allow the German to win. Adding to the controversy, Schumacher
pushed Barrichello up to the top of the podium during the award cere-
mony, an action that revealed as much as the race footage. Ferrari was
fined US$1 million by the FIA over the incident, deemed to have brought
the sport into disrepute. 

Although certainly unpopular with Formula One aficionados who
proclaimed the loss of uncertainty over a race’s outcome as a blow to the

If we are the best in the world, it is because we have the best staff in the
world, you World Champions. (Jean Todt addressing the Ferrari racing team)
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very heart of what sport stands for, the incident is somewhat banal when
viewed from a business perspective. After all, Ferrari is a team and its
collective best interests were best served by the action, which was
conducted quite overtly, not unlike the support the top rider receives from
his or her team during a road cycling event. But that was not the way some
fans viewed the team orders, seeing it more like a professional foul in foot-
ball than a legitimate strategy for maximizing team success. Indeed, the
FIA has introduced a new rule banning team orders, although in reality it
will more likely result in strategic maneuvering in its application. The fact
is that sometimes sport gives a different view of good leadership compared
with business. The purpose of this book is to consider these and evaluate
their usefulness to the business leader.

Think Differently Through Sport

This chapter explains the advantages of taking a sporting view of leadership.
For example, leaders cannot control organizations comprising people in the
same way that an operator can control a machine made of moving, but inan-
imate parts. This means that it might be more effective for leaders and
managers to define the parameters of the business, but remain less involved
in the operational conduct of the business, trusting it to those on the “field of
play.” Indeed, it might be dangerous for leaders to make decisions based
upon linear assumptions about where they think the organization should
head or is heading. Sport illustrates the importance of understanding that
cause and effect is complex, and the field of play, whether sporting or busi-
ness, is unpredictable. As a result, the assumption that strict policies lead to
high levels of control does not always hold because linear causality does not
always hold. For example, excessive rules to help employees solve problems
can communicate that they are considered incapable of solving problems,
and can lead to a workforce averse to thinking for themselves and initiating
innovative solutions. Who wants players who can’t think for themselves?
Change leads to unplanned consequences and high-pressure situations.
Great athletes and teams ‘thrive on chaos’ because they have embraced the
fact that success in the sporting arena is as much about opportunity and
innovation as it is about command and control. 

I skate to where the puck is going to be, not to where it has been.
(Wayne Gretzky, former National Hockey League player)
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For our purposes, a leader is someone either charged with the responsi-
bility, or who assumes the responsibility, for coordinating the efforts of
others toward a predetermined end goal. Within this are the dual issues 
of how they get there, and whether they get there. Sport tends to iron this
out in favor of whether the goals are achieved. The leader in sport is the
one responsible for winning. This is the platform from which we work in
this book.

What are the chief characteristics of sport that are useful to embrace
from a business leadership viewpoint? In the first instance, sport clearly
has a symbolic intensity and emotional dimension that is rarely found in
the business setting. Passion adds a new facet. Sport followers not only
develop steel bonds to their favorite clubs and players, but also gain
endless pleasure from their sport participation and watching experiences.
Because sport engenders such high levels of loyalty, the identification that
fans have with sports and teams can also spin off into their relationships
with family, friends, their sporting heroes, and their heroes’ behavior.
Sport arouses energy, the intensity of which is infrequently discharged in
commercial business. Sport and business therefore often operate within
different behavioral parameters. While commercial businesses would like
to stimulate strong emotional loyalty from their employees, their over-
riding concerns tend to be efficiency, productivity, and market conditions.
Sport, however, is consumed by attachments that penetrate commercial
exploitation, and are powerfully linked to the past through nostalgia and
tradition as well as the future through a sense of hope for success. The
Ferrari Formula One team may operate unashamedly as a business but it is
hard to believe that either the team members or its supporters view it
merely as a job. 

Perhaps one of most noteworthy differences between professional
competitive sport organizations and business is the way in which they
respectively measure performance. Sport is one of the few products or
services that depends on unpredictability for its success. Indeed, it is well
known that attendances at sporting contests are higher where the outcome
is considered uncertain, compared to games where results seem
predictable. Indeed, the domination of Ferrari has caused a drop in
Formula One television ratings. The difficulty for sport is that its inherent
lack of predictability encourages enormous variability in the quality of
sporting performances, exacerbated by variables such as the weather,
player injuries, the location of the venue, the position of opponents in the
competition season, the proximity of the scores, whether the game is being
televised, and even the size of the crowd. By contrast, in business, most
products and services have relatively little variability in their quality, and
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are prized when achieved. Although sport needs unpredictability to
prosper, it is hardly the goal of any sport leaders other than league admin-
istrators. In fact, the unpredictability of sport has forced sport leaders to
develop more comprehensive performance measurement systems than in
any other industry. For the best sport organizations like Ferrari, perfor-
mance is monitored at a level that makes business approaches look quite
sloppy. It is also transmitted into training and development faster and more
smoothly than the corporate world would imagine possible. Given the
much discussed escalation in the speed of market change in business, the
role of the leader in monitoring performance would seem vital. 

The sporting world is nevertheless full of contradictions. While fans
will sometimes go to great lengths to preserve traditional practices or
symbols, there are other situations where sport fans have a high tolerance
for changes in personnel and product quality. The emotive glue that joins
members and fans to their clubs means that they will endure countless
changes to the personnel of their club if it means a greater chance of
success. Part of this acceptance revolves around an awareness of what is
core to the sport business. 

Ferrari’s Competitive Advantage

Ferrari’s dominance, as we have demonstrated so far, has stretched
beyond its historical limitations and the skills of its individual members.
What makes the team so extraordinary is the way in which it has lever-
aged its collective skills. Ferrari’s competencies as a team confer upon
them significant competitive advantages for success in the astonishingly
fast-paced world in which they operate. In this sense, Ferrari embodies
the key sport lessons for business that we intend to explore in the subse-
quent chapters. All the chapters engage ten leadership themes or
metaphors to a greater or lesser degree, depending on the topic and objec-
tives of the chapter. These themes and the chief metaphors that can be
derived from them are briefly described below, and in so doing, we
answer the question: What can business leaders learn from sport gener-
ally, and Ferrari specifically? 

My jump was imperfect, my run-in was too short and my hands were 
too far back at takeoff.When I manage to iron out these faults, I am 

sure I can improve. (Sergei Bubka, pole vaulter)
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1. “Surfing the edge of chaos” and capitalizing on complexity and
ambiguity

Few sports change and improve at the rate Formula One has; its competi-
tive environment is cutthroat. In many sports, to perform at the same level
as the previous year will bring about a similar result, but in Formula One
such a performance will relegate a team to certain failure. The ability of
Jean Todt to progress performance through ongoing change and periodic
crises, including the constant introduction of new technologies and the
certain turnover of employees, has been critical to its success. In partic-
ular, success in Formula One leadership requires a certain philosophical
mindset where comfort with rapid change is a distinct advantage. With
races spaced frequently during the season, the Ferrari team scarcely has
time to celebrate its victories. The team’s race begins the moment they
touch down in a new location and lasts until its drivers cross the finishing
line. There are thousands of variables to consider, and hundreds of deci-
sions to be made in an instant. The edge of chaos is a constant companion,
but it is also the Ferrari way. 

For the business leader, Ferrari teaches the counterintuitive notion that
control is not necessarily the same thing as stability. The most successful
leaders in the next generation of market-dominating companies will be the
ones who not only constantly evaluate the environment and trends, but
will also assume the mindset that everything is temporary. The edge of
chaos rules. Innovation is born in the Ferrari-like leadership philosophy
that not only accepts change but thrives on it. 

2. Emergent leadership 

More than in business, sport demonstrates the potential for emergent lead-
ership; leadership emanating from the bottom up rather than just the top
down. Sport is one of the few products in the world (in addition to the
entertainment industry) where those delivering the key services at the
“coal face” are considered the most important individuals in the organ-
ization, and are compensated accordingly. Ferrari demonstrates this prin-
ciple admirably through the performance of Michael Schumacher and
Rubens Barrichello. In sport it does not seem unusual to see leadership
from athletes and players, but they are the equivalent of the teller in a bank
or the customer service officer in an insurance company. Sport simply
exposes the fact that all people engaged in a service or product delivery
can add leadership value. 
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In Ferrari, emergent leadership has occurred in all levels of the team.
While Schumacher and Barrichello receive the accolades of the public,
their vehicles are the outcome of innovation produced by hundreds of
talented mechanics and engineers. What would become of Ferrari if only
the line managers were allowed to display leadership? No one individual,
no matter how gifted, is capable of sustained insight beyond the collective
contribution of the rest of a team. This holds true in Ferrari for the drivers,
designers, engineers, mechanics, strategists, tire specialists, marketers, and
managers. The business leadership lesson from Ferrari and other
successful sport teams is the reminder that there is always potential for
leadership to emerge from unexpected locations in the hierarchy. 

3. Training and practice 

Few would argue that the sport product is bolstered by more practice and
training than any other product in the world. In fact, performance in sport
represents only a fraction of the time taken in preparation. What few
people realize is that Ferrari never ceases its development activities. When
the drivers take a break after the season, the cars do not sit dormant in a
garage. Instead, test drivers work furiously with new features while the
engineers collect vast amounts of data. Simply watching a Ferrari pit stop
should be enough for leaders in business to see the outcome of dedication
to training. For Ferrari it is more than just a dedication; it is a complete
commitment to perfection. 

Sport thinking encourages business leaders to think more systematically
about training as part of both a long-term plan and regular, operational
activities. Practicing pit stops every day is second nature for the Ferrari
team, even if it is only for 15 or 20 minutes. How many businesses take
the same amount of time daily to polish their skills? No sport leader would
ever consider bringing about serious change without supporting it with
substantial training preparation. More importantly, sport teaches us that
training should not be for preparation only, but should be a standard part of
everyday business life. 

4. Importance of relationships

Teams are built on the relationships between members. Schumacher,
Brawn, Byrne and Todt are the key leaders in Ferrari and have developed
close working relationships with each other as well as the other team
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members. It is not an exaggeration to say that each of the team members
spends far more time with each other than they do with their marriage
partners. Work time can be 60 or 70 hours a week, and more during race
weeks. In between races, if the team members are not working or catching
whatever sleep they can, they are on the road toward the next race destina-
tion. A team that spends so much time together under such pressure cannot
be successful unless it has built strong relationships. 

Like those in Ferrari, other sport leaders are acutely aware of the impor-
tance of the relationship between leaders and followers, especially where
they interact in team situations and where the role of leader and follower
can be fluid. In business, leaders tend to stay in leadership positions, rarely
taking a subservient role even if the circumstances might demand it. Sport
thinking can draw attention to the importance of coaching, mentoring,
teamwork, collaboration, and communication while reinforcing flexible
ideas about leadership positions. Teams like Ferrari can also highlight the
way close working relationships under pressure and adversity, which also
yield success, can develop the strongest relationships, where team loyalty
is intense.

5. Personal development 

An athlete more committed to personal improvement than Michael Schu-
macher would be difficult to find. Schumacher is the epitome of profes-
sionalism, and like all athletes who have worked their way to the top of
their sport, stands as a role model for what can be achieved through raw
talent, hard work, and a commitment to personal development. For
example, although already well known for his exemplary fitness and
arduous physical training regime, Schumacher spends hours in front of
computer race simulations that match the tracks perfectly. As the most
experienced driver in Formula One, Schumacher probably already knows
each track better than any other driver, but he continues to strive to 
engrain the perfect lap in his mind, accounting for inches around walls and
braking markers. 

More than in business, sport confers the responsibility for personal
improvement and development upon the individual and team in equal
measures. Because sport exposes vulnerabilities in a team climate, sport
thinking encourages leaders to find ways to facilitate personal develop-
ment. In addition, although perhaps a cliché, sport offers a consistent way
for individuals and teams to be confronted unambiguously with their own
performance and success. In business this objective assessment of perfor-
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mance is often hidden. Individuals and teams in business have fewer
opportunities to further their own development as a result. Sometimes an
external and potentially confronting assessment of performance is the
most precious for personal development.

6. Long-term sustainability

Of all the characteristics that set Ferrari apart from the competition, its
unprecedented, long-term success is perhaps the most impressive. This, it
has achieved in arguably the world’s most difficult, competitive, and
resource-intensive sport. While the other nine themes mentioned in this
section go a long way to explaining why Ferrari has enjoyed such
longevity at the top, part of the explanation can also be found in its attitude
to sustainability in the first place. This is the legacy of both Ferrari himself
and his successor Montezemolo. Both have proven absolutely committed
to long-term success. That meant there could be no shortcuts and quality
was paramount. For example, Montezemolo recognized that for the brand
to hold its position on the pedestal, the Formula One team had to perform.
To Montezemolo, this did not mean that the team had to do reasonably
well, it had to win, and Montezemolo was prepared to make the decisions
and commit the resources in order to do just that. 

While in hindsight, it might seem to have been a straightforward deci-
sion to hire Todt and acquire the best driver in the world, in reality, the
decision must have taken a great deal of fortitude and vision. Other teams
scoffed at Ferrari for paying Schumacher such exorbitant sums. Commen-
tators cautioned that Todt would never be able to hold together for a long
period the egos and personalities of the key team members who were
poached from competitors. But what both Montezemolo and Todt realized
was that in acquiring the best, they were also acquiring people with an
uncommon commitment to long-term performance. For these team
members, to perform well was not a desire or even a goal, but a part of
their life they could not live without. Montezemolo spent vast sums
ensuring that the team would be built in a way that would allow it to
sustain its dominance. He saw a decade ahead, and took action accord-
ingly. That philosophy has been embedded in the culture of Ferrari.

Business takes for granted the need for sustainable success. In sport, in
contrast, genuine sustainable performance is quite rare and celebrated.
Because the sport environment is so competitive, sport leaders invest
considerable thought into the nature of sustainability. Indeed, the measure of
greatness in sport is long-term success. Given the increasing competitive-
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ness and changeability of business markets, sport thinking helps business
leaders to reconsider the prerequisites of sustainability, which frequently
demand different strategy and leadership than short-term performance. 

7. Commitment to knowledge

It is hard to imagine any sport more obsessed with innovation and the
development of new knowledge than Formula One. In Ferrari no detail is
too small, from the precision engineering of engine components to the
software systems used to compile and analyze data. Every possible angle
for enhanced performance is explored. Sometimes, even Ferrari goes too
far, as when the cockpit of the car was lowered too far and the heat from
friction across the track burnt through to the driver’s skin, causing blisters
in a most inconvenient location. 

While Schumacher is the racing face of Ferrari, one of the reasons that
the team stays ahead of the competition is that all its key members are
dedicated to improving their knowledge and performance. On planes they
study engineering specifications and try to imagine new ways of doing
things that will give the car an advantage while staying within the rigid
structures of the rules. In the office, marketing executives benchmark
other professional sports to find new ways of servicing sponsors. The team
has developed a critical mass of activity that has kept it ahead of the
competition for several years. The leaders of Ferrari have cultivated an
atmosphere where members are committed to innovation and knowledge
that will give the team a competitive advantage. 

Sport leaders are obsessed with knowledge in an attempt to find new
opportunities and advantages. This typically includes nutritional supple-
ments, novel training methods, and even drugs. For the business leader,
this commitment to knowledge for competitive advantage is an important
lesson that Ferrari leaders have shown delivers success. In the business
world of leadership, strategy has received a great deal of attention, but one
of the most salient lessons from sport comes from the way its leaders value
knowledge as a vehicle for innovation. 

8. Constant measurement and evaluation 

Ferrari studies, measures, and records every aspect of racing from the
nuances and preferences of other team’s drivers and their cars, to the
impact of a one-tenth of a degree change in track temperature on the
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performance of tires. Not only is no other product in the world subject to
such intense measurement and scrutiny as sporting performance, but
Formula One makes all other sports performance evaluation methods look
simplistic. For every second of time on the practice or race track, hundreds
of different measures are taken about the performance of the car and
engine. This vast supply of data is used to make minute changes in aero-
dynamic down force, tire selection, gear ratios, fuel quantity, and engine
torque. The commitment Ferrari has to studying performance is stag-
gering, and if business leaders were to adopt its philosophy to even a tiny
degree, it would mean a substantial change in the measurement and evalu-
ation of companies. 

Although business has embraced performance management as a funda-
mental aspect of leadership, the comprehensive approach to measurement
demonstrated in professional sport offers a reminder to business leaders of
the depth and frequency with which a performance can be assessed. This
can extend to all parts of leadership and the organization. 

9. Passion and spiritual connection 

If nothing else, Ferrari’s history and experiences presented in this chapter
illustrate a furious and unyielding passion for motor sport. From Enzo
Ferrari’s consuming obsession for creating the flawless racing vehicle to
Todt’s Napoleonic, unifying charisma, Ferrari shows the lengths that
people will go to succeed in sport precisely because it holds an almost
spiritual importance to it. The passion associated with sport is a model for
business leaders to pursue. An emotional commitment to the organization
from both customers and employees is an ideal that many sport leaders
cultivate and exploit. 

10. Clear focus on the right goal 

Although controversial at times, Ferrari has demonstrated a clarity of
purpose second to none in sport. From a leadership viewpoint, the team
has never wavered from its goals. Team instructions for the finishing order
for the two Ferrari drivers have been contentious, but are really just reflec-
tive of its focus on the bigger picture. As a team with clear goals, team
orders make sense. Although such orders have been outlawed, it remains
obvious that Ferrari uses its two cars to leverage each other’s performance.
Sport thinking like that demonstrated by Ferrari encourages clarity of
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focus on core business issues and meeting core business goals without
distraction. In the case of Ferrari, this is particularly impressive, given the
immense opportunity for distraction that the nature of competition in
Formula One presents. 

These themes are contained in each of the chapters which deal with
specific aspects of leadership. The structure of this book is illustrated in
Figure 1.1.

In Chapter 2, Playing to Win: The Leadership Function, we turn our
attention to the key activities that leaders undertake. However, we do not
take a conventional approach to this. Instead, we note that the great power
of sport is in channeling a leader’s focus into what might be called its
“core business”. While the concept of core business is well known in busi-

Every car is a prototype at all times. (Martin Brundle, former 
Formula One driver and now commentator )
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ness literature, the actual process of determining what is core business is
more troublesome. Our starting point is that sport thinking helps to distin-
guish between activities that reflect the core of a business, say, in sport
terms, merchandise, and those that are core to the business, like the culti-
vation of player talent. On the surface, this may seem to be a pedantic
distinction, but the reality is that there is a significant difference between
the two approaches. 

The advantage of sport thinking, in our estimation, is that it reveals
unambiguously the ‘core to’ business activities. For example, it is clear
that actual performance is core to the sport business, whereas merchandise
is critical for revenue, but remains a means to an end rather than the end in
itself. Similarly, business leaders can benefit from thinking about their
organizations in terms of the sport metaphor. In other words, what is their
equivalent of the sporting performance? The ability to do this, we believe,
is instrumental to the success of a business leader. Chapter 2 also explores
the role that the business leader plays in orchestrating change. In this way,
the leader is a change agent, in a way comparable to a captain of a sporting
team. With this aspect of leadership in mind, the chapter highlights the
importance of the leader in performance management and measurement. 

The business ‘captain’ is charged, of course, with leading all of his or
her ‘players’. In Chapter 3, Fair Game: Leaders and Followers, the impor-
tance of the follower is considered. Drawing from the sport metaphor, we
examine the roles of individuals throughout the sport organization, from
the humble fan to the chairman of the club. Our central argument is that
the commitment of followers is central to organizational success. More-
over, successful sport leaders show the ability to engender intense levels of
commitment from followers by emphasizing personal identity, ownership,
and involvement. The chapter also aims to equip business leaders with a
better understanding of the role of personality, charisma, and tribal identity
in organized followership. 

Building on this understanding, Chapter 4, Team of Champions or a
Champion Team?: Leading Teams, ventures further into the value of
meaning as a currency of team success. The chapter illustrates how great
teams in sport demonstrate emergence, where the sum of their parts is
subservient to the synergy of the team as a whole. Sport illuminates several
central aspects of team leadership, including its approach to membership,
where team composition is more important than individual talent, the sense
of belonging it can provoke, the precision of its structures and account-
ability of roles, and its depth of ritualization. We use these characteristics of
sport to examine what constitutes great teams, and we draw heavily on
some of the greatest sporting teams of all time for inspiration. 
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From the team side of the leadership equation, we turn to some of the
more individualized aspects of leadership. In Chapter 5, From the Sidelines:
Coaching and Mentoring, we identify the place of coaching and mentoring in
the leadership development cycle, emphasizing the pivotal contribution to
performance that coaches (managers) make in sport. In so doing, this chapter
explores how competencies can be transmitted through leadership coaching.
Whilst coaching and mentoring in business are familiar terms and, in many
cases, popular managerial practices, their use in business has not been built
upon a thorough understanding of how they are used in sport, and exactly
what they mean in sport. More than any other relationship between organiza-
tional members, coaches are mentors for players, and in many sports
encourage a holistic player welfare approach to managing life and sport
performance. Coaches are required to manage all elements that might impact
upon player performance. This includes finance, relationships and sport-
related issues. This mentoring approach, with an emphasis on a player’s
welfare, recognizes that leaders off the field need to nurture those at the coal
face, sometimes in a spiritual and emotional way as much as physically. 

Chapter 6, The Flow State: Spiritual Leadership, explores the importance
of personal development and readiness as a function of leadership develop-
ment and performance. It provides a discussion of the psychological mech-
anisms necessary for individuals to develop “spiritually” and emotionally
as a platform for a leadership contribution. Traditionally, there have been
few educational pathways for coaches, resulting in their need to develop
some of their skills through self-development and reflection. Although the
importance of professional management training for both coaches and busi-
ness managers is undisputed, one advantage that coaches have acquired is
more flexibility in their work environment to employ different approaches
to developing players, particularly on an individual basis rather than one
exclusively based on organizational standards and rules. Sport has long
been viewed as a character-building pursuit, but this assumption has been
undermined recently, particularly with the abundance of ill-tempered
sporting superstars. Nevertheless, it is impossible to argue with the fact that
sport stars are attuned to perform under high pressure and have the ability
to manage their emotions in critical situations on the field. The chapter
specifies how to employ the correct emotional perspective in developing
leaders and how to cultivate the most effective transmission of leadership
messages. Ultimately, this translates to a situation that in sport is also
described as “the flow state” or “being in the zone.” It is at those moments
when successful leadership translates into peak performance: playing for
the championship, going for gold, establishing that merger or successfully
floating the organization on the stock exchange. 
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The success of leaders is not always a matter of what they actually
achieve quietly, but what they manage to convince others they have
achieved. Chapter 7, Thinking Outside the Ball Park: Marketing Leaders,
takes up this issue. It explains the role of perception in the leadership
equation and the importance of selling leaders and their messages. It
begins by examining the nature of leadership in business, and by using a
sport analogy, begins to develop a set of usable marketing tools. This
chapter illustrates that transformational leadership and charisma are a
function of leadership marketing that can be mobilized by any leader at
any level. The chapter reviews the aspects of hero building associated with
sport, the marketing techniques used to highlight the performance of on-
field leaders, and the lessons business leaders can learn from high-profile
sporting personalities. Bend it like Beckham becomes sell it like Beckham. 

Chapter 8, Staying Ahead of the Game: Developing Leaders for the
Future, examines the future of work, sport, and society and provides the
basis for organizations to understand the essential aspects of leadership in
the future. Sport thinking helps to encourage leaders to be comfortable in
uncertain environments. If the right management philosophy is in place,
there is more room for experimentation and the potential emergence of
genuine innovation that could not have been forced or prescribed. The
sport metaphor also demonstrates the importance of training and practice
as a key to success, even when training time far exceeds that spent in
actual performance. The chapter also highlights how sport is at the fore-
front of technology and innovation, in order to stay ahead of the game. 

In the modern business environment, stability can signify slowdown
and even organizational death. Leaders cannot be successful simply by
instilling prescriptive working conditions; the very nature of business is
far more dynamic than in the past. Chapter 9, Conclusion: Leadership in
Sport, shows how sport offers the opportunity to take a perspective on
leadership that encourages innovation, flexibility, training, coaching,
performance measurement, and thinking about the future; qualities that we
have emphasized in this chapter’s commentary on Ferrari. 

Post Game

Although Schumacher’s end to the 2004 season at the Brazilian Grand
Prix failed to yield yet another win – after crashing in a practice session
and incurring a ten-place penalty for changing engines and starting in 18th
place on the grid – he still managed to finish a creditable seventh. For
Ferrari it brought to an end a season of 15 wins from 18 races, as well as
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its sixth constructor’s championship and Schumacher’s fifth successive
driver’s title. In Formula One, the achievements of Ferrari in 2004 are
benchmarked only against their own 15 wins from 17 races in 2002 and
McLaren’s 15 wins from 16 races in 1988. It also, arguably, solidifies its
place as the greatest Formula One team of all time and, perhaps, even as
one of the greatest sporting teams of all time. So, with the sport metaphor
in mind, let us start to tackle the conundrum of the leadership role and
function, which is exactly where we intend to begin in Chapter 2. 
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Ideas and tenacity are our strength. (Enzo Ferrari)

28 Business Leadership and the Lessons from Sport



29

CHAPTER 2

Playing to Win:
The Leadership Function

If somebody told weightlifters they could lift an extra
five pounds by munching Brillo pads, there wouldn’t 
be a clean pot within three miles of any gym in this

country. (MARK CAMERON, WEIGHTLIFTER)

Like business, professional sport organizations may have many impera-
tives placed upon them. However, sometimes, unlike business, they have
less difficulty in understanding where their core business lies. Moreover,
they recognize the significant difference between activities that reflect the
core of the business (like providing sporting merchandise for sales), versus
those that are core to the business (like developing player talent). This
chapter explains the importance of understanding an organization’s core
business and the impact that leadership has on driving success in the
“right” areas. It places leadership in the context of wider organizational
change and explains the role of the leader as a change agent, in a similar
manner to a team’s captain. 

In addition, we consider the importance of performance management in
leadership and development by discussing measurement techniques used
to feedback upon performance. Moreover, we demonstrate how the roles
of leaders change during different phases of organizational life, in partic-
ular those that are intense and dynamic, and suggest a path for organiza-
tions to cultivate leaders ready for crisis situations. 

Lastly, this chapter shows the importance of leadership and coaches as
part of leadership development beyond the organization (and sport) and in
the community, by looking at some leaders who are considered to be at the



forefront of society. It can be argued that there is a significant role and
opportunity for athletes and sport organizations to work with non-sport
organizations in the spirit of excellent corporate sport citizenship.

The Core Business

Although we have just said that, unlike business, sport teams have less
difficulty in understanding where their core business lies, we could play
devil’s advocate and take issue with our own statement. Firstly, we need to
define what is meant by “core business.” The problem here is that theorists
often confuse three separate but interrelated concepts: those of “core busi-
ness,” “core competency,” and “core to the business.” Generically, we may
describe core business as the main business of an enterprise as opposed to
any ancillary business it generates. It is the activity from which a business
derives its greatest income. Thus, for example, it might be argued that the
core business of Toyota is making cars, of Coca-Cola, soft drinks, and of
Manchester United, playing (and winning) soccer games. 

It’s an apparently sound theory, but, in our role as devil’s advocate, we
might argue that, like so many management and leadership theories,
reality comes in many shades of gray. In reality, we might suggest that the
core business of all organizations, whether in business or sport, is simply
to stay in business. And to achieve this, an organization must make money.
Fail to make money, and no matter how successful you may be, the organ-
ization will ultimately fail. Take, for example, the Siddeley Armstrong
motorcar, an excellent automobile by all accounts, but a product of an
organization no longer in business. Or Accrington Football Club, which,
on joining on 17 April 1888, became one of the 12 founding members of
the football league in England. In the 1892/93 season they finished 15th,
second from bottom, a relegation position, and resigned from the league
rather than play in the newly formed Division Two. Shortly afterwards,
Accrington FC became prey to financial problems which led to their
demise in 1896. Fail to make money, and you go out of business!

Some business writers associate core business with successful competi-
tive advantage. Zook and Allen, for instance, suggest that having a clear
sense and definition of the core is the foundation of growth strategy.1

Having undertaken an analysis of companies that have been financially

For every pass I ever caught in a game, I caught a thousand in practice.
(Don Hutson, National Football League, offensive end)
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successful such as Dell, EMC, and General Electric, the authors contend
that to identify a core business, there must be a clear understanding and
definition of the set of products, customer segments, and technologies with
which a company can build the greatest competitive advantage. Then,
having defined the core business, a firm can further identify their sources
of differentiation that will continue to create market power, as well as
explore new territories ancillary to the core. 

Implied in Zook and Allen’s discussion of core business is the concept
of “core competency.” This may be defined as the one or more things that
a company can do better than its competitors and may include anything
from a better product to the capability of an organization’s personnel. If
the core competency is transitory, it may provide only a short-term
competitive advantage. However, if the core competency yields long-term
advantage it may be considered a sustainable competitive advantage.

The concept of core competency was initially developed by C. K.
Prahalad and Gary Hamel in their 1990 Harvard Business Review article,
“The Core Competence of the Corporation.” 2 As examples of core
competency, they suggested Honda’s expertise in engines which allowed
Honda to develop successful engines for everything from heavy vehicles
to lawn mowers, and Canon’s proficiency in laser systems and subsys-
tems. Prahalad and Hamel suggested that a core competence has the char-
acteristics of: 

1. Providing potential access to a wide variety of markets 
2. Increasing perceived customer benefits
3. Being harder for competitors to imitate. 

Although a number of writers since Prahalad and Hamel have refined the
concept of core competency, its definition around the concept of being areas
which differentiate a company strategically has remained fairly constant. 

“Core to the business” is a term that is generally employed when
discussing outsourcing. By having outside resources undertake a range of
business processes there is a belief that the focus on the core business can
be maximized and costs minimized. But this depends, of course, on
ensuring that activities that are outsourced can be undertaken more effec-
tively and with greater efficiency by the organization to which they are
outsourced. Many of the critical functions in an organization are core to
the business, while others may be considered necessary but not core. This
concept of relating “core to the business” together with business processes
is, in our belief, far too narrow in its vision. We would rather believe that
there are areas which are core to the business which are not viewed as a
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business process in the traditional way and which cannot be outsourced.
These may include, say, a reputation for cleanliness as with some drug
companies or a brand name for excitement, as with the World Wrestling
Entertainment. It may also simply include activities like developing player
talent within a sports club. 

So, how do the terms interrelate? Let us take as an example Glaxo-
SmithKline (GSK), a drug company giant. We might suggest that GSK’s
core business is selling drugs. It is the activity from which the organization
derives the greatest income. Its core competency, however, that which gives
it sustainable competitive advantage, is the development of new drugs and
bringing them from inception to the marketplace. What is core to the busi-
ness for GSK, however, is its reputation for reliable and effective drugs.

Let us return to our principal discussion in this segment, that of core
business. It is, as we stated earlier, the activity from which the organ-
ization derives its greatest income and it is often totally different from
what is superficially apparent. As an example, consider the case of Real
Madrid football club. Over the past few years, Florentino Pérez, president
of the club, has bought many of the superstars of the game including Luis
Figo of Portugal, for whom Real paid a then world record price of a59.8
million (then US$56 million), and then the French star Zinedine Zidane at
a new world record price of a75.5 million (then US$85 million). Close on
their heels came Ronaldo and English star, David Beckham. Pérez’s aim
was not simply to have a first-rate soccer team but to turn Real Madrid into
a global brand, with revenue spin-offs from sponsorships to merchan-
dising. Pérez claims that the 29-times Spanish league champion is
approaching Manchester United in marketing power and he plans to make
the club’s brand name the most valuable in the world.

According to Pérez, it was only 

a few years ago [that] Manchester United was the club which sold most
throughout the world for the simple fact that its marketing policies were 10
years ahead of everyone else. That’s no longer the case …right now the global
rise of the Real Madrid brand has no comparison.3

Pérez said income from Real’s merchandise sales this year – a138 million
(US$171 million) – would be greater than the club’s total earnings four

The Rope a Dope would not have existed without the Big Dope.
(George Foreman, commenting on his role in the rumble in the jungle)
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years ago when he took over as president. As a result, unlike Manchester
United, whose main revenue still comes from gate money, Real’s main
income will come from commercial revenues. Real’s dominance in
commercial branding may not last long. Manchester United has hired
Andy Anson, a former Walt Disney executive who was responsible for
marketing the Mighty Ducks ice hockey team, as its first commercial
director. According to Manchester United Chief Executive David Gill,
creating the post of commercial director was “critical to delivering our
strategies of converting more fans to customers and leveraging the club’s
brand through global commercial activities.”4

It is not only in sport that core business is changing shape. Movie
companies like Disney no longer earn their major income from films but
from the music, video and game spin-offs, and merchandise. Even a
number of major car companies make a loss on the manufacture of cars,
making their income on less generously priced car parts.

There is a general belief in industry that focusing purely on a company’s
core business is the best way to achieve growth. While this concept has
much to commend it, a rigid pursuit of the core business can result in the
loss of promising new opportunities. For example, the decision by many
US NFL teams not to play in a proposed Asian tournament may result in
the loss of Asian customers. Equally, however, a strong core business can
provide excellent opportunities to move into a profitable adjacent business,
as with Real Madrid and merchandising. The problem here, however, is
that by then concentrating on non-core activities, the company can lose
focus. The balancing act between core and non-core business requires
companies to have a clearly defined core before looking for opportunities
that fit in with a company’s core competencies – its competitive differenti-
ation and advantage over competitors. 

Two points of importance need to be borne in mind. Sometimes it is
necessary for an organization to fundamentally redefine its core business
and, when considering core business, it is necessary to consider also the
requirements of one’s customer. Take, for example, Starbucks, which has
just started opening coffee shops with music-listening stations equipped
with CD-burning facilities; a capability attractive to its customers. Or
consider the case with Nike. Until 1995, Nike’s core business was in
making sports shoes, yet, in that year, Nike branched out from shoes to golf
apparel, balls, and equipment. By securing the endorsement of a leading
athlete like Tiger Woods, whose US$100 million deal in 1996 gave Nike
the visibility it needed, Nike totally redefined its core business and satisfied
customers’ requirement for the swoosh, its legendary logo. Now Nike’s
core business is marketing.
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Leadership for Change

While it is the leadership of an organization that generally determines its
core business and drives success in the “right” areas, there are other factors
which impinge on organizational effectiveness. James Weese has suggested
that while leaders impact the culture of their respective organizations
through their words and actions,5 organizational effectiveness can also be
determined by a variety of factors, many of which fall beyond the scope of
the leader’s influence or the culture of the organization.6 These factors may
include the financial viability of a company, the strength of its core compe-
tencies, the economic health and turbulence within the market, the capa-
bility of leaders from competing organizations, and customer expectations.
This suggests that while leaders may seek to drive success or change the
vision, external factors may preclude that success or that change in vision. 

Recognized theory suggests that successful change management
requires one or more of the following to occur:

1. The development of a vision and strategy by the leader, the ability to
align relevant people behind those strategies, and the empowerment of
individuals to make the vision happen, despite obstacles.7

2. The ability of the leader to clearly enunciate the change required,
explain everyone’s part in the change, and convey a correct sense of
direction and purpose.

3. For the leader to understand the level of risk in any change project and
have a plan to deal with that risk. 

4. For the leader to lead the change process by example, while fostering
collaboration and consultation with key individuals.

5. For the leader to determine realistic measures of success and gather
and celebrate early victories in the change process.

6. The motivation, the ability and the opportunity to change.
7. Resources sufficient to drive the change.

Robert Denhardt, from Arizona State University, in his book The Pursuit
of Significance profiled a number of important public sector leaders in
several countries seeking to establish the characteristics of successful
“revolutionary” public managers. He identified five common characteris-

If you’re a positive person, you’re an automatic motivator.You can get
people to do things you don’t think they’re capable of.

(Cotton Fitzsimmons, Kansas City Kings coach)
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tics among these change leaders – a commitment to values, service to the
public, empowerment and shared leadership, “pragmatic incrementalism,”
and a dedication to public service.8 In a follow-up to his book, Denhardt
suggests that the traditional view of a change leader as one who comes up
with the ideas, decides on a course of action and exerts influence to move
everyone in that direction appears to have changed. In its place are leaders
who help the organization understand their needs and potential, articulate
that vision and act as a trigger for group action.9

There are clearly a number of requirements for successful change
management to occur. The development of a vision and the ability to have
a majority within the organization motivated sufficiently to accept and
pursue that vision are vital. Whether the vision stems solely from the leader
or whether it is the organization’s vision is debatable and will probably
differ depending on the circumstances as well as the personality and ego of
the leader. Whether the vision belongs to one person or stems from the
organization, it requires a leader to have excellent interpersonal skills and
the ability to convince followers that the vision can be achieved. There is
also a necessity to ensure that sufficient resources and skills are available.
Effective training leads to personal growth and confidence.

The one common factor in successful change management is the role of
the leader. The leader need not be the formal head within an organization.
Rather, he or she may be the individual perceived by the remainder of the
group as the person of influence or power in the organization. Unless the
leader is committed to the change, prepared to drive that change, and is
capable of selling that change, then change is unlikely to occur. The actual
process of change may be led by a surrogate for the leader, but without total
and visible leadership support success is unlikely. One of the vital strengths
of a good leader is their ability to lead the change while still overseeing and
understanding everything else that is going on. Watch David Beckham (Real
Madrid) or Tim Duncan (San Antonio Spurs) when they play. They under-
stand the game plan, can follow it, and can change from offence to defense
in a moment through being totally aware of everything else that is happening
on the field of play. Lesser players become so involved in the game that they
lose sight of the game plan. A good leader is like Beckham or Duncan. They
remain focused on the end result while still leading the team. 

The secret of managing is to keep the guys who hate you away from the
guys who are undecided. (Casey Stengel, former manager, Brooklyn Dodgers,

Boston Braves, New York Yankees, New York Mets)
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Keeping to our sporting analogy, good change management requires
good teamwork. In business, good leaders select individuals for roles
that display their strengths. In sport, teams operate in the same manner.
Operating in a team environment usually means that elitism and indi-
vidual competition is discouraged. Yet in many team sports, elitism is
paramount. Players at clubs like the New York Yankees or Arsenal are
paid vastly different salaries depending on the view of the leader as to
their worth to the team. Theoretically, one would assume that this would
create divisiveness, yet somehow it seems to work and teams remain
totally bonded.

An excellent example of a successful change management leader is
Pat Bowlen, president and chief executive of the Denver Broncos. For
over 20 years, Bowlen has presided over a franchise that is considered
one of the jewels of the NFL. Since he assumed majority ownership of
the club in 1984, Bowlen’s leadership has earned him the reputation of
being a dynamic and visionary leader and under his control the Broncos
have had 11 play-off appearances, winning the Super Bowl in 1998 and
1999. From an average club, Bowlen has guided Denver’s first major
league football franchise to the best home record in football over the past
30 years and in all the years he has been in charge every home game has
been a sell-out. In addition to being the owner of the Broncos, Bowlen
has become a key figure in many of the higher NFL committees, being
chair of the NFL Broadcast Committee which secured the NFL’s current
US$18 billion TV contract. Bowlen’s success has not been automatic.
When he took over the Broncos he provided a vision of a club that had
two aims: sporting leadership on the field and financial leadership off the
field. That vision was sold to the coach and the citizens of Denver. He
gave the coach the funds to find new players and provided him with
first-rate assistant positional coaches. He spoke to every player and
every individual on the Broncos’ payroll and converted them to his
vision. In addition to bringing the fans within Denver on board, Pat
Bowlen traveled Colorado, exhorting the entire state to join him and the
team. Most did.

Good leaders can often overcome tremendous obstacles thus driving
success along previously defined paths. Sometimes, it is their vision or
charisma which underlies their success, while at other times it may be their
experience or simply having the “right” set of subordinates. On occasions,
however, luck becomes a major partner in the change process. Consider
the case with Florentino Pérez. Pérez’s stated aim was to make Real
Madrid the foremost soccer team in the world. But when he took over as
president of the club, Real was in debt to the tune of around a250 million
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(US$310 million). In his first term as president, Pérez negotiated a deal
under which he sold a Real training ground to the city authorities, after it
was first reclassified as prime building land. The money obtained from the
sale enabled the club to pay off its debt and launch its enormous player
spending spree. Without the good fortune of having the training ground
reclassified, the sale might not have taken place and certainly would not
have drawn such a fine sum. And without the money, Pérez would have
had profound difficulty in achieving his vision.

Undoubtedly, the strongest obstruction to successful change manage-
ment comes from middle managers who often feel that proposed change
may not be to their benefit. Such obstruction must, and can, be overcome,
either by persuading the recalcitrant individuals of the benefit of the
change and thus bringing them aboard, or by bypassing them. Bypassing is
frequently a successful tactic in change management. It follows Ted
Turner’s dictum of “lead, follow, or get out of the way.” Sports leaders are
less regulated than normal businesses by workplace regulations and laws.
As a consequence, they are usually far more willing to remove individuals
who provide obstacles to change.

Often, vision, charisma, experience, and luck need a helping hand,
although a little cleverness and aggression do not go astray. Recall the case
of José Mourinho, who stated before even formally taking over at Chelsea
FC, that “when I arrive, I will be ready for a change in the football organ-
ization and method.”10 Chelsea’s backroom staff, he stated, would have
two weeks to prove themselves. In saying this, he was demonstrating that
any changes he proposed would either have the backing of middle and
coal face management or opponents to the change might be looking else-
where for a job. Mourinho made it equally clear to Chelsea’s players that
they must work with his methods or face the axe. In the event, there were
a number of high-profile departures and new arrivals. 

Performance Parameters

According to Marcus Caton, performance indicators are best used to assist
managers in their decision making, ensuring that performance levels over
time may be compared.11 Effective performance indicators can highlight

The two basic coaching differences between sport and business are lack of
imperative and lack of frequent and precise measurement in the latter.

(Ric Charlesworth, Australian hockey coach)
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areas that are performing well in terms of objectives, effectiveness and
efficiency, as well as areas that are encountering problems. Good indica-
tors can also determine and analyse trends over a continuing period, and,
where appropriate, may identify areas where improvements may be made.
An initial key to obtaining successful data is ensuring that any measure-
ment which takes place compares “like with like.” In business, perfor-
mance indicators have often been used to measure “hard numbers,” that is,
material used, output figures, time, wastage, and so on. Equally, perfor-
mance indicators traditionally have been used to compare financial data
such as profit and loss. More recently, however, companies have measured
“softer” data such as employee morale and customer loyalty. The diffi-
culty, here, is that measurement is more subjective and, consequently, less
reliable. One of the major functions of measurement is to allow for the
comparison of performance levels with similar organizations both within
the same country and overseas. This allows a company to benchmark itself
against competitors. Despite the fact that good performance measures are
available to most organizations, public and private, many organizations
lack robust performance measurement and make limited use of perfor-
mance indicators.

There is a trend, however, towards the use of more effective perfor-
mance indicators. The strength of this trend owes much to technology
which allows access to more timely, accurate, and relevant information
than ever before. This provides a significant competitive advantage for
companies that understand and embrace performance measurement and
particularly for those who use such measurement as a basis for continuous
improvement. An awareness of how performance is improving over time
can demonstrate to both internal and external partners and stakeholders
that continuous improvement is being achieved and targets are being met.
Conversely, of course, such performance measurement may also indicate
continuing problems.

In sport, benchmarking is undertaken in much the same manner as in
business, but the benchmark is usually easier to identify. Personal best
times, national records, Olympic and world records are known to all
athletes in their individual track and field event or in sports such as
swimming. Sport tends to involve performance measurement at the most
minute levels. The men’s 100 meter sprint world record, for example,
stands at 9.79 seconds, besting the previous record of 9.84 seconds, 
yet the difference of just 0.05 seconds is considered by competitors to 
be immense.

Individual athletes and their coaches use established frameworks for
measuring progress, understanding that the emphasis must be on constant
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improvement. That framework may be formal or informal but is docu-
mented on a regular or even daily basis. Some team sports use a combina-
tion of formal and more intuitive assessments. Birmingham City FC
manager Steve Bruce assesses his team by comparing their position in the
league, goals scored and given away, and points obtained during certain
periods in the football season, and by comparison to the previous year’s
statistics at the same time. He assesses the progress of individual players,
however, by constant benchmarking. During the game, Bruce measures a
constantly fluctuating number of performance indicators. They include the
number of corners and free kicks, the amount of time spent in attack and
defense, the length of time the ball is held by Birmingham players, and a
variety of data on individual players. Rather than wait until the game is
over to review performance, Bruce constantly adjusts his strategy, based
on those indicators, while the game is in play. In Australian Rules football,
the data collected during a game is so extensive that the coach employs
runners to continually enter the field of play to convey information to
players and adjust team tactics.

In most organizations, it will take a number of indicators to adequately
measure performance. In deciding which indicators will be most effective
there are several questions which need to be considered, the most impor-
tant of which will relate to the reasons for measuring performance. Are the
results simply for internal distribution, or is there a need to convey the
information obtained to a wider audience? Where, and how, and by whom
will the performance indicators be used? While there have been a number
of discussions in the academic literature concerning this issue, in a docu-
ment designed to help local sports authorities instigate reliable perfor-
mance measurement, Sport England suggested that:

1. What gets measured gets done.
2. If you don’t measure results, you can’t tell success from failure.
3. If you can’t see success, you can’t reward it.
4. If you can’t reward success, you’re probably rewarding failure.
5. If you can’t see success, you can’t learn from it.
6. If you can’t recognize failure, you can’t correct it.
7. If you can demonstrate results, you can win support.12

When you are playing for the national championship, it’s not a matter 
of life or death. It’s more important than that. (Duffy Daugherty,

Michigan state football coach)
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To assist Sport England, the British Audit Commission determined six
underlying principles of performance measurement: 

■ Clarity of purpose. It is important to understand who will use the
information and how and why it will be used, that is, is it for the
general public, a partner organization, or customers? Is it to justify a
resource or show that a service is cost-effective?

■ Focus. Performance information should be focused on the priorities of
the organization, that is, the information sought should be identified
either in, or as part of, the corporate strategy.

■ Alignment. The performance measurement system should be aligned
with the objective setting and performance review processes of the
organization. Performance indicators used for operational purposes
should link to those used to monitor corporate performance. 

■ Balance. The overall set of performance indicators should give a
balanced picture of the organization’s performance. 

■ Regular refinement. The performance indicators should be kept up to
date to meet changing circumstances, whilst balancing the needs for
consistency over time.

■ Robust performance indicators. The performance indicators used
should be sufficiently robust and intelligible for their intended use.13

To these six principles we might add the need to ensure that the links
between measures are continually validated and statistically reliable. It is
not sufficient to simply collect and collate the data obtained from the indi-
cators. On their own, data have doubtful value. Interpreted correctly,
however, and taken in consideration with information provided by other
areas of the organization, the data obtained can be of immeasurable value
and can correlate the resources used against the outcomes of the organ-
ization. This is always providing, of course, that the data are reported to
the appropriate individual or audience and that the individual or group
have the authority to act on the information obtained. 

A number of writers have commented that good performance measures
made available to employees often sufficiently stimulate them to take
ownership of their actions rather than wait for management. This is under-
standable in an age of empowerment and participatory management. The
corollary here is that employees may easily misinterpret the information
obtained or may act in isolation to the rest of the organization.

Having made, hopefully, a strong case for performance measurement, it
needs to be stated that there are limitations to its use. The first of these is
that while performance indicators act as signposts to things that are being
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undertaken well or problems that may be occurring, they do not detail the
underpinning reasons why things are performing well or poorly. Thus,
they cannot indicate the extent to which the activity caused the measured
results. Performance indicators often raise questions but seldom provide
the answers. The second limitation is that in some circumstances, perfor-
mance measures may not reflect reality. How a soldier trains during an
exercise or an athlete performs on a training field may be completely
different to performance under real or competitive conditions. It is difficult
to simulate during training neurological and physiological responses
caused by stress and other factors. A third limitation is that performance
measures rarely tell the full story and should be considered only as part of
the information required to make decisions. Performance measures by
themselves are not a replacement for good management and leadership.
Poorly applied, performance measures can be manipulated to make either
individual managers or the entire organization look either good or bad.

Crisis and “Accidental Leaders”

Misfortune can build team spirit as was shown in the tragic World Trade
Center attack. One story which emerged in the aftermath of the attack
concerned the Marsh and McLennan group of companies which occupied
floors 93 to 100, the floors directly in the path of the first hijacked airliner
to hit the buildings. On that fateful day 1908 people were working in or
visiting Marsh and McLennan. Of these, 294 people were killed and many
more were badly injured. One further employee was a passenger on one of
the planes involved in the attack. In a moving article, the CEO Jeffrey
Greenberg tells the story of how the terrorist attacks brought out the best in
his employees and how many of them gave up or delayed their opportunity
to escape the horror in both successful and vain attempts to help work-
mates.15 As the extent of the disaster became clear and the casualties
mounted, many individuals pitched in to give what aid they could. They
demonstrated that in a crisis, people often grow stronger and willingly face
situations they would prefer to avoid. 

Thankfully, in business, such extreme times are rare. Yet, many busi-
nesses do face crisis times and at such times leaders must take the oppor-

One of the most reliable indicators and predictors of true leadership is an
individual’s ability to find meaning in negative events and to learn from even

the most trying circumstances. (Warren Bennis and Robert Thomas)14
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tunities offered to change the organization or the culture. Indeed, as the
pace of change within the business world accelerates, the need for leader-
ship becomes more critical. Failure to respond to change may itself lead
to crisis. It must also be remembered that response to change is not just
the responsibility of senior management but of all managers. Crisis times
do not occur solely in business, however, as can be seen from history.
One case that comes readily to mind is the story of Ernest Shackleton
during his 1914 expedition to be the first to reach the south pole. Shack-
leton, faced with some of the worst weather on record, never made the
pole, yet succeeded in a far greater objective, that of keeping his expedi-
tion members alive during more than a year of relative hell. After
camping on the ice for five months, Shackleton made two open boat jour-
neys, one of which – an 800-hundred mile ocean crossing to the island of
South Georgia – is now considered remarkable. With only two compan-
ions he then trekked across the mountains of South Georgia and, on
reaching the island’s whaling station, organized a rescue team for the men
he had left behind. He was a good leader who became a great leader
under extreme adversity. 

In their article, “Crucibles of Leadership,”16 Warren Bennis and Robert
Thomas suggest that a traumatic event will force a profound redefinition of
the self. They believe that the skills used in adversity are the same skills
that make for extraordinary leaders. Certainly, that was the case with
Shackleton who encouraged his men to embrace his beliefs using clearly
visible symbols and behavior. Shackleton’s skill was in constantly empha-
sizing teamwork and insisting that all members of the expedition would
live or die as one. He instilled an exceptional degree of self-confidence in
his men and convinced them never to give up hope. Perhaps, more impor-
tantly, he led by example.

Emergence 

Leaders may sometimes appear as a response to a crisis. The University of
Leicester’s Sir Norman Chester Centre for Football Research provides
excellent examples in its fact sheet – Racism and Football.17 Racism in
and around football has been evident since the 1970s. Indeed, even back in
the 1930s, Dixie Dean, Everton’s dark-skinned center forward, was abused

Victory or defeat is not determined at the moment of crisis, but rather in
the long and unspectacular period of preparation. (Unknown)
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as he left the field. By the late 1980s the abuse had increased and Liver-
pool’s John Barnes, for example, was pelted with bananas as the team
warmed up. Such racism was not confined to Britain. Abuse of ethnic
minority players was widespread in countries such as the Netherlands,
Belgium, Spain, Germany, Italy, and France. In the United States, too,
African-American footballers and basketball players were for many years
constantly derided and treated as second-class citizens. In Australia, a
country proud of its multiculturism, Aboriginal athletes have also been
racially abused. Sadly, few great Australian indigenous footballers were
given the opportunity to play at the highest levels before the 1960s. 

One Aboriginal player who became a formidable leader for his cause
was “Pastor” Doug Nicholls, a Fitzroy FC superstar who went on to
become governor of South Australia. He also paved the way for such great
indigenous footballers as Geelong’s Polly Farmer, north Melbourne’s
brother combination of Jim and Phil Krakouer, and St. Kilda’s Nicky
Winmar who, after being been subjected to racial abuse by sections of the
crowd, famously lifted his jumper and pointed to his skin after St. Kilda
beat Collingwood in 1993. The response to racism has been the emer-
gence of a number of popular counter-movements often led by individual
club managers and players. Ruud Gullit and Aaron Winter, two black
Dutch players, have spoken out about racist behavior and under their
leadership a day of action was declared on 13 December 1992, with the
slogan No al razzimo! (No to racism) being paraded by all players in the
two Italian professional league divisions, Serie A and Serie B. Leadership
under such circumstances often takes a great deal of courage. Ask Paul
Ince, who became the first black footballer to captain England, or Hope
Powell, the first black coach of the England women’s football team, or
Australia’s Aboriginal Olympic gold medal winner, Kathy Freeman, who
stood up to years of being poorly treated until her warmth, charm, and
obvious ability eventually gained her such great acceptance. These indi-
viduals may never have sought leadership positions, but leadership still
sought them.

Like the World Trade Center attack, the onset of a crisis can be swift
and the results devastating. The Manchester United air disaster on 6
February 1958 was such an incident. Among the 24 who died that night
were some of the greatest soccer players in Britain at that time. One who
did survive was Bobby Charlton, a 20-year-old forward who was thrown
40 yards clear of the wreckage and escaped with a cut head. With the
Manchester United team all but non-existent and Matt Busby, the
manager, hospitalized for many months, the task of rebuilding the shat-
tered team fell, off the field, on Jimmy Murphy, the assistant coach, and,
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on the field, on young Bobby Charlton. Within two months of the Munich
tragedy, Charlton had fully assumed leadership responsibility for the team
and had been rewarded by being chosen for England, scoring in the defeat
of Scotland at Hampden Park. A month later, United reached the FA Cup
final with a side made up of young reserve players, new signings and only
a couple of players from the original pre-Munich team. Although they lost
to Bolton Wanderers by two goals to one, no one could doubt that the
crisis leadership team of Murphy and Charlton had restored pride and
passion back to United. For Bobby Charlton, however, the Munich air
disaster had an enormous effect, and he became a quiet, somewhat intro-
spective individual off the field, while remaining a leader on it. Charlton
went on to win 106 England caps and won both the Football Association
and European Player of the Year awards.

A more recent example of crisis leadership occurs with the story of Mitt
Romney, now governor of Massachusetts, who in 1999 took over the
running of the Salt Lake City Winter Olympic Games organizing
committee. Debased by scandal, on the brink of financial collapse, and
with federal investigators, bankers, and the press at its door, paralysis
faced the Games. In his book Turnaround: Crisis, Leadership, & the
Olympic Games,18 Romney writes of the difficulties faced by the Games
and how, with his committee’s backing, he eliminated the financial prob-
lems and delivered a profitable Olympic Games, built a culture of excel-
lence among employees, and won the support of government, corporate
sponsors, local residents, athletes and the international Olympic move-
ment. With 9/11 so close to the Games, achieving success and reinstilling
nationalism and pride, as well as reaffirming a belief in the ideals of the
Olympics, were essential. Romney’s achievements were evidenced by the
huge success of the Games.

We might ask what crucial attributes crisis leaders display that is not so
easily observable in other leaders. One attribute is the ability to understand
that a crisis is taking place and that without immediate leadership the crisis
will get worse, probably very quickly. Foolish though it may appear, many
“leaders” never really understand when crisis envelops them. Instead, they
continue as normal, or worse, act not to end the crisis but rather to hide its
existence. This was the case, for example, with Enron in the United States.
Crisis leaders instinctively appear to recognize that a continuation of the
status quo will rarely provide a resolution to a crisis situation. They also
realize that actions taken during a crisis will frequently appear unpopular.
The slimming down of airlines during the SARS epidemic, the closure of
plants by cash-strapped Mitsubishi, or the sale of star players by an almost
bankrupt Leeds United are examples.
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Fortuitously, the role of leader often changes during different phases of
organizational life, in particular those periods that are intense and
dynamic, and such occasions provide a path for organizations to cultivate
leaders ready for crisis situations. The role of leader during the start-up of
a company or an expansion phase requires a different mindset to that
required during day-to-day activities. And many organizations, for
example during periods of minor crises, require leaders to rethink strategy.
Such periods might be instigated by financial difficulties, changing
patterns of consumer behavior, the loss of key personnel, or acts of nature
like fire or flood. During these times, leaders must continue to display the
traditional characteristics of leadership while combining them with
moments of inspiration.

Genuine crisis leadership, however, requires a paradigm shift in the
thinking of individuals. Vision, mission and long-term strategy must give
way to immediacy of action. Leading during a crisis necessitates developing
new ways of operating and behaving based on the demands and reality of a
frequently changing situation. Rather than reacting in a knee-jerk fashion to
the crisis, a leader must be dispassionate, even ice when others are fire.
While never losing sight of the ultimate goal, focus must be on short-term
objectives. In the case of Manchester United after Munich, while the ulti-
mate goal was rebuilding the team, focus was always on the next match.
Crisis leaders must instill optimism and self-belief in those who follow
them, yet must remain grounded in reality. And perhaps, above all else, a
crisis leader must display a sense of integrity and a strong set of values.

In the similar, but clearly different category to crisis leaders are what
might be termed “accidental” leaders. Often they are the same individual.
Bobby Charlton was such a leader. They are individuals who are thrust
into positions of leadership which they infrequently seek. Other times,
however, the accidental leader emerges, not as a result of a crisis, but
simply because of fate. Although a cliché, accidental leaders become
leaders through accident. Recent press coverage on the death of Pat
Tillman is indicative of such a leader.

Pat Tillman was a linebacker at Arizona State University where he was
acknowledged as a great athlete and named as the Pacific 10 Conference’s
defensive player of the year in 1997. He graduated summa cum laude in
three and a half academic years, earning a degree in marketing. Despite
being a college star, it was not until the 226th pick of the 1998 draft that he
was selected to play professional football by the Arizona Cardinals, an
NFL team. Only five months later, he was Arizona’s starting strong safety.
When he set a club record for tackles in 2000, he attracted the interest of
another team, the Super Bowl champions, the St. Louis Rams, who offered
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him a five-year $US9 million contract. Tillman declined the offer out of
loyalty to the Cardinals. Tillman then turned down a three-year, $US3.6
million contract with the Arizona Cardinals to enlist with his brother
Kevin, also an athlete, in the army in May 2002 in the wake of the
September 11 terrorist attacks, which killed about 3000 people in New
York, Washington and Pennsylvania. “My great grandfather was at Pearl
Harbor, and a lot of my family has … gone and fought in wars, and I really
haven’t done a damn thing as far as laying myself on the line like that,”
Tillman told NBC News in an interview. Despite his high profile, Tillman
denied requests for further media coverage during basic training, saying he
wanted no special treatment or attention but wanted only to be considered
a soldier doing his duty.

Together with his brother, Pat Tillman completed basic, individual,
parachute and ranger indoctrination training and was quickly assigned to
the Second Battalion of the 75th Ranger Regiment, the US army’s premier
light infantry unit, in Fort Lewis, Washington. In March 2003, he was
deployed to Iraq and later to Afghanistan, where he served with his
brother. On 22 April 2004, Specialist Patrick D. Tillman was confirmed by
the army as having been killed in a fire fight during Operation Mountain
Storm – the search in the mountains bordering Pakistan for top al-Qaeda
and Taliban leaders, including Osama bin Laden and Mullah Omar. There
is some controversy as to how Pat Tillman died. The initial reports indi-
cated that Tillman’s platoon was ambushed and Tillman, a team leader,
directed his team into firing positions against the enemy and personally
provided suppressive fire with an M-249 squad automatic weapon
machine gun before leading his team out of the ambush position. For this,
Tillman was awarded the Silver Star, the US’s third highest award for
gallantry on the battlefield. Although subsequent commentary suggests
that Tillman died as a result of friendly fire, it does little to diminish the
story of a football superstar who left glory and money behind because of
his belief that a person should fight – and even die – for freedom, and in so
doing, provided unsought leadership for millions of like-minded people.

Citizenship and Leadership

It’s absolutely imperative to Earvin [“Magic” Johnson] that more players
become more involved in their communities. (Ken Lombard, president of

Johnson Development Corp. and Johnson’s key business partner)
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Earvin “Magic” Johnson is one of the greatest players in the history of
basketball. Now he is spreading his charisma and his ability into the busi-
ness world and inspiring other athletes to do the same. According to Eric
Fisher of the Washington Times,19 former Los Angeles Lakers center
Shaquille O’Neal, Dallas Cowboys wide receiver Keyshawn Johnson,
Toronto Raptors guard Jalen Rose, and Terrell Brandon, recently retired
from the National Basketball Association after 11 seasons, are among
those influenced by Johnson, each of them having invested six- or seven-
figure sums in housing projects, restaurants and shopping centers in poor,
urban areas – investments that require far more emotion, time and energy
than simply purchasing stocks and bonds and watching the returns accu-
mulate. Johnson himself has an estimated portfolio of over US$700
million, much of it invested in primarily African-American or underdevel-
oped urban areas. Fisher suggests that Johnson’s motivation is simple: to
provide an economic spark to the often-downtrodden neighborhoods in
which he and other African-American players grew up.

There are a number of individual athletes who are already embracing
social responsibility. Many, such as Australian swimmer Ian Thorpe, have
set up charities. Others, like Johann Olav Koss, a gifted athlete in his time,
winning four gold speed skating medals, three of which were at his
“home” Olympics in Lillehammer, has put his ambition towards making a
better world through sport for disadvantaged children. Koss is the presi-
dent and CEO of Right to Play (formerly known as Olympic Aid), an IOC-
endorsed organization that funds and delivers sport-based development
programs around the world. 

As we pointed out in our last book, The Sport Business Future,20 the
positive attributes of sport will be increasingly used by sports organiza-
tions to address both local and national social issues; not only because
they are expected to, but because their membership depends upon it. A
number of football clubs in Britain, for example, have recently imple-
mented anti-racism campaigns within their regions. Corporations under-
taking citizenship programs are likely to seek similar alliances with sport
organizations in order to leverage positive community perceptions about
the benefits of sport. In this way, sport will be the recipient of corporate
citizenship programs, bolstering the ongoing viability of grass-roots
participation and regional events. 

Citizenship in the future has to be global to be relevant. James Post
suggests that global corporate citizenship is “a company’s response to their
social, political, and economic responsibilities as defined through law and
public policy, stakeholder expectations, and voluntary acts flowing from
corporate values and business strategies”.21 Corporate citizenship goes
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beyond the legal, ethical and philanthropic responsibilities of companies.
It requires companies to rely not simply on their legal responsibilities but
on their wider responsibilities as world citizens. 

The evidence is accumulating that being good corporate citizens does
lead to higher performance in many different areas. According to social
commentators John Weiser and Simon Zadek ,22 companies that are
“stakeholder-balanced,” who excel in managing the relationships with
investors, customers, employees, suppliers and communities best, outper-
form their “shareholder-focused” counterparts four times in terms of
company growth, and eight times when it comes to employment growth.
There is also strong evidence that publicity about unethical corporate
behavior has a direct correlation with stock prices. Evidence from Weiser
and Zadek suggests that the shareholder return of “stakeholder superstars”
over the past 15 years was 43 percent, whereas companies with a sole
focus on financial shareholders returned only 19 percent. 

Increasing numbers of Americans believe that companies must seek
social success as well as achieving business success. Surveys indicate that
they believe that business has a growing responsibility for tackling issues
related to crime, education and health. The statistics are even more over-
whelming in Europe, where, according to Fleishman Hillard, some 87
percent of employees say that they are more loyal to socially engaged
employers.23 The logic is simple. Increases in social responsibility lead to
higher levels of shareholder satisfaction, improved company profits, and
higher employee retention. 

So what of leaders or corporations who refuse to accept social responsi-
bility? They will no doubt continue to function. But how foolish not to
understand how the world is changing. Leaders can increase their profile
by being involved in promoting social responsibility. Call it enlightened
self-interest if you will. Investors will pick up on leaders who promote the
positive role and potential of business around the world. Why would they
do otherwise? There is now much evidence available indicating that social
responsibility is becoming a standard against which companies in the
future will be judged. Indeed, in 2001, US companies devoted US$9
billion to social causes as well as endless talent.

There are two kinds of people, those who do the work and those 
who take the credit.Try to be in the first group, there is less 
competition there. (Indira Ghandi, former Indian prime minister)

48 Business Leadership and the Lessons from Sport



Post Game

At the close of this chapter let us once more turn our attention to Magic
Johnson. As a leader on the sporting field of play, he contributed to a great
team focus on winning basketball games as being the core business of the
Los Angeles Lakers. Later in life he refocused on what was his “core busi-
ness” and now leads towards social betterment, a bigger picture perspec-
tive than “only” winning a few basketball matches.

Leaders in general, therefore, are always in charge of the continuous
change towards better achieving the core of the organization’s business.
Sport like no other industry shows us how to benchmark and measure
performance towards achieving our objectives. The late Pat Tillman has
shown that when the going gets tough, the tough get going; leaders will
emerge during moments of crisis, simply because it is their duty to do so.

We can only look forward to Michael Schumacher retiring from
Formula One racing to see where he chooses to further his tremendous
leadership potential. Some may argue that it is easy to put money where
your mouth is when you make as much as he does, but in the terrible after-
math of the Asian tsunami disaster, it was Michael Schumacher who
donated US$10 million to the relief fund – responsible for results on the
racing track and responsive to the needs of global society.
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CHAPTER 3

Fair Game: Leaders and Followers
Lead, follow, or get out of the way. 

(PLAQUE ON TED TURNER’S DESK)

From the loyal supporter and cheer squad to the club chairman and team
captain, this chapter reveals why sport followers’ commitment is absolute
throughout all levels of the organization. It builds upon this knowledge to
demonstrate how followership can be engendered in all members of an
organization through the right approach to leadership that emphasizes
identity, ownership, and involvement. The chapter also provides the back-
ground for business leaders to understand the role of personality, charisma,
tribal identity and other factors that contribute to organized followership. 

It is probably worthwhile at this juncture to recall that although leader-
ship is generally seen as heroic, the reality is that there are many poor and
a few dreadful leaders. The almost blind belief of followers in the inherent
goodness of leaders is often matched by the almost blind belief of leaders
in the inherent foolishness of followers. The truth is that there are flawed
leaders and followers everywhere and there are few leaders who do not
display both good and bad leadership characteristics. Even bad leaders
often obtain good results and we can learn from bad leaders as we can
from good ones. Equally, we can learn from poor followers. We simply
need to look for what each does right.

Everybody wants to follow the leader; but, nobody wants to 
lead the followers. (Unknown) 



We might also take the opportunity to remind readers that while the
literature constantly suggests the adoption of business lessons drawn from
other disciplines, many leaders and followers undertake the adoption
process badly. There is no doubt that while many similarities exist between
business and other fields, some similarities remain naive, inappropriate
and, in some instances, nonsensical. Consequently, in our sport analogy,
we should be seeking not only parallels with business but also differences.
Despite what we might suggest, business is not sport, although the reverse
is often true. Nonetheless, there are frequent instructive similarities.

The Concept of Leadership 

As has been pointed out, there are literally thousands of books on leader-
ship, many espousing specific requirements or attributes of successful
leaders. The majority of these books are useful and some display detailed
insight into various leadership styles and characteristics. By and large,
however, as Gary Walton has reminded us, if leadership formulas do exist,
they are at best vague and untidy.1 As a consequence, we must understand
leadership by studying what it is that leaders do and adopt those character-
istics that we feel comfortable with, we believe will function in our organ-
ization, and are suitable for our individualistic style of leadership.

One similarity between sport and business lies in the way in which
leaders understand and deal with subordinates. A great example here can
be seen from the story of Vince Lombardi, the legendary Green Bay
Packers coach. In the ten years prior to Lombardi’s arrival, the Green Bay
Packers constantly lost more games each season than they won despite
changing coaches three times. By 1958, the year they really hit rock
bottom, they were suffering near financial ruin. The story goes that the
team was so unpopular with its fans that the only safe place they could
socialize with their families was in the Packers’ locker room.

When Lombardi arrived in 1959, his priority was in deciding which
players to retain and which players he could let go. His experience had
taught him that the fault often lay with the leadership and not the players.
By talking to his players and his coaching staff and constantly reviewing
old films of the Packers playing, he eventually made his choice. With the

Leadership rests not only upon ability, but upon commitment and 
upon loyalty and upon pride and upon followers. (Vince Lombardi,

Green Bay Packers coach)
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addition of a few new, capable players, Lombardi prepared his team.
Lombardi knew that subordinates liked stability and feared change. To
overcome this fear, he differentiated between individual change and orga-
nizational change. To allay players’ individual fears he confirmed them in
one playing position. They were assured of a position in the starting
lineup, at least until they had a reasonable opportunity to demonstrate their
ability. Prior to his arrival, for example, Paul Hornung, the all-American
“Golden Boy from Notre Dame” had been played at quarterback and full-
back. Lombardi told him that he would play in one position only – that of
left halfback. Hornung, the “Golden Boy” was reborn and went on to win
the NFL scoring title three year’s running.

Lombardi also realized that subordinates required the requisite skills,
training and self-confidence if they were to perform at the height of their
ability. As a consequence, he placed tremendous emphasis both on mind
and body. He interviewed each player and sought to understand their view
of the organization and their own role within it. He gave praise and
warning with passion, but also with sensitivity and fairness. He was, as all
good leaders are, a capable psychologist. He so inspired third string quar-
terback, Bart Starr, that he was soon elevated to the starting role and
subsequently went on to become a fine on-field general. 

Rules were clearly signposted and were applicable to everyone
including Lombardi. Training was so hard that Dave “Hog” Hanner, who
reported to camp weighing some 273 pounds, lost so much weight in the
first few days that he had to be hospitalized for dizzy spells.

Lombardi understood one of the first rules of leadership. The team was
more important than any individual. All were treated equally. One of the
famous stories about Lombardi concerned an interview with a newspaper
reporter in which he was asked how many black players he had on his
team. He replied to the effect that he could tell the reporter how many
players he had on the team, which ones were lazy and were in danger of
being dropped and which new players he had his eyes on, but he couldn’t
tell the reporter how many white or how many black players he had. He
had just never noticed, he said. Lombardi’s view suggests one area in
which sport often differs to business. In sport, particularly team sport,
ability is the primary criterion upon which a person is judged. Age, sex,
religion, ethnicity, and schooling are minor issues.

The strength of the group is the strength of the leader.
(Vince Lombardi, Green Bay Packers coach)
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Lombardi’s success was not based on a consultant’s report or a high-
tech solution. He simply understood that the Green Bay Packers had a
serious problem with leadership. The management situation Lombardi
inherited was an organizational mess. Statewide, there were some 43
directors involved in various aspects of the game. Lombardi changed the
structure so that he had total responsibility for all activities. Once he had
total control, he was then in a position to dictate what and to whom to
delegate. He understood the vital link between responsibility and
authority. In his view delegating one without the other was nonsensical.
The players had to be assured that whoever was responsible had the requi-
site authority to discharge that responsibility.

Lombardi’s understanding of leadership, together with his ability and
drive, underpinned his success. By the start of the Packers’ first season
under Lombardi, they were the best conditioned side in NFL history. They
completed 1959 with a 7–5 record. In 1961 and 1962 they were NFL
champions, and in 1965, 1966 and 1967 they became the first team to win
three championships in succession. They also won the first two Super
Bowl games (1966 and 1967). When Lombardi, at the age of 55, retired
from coaching the Packers in 1968, the team had an astonishing
win–loss–tie record of 99–29–4.

Born or Made?

The question of whether a leader is born or made is often posed by leader-
ship theorists. The question is important because it often affects the way in
which we view followers. The traditional theory of leadership was that
people were leaders because of natural leadership traits with which they
were born. The difficulty here is that a review of all leaders does not show
common traits. Certainly there are some traits that are more common in
leaders than in followers. But are there specific leadership traits? That
depends on which book is read. Kotter suggests intelligence, drive, mental
health, and integrity.2 Others suggest judgment, decisiveness, ambition,
honesty, and communication skills, or even physical characteristics such
as height and strength. 

Leaders are made, they are not born; and they are made just like anything
else has been made in this country – by hard effort. And that’s the 

price that we all have to pay to achieve that goal, or any goal.
(Vince Lombardi, Green Bay Packers coach)
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Trait theory was followed by behavioral theory which suggested that
leadership could be taught. The theory distinguished between whether
leaders were task- or person-oriented or whether they were autocratic or
democratic. A third type of behavioral theory suggested that the behavior
of the leader depended on the situation in which they found themselves.
More recently, contingency theory, which focuses on the organizational
context which makes some leadership behaviors more effective than
others, has appeared. Contingency theorists seek to isolate the situational
conditions which determine the sort of leadership style that would be
most effective.

To us, it is the contingency theory of leadership which has the most
appeal. This view is echoed by Rakesh Khurana, who suggests that a
leader is made and can only really demonstrate learned leadership qualities
in the right organizational and cultural milieus.3 This view has equal
standing in the world of sport. Managers and coaches who change clubs
and enter into different cultural arenas and subsequently fail to live up to
expectations after being hired are plentiful. Certainly a leader can be born
with certain characteristics that aid in leadership, or become more impor-
tant when performing a leadership role. An individual can be mentored
early, by parents or school. But very few are ever born leaders. Similarly,
many can demonstrate leadership qualities in all they undertake, but to be
recognized, the right opportunity has to be available. It is all a matter of
context. A leader can emerge, given learned leadership ability and the right
situation. In this respect, Lombardi was similar to most successful busi-
ness leaders. He didn’t just arrive on the scene, but was guided, nurtured
and educated in leadership theory and wisdom over a period of time and
was ultimately provided with the setting in which his leadership qualities
could be explored and demonstrated.

Lombardi’s mentor was a relatively unsung individual named Colonel
Earl “Red” Blaik. Lombardi came to Blaik via stints as teacher and foot-
ball coach at St Cecilia and director of physical education at Fordham
College. He even worked in the construction industry as a foreman for the
Brewster Construction Company. Blaik was the Army football coach at
West Point and mentored Lombardi in the two years prior to his taking
over as assistant coach of the New York Giants and then coach of the
Packers. All leaders learn their job at the feet of others and Lombardi was
no different. We pick up this point again in more detail in Chapter 5, which
deals with coaching and mentoring.

There is an equivalent to Colonel Blaik in most organizations. The indi-
vidual who can spot talent, nurture and guide it, and prepare it for a wider
audience. It’s the top sergeant to a new lieutenant, the academic supervisor
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to a Fulbright scholar. D. Wayne Lukas, America’s top thoroughbred horse
trainer, says that despite holding just about every record in racing, the
thing he is most proud of is turning out top assistants. In a recent Harvard
Business Review article, Lucas indicated that 11 former assistants were
now highly successful trainers in their own right.4 One mark of a future
leader is the ability to identify, woo, win and accept the wisdom of the
mentors who will guide their life. Lombardi learned both his trade and
much of his leadership knowledge under Blaik. After leaving West Point,
Lombardi would often state that he could not “conceive of a greater coach
than Blaik.” Nineteen of Blaik’s former assistants later became head
coaches in colleges or professional football.5

Followership

Based to some extent on both Freudian and Jungian theory, many leader-
ship models suggest that leaders are more effective when they understand
and accept both their own psychological makeup and that of their subordi-
nates. Under this theory, personality characteristics are considered as being
strongly ingrained and are difficult to eliminate or change. Accordingly,
working with those characteristics rather than seeking to oppose or change
them is important for both leader and follower. This is a reasonable begin-
ning for understanding why the relationship between leader and followers
sometimes works, while at other times, it fails. The difficulty is that both
leadership and followership constantly change depending on the type of
organization involved, the individual leader and follower characteristics,
differing points in the life cycle of the organization, the culture of the
organization, the economy in which the organization is operating and a
plethora of other factors. To suggest one style of leadership, or one style of
followership, as being more appropriate than others is, therefore,
nonsense. Nonetheless, a good leader or follower accepts that the relation-
ship between leader and follower is not constant and that understanding
your own personality characteristics as well as those of senior and junior
colleagues is, at least, a good beginning.

As James Weese has pointed out, the provision of leadership should not
simply be viewed as a panacea for organizational success. There is a role

The best executive is the one who has sense enough to pick good men to do
what he wants done, and self-restraint enough to keep from meddling with

them while they do it. (Theodore Roosevelt, 26th president of the United States)
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for followers also in determining organizational effectiveness.6 To under-
stand leadership, the role of followers needs to be studied. Indeed, the
fundamental characteristic of leadership is the tie between the leader and
the led. The relationship is truly symbiotic. In sport, the problem of
whether good leadership causes players to perform better or whether good
player performance enhances the role of the leader has never been
adequately answered. It seems reasonable to accept, however, whether in
sport or business, that the individual characteristics and personalities of
followers all impact on the effectiveness of the leader and that the person-
ality of the leader, as well as his or her actions, impacts on the followers.
Equally, it seems reasonable to accept that the relationship between leader
and followers combines with the leadership situation to determine the
effectiveness of the leadership. 

It needs to be remembered, however, that followers, like leaders, are not
a monolithic block of people with similar needs and expectations. They are
a diverse group. While followership may be, perhaps incorrectly, regarded
as a set state, it does not automatically imply that followers blindly accept
what they are told by their leader. Followership should not be a passive
activity. Good followers, while loyal and competent, must constantly
guard against simply telling the boss what he or she wants to hear.

Followers may be strongly influenced by the personality, activities and
attitude of the leader and the culture of the organization. To be a good
follower, identification with the organization is a must and such identifica-
tion often becomes almost tribal. It is why the military give recruits similar
haircuts, clothe them in the same uniform, have them live in the same
barracks, and practice the same drill. They seek to deidentify them as civil-
ians and reidentify them as soldiers. Organizations do the same but usually
to a much lesser extent, putting newcomers through basic, and other,
indoctrination courses. Individual professions frequently use their own
distinctive “language” to differentiate them from other professions.
Sporting teams achieve identification through wearing similar colors and
having a club or country anthem.

Tribal identity can be so strong as to live with a person throughout their
life. One of the most poignant scenes in all soccer history occurred in 1974
at a match between Manchester United and its close rival Manchester City.
It was a time when the fortunes of United were at their lowest ebb. City

A general is just as good as the troops under his command.
(General Douglas MacArthur)
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had signed Dennis Law, a long-term United player and lifetime supporter
of the club. Law, then in the twilight of his career, scored a magnificent
goal for City, a goal that defeated United and saw them relegated to a
lower division. When Law realized what he had done, that his goal had
consigned his beloved United to relegation, he dropped his head and
inconsolably shrugged off the congratulations of his teammates.7

Many leadership theorists suggest that the role of the leader is simply to
provide the vision while the role of the follower is to execute that vision.
Such a leader is often termed either “transformational” or “charismatic.”
Transformational leadership has been defined as “the process of influ-
encing major changes in attitudes and assumptions of organizational
members and building commitment for the organization’s missions and
objectives.9 What this really means is that leaders energize followers to
commit to their leader’s vision. Transformational leaders, being, by defin-
ition, role models, are expected to maximize the collective performance of
talented subordinates by encouraging them to emulate their leader. Charis-
matic leadership is essentially a subset of transformational leadership.
Bass uses the term “charisma” to describe leaders who have a profound
and extraordinary effect on their followers.10

It has been suggested that these leaders provide followers with focus,
support, involvement, and appreciation, designed to encourage the
follower to adopt the leader’s vision as their own and be committed to
making it a reality.11 Unfortunately, reality is rarely so simple, and history
suggests that there is little relationship between such leadership and 
organizational effectiveness. Theorists have written countless papers
describing the various requirements of charisma, many of which, no doubt,
have some validity. In practical terms, however, any leader who can effec-
tively articulate a vision, communicate its validity to the organization,
demonstrate the methods and behaviors required to achieve that vision and
can convincingly sell that vision to subordinates and shareholders may be
said to be charismatic. 

While we do not dismiss visionary leadership – there is after all suffi-
cient evidence to show that people work harder and have greater belief
when they are on a mission – we do believe that good leadership requires
far more than just a vision. There are but a handful of truly charismatic

The appropriate form of leadership depends on issues such as the nature of
the task at hand, the skills and attitudes of the followers, and the attributes

of the leader. (Dr Pete Mazany, Team Think:Team New Zealand)8
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leaders who succeed by relying on charisma alone. Most charismatic
leaders are also hard, realistic individuals who use a vision in place of, or
as a supplement to, a strategic plan. The reality is also that the better and
more practical leaders use the vision and insights of followers as a founda-
tion for better vision and greater insights. Few leaders possess all the
available knowledge and experience and good leaders understand this. 

An organization led by a visionary leader, with followers who put that
vision into practice, may well be fine while that leader remains at the helm,
although vision has a habit of becoming a mirage. The nature of vision,
after all, is not always rational. When that leader moves on, for whatever
reason, the vision often collapses unless it has become, quite definitively,
the vision of the followers. Many examples of this exist in sport. When
Lombardi, a hard, pragmatic visionary, left the Packers as coach, he
remained on the management board and so his overall influence did not
disappear entirely. Nonetheless, no longer coach, he was unable to impart
his own vision to the players. From 1968 to 1992 the Packers appeared in
the play-offs only twice, in 1972 and 1982. Sir Matt Busby, Manchester
United’s great manager, was another visionary leader who saw his vision
fade as soon as he retired as Manchester’s manager. In Manchester’s case,
the vision did not return until another visionary leader, Alex Ferguson, took
over many years later. Even then, the vision was different.

John Kotter suggests that it is managers, rather than leaders, who are
dependent on others in the organization to perform their jobs effectively.12

Perhaps so, but few leaders can really be effective unless they have the
support of talented subordinates. Even someone like Lombardi, who
wanted all the power in his own hands, had to rely on capable and dedi-
cated coaching and support staff to ensure success. 

In his book, The Courageous Follower, Standing Up To and For Our
Leaders,13 Ira Chaleff points out that the traditional model of the
leader/follower is based on power, with the leader being able to control
benefits, bonuses and promotions, and so on. Followers avoid jeopardizing
their chances of obtaining these rewards by giving the leader what the
leader wants. For the most part, good leaders hate this model. Sometimes,
however, leaders, often great and highly successful leaders, forget the
reality of interdependency between leader and follower. A challenge to
their leadership or status causes an unexpected change in leadership
behavior. Upset the manager in any sport and no matter how important you
may be to the team, your chance of being in the starting lineup is limited.
Even David Beckham, one of the world’s greatest soccer players, was
sidelined by his manager Sir Alex Ferguson when he challenged the
manager’s comments. Despite reducing the effectiveness of the team,
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Beckham was kept on the bench as punishment. In the end, he was sold to
another team. In sport, and often in business, this type of relationship, as
Chaleff indicates, does not serve the organization, the leader or the
follower because it shuts down the open flow of communication and
sincerity that leaders need to do their job effectively. 

The role of followers or subordinates often varies with the size of the
organization. The closer they are to the leader, the greater will usually be
their effectiveness. By the same token, the smaller the organization, gener-
ally the greater the need for positive leadership traits to be visible. The
closer the leader is to subordinates, the more easily can they be influenced
and the more readily can followers, in turn, influence the leader. Leaders
exert power over followers, but followers also display power over leaders.
Being a successful follower, with the opportunity and ability to influence
upward, is an essential part of leadership.

In similar manner, followership can be strengthened by making
followers part of the leadership plan or vision; essentially by giving them
ownership of that plan or vision. Many organizations endeavor to do this
by having middle and coal face leaders heavily involved in the production
of the organization’s strategic plan. Followers will more willingly follow a
leader when they perceive that they will benefit from the interchange. 

When leader and followers differ, the results can be wholesale change.
Take, for instance, the recent situation with Chelsea FC. Despite coming
second in the English Premiership and getting to the semi-finals of the
prestigious Champions League, disagreement arose between Roman
Abramovitch, the owner of Chelsea, and Claudio Ranieri, the Chelsea
manager, which resulted in Ranieri’s sacking. Chelsea’s new boss, José
Mourinho indicated before even formally taking over that Chelsea’s back-
room staff would have two weeks to prove themselves.14 Within a matter
of days, Mourinho had brought in four backroom staff from Porto, his
previous club, to make up his management team at Chelsea.15

Underlying the business team is another group of followers – the
customers. In sport, it is the supporters. Customer or supporter, both
groups play a similar role. The sport supporter is the customer of the busi-
ness. Provide a good product at a reasonable price, advertise it well, and it
will sell. Provide a product that lacks interest, say ice hockey in the
Sahara, and business will die or dissolve. The key to success is to provide
what the customer wants. A good supporter, like a good customer, will sell
the product by word of mouth. Use the New York Giants as a search crite-
rion via Google and almost two million sites will be shown. Of these,
almost half will relate to sites sponsored for, or on behalf of, supporters of
the Giants. 
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Why are supporters so fixated on their team and on their sport? The
reality is that they were probably indoctrinated from birth via one or other
of their parents. As a result, they give allegiance willingly and tend to
ignore or overlook the team failures. It is no different in business. If a
father has always owned a Ford car and has continually sung its praises,
chances are that the son will also become a Ford man when he reaches
maturity. In giving guidance and passion to their offspring, parents are
providing leadership. So too is the role of the passionate supporter. 

Customers and supporters are part of the team and most companies
operate better when all work as a team. Teams, whether business or sport,
need to have the right mix of players – leaders, middle managers, workers
and supporters. In practice, a good cross-functional team may be made 
up of several subteams, each requiring a different kind of leadership.
One,  or several, such subteams in an organization work at what is gener-
ally termed, “the coal face,” or where we actually produce the products of
the organization.

Leadership at the Coal Face and in Teams

The coal face is a strange place to be. It implies that the person there is at
the cutting edge, literally providing the essence of the business. It does not
appear to be a place where leadership is regularly undertaken. Yet, our
understanding of leadership within an organization is changing. In the
past, the leader was the person who asked the questions and presented the
answers. Today, to have a successful company, it needs to be recognized
that questions arise in many places, outside and within the organization,
and that no single leader can possibly have all the answers. The leader may
have a vision or have laid down a strategic direction. The leader may even
have designated solutions. But, in practical terms, the most effective solu-
tions about how best to meet the challenges of the moment should be made
by the people closest to the problems – the people at the coal face.

Most organizations need, and provide for, leadership at two levels,
strategic and operational. In smaller organizations the same person may
carry out both functions, while in larger organizations they are frequently
two distinct roles. This does not deny a hierarchy of leadership; rather it

Assuming no luck is involved in winning, the crew comes first, the 
sails next and the boat comes third and last. (Philip Rhodes,

America’s Cup defender in 1958)
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acknowledges the reality that functions of leadership can be delegated.
Often, the strategic leadership is provided by a board of directors. Opera-
tional leadership, although nominally placed in one person, is usually dele-
gated down to operational units. In soccer, for example, there is a separate
coach responsible for a club’s first team, reserve team and academy sides.
Senior leaders can authorize resources and more importantly can act as
corporate champions. If leadership is successfully delegated, the loss of
leadership at senior levels will have a lesser impact on organizations.

Change the definition of leadership and you change how a company is
run. In the past few years, working practices have changed significantly
and there is now far greater emphasis on team skills, with many of these
teams working at the coal face. Of course, teams still require defined tasks
and objectives given to them by senior leaders, but such teams also require
their own, inherent leadership. Good coal face teams are diverse in experi-
ence and personality and numerous studies suggest that such diversity
improves performance in terms of decision quality.16 A team is not
composed of one individual; neither is an organization. In business, there
are several levels of management and workers and all, to varying degrees,
display aspects of leadership, and so it is in sport. 

To be successful as “coal face leaders,” individuals need to be part of
the planning process and are required to be empowered by the senior lead-
ership, provided with whatever resources are required and then held
accountable. In this way they identify with the organizational needs and
become invested with both the problem and the solution. Their familiarity
with the business processes (the coal face) provides them with the required
knowledge to undertake and lead tasks. In this process, the role of the
leader changes from that of director to that of coach, mentor and teacher.

An example of this in sport occurred with Manchester United in the
latter part of the 1940s. At that time, Manchester was managed by the
legendary Matt Busby. Manchester’s home ground, Old Trafford, had been
demolished during the Blitz and the club was forced to play its home
games at Maine Road, home of its rivals Manchester City. United was also
heavily in debt, a debt which was compounded by attempts to rebuild its
home ground, and this forced Busby to learn the lesson of leadership
called “innovation.” One of Busby’s ideas was to recruit young, talented
junior players and mature them quickly, thus providing him with an
increasing number of individuals from whom he could choose his team.
The results are history. By the late 1940s, players like Danny Blanch-
flower, Eddie Colman, Duncan Edwards, and David Pegg began to appear.

The first “Busby Babes,” as they later became known, did not simply
appear. Once the task of recruiting youth was made clear, Busby delegated
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responsibility and accountability for the task to two of his coal face leaders.
In this he was most fortunate. The first of these subordinates was Joe
Armstrong, the chief scout responsible for traveling Britain in search of
soccer-mad schoolboys and promising amateurs. Armstrong was a refined,
cultured, retired civil servant, whose honesty and sincerity persuaded many
parents to trust their sons to Manchester’s care. Once identified by
Armstrong, the junior players were placed in the hands of Bert Whalley, a
former Manchester center half who was appointed trainer after an eye injury
forced him to retire from the game. Whalley, later to die in the Munich air
crash of 6 February 1958, was a proficient trainer who responded well to
teaching youngsters and mentored many of them. Under his careful guid-
ance, youthful talent was matured. One of those youngsters under Whalley’s
guidance was Bobby Charlton, who had spurned family tradition by not
following his uncle Jackie Milburn to Newcastle United. Regretfully, the
Munich air crash deprived Manchester United of many of their finest
youngsters and required the building of a new generation of Busby Babes. 

Leadership at the coal face is not always undertaken by middle range
staff. At Manchester United, one of the hardest working teams is the prop-
erty services group which is responsible for everything from the upkeep of
all United’s property, including the ground and the stadium, through to
finding and furnishing homes for incoming foreign players. Leadership of
this group is provided by a relatively junior employee. Despite this, it is an
indispensable coal face position.

Organizations in general invest considerably more time, money and
energy into hiring and retraining senior leaders than they do in hiring
leaders at the coal face. This is understandable. Recruiting leaders who
appear to have the potential for leading organizations into the future is an
essential requirement if a company is to survive in the long term. But good
leaders ensure that the organization is well led at all levels. Good leaders
understand that the organization is strengthened as the team is strength-
ened. They believe that a team working together can achieve much more
than an individual working on his or her own. Good leaders trust, invest in
and empower team leaders. So why is it then that those ostensibly good
leaders frequently fail to reward team leadership at the coal face?

Again the reality differs from the theory. In theory, organizations iden-
tify talent at all levels and systematically encourage and train that talent

Players are made in the off season, teams are made during the season.
(Unknown) 
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via leadership, management and other courses. This was, and is, how some
organizations operate, and it is indeed successful. But many organizations,
who claim to operate in a similar manner, in practice do not. They subcon-
sciously place their staff into four separate categories.

Their first team players are the stars. When a new leader comes in, some
are promoted, many continue as they are, and a few are released. It can be
seen every time a new coach takes over any sporting team. Given too
many stars, each displaying their own variation of leadership, an organ-
ization can suffer. Chelsea FC, under manager Claudio Ranieri, with some
30 plus international players available for selection in a team of 11, had to
rotate players in starting positions so frequently that it was unable to deter-
mine a single playing style. The team of stars was unable to perform as a
star team. This is a core theme of the following chapter which tackles team
leadership specifically. 

A further example of this was shown during the recent European
Championship, when Luiz Felipe “Big Phil” Scolari, Brazil’s coach during
their 2002 World Cup win and currently Portugal’s coach, pulled Luis
Figo, a national hero in Portugal, off the field in the quarter final game
against England, a game Portugal went on to win. Scolari disliked Figo’s
approach to the game. For Scolari, a coach who submits to the “star
system” is in trouble. “You cannot have stars in winning teams – only
great players” is Scolari’s mantra.17

Second team players are often coal face or middle ranking leaders.
Frequently, they are as capable as the first team players, but either because
they call less attention to themselves, are specialists, or are such accom-
plished and steady but invisible performers, their efforts are commonly
overlooked. These second team people are often the backbone of an organ-
ization, providing leadership both at the coal face and in various teams. A
change of senior leadership sees them continuing to perform as before.
The third team players create the noise in an organization and frequently
receive the recognition that should have gone to the second team players.
With leadership change, they retreat into their shells until everything is
back to normal when once again they start making noise. The lowest team
comprises those individuals who simply seek to undertake their daily task
and then go home. They rarely display leadership and, unlike the team
above them, are, at least, honest in their endeavors.

Is it necessary for leaders at the coal face to make noise or display overt
ambition for them to be noticed? Not in well-led organizations like inter-
national companies BHP-Billiton or Toyota, where coal face leaders are
regularly plucked from minor stardom to senior leadership positions. But,
in many lesser organizations, coal face leaders should, at least, consider
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the option. Coal face leaders are frequently specialist by nature. As such, it
is usually more difficult for them to rise in the organization than middle
managers, who are generally seen as “leaders in waiting.”

The Middle Manager

Over the past 50 years, the role of the middle manager has changed
substantially. From dominating organizational structure in the post-war
industrial days of the 1950s, their decline has been slow and, perhaps,
inevitable. As increasing emphasis has been given to the profit motive in
business, organizations have seen the middle management role as being
largely unnecessary, costing rather than making money, and simply an up-
and-down information conduit creating bottlenecks between leader and
worker. With the massive restructuring of organizations which character-
ized the 1990s, many middle managers found their positions disappearing
and with them their job opportunities. Entire layers of middle management
were simply cut away. With the demise of many middle ranking positions,
organizations made significant financial savings convincing senior leader-
ship that such action was both valid and good for the organization. 

Helping the downfall of middle management was the emergence of
management concepts such as change management and re-engineering,
and with them the belief that one of the sticking points to successful
change or re-engineering was the middle manager. Management gurus like
Mike Hammer, co-author of Re-engineering the Corporation, who, in
referring to the middle-level managerial hierarchy as the “death zone” of
re-engineering,18 a reference to their supposed investment in the status quo
and their dislike of change, helped to fuel this belief.

There’s probably little doubt that middle management as a group had
grown too bulky, too content and too fixed in their views. But, like many
things, the movement to eliminate middle management went too far. As
they disappeared, they left behind them their work and responsibilities as
well as gaping holes in the leadership structure. Leadership development
went into serious decline. With the emergence of the information tech-
nology age, senior leaders became bogged down in work previously

Middle management provides a vital link between senior management and
operational functions.At its best it ensures that strategy is turned into

appropriate action and that the contribution of operational staff is maximised.
(Nick Raynsford, United Kingdom local government minister, 17 June 2004)
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handled by their junior colleagues and, instead of focusing on major organ-
izational issues, were required to spend large amounts of time on day-to-
day concerns. 

In the past few years, however, organizations have again understood the
need for good middle management. There is an increasing awareness that
organizations need capable leaders at all levels, and especially in middle
management. Their role, however, has changed and is now somewhat of a
leadership paradox. Being able to see the big picture, they are required to
demonstrate leadership to junior staff, often without having the authority to
change decisions. They are required to become both leader and follower. If
effective, middle managers can demonstrate both leadership and follower-
ship skills and behaviors, depending on the circumstances. As such, good
middle managers are essential to the organizational structure. 

Effective middle managers tend to react more authoritatively than other
followers. They are often more comfortable disagreeing with superiors
and less inclined to be intimidated by status. Where authority is dubious
they tend to work on the old military maxim of it being better to seek
forgiveness later than to ask permission first. They are rarely afraid of
taking authority when such authority is not clear cut. They understand
that leadership is about influence and that authority gives them influence.
Effective leaders seek the support of those at the middle levels, knowing
that plans and ideas are far more likely to be successful if middle
managers take them on board. The most capable of middle managers have
informal communications networks that reach across the organization.
They are a source of ideas for senior management and can understand the
needs and requirements of junior staff. They work at the junction of
stability and change.

One of the essential tasks of middle management is to serve as a bridge
or conduit between the higher goals of senior management and the daily
practicalities of the workforce. Having a perspective on both sides of the
divide between management and workers, middle managers are in an
ideal position to initiate and demonstrate innovation. They are also
ideally placed to translate the vision or ideas of top management into
concepts that can be understood and implemented by the workforce. In
taking on this task, some middle managers become frontline managers on
their own.

Take, for example, women’s hockey in Australia under coach Ric
Charlesworth. Charlesworth is often considered as the most effective
coach in Australian sporting history. John Lyons, in the Australian
Financial Review referred to him as “the greatest Australian legend the
rest of the world hasn’t heard of”.19 Charlesworth played 227 interna-

66 Business Leadership and the Lessons from Sport



tionals for Australia between 1972 and 1988 and then, from 1993 to
2001, he coached the Australian women’s team, the Hockeyroos. This
team became number one in the world, winning Olympic gold medals in
1996 and 2000, World Cup gold medals in 1994 and 1998, Champion’s
Trophy titles in 1993, 1995, 1997, and a Commonwealth Games gold
medal in 1998. 

But no matter how good Ric Charlesworth was, it is doubtful he would
have succeeded to the same extent without the help of leaders within the
Australian women’s hockey organization. Consider, for instance, the role
of Meg Wilson, who took over the presidency of the World Hockey Asso-
ciation (WHA) in 1986 and who, during her 10-year presidency, became
an enormous influence in Australian women’s hockey. In many ways she
prepared the path for Charlesworth to succeed. Wilson, a former member
of the Australian team, exhibited a people-focused leadership style. After
winning the presidency of the WHA, Wilson became the first Australian
woman ever to represent Australia in the Federation of International
Hockey (FIH). In this position, she used her international connections to
encourage national teams from other countries to visit and play in
Australia, thus giving Australia the opportunity to play against world-class
international opposition. 

Meg Wilson wanted to win the right to host the 1990 World Cup in
Sydney. To achieve this, she needed both money and a capable adminis-
trator. She found her administrator in Pam Tye, a Sydney council member
of the WHA, elected president of the organization in 1996 and later
Australian representative in the FIH. Tye, a school principal, was the
perfect administrator and leader for such a task. When the Hockeyroos won
the Olympic gold medal at the 1988 Games in Seoul, Wilson was able to
obtain the major sponsorship of Telstra, the predominant Australian
telecommunications company. Wilson and Tye were never seen by the
public as the face or the leadership of women’s hockey. That position was
reserved for Charlesworth. Yet, Meg Wilson, Pam Tye, and other dedicated
hockey leaders turned women’s hockey in Australia from a largely amateur
run sport to being a totally professional and world recognized organization. 

The underlying organization for women’s hockey in Australia that
Wilson, Tye and others set up targeted talent at all levels. Systematically,
capable administrators and leaders at the state levels were identified,
given resources, charged with responsibilities, and then promoted to
positions of responsibility. Career progression became the norm, with
future middle management leaders being constantly identified and
promoted.20 Charlesworth inherited the setup that leaders like Meg
Wilson provided. 
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From the Bottom Up

It is an often accepted wisdom that a leader emerges in a situation where
one is necessary but has not been formally appointed. Individuals may
take leadership by providing certainty and direction during times of ambi-
guity or crisis or may be thrust into the leadership because of their known
capability and strength of conviction. That leader, once identified, may be
officially approved by senior leaders or group members, or simply by “the
system.” Equally, the individual may be accepted as leader without any
formal ratification. Formal or informal, such leaders are usually effective,
particularly in the short term. Emergent leadership is not always perma-
nent. Leadership may move around depending on the situation and the
individuals concerned.

Emergent leadership may arise when an organization is in crisis and can
come from any stratum of the organization or from outside it – Lee Iaccoca
at the Chrysler Corporation is an example. Or it may occur when an organ-
ization, or part of that organization, decides that its concerns require a
wider audience. Martin Luther King Jr. with the US civil rights movement
springs to mind. What is apparent, however, is that the arrival of emerging
leaders is not always signaled in advance. Generally, emergent leaders are
either task-focused, like Iaccoca or socio-emotionally focused, like King. 

Many emergent leaders do not actively seek the role of leader. Instead,
they are thrust into that position because of circumstances and because
their individual personality characteristics make them ideal for the posi-
tion. Once placed in the role of leader, many of the individuals rise to the
occasion and gather large numbers of followers. Take, for example, Arthur
Ashe, the first African-American man to win a US tennis championship
and to win Wimbledon. In his early days as a professional tennis player,
Ashe was, on occasions, forced to use an alternative changing room to
white players. He was a man of enormous character and courage and
although never seeking leadership of the African-American cause in sport,
he accepted leadership with such grace, conviction and pride that he
endeared himself to millions of tennis fans throughout the world. He
became the first US tennis player to earn US$100,000 in a single season.
What Ashe did for African-American players in tennis, others like Chris
Evert did for women’s tennis. She became a leader of the feminist cause as
the first tennis player to win 1000 singles matches as well as 150 tourna-
ments, and the first woman to earn US$1 million in prize money.

Being a victim of prejudice is particularly traumatic. (Arthur Ashe, tennis player)
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When emergent leaders actively seek leadership roles, it is often as a result
of other group members demanding a greater say for specific groups in the
organization. In 2000, the US Olympic Committee, often criticized as the last
bastion of “good old boys,” elected Sandra Baldwin the first women presi-
dent to lead the organization in its 106-year history. Baldwin, an adminis-
trator and leader of the highest repute, had so gained the respect of both male
and female delegates that she was elected without great opposition. 

When an emergent leader takes a leadership role, are their roles and
behaviors different from formal leaders? Studies have shown that emergent
leaders significantly and positively affect group performance and generally
produce more favorable outcomes.21 De Souza and Klein have also demon-
strated that emergent leader groups tend to be more productive and effec-
tive compared to appointed leader groups.22 Having chosen a leader, rather
than having a leader designated, may well make groups more accepting of
change and may make the followers more accepting of the leadership.

Post Game

This chapter has looked at leadership and at followers and has considered
some of the attributes shown by each. The symbiotic relationship that exists
between leader and follower leads to the realization that both are integral
parts of a whole. The 1995 championship team Carlton FC in the Australian
Football League was coached by the legendary David Parkin. The secret to
the success of this championship team, as reported by coach, players and
the media, was that the positional orientation of who is a leader and who is
a follower had limited validity. Performance requirements determined when
an individual should follow or should lead. In that regard, Parkin regularly
stepped away from even coaching the team, leaving key tactical decisions
to a group of naturally emerging on-field leaders under the guidance of his
senior playing general, captain Stephen Kernahan. 

Leadership is not the sole prerogative of the person at the apex of the orga-
nizational chart. Rather, leaders can be found at the coal face and in the ranks
of middle management. Leaders, at all levels, can do much to encourage
effective followership by understanding their own behavior and that of their
followers. Picking up on one of the threads from this chapter, that of teams,
Chapter 4 explores further the importance of mobilizing, leveraging and
coordinating the efforts of groups of individuals toward common goals.

Leadership is action, not position. (Davy Crockett, US senator and frontiersman) 
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CHAPTER 4

Team of Champions or a Champion
Team? Leading Teams

One man can be a crucial ingredient on a team, but
one man cannot make a team. (KAREEM ABDUL-JABBAR,

FORMER NBA PLAYER)

The imperatives associated with leading sport teams have often been
considered a metaphor for leading any team to success. Teams are
commonplace in most organizations, precisely because the ability to
leverage and mobilize the collective knowledge of employees has long
been accepted as prudent management and sound leadership. The use of
well-organized teams has been linked to improvements in business innova-
tion, productivity and levels of customer service. This chapter therefore
seeks to demonstrate the value and importance of effective team leader-
ship, as illustrated by the plethora of sporting metaphors used to describe
the process. It will also observe that while collective identification lies at
the heart of team development, a critical fault of many team leadership
approaches is their intentional or implicit advice to completely suppress
individuality in favor of the collective. While the team is naturally more
important than any individual, we shall point out the critical nature of the
individual contribution in sport teams and the subtle but dynamic tension
that exists between variables within the continuum spanning from the indi-
vidual to the “groupthink” cult. 

As organizations flatten their structures and abolish the hierarchies that
are inherent in bureaucratic designs, the leadership of comparatively small
and responsive groups or teams, rather than large unwieldy departments,
has become something of a fashionable new imperative for organizational



success. As both profit-seeking corporations and not-for-profit organiza-
tions, such as government bodies, introduce hybrid structures such as
networks in place of product- or function-based departments, the impor-
tance of teamwork for focused tasks and projects has gained acceptance. It
is in this context that sport offers a useful metaphor, because the business
environment is becoming more like that in the world of competitive sport.
It is fast-changing and uncertain, where a simple change can stimulate a
cascade that finishes in chaos, but can equally manifest a sublime moment
of spontaneous delight. 

Perhaps the most relevant dimension of the metaphor can be found in
our own experiences and fantasies. Most of us have at some point engaged
in sport, and we have seen and felt for ourselves the impact that teamwork
and leadership can have on success. There is no need to labour the point
when it comes to sport. Even though it is sometimes in the faintest (some-
times sublimated) shadows of our memories, we can still remember that
goal, that feeling, that day. Whether of glory or humiliation, the memories
are powerful because they embody the team leadership lesson: Good or
bad, it did not have to be like that, but for the role of the leader. Teams are
universal characteristics of human civilization. We are not solitary
animals; we need social interaction and a sense of worth and value. 

Meaning is the currency of team success, and meaning comes from
identity and belonging, the benchmark for which can be found in great
sport teams. Teams are tribal in nature. The most powerful clans are family
based, bound in blood and the recognition of a common destiny. From this
platform the team can yield more than the sum of its parts. Great sporting
teams exhibit emergence; they show spontaneous innovation that brings
competitive advantage and sustainable success. In other words, a cham-
pion team is superior to a team of champions. But, as we will discuss, this
does not mean that individuals are not important. 

From sport we appropriate four characteristics that we use to tackle team
leadership in this chapter: 

1. Its approach to membership. We consider the importance of team
construction and composition, including its key positions and members. 

2. Its unparalleled ability to generate a sense of membership and belonging.
We discuss the critical nature of cultivating this powerful force. 

Gentlemen, it is better to have died as a small boy than to 
fumble this football. (John Heisman, American football coach)
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3. Sport’s precisely determined structures, systems and boundaries. We
use these as a foundation for highlighting the structural dimensions that
frame the team and its leader’s intentions. 

4. Sport’s uncommon degree of ritualization. We examine the need for
institutionalization and enculturation while maintaining a critical
balance between the needs of the individual and those of the team. 

The chapter concludes by illustrating how these elements can collectively
foster a culture of success, productivity, innovation, and responsiveness. 

When representative teams are brought together as the best of the best,
they often disappoint. The problem is not a lack of skill or even hunger to
win; it is, of course, a matter of teamwork. And so, champion teams can
defeat the best teams of champions. Arguably the most awesome team of
champions in the modern times of professional sport was formed to partic-
ipate in the Barcelona Olympic Games. The question was never whether it
was going to win – it always was – but by how much, and that was a func-
tion of their ability to put aside ego and personal glory and play as a team. 

For once the marketing rhetoric was accurate. It was, in fact, the “dream
team”. The first and probably only genuine US basketball dream team effort-
lessly won the gold medal at the 1992 Olympics in Barcelona and acquired
more press off the court than any other Olympic competitors. Coach Chuck
Daly described it like Elvis and the Beatles put together; like traveling with
12 rock stars. The team represented the who’s who of basketball in the era:
Michael Jordan, Larry Bird, and Magic Johnson. Add in the uncompro-
mising Charles Barkley, centers David Robinson and Patrick Ewing, power
forward Karl Malone, playmakers Scottie Pippen, Chris Mullin and Clyde
Drexler, with on-court general John Stockton as point guard.

But in the end, the legacy of the dream team was more than basketball
prowess. Although its domination, which resulted in the defeat of its eight
opponents by an average of 44 points, was breathtaking, it was the team-
work which was sublime. Coach Chuck Daly had infused the star group
with a work ethic and sense of equality that had a strong cohesive effect.
He insisted that the team rotate its starting five, avoiding the stigma of
being relegated to the bench for any of the stars. Not known for aggression
or flashy tactics, Daly emphasized the importance of a collective vision
and the need to put individual glory aside for national honor. 

The team met Daly’s challenge, sharing around the ball and points. In
the first game against Angola, Barkley shot 24 points in a 116–48 stroll
down the court. Jordan came to the party in the next game with 21 points
against the skilled Croatians, leading the team to a 33-point victory. As if
team leadership had been rotated again, Larry Bird took control in game
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three against Germany, contributing 19 points, with Karl Malone kicking
in 18. Game four against Brazil was indicative of the way the team was
playing. Charles Barkley set an Olympic record with 30 points, while six
other players racked up double digits in the 127–83 win. Rounding out the
pool games, the dream team crushed Spain 122–81. In the quarter finals, a
different player again, this time Chris Mullin, led from the front. His 21
points allowed the Americans to easily account for Puerto Rico 115–77.
Comprising several of the best players from the 1988 gold medal winning
Soviet team, the dream team took the next match against the Lithuanians
seriously. So seriously, in fact, that nine of the US players scored in double
figures, helping to record a 127–76 birth into the finals. Once again the on-
court leadership rotated, Michael Jordan shooting 22 points with Barkley
17 and Ewing 15, in the gold medal winning 117–85 game. 

Spare a thought in all of this for star-struck Christian Laettner, the sole
college player the rules specified had to be included in the otherwise all-
professional side. It is perhaps indicative of the team’s leadership both from
Chuck Daly and the superstars themselves, that Laettner was given court
time at all. In fact, he scored a total of 38 points at an average of 4.8 per
game for the tournament, with some solid rebounding as well. The nature
and boundaries of the team had been set effectively by Daly, who had
brought the group of basketball rock stars together and, recognizing their
status and experience, threw the responsibility for on-court leadership back
to them. And they responded in a way that showed that they were not made
of ego alone. Perhaps they had done it all before and had nothing left to
prove other than the ability to play together? Perhaps they were each leaders
who knew that success depended on the team rather than any one player? 

Chuck Daly commented presciently that while there would be future
professional teams competing, there would never be another team like this
one. And he was right. One recent incarnation of the dream team skulked off
the court after finishing sixth in the 2002 World Basketball Championship,
by most commentators’ assessments, a B squad, and hampered by only two
weeks of practice together. The Athens 2004 dream team took the bronze
and looked as though they had no idea how to work together as a team,
given that individually they were the best players in the tournament. 

Building Teams: Key Positions and Players 

It has taken a long time for businesses to realize the usefulness of team
structures for productivity and morale. Up until the end of World War II,
few organizations employed groups or teams to undertake complex tasks,
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instead focusing their efforts on the “scientific” management approach,
which emphasized specialization. The ideas of teams and teamwork,
although commonplace in sport, were not to be found in business literature
until the late 1970s. In this sense it is surprising that sport teamwork has
not stimulated direct parallels with business until more recently. 

The essence of the first team leadership lesson contained in this section
is easy to distil. Successful sport teams have worked out the best ways of
building teams. Because professional sport teams are so used to changing
their lists regularly, they have been quick to recognize the need to identify
key roles. There are key position players, stars, support roles, specialists
and rookies. All of these play a role and it is unwise to expect that they all
contribute equally. Unlike their business counterparts, team leaders in
sport are prepared to structure and build a team around their needs and the
key skills of members. 

What are teams? And what is team leadership? Teams are small in size,
typically between five and fifteen people, are composed of members with
complementary skills, have a purpose, a set of performance goals, a common
approach, and hold assumptions of mutual accountability.1 However, of all
its characteristics, a team’s leader communicates more about the team than
any other. Aside from the fact that the leader determines many of the key
features of the team’s activities and boundaries, they also distinguish a team
from a group. A leader transforms uncoordinated effort into cooperative
action. Team leadership therefore, encompasses the behavioral management
of a group brought together for a purpose. This can be achieved through any
number of different styles. Take, for example, the approach of Alf Ramsay,
who led England to World Cup victory. His reported army sergeant style was
uncompromising in the best British tradition. Alternatively, consider the
gentlemanly confidence of English cricket legend W.G. Grace, whose
charisma was a rallying cry for his team. Both leaders succeeded within the
same cultural context, but with totally different approaches.

At the same time, team leadership goes well beyond mere style or
approach. In the first instance, it involves constructing the team itself, and as
we discuss in the following sections, cultivating a collective identity, deter-
mining the structural characteristics, and reinforcing the patterns of thinking
and behavior that are desired. However, in this section, we begin with the
simple questions: What are the driving motivations of leaders of teams and
their members, and why are team leaders so important? 

The world has but three sports: Bullfighting, Mountain Climbing, and Motor
Racing.All the rest are merely games. (Ernest Hemingway, author)
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Power and Status

Success and failure in our lives are inextricably linked to the state of life
around us. Often, we interpret the decisive forces to be those operating
around and outside our direct influence. For the successful, this means that
the world (of both business and sport) is essentially structured appropri-
ately, while for those still hungry for success, it represents a world
requiring change. But discontent, as Eric Hoffer once pointed out, invari-
ably creates a desire for change.2 Other factors have to play a role as well,
before discontent turns to action. Of these, the most important is a sense of
power. It is to acquire this sense of power that people are attracted to join
teams, notwithstanding the fact that in the business environment some-
times people are forced to join. 

The acquisition of personal power (and success) is the driving motivation
and hope of all team recruits. This is why the leader is so important. Leaders
represent that compelling taste of power, which when tied up in some new
and irresistible concept, doctrine, method, technique or approach, and allied
to a sense of discontent about previous or alternative possibilities, promises
a changing of the guard and great prospects for the future. In the end, this is
why a team of champions cannot succeed in the longer term. They will be
unable to sublimate their leadership drive for an extended period, as they
acquire some of their power through a followership. Leaders play the fail-
safe director of this new motion picture. Like Douglas Jardine who offered a
way of stopping the batting domination of the greatest cricketer ever, Donald
Bradman, through the bodyline series of 1932–3, the leader represents the
future, the opportunities, and the acquisition of power. To counter the batting
supremacy of Bradman, Jardine devised a tactic later to become known as
“bodyline,” which involved the use of dangerous, short-pitched bowling that
aimed directly for the body or head. Had it been employed in baseball, the
bench would have cleared for an all-in brawl in the first innings. 

Leaders therefore have to show recognition to their team, while yearning
for legitimacy in return. If leaders cannot offer this symbolism, they will be
unable to galvanize the group into a cohesive team. In the struggling cricket
teams of England and the West Indies, the team captaincy has been passed
around waiting for the person who can deliver this allegory. Unfortunately,
sport teams sometimes go wrong in this area, assuming that a leader can
achieve cohesion and on the field performance overnight. 

As a manager, you always have a gun to your head. It’s a question of
whether there is a bullet in the barrel. (Kevin Keegan, football player and

former England manager)
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Looking at successful sport teams is useful in helping to identify the
kinds of members and the respective contributions that are needed.
Successful sport teams are not made up exclusively of superstars, and
when national sides are put together it often takes considerable time for
the team to work well together. It is not necessarily the team that looks
best on paper that performs the best. Chelsea, in the English Barclays
Premiership, has been a good example of this for years. A paper-based
assessment of the skills and experiences of Chelsea’s players indicate that
it should have finished many seasons far in advance of other teams which
have worked more favorably together. Their current success is overdue.

A Sporting Perspective

Based on sport, we can specify a number of characteristics that are attrac-
tive in prospective team members. Naturally, few individuals possess all
these elements, but the more the better. 

1. Experience is advantageous, particularly from playing in important
games. It is important to find the business equivalent of “big-game”
veterans, but not too many. Sometimes experience can be a handicap
when team members bring with them a vivid appreciation of the pain
and sacrifice associated with success. There is sometimes value in
youthful naivety. 

2. The ability to solve problems rapidly and spontaneously make some-
thing happen from “nothing” should be sought. Good team players can
stimulate a significant opportunity from a mundane beginning. 

3. Ideal team members are pressure-oriented. In other words, they
perform best when placed in difficult circumstances, with stringent
demands on time and quality. 

4. They are action-focused, willing to experiment and innovate. Veterans
in both sport and business can become conservative. While one or two
members of this kind can be advantageous for risk management, a
cohesive team will be motivated by a renewed sense of adventure,
often partly through the promise of doing “things” differently.

5. “Thinkers” are essential, capable of seeing activity several moves
ahead, rather than just reacting to present circumstances. These are the
playmakers of any team. 

6. On the field of play, practice and training does not substitute for
communication; it is best to limit the number of strong, silent types. 
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As Meredith Belbin, one of the original gurus of team building, showed,
teams based purely on the sharpest or smartest people do not perform as
well as those selected with particular roles in mind. The 1980 US Olympic
ice hockey team exemplifies this fact. They were essentially a group of
anonymous amateurs who defeated a high-profile and seemingly unbeat-
able Russian team in the final. 

The first thing that you will notice when you begin looking at the vast
literature on team leadership is the different perspectives on the role of the
leader. From various books and articles we can declare that leaders should
be visionaries, strategists, boundary setters, advisors, change agents,
commanders, inspirers, confiders, judges, supporters, champions, rulers,
coaches, builders, mentors, guards, facilitators, partners, rewarders or
punishers, reflectors, and analysers. There are also endless typologies of
leadership roles. Bolman and Deal’s typology has caught on and is as good
as any.3 They differentiate leaders on the basis of the degree to which they
emphasize any of the following four roles: 

1. Structural, focusing on structure, strategy and the environment.
2. Human resources, focusing on people and communication, empower-

ment, supporting, sharing and developing relationships. 
3. Political, focusing on the distribution of power, monitoring stake-

holders, persuading, negotiating and coercing, in order to achieve goals. 
4. Symbolic, focusing on the theatrical presentation of vision. 

There is nothing wrong with approaches of this sort to help to distin-
guish the varying roles of leaders. The only danger is that they imply that
leadership roles are like leadership styles, in that it is something inherent to
the individual and that a focus on one approach is not unreasonable. A
leader’s style can be selective, but roles are not. Roles should be seen like
the contents of a job description. It is not a smorgasbord to choose from.
Taking on the position of leader demands the discharge of a range of roles,
including all those listed in the previous paragraph. The best coaches and
captains invest time in understanding how each of their players tick in
order to determine how they are best managed. Mike Brearley, a former
English cricket captain, spent hours getting to know his players, including
their motivations, ambitions, and, most importantly, what they needed from
him. The winning Ashes team in 1981 was at least partly a reflection of his
investment and a preparedness to play whatever leadership role each of his
players required in order to perform at their best. 

Team members’ roles are more ambiguous. But again we can find some
guidance from the nature of sport teams. For instance, specialization is a
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central feature of sport team membership. Few sports illustrate this better
than American football, where each team member plays an important but
extremely narrow role toward the achievement of the broader objective,
that of scoring or defending a touchdown. The 1985 Chicago Bears are a
good example of this premise, where each section of the team delivered.
Quarterback Jim McMahon passed effectively, the running attack was
powerful, and the defensive team was rock solid. 

It is important to recognize that performance on the field of play
precludes an individual from seeing the big picture. That is why it is so
important that coaches and managers can observe from outside in order to
make judgments about tactics, players, and positioning. This is an impor-
tant structure for the business team to embrace, as its leader is typically
part of the action. Where sport has an advantage is that it utilizes a leader
on the field of play and off. This is one of the reasons why military
metaphors have been so useful for leadership. The off-field leader – the
coach or manager – is the archetypal “general”, giving strategic directions
and receiving tactical advice from supporting assistant coaches and
observers (other officers), while the team captain, the “sergeant”, busy on
the field of play, is charged with the operational implementation of tactics.
Business teams have been slow to appreciate the advantages of leaders
both inside and outside the action. Most importantly, it allows team
members to pursue their specialties while also maintaining an awareness
of their broader contribution. 

Using sport as a metaphor allows for one further insight that the military
perspective cannot deliver. The sport fan or supporter and the army of
volunteers that work within sport illustrate another level of followership of
which leaders must be cognizant. In the business environment, these
potential fans or other organizational members are not part of the team, but
may be aware of its activities. They play a support role, and jump on the
bandwagon when the team is successful, but do not directly intervene on
the field of play. Most business teams do not make use of these potential
supporters, instead going about their business somewhat anonymously.
These people, however, can make a huge supporter base, which can
encourage and elevate successful teams.

If a team is to reach its potential, each player must be willing to
subordinate his personal goals to the good of the team.

(Bud Wilkinson, American football coach)
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Setting Team Direction:A Common Identity

The study of leadership tends to focus on the post hoc identification of key
dimensions or elements of successful leadership performance. There is
nothing wrong with this from an academic viewpoint, but it does not
reflect the key component of team leadership. The actual practice of lead-
ership is concerned with the issue of identity. From this perspective, the
critical questions revolve around members’ answers to identity-related
questions such as: Who am I? What do I really want? Who do I want to
be? Members therefore must grapple with belonging to a team within the
boundaries of their personal questions, while the leader is charged with the
challenge of forging a set of collective answers. Sports organizations have
used this axiom to attract consumers. Nike, for example, has set the bench-
mark for marketing through sport because it recognizes that it is not
selling apparel, but rather a marker of identity. The Nike logo or “swoosh”
is a vehicle that conveys a set of mental programming. 

Team sports exemplify the notion of collective identity. In Brazil, for
example, soccer fans can purchase condoms with their team’s logo 
printed on them. Both Flamengo Club in Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo’s
Corinthians are approaching one million sales each. Sport is the great inte-
grator, where a sense of collective identity represents the base of the team
leadership pyramid. Upon this are built common values and beliefs, which
underpin the importance of achieving a predetermined goal. These are, in
turn, used to build a supportive, self-motivated environment wherein pride
and satisfaction come from team membership and, ultimately, team
success. Leaders facilitate the evolution of this hierarchy, allowing for a
balance with the team’s collective consensus. These relationships are illus-
trated in Figure 4.1.

Underpinning the pyramid is the development of a sense of collective
identity, the benchmark for which comes from sport. The key to this is the
leader’s ability to create a new and shared paradigm. A paradigm is a
mental model to create the context in which the team operates. In facing
Australian fast bowler Brett Lee or Detroit Tigers pitcher Matt Anderson,
we would likely possess a different paradigm concerning the ball than a
professional player. We would view it as a dangerous missile, while they

All winning teams are goal-oriented.Teams like these win consistently
because everyone connected with them concentrates on specific objectives.

They go about their business with blinders on; nothing will distract them
from achieving their aims. (Lou Holtz, former Notre Dame football coach)
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would see it as something to be hit. Paradigms can be remarkably robust
and offer the platform from which a team can face a hostile world without
coming unstuck. If sport is any guide, leaders should take responsibility
for instilling new mental programming into the team. For example, when
English Premiership club Arsenal brought out Frenchman Arsene Wenger
from Japan to manage the side, he immediately installed a new system of
thinking about training. Regimes were restructured to emphasize flexi-
bility and education, particularly on matters such as eating and drinking. In
doing so, he replaced the drinking culture with a new set of programming
that yielded one of the fittest sides in the league. 

This may sound a little like brainwashing, and so it is, in the same way
that our parents condition us from an early age to believe in a whole range of
things, from the importance of wearing clean underwear to the significance
of particular sports teams. But as adults this is not so easy. Team members
arrive with a generally engrained set of values and ideas. Their mental
programming has been written, and changing it is a difficult and lengthy
task. This is why the most effective sport leaders recognize the importance
of understanding what it is that their team members think, before they act. 

The fewer rules a coach has, the fewer rules there are for players to break.
(John Madden, NFL coach and commentator)
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A universal truth of sport leadership is that new paradigms and
programming cannot be quickly forced or encouraged into unwilling
minds. Completely new ways of thinking take many years to instill, if
ever, and in the same way that marketing messages can fall upon deaf ears,
no amount of persuasion will convince those who have already defected.
The key to changing the mindset of team members – to encourage their
sense of collective association and focus their minds on the team goals – is
to accept that open minds are the easiest to fill. In other words, rather than
instilling opinion and doctrine into the team, rather than telling them what
to believe, the skilled leader articulates the deep wellspring of passion and
drive that already resides within the minds of team members. This requires
the supple use of many forms of motivation and behavior, always
attempting to use the beliefs that already exist inside members, fuelling the
flame instead of igniting it. 

This can be seen in effective sport leaders, although their approaches
are often distorted by the media. For example, the impression most
observers would obtain from listening to many coaches, managers, and
captains would be that of a frenzied warrior prior to battle. However, this
approach is only a small and overt aspect of the leader’s programming
methods. The coach or manager can place themselves outside the group
and promise performance rewards or punishments. At the other end of the
scale, captains can build relationships that encourage members to evaluate
their contribution through more personal and subjective feelings of fulfill-
ment and personal power. It is a matter of circumstance as to which is the
most appropriate at any given time. 

Big or Little Picture?

Most leadership focuses on the big picture – vision and strategy. Of
course, this is a sensible perspective, but it tends to overlook the fact that
human lives are lived in the minutiae, in the everyday and the mundane.
Team leadership is as much of the everyday as it is of the crisis; as much
Prozac as it is Viagra. This is especially true for teams, which have contact
with a leader constantly. Team leaders cannot discharge clichés about
vision all day, every day. The stories of humankind can be summarized to a

If you’re a champion, you have to have it in your heart.
(Chris Evert, tennis player)
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few trite words, if they are sufficiently objective. We each come and go
from organizational life, few of us making a substantial difference, and
none of us, however important, are irreplaceable. But the leadership of
teams cannot be objective because it deals with the lives of a close group
of people. Team leadership is personal. On the field of play and during
practice, the team captain is as immersed in personal experience as the rest
of the team. The fact that a coach or manager can sit above much of this is
one of the reasons why sport has an advantage over other forms of teams. 

Team leadership resides in the stories, narratives, and personal journeys
of every team member. Teams are built on the collective meaning that
comes from being characters in the same story, unfolding together with a
common fate. Thus, one of the greatest errors of vision that sport illumi-
nates about the practice of team leadership is that it is about suppressing
individuality in order to achieve collective goals. In fact, unleashing indi-
viduality is part of developing a sense of belonging. All team members
need to feel as though they are accepted for who they are, yet are also part
of something bigger than themselves. Fairness is not equality; the more
complex the activities to be undertaken – as exemplified on the field of
play – the more important individual freedom becomes. It is counter-
productive to assume that all team members should be treated alike. Sport
reminds us that this approach is doomed to failure. Coaches and captains
put their “form” players forward for key roles. Indeed, the greatest sporting
teams have always had a few critical leaders, stars or characters that help to
define the team. William “the Refrigerator” Perry of the Super Bowl
winning Bears comes to mind, along with the Super Bowl Shuffle, a video
the team recorded before actually winning the game. Other examples are as
easy as picking a great team from history: Pele, Jordan, Bradman, Schu-
macher, Van Basten, Lomu, Wilkinson, Gretzky, McGwire and so on.

Naturally, individuals must make decisions that are best for the team,
but if these contradict their own best interests, the team will not last. This
stands as a fundamental axiom: All humans join teams to leverage their
own best interests. All human actions are motivated by the desire for self-
advancement or the fear of losing current benefits. It is the ability of the
team leader to harness these desires toward the team objective that defines
the level of collective identity that will be formed. For some team
members this means using the promise of the carrot, and for others the fear
of the stick.

I am one who dreamed of being Ferrari. (Enzo Ferrari)
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Teams achieve goals through leaders. All teams have agreed objectives.
These objectives may dictate when a team is needed, and how team
members are to work together. Mostly these objectives are hands on and
developed by leaders on the job. Distributing the leadership role
throughout the team can help to create long-term effectiveness, and a
feeling of being needed to make important decisions. This factor also
creates member satisfaction and team cohesiveness. In order for a leader to
create a cohesive team, the team must be united behind a task, as well as
united in a social sense. However, working in an enjoyable social situation
might not be sufficient to get the job done. A leader can provide vision and
purpose on an organizational level, but it is clear that articulating these is
equally as important on a small team project level. This of course, must be
underpinned by their expertise in their industry – knowledge vital to
crafting strategy and vision.

Cohesion is reflected in the harmony or concordance of a group. It has
been examined in many different settings and has been shown to be asso-
ciated with adherence or conformance behavior, low absenteeism, satisfac-
tion, and effort.4 However, as sport has demonstrated, a completely
cohesive team is nothing more than groupthink. It is not only important, it
is essential that the team has conflicting ideas. Debate is indicative of
passion, and from this comes creativity. Detachment means contentment
and boredom. Discontent is the mother of action. Cohesion, therefore,
must be considered from both a task and a social perspective. 

Cohesion helps to explain why teams perform sporadically despite
improvements to the playing list that should be advantageous. There is a
circular relationship between cohesiveness, success, and satisfaction.
Studies on sporting teams show that coaches increase task cohesion with
training and instruction, democratic behavior, and positive feedback
rather than autocratic strategies.5 The role of motivating support is critical
here, and is exemplified by the role that coaches play in stimulating
player performance.

A Forged Identity

The sport–business metaphor has led to some compelling evidence that
identifies essential elements of team leadership. If a model of team leader-

I play with a fear of letting people down.That’s what motivates me.
(Johnny Wilkinson, England rugby union player)
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ship were to be developed from studies, it would be centred on facilitating
the empowerment and development of self-managed teams and ensuring
quality social interaction in a nurturing environment. Coaches tend to
point to skills such as communication, counselling, empowering others,
and group facilitation as vital for developing effective teams.6 But in the
end, it is the power of a forged identity that forms the basis of the leader-
ship pyramid, enhanced by the galvanizing force of a common enemy.
This factor is exemplified in the greatest teams of all time, such as the
current Australian cricket side.

Was the Australian cricket team from 1999–2004 the best cricket side of
all time? Under the leadership of Stephen Waugh, the Australian team set
a new record with 16 straight Test wins from October 1999 to March 2001.
How many sporting teams can claim to have remained unbeaten for three
years? During its reign, it also managed to secure 16 Test series out of a
possible 19, and two World Cup victories, with Waugh the most successful
captain of all time, with a winning percentage of 72 percent (41/57). What
was it that made Waugh and his team so successful?

According to the present captain, Ricky Ponting, who took over in
2004, the secret to the team’s performance under Waugh was bonding. He
commented in an interview that the players were 

doing it not only for themselves, not only for the country but for all of us in the
dressing room as well. After every boundary, they would look towards the
dressing room, and there was grit and determination in their eyes.7

Perhaps another of Waugh’s enduring legacies has been in nurturing the
players in the team toward individual distinction as well as team glory.
This is evident in the fact that every single player in the team has at some
point been a match winner. Ponting also recognized that the strength of the
team has been its capacity to stimulate someone to lift during a poor
performance when hope for victory seems to be lost. In that sense, the
defining feature of a great team is its ability to see opportunity when things
are not going well. It is the performance during the bad times that counts,
rather than the successes.

Ponting described Steve Waugh’s leadership style as collaborative but
uncompromising:

He is very easy to approach, and each and every member of the side is asked
for suggestions at team meetings. Every one contributes, and that’s the way it
should be. Stephen is extremely demanding as well, and he is very clear in
what he wants from the team. The team looks up to him, respects him a lot
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because he is a sort of guy who leads from the front. His own performance has
been top class. He is never satisfied, and has instilled a habit of winning in this
Aussie side.8

Making Teams Work:Managing the Dimensions of Team Structure 

It is the leader’s responsibility to create an environment that fosters team-
work, collaboration, cooperation, and cohesion.9 Leaders can achieve this
by providing resources from an organizational or policy level, as well as
on a more personal level. However, seldom is it discussed exactly which
areas a leader should focus upon. As we have already considered the
“who” dimension of leadership in terms of building teams, as well as the
“why” in the form of identity, we now turn our attention to the “what”
aspect of the leadership equation. In other words, what are the dimensions
of organizational life and the environment that a leader should manage
with a view of cultivating the collective “soul” of their charges? We use
some of the lessons of sport to help frame our thinking.

Specifically, sport teams help us to identify seven areas in which leaders
can systematically manipulate the properties of organizational life. We
have named these the seven dimensions of team structure, including tasks,
time, boundaries, goals, environment, members, and roles. This is illus-
trated in Figure 4.2. 

As the figure shows, there is a relationship between these dimensions. At
the heart of the seven dimensions are goals. This represents the core of a
leader’s actions, and influences all other dimensions, as implied by its
centrality in the model and the way it sits on the borders of all dimensions.
A leader needs to be aware of these relationships in forming the structures
that will bolster their attempts to generate collective identity and build the
team leadership pyramid. However, the first step is for a leader to recognize
that they can have an influence on each of the seven dimensions and that a
lack of policy is a vacuum that is going to be filled one way or another, irre-
spective of the leader’s intentions. This is not to say that a leader has to be
highly dogmatic and prescriptive about these dimensions, but it does mean
that if they wish to sidestep or delegate a judgment on any issue, they do so
advisedly, and with a deliberate intention to create a particular outcome or

Winning is not a sometime thing. It’s an all time thing.You don’t win once in
a while.You don’t do things right once in a while.You do them right all the

time.Winning is a habit. Unfortunately, so is losing. (Vince Lombardi) 
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context as a result. We do not make judgments about the choices leaders
should make, but we do comment on the implications of certain decisions. 

Goals are the first dimension to manage. Naturally, this is the opportunity
for leaders to set a direction for, or with, the team. These decisions lie at the
heart of strategy and represent the marriage of opportunity and capability. A
failure to set goals with performance standards will weaken the structure of
all the dimensions, as they are all relative to the objectives that are being
sought. The second dimension is roles and was discussed earlier in the
chapter. The most important issue is that team members’ roles are managed
and modified in accordance with goals and the capabilities of members
themselves, the third dimension. Team members must also be managed with
an awareness of their boundaries. Boundaries are the imposed or empow-
ered structures that control the power team members possess and the degree
and scope to which they can employ it. Thus, the boundaries that members
deal with will have a direct bearing on their freedom and sense of opportu-
nity. The boundaries that are set will reflect the leader’s philosophy about
consensus, contribution, experimentation, and the nurturing of novel ideas. 

Bringing people with different personalities and ways of thinking together
into teams is challenging for leaders because it forces them to manage diver-
sity without curtailing innovation or creativity. Teams are also social
elements of the workplace. Some people thoroughly enjoy the camaraderie
of working with others, especially when working on difficult projects, while
others prefer a solitary style of work. It also reflects their views on discipline
and conduct. As the business environment further matches the complex,
competitive field of sporting play, contemporary leaders have also become
moral agents, making decisions about right and wrong well beyond the
dictates of law, and making black or white areas of gray. 
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The environment is the fifth dimension of structure that a leader must
manage. As sport reminds us, this must include an awareness of the nature
of adversaries as well as the field of play, or marketplace. In practical
terms, this includes the systems and procedures a team leader puts into
place to deal with the environment, such as regular scanning, reconnais-
sance, and competitor analysis. 

Environment is impacted by the sixth dimension, time. After all, envi-
ronmental circumstances are relative to the time in which events occur,
whether it is over a season or a product’s life cycle. Current trends suggest
that there are many different ways to organize teams in the workplace,
including cross-functional teams, committees, project teams or task forces,
employee involvement teams, virtual teams, and self-managed teams, all
of which can be appropriate depending on environment and time. The last
dimension, tasks, is also relative to the time available to complete them.
These tasks may vary in complexity, and include the training and prepara-
tion that the leader considers relevant. 

Excellent team leadership can be found in the McLaren Formula One
racing team, formed by Bruce McLaren in 1963. It was immediately
successful on the CanAm North American racing circuit and in the Tasman
series in Australia and New Zealand. But it wasn’t until 1966 that the team
produced a Grand Prix car to be raced in Monaco. Two years later the team
won its first Grand Prix in Belgium, but was struck by tragedy in 1970
when Bruce McLaren was killed when his car crashed during testing.
Teddy Mayer took over the role as team principal, but a merger with the
Project Four racing team eventually saw its leader Ron Dennis emerge as
the driving force behind McLaren International. The 1980s, with Dennis in
charge, proved to be McLaren’s time. Driver Alain Prost took the driver’s
championship in 1986 and the team’s success culminated in a season that
has yet to be bettered. In 1988, with a Honda engine, the team won 15 of 16
races, split between the two drivers Ayrton Senna (8 wins) and Alain Prost
(7 wins), who finished first and second respectively in the driver’s champi-
onship. Much of the success of this astonishing year was attributed to the
management of Dennis, whose leadership style revolved around quality and
preparation. His was, and remains, a team of tactics and attention to detail. 

What does sport tell us about the best application of these seven dimen-
sions? A sports approach would suggest the selection of structures that

The main idea in golf as in life, I suppose, is to learn to accept what cannot
be altered, and to keep on doing one’s own reasoned and resolute best

whether the prospect be bleak or rosy. (Bobby Jones, golfer)
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maximize flexibility, self-organization, and innovation, with preparedness
for empowerment and few boundaries for members. In sport teams,
leaders tend to accept chaos and uncertainty as a normal part of the envi-
ronment; the sport environment is inherently unstable, which fosters a
culture of risk taking, support for innovation, and new ways of thinking
and operating. It is important to recognize that the management of dimen-
sions should be consistent. It is no use imposing stringent rules in one
area, while offering self-guidance and empowerment in others. Team
members can be quite cynical about empowerment because they recognize
the essential truth about humans: power and hierarchy are forever. There
will always be forces that determine the destinies of members. They
mistrust empowerment because to do otherwise is naive. As the cliché
suggests, nature abhors a vacuum, and a power vacuum is the fastest to fill. 

Enculturing the Team:Rites and Rituals 

To summarize so far, we have observed several characteristics that are
common in the development and composition of successful sport teams.
These have included the role of selecting the right people to “play” in the
right positions, the importance of cultivating a sense of collective identity,
the modification of team structures to facilitate this sense, and now, we call
on the final dimension of sport that illustrates the usefulness of the
metaphor: the process of institutionalization or culture building. Put
simply, this section is concerned with how team leaders can use rituals and
symbols as ways of nurturing collective identity and those common beliefs
and values that they would like to reinforce. There are two main ways this
is done to great effect in sport teams.

The first method involves the management of those readily apparent and
observable qualities of a team, such as the physical environment, the public
statements of the leader, the way individuals interactively communicate, the
form of language used, what clothes are worn, and even the memorabilia
that fills the offices or meeting areas. For example, the Los Angeles Lakers
NBA team has a unique playbook, complete with signals and patterns that
new players have to learn before they are allowed on court. The team is
therefore bound into a common fate where their collective ability to adhere
to the agreed patterns of play is pivotal to their success. Sport is, of course,
the ultimate example of this form of environment management. 

Leadership is doing what is right when no one is watching.
(George Van Valkenburg, political commentator)
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One of the most important observable qualities involves the place of
past and present heroes within the team. They are culturally rich and are
highly visible indicators of the culture that is sought. Moreover, heroes
indicate those qualities in individuals which are respected and admired by
a wider audience. By understanding the orientation of hero figures, both
past and present, it is possible for a leader to map dominant values which
may or may not be advantageous for the team’s future. Heroes can be both
reactionary and progressive. Heroes that reinforce the dominant culture of
a team will not change the values and attitudes that it collectively holds.
On the other hand, a hero that transcends and transforms the dominant
culture will be a catalyst for change in the behaviors and values of the
team. Often a hero is the most powerful medium for change to come about
in a team, and as we shall discuss in Chapter 7, it is naturally desirable for
that hero to be the present leader, which in itself can be a marketing feat.

The second method deals with team rites, those activities that are regularly
performed and which tend to reflect shared values. For the leader this means
that they have an opportunity to change forms of expression employed by the
team, such as certain customary language or jargon, gestures, and artefacts.
These rites, which are effectively shared understandings, are additionally
conveyed through myths, sagas, legends, or other stories associated with an
occasion, and in practical terms may take the form of celebrations of success
or social events. Examples of sporting rites and rituals are commonplace but
some are really quite odd. Basketball player Darrell Armstrong of the
Orlando Magic consumes six cups of coffee packed with sugar before every
game. John Thompson of college team Georgetown taped his ankles before
every game he ever coached. Joe Louis reportedly drank cow’s blood before
every fight. But the most powerful rituals are the ones that involve the entire
team, like the pre-game talk or chant. 

Because meaning is the chief currency of team identity and therefore
one of the most important factors for success, leaders need to be aware of
the meanings that reside behind the history, tradition, legends, myths, and
stories of a team. Where a team is newly formed, with no history to either
hinder or reinforce it, the leader must be prepared to fill these gaps with
new rites and rituals that underpin a collective vision for the future. If the
leader does not actively shape these patterns of behavior, the team will
inevitably fragment. Pele’s 1970 Brazilian team is considered by many to
be the best football (soccer) team ever assembled. Winning the World Cup,
the team was certainly successful, its extraordinary forward line
comprising Pele, Jairzinho and Tostao scoring three goals or more in every
game but one in the tournament (a 1–0 defeat of England). Supported by
the pinpoint accuracy of playmaker Gerson and the sublime Rivelino, the
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team personified attacking strategy. According to Pele, the team had
remained fairly consistent for the five previous years, and had become
accustomed to playing and working together. Pele’s leadership secret was
that he was able to keep the group unified for an extended period, his
players given the time to mold together to become a group of individual
champions who had learned to play as a team. 

Psychologists recognize the power of manipulating team behavior
through the processes we have outlined in this chapter, and they would
rightly counsel that leaders should be aware of the need for a dynamic
tension between the power of team collectivity and an awareness of the
outside world. In short, leaders that allow themselves to be seduced by
their own publicity are in danger of creating cults rather than functional
teams. From his review of cult behavior, Chris Robertson provides eight
areas of group interaction and team training that must be balanced:10

1. Team collectivity cannot give way to closed systems. Teams cannot
afford to hide from the outside world, and sacrifice competitive recon-
naissance and possibilities for new ways of working. The use of twin
leaders in sport teams, the captain and coach or manager, has proven
effective to combat this. 

2. Group conformity can go too far, and preclude the sort of individuality
that inspires new approaches. 

3. Idealization of the leader to the point where they can do no wrong is
counterproductive to the learning and development of a team. 

4. Scapegoating, where nonconformists are removed from the team, is
also harmful as it can suppress debate and discussion about innova-
tion; some vigorous disagreement is beneficial to a team as it ignites
passion and critical thinking. 

5. A charismatic mission can be pursued to unhealthy extremes, such as
the use of drugs in sport, or in working unsustainable hours in a busi-
ness team. 

6. The denial of shadow suggests that team members can avoid discussing
and confronting the negative aspects of team life, which if unresolved can
simmer beneath the surface, creating concealed unrest and discontent. 

7. Group narcissism reflects a fear of testing the team in an outside envi-
ronment, and can lead to a group that is exclusively self-referential and
absorbed.

8. All teams have secrets, which can give power to members in the way
they exclude outsiders, but can also turn inward in dangerous ways if
the secrets are only held by certain people in the hierarchy. 
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Perhaps the true mark of the best teams comes in the form of sustainable
performance. With this criterion in mind, it is difficult to go past the
Chicago Bulls basketball team in the 1990s. The triumvirate of Michael
Jordan, Scottie Pippen, and Dennis Rodman were the most effective
offence in the league, with coach Phil Jackson at the helm. The team’s
performance has become legendary, winning five championships during the
decade (although interestingly, the record is held by the Boston Celtics of
the 1960s, which won nine NBA championships). In the 1995–96 regular
season they won an astonishing 72 games with only 10 defeats. Despite
contract disputes, such as when the team owner Jerry Reinsdorf proclaimed
publicly that Jackson was expendable, the key players stuck together,
Jordan insisting that he would go if Jackson was not reappointed. It was
Jackson’s leadership approach that was unusual for a sport dominated by
egos and superstars. He referred to his philosophy as “mindful basketball”,
a sort of attempt to lead the players toward self-awareness. In his book,
Sacred Hoops: Spiritual Lessons of a Hardwood Warrior,11 Jackson reveals
his leadership genius to be less about strategy and more about the ability to
construct a team that finds its meaning in the game itself. 

Post Game

Examining sport teams can yield important lessons for business leaders.
Specifically, we have noted four major characteristics of the way sport
teams are developed and managed by leaders. Initially, we observed that
sport teams pay careful attention to the composition of their members.
Next, we emphasized that the currency of teams is meaning, which in turn
leads to a sense of collective identity. Identity and the power to foster it,
we have argued, is one of the critical lessons to be observed in sport team
leadership. But this identity and meaning requires structure as well. We
specified seven dimensions of structure that leaders should manage.
Finally, we indicated that once the leader has made decisions with the
team about structure, their collaborative view of the world should be rein-
forced through rites and rituals. 

Great teamwork is the only way we create the breakthroughs that define
our careers. (Pat Riley, former coach Los Angeles Lakers, Miami Heat)

If you wait, all that happens is that you get older. (Mario Andretti, driver)

92 Business Leadership and the Lessons from Sport



The at times chaotic turbulence of sport team activity gives rise to
patterns of self-organization, the sort that produce new ways of thinking
and acting. In practical terms, change is encouraged when team design is
there only to gently direct informal behavior toward goals. Leaders should
not seek to control teams that comprise independent professionals. This
chapter therefore has emphasized that flexibility is critical to the organ-
ization of teams and their ability to develop a structure and working rela-
tionship that matches the demands of the game or business environment.
In addition, the utility of the notion of the coach who encourages sponta-
neous innovation has been implicit, rather than the dogmatic and authori-
tarian supervisor. In the end, while talented individuals can produce their
own moments of glory, it is the leader who opens the door to that effortless
perfection that characterizes a group of ordinary people who have come
together in extraordinary ways. The ability to create the relationships from
which groups can be brought together is the subject of Chapter 5 which
examines coaching and mentoring.

Notes
1 J.R. Katzenbach (1998), Teams at the Top: Unleashing the Potential of both Teams and Indi-

vidual Leaders, Harvard Business School Press, Boston.
2 E. Hoffer (1951), The True Believer, Harper Perennial, New York.
3 L. Bolman and T. Deal (1991), Reframing Organizations, Jossey-Bass, San Francisco.
4 A.V. Carron and H. Hausenblas (1998), Group Dynamics in Sport (2nd edn), Fitness Infor-

mation Technology; Morgantown, WV; A.A. Cota, C.R. Evans, K.L. Dion, L. Kilik and R.S.
Longman (1995), “The Structure of Group Cohesion”, Personality and Social Psychology
Bulletin, 21: 572–80.

5 P. Turman (2003), “Coaches and Cohesion: The Impact of Coaching Techniques on Team
Cohesion in the Small Group Sport Setting”, Journal of Sport Behavior, 26(1): 86–104.

6 P. Kellett (1999), “Organisational Leadership: Lessons from Professional Coaches”, Sport
Management Review, 2: 150–71.

7 R. Ponting (interviewed by Tapan Joshi), “The bonding in Australian team is amazing:
Ponting”, http://www.cricketnext.com/interviews1/interviews035.htm.

8 R. Ponting, ibid.
9 J.R. Hackman (2002), Leading Teams: Setting the Stage for Great Performances, Harvard Busi-

ness School Press, Boston.
10 C. Robertson (1993), “Dysfunction in Training Organisations – Power Issues within the

Training Context”, Association of Humanistic Psychology Practitioners Conference.
11 P. Jackson (1995), Sacred Hoops: Spiritual Lessons of a Hardwood Warrior, Hyperion, New York.

The best teams have chemistry.They communicate with each other 
and they sacrifice personal glory for the common goal.

(Dave DeBusschere, NBA player and coach)

Team of Champions or a Champion Team? Leading Teams 93



94

CHAPTER 5

From the Sidelines: Coaching 
and Mentoring

Coaching is nothing more than eliminating mistakes
before you get fired. (LOU HOLTZ, UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH

CAROLINA FOOTBALL COACH)

There are millions of coaches around the world, thousands of them in
sports most of us have never heard of. The fact is that the majority of them
are probably not particularly good. As in business, outstanding leadership
in coaching is rare. Also as in business, examining the practices of some of
the best coaches in the world can elicit some useful leadership lessons. As
we have argued throughout this book, the high-performance sport
metaphor can add another dimension to the way businesspeople think
about leadership. In this chapter, we examine the coaching and mentoring
aspects of sport. We suspect that business leaders can benefit from a better
appreciation of the coaching and mentoring function inherent in sport
because it throws new light on one of the most important aspects of leader-
ship, the cultivation of relationships with followers and colleagues. Sport
provides a twist to business leadership that neither exclusively prescribes a
command nor consensus approach. Instead, it is all about the relationships. 

Our chief premise is that the best sport coaches in the world have devel-
oped and managed the relationships with their players and athletes as a
priority in their leadership methods. Allied to this notion are three business
leadership lessons that emanate from sport. 

1. The leader is a personal mentor for athletes and players. 
2. The leader is a coach (rather than commander) of a team or group.



3. The leader is in a unique position sandwiched between the performers
and the organizational decision makers. 

A successful approach therefore needs to align with the capabilities of the
players and support staff as well as the ambitions of the owners or gover-
nors of the organization. As seen in professional sport regularly, balancing
these twin imperatives is indeed difficult, but when done well provides a
useful model for aspiring middle managers in business. Leadership lessons
can be seen in the ground between operational success (short-term
winning) and strategic vision (future development). These three leadership
metaphors are the themes of this chapter, and reflect its structure. The
chapter is also best considered in conjunction with the previous chapter on
teams, although we maintain our objective of allowing any chapter to be
read independently. For this reason, the previous chapter and this chapter
have some overlap.

The Sport Coach Approach

David Conway’s research looked at the ways in which project managers
can learn from sport coaches.1 He summarized his findings under seven
headings: Roles; skills; performance; motivation; planning; change; and
team building. The lessons for sport he uncovered are summarized in Table
5.1, and make for a useful introduction to some of the principles contained
in this chapter. We have made some adaptations for leaders in general. 

Dan Gable, US amateur wrestling athlete and coach, epitomized many
of the leadership lessons highlighted here. Preparation and tenacity were
his hallmarks. Dedicated to the level of obsession, Gable was one of the
most focused wrestlers ever to compete. During high school and college
he remained undefeated with the exception of a single match. He won the
National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) title in two weight cate-
gories and went on to win a gold medal at the 1972 Olympics. Injury
forced him into retirement, but he returned to wrestling to embark upon an
even more celebrated career as a coach. By 1977 Gable was the wrestling
coach at the University of Iowa, a position he held for 21 years. During
this time, Gable secured the most impressive win–loss record of any
wrestling coach ever. His teams had a 355–21–5 record including 15

The lads ran their socks into the ground. (Alex Ferguson,
Manchester United manager)
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NCAA championships; nine were successive. The success was not limited
to team performance. Gable’s wrestlers produced an astonishing 78 indi-
vidual national champions, 152 all-Americans and four Olympic gold
medals. He even coached the US wrestling team in three Olympic Games. 

Although Gable’s technical expertise is unchallenged, given his
successful personal career as a wrestler, the fact remains that few of the
best athletes go on to become the best coaches as well. What is it about
Dan Gable that allowed him to shift into a leadership role so readily?
Above all, Gable’s life is a study in focus and discipline. His parents were
strict disciplinarians and yet Gable’s father drank excessively. Most trau-
matic, however, was the rape and murder of Gable’s older sister. The event
shocked Gable into a focus on wrestling that was uncommon for anyone of
his age. It became a work ethic that never left him, practicing seven hours
a day for the three years prior to the 1972 Olympics. 
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Table 5.1 Lessons from sport coaches for business leaders

Area Coaches’ activities Lessons for leaders

Roles Play a variety of roles depending Need to be aware of the high variety of  
on the level of coaching and roles that they need to play.These roles 
circumstances. will be determined by the level and 

composition of the team to be managed.

Skills Use interpersonal, managerial, Require a variety of skill sets both in 
and planning skills. Great scope planning and implementation. Important 
of activity in planning. to plan to the correct level of detail.

Performance Use of wide variety of techniques Need to identify and prioritize the 
to improve performance.Always factors that lead to performance.
innovating and developing new Performance needs to be monitored.
methods. Coaches’ performance 
significantly affects the team 
performance.

Motivation Players are naturally motivated, Need to identify what motivates the 
but coaches need to channel team and determine effective rewards 
their energy. and compensation.

Planning Tactical down to the smallest Awareness of the planning level needed 
detail. to achieve goals.

Change Sport by its nature encourages Work hard to get buy-in for change early 
coaches to be comfortable with in the process of leadership.
change.Team members tend to 
embrace change.

Team building Nature of sport allows Need to structure working activities to 
opportunities for team building make best use of team-building situations.
to occur.

Source: Adapted from David Conway. See Note 1.



After more than a dozen knee and back operations, Gable retired at the
end of 1997, no longer able to get down on the mat to demonstrate moves.
Recorded in Nolan Zavoral’s biographical account of Gable’s final year
coaching, A Season on the Mat: Dan Gable and the Pursuit of Perfection,
Gable said: “[Wrestling] is the only sport I’ve ever competed in that puts
you totally in a situation of constant [motion] without breaks”.2

Gable’s focus, technical savvy and rigid discipline were matched by an
intensity of character, which added to his legend. He used this intensity to
bond with his athletes, mentoring them through the trials and pressures of
elite sporting performance. As the following anecdote by Iowan politician
James Leach reveals, Dan Gable’s leadership style emphasized focus, but
also character: 

His coaching challenges have not always been easy. I remember, for instance,
his first year as head coach at Iowa he had a wide-eyed 118 pounder named
Johnny Timid who was more eager than capable. One evening Johnny was
pitted against Oklahoma State’s defending national champ, Jim Star. Star had
a legendary pinning record, utilizing a unique move called the pretzel, which
is a kind of double guillotine. Just before the match Gable grabbed Johnny
Timid, looked him in the eye, and with his fierce motivational capacity, told
him it was important for the team to avoid fall points and that in fact he had a
chance to win if he just stayed out of the pretzel. Timid ran out to meet his
destiny, which didn’t look too promising. Within a few seconds Star took him
down, and then started stretching Timid’s arms one way, his legs the other in
the pretzel clamp. But all of a sudden as the Iowa crowd began to groan and
the ref started to raise his hand to pound the mat for a fall, the old Hawkeye
gym was filled with an extraordinary “argh” sound. With a flutter of winged
arms and legs Johnny reversed positions and splayed Star’s shoulder blades to
the mat. Near pandemonium broke out as the ref signaled an Iowa fall and
Johnny limped off the mat. Gable quickly collared him with the query:
“Johnny, how’d you break the pretzel?” Explained Johnny: “Coach, all I know
is I looked up and there hanging above me – here, as I’m in public life I’ll
have to be elliptic – there was this delicate part of the male anatomy and
instinctively my teeth chomped.” Incredulous, Gable responded: “Johnny,
winning is important, but you know it’s against the rules to bite your oppo-
nent. It’s not the Iowa way.” “But coach,” Johnny responded, “it wasn’t Star I
bit …” What, a non-Iowan might ask, is the Iowa way? The wrestling room is
a microcosm of the Iowa way – of competition, of discipline, of the dilemma
of good choice making.3
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The Leader as a Mentor

It may first be sensible to differentiate between the terms “mentor” and
“coach,” which tend to be used interchangeably in some contexts. In broad
terms, we view coaching as a specific job or profession associated with the
preparation of an individual or team for a performance of some sort. In our
case, we draw from the obvious source, that of sport, for examples. When
we talk about the business leader as a coach, we mean that the business
leader plays a role like that of a sport coach in the way that they perform
their duties as a leader. It is the duty of the sport coach to build and guide an
athlete or team towards winning; the business leader in similar ways is
coaching others towards business performance. In the following section, we
will discuss what this behavior involves. In addition, we are using the term
mentor to describe a component of the coaching role; that of developing a
personal relationship between a leader and any one of his or her subordi-
nates, or between any experienced individual and a less experienced indi-
vidual. This relationship has as its aim the improvement of the subordinate’s
performance and can be achieved in a myriad of ways, as we shall consider
next. Again, the purpose is to consider the advantages for business leaders
in acting like sport coaches as they mentor individual athletes and players. 

Mentoring is therefore an additional tool that leaders may choose to
employ in order to deepen the relationships they form during coaching. We
are also arguing that while mentoring is an optional extension of the essen-
tial coaching relationship, acting as a mentor from time to time can be
advantageous as well. Table 5.2 highlights some differences between the
coaching and mentoring relationships.

When asked for their secret to success, some of the best professional
sport coaches in the world have referred to the importance of creating rela-
tionships with their players. Mike Krzyzewski, Duke men’s basketball

When you finally decide how successful you really want to be, you’ve got
to set priorities.Then, each and every day, you’ve got to take care of the
top ones.The lower ones may fall behind, but you can’t let the top ones
slip.You don’t forget about the lower ones though because they can add 
up to hurt you. Just take care of the top ones first. In 25 years as a head

coach and assistant, I think I might have missed one practice.Why? 
Because practice is my top priority.A day doesn’t go by when I don’t

accomplish something in my family life or my profession because 
those two things are my top priorities. (Dan Gable)



coach, led the team to three national titles, earning him a status of one the
greatest ever US sport coaches. Referring to the ubiquitous chalk boards of
sport coaches, Krzyzewski once commented: “We aren’t coaching X’s 
and O’s, we are coaching people.” He believes that the more time spent
learning about players the better, as relationships are the cornerstone of
success. Krzyzewski argues that this means that coaches have to listen 
to their players, right down to knowing about their family life, personal
relationships, and birthday. This, in turn, builds trust and confidence,
allowing players to reveal their fears and performance anxieties without
feeling vulnerable. 

When a sport coach acts as a mentor, he or she draws on their superior
experiences to help the player to navigate difficulty as well as success. For
the leader, there are several assessments and decisions that need to be
made before acting as a mentor. In the first instance, a leader comes to
terms with his or her strengths and weaknesses before engaging in any
mentoring. Pat Summit, six-times national championship winning coach
of Tennessee women’s basketball, believes that example is important. She
argues that if she wants her players to be on time, she has to be on time
first. Similarly, coaches and leaders have different skills and abilities,
some of which might be too underdeveloped to employ in a mentoring
role. Despite popular opinion, successful leaders are not more extroverted
than the average person. In fact, some leaders are quite shy and find the
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Table 5.2 Differences between coaching and mentoring

Coaching Mentoring

A component of all leadership roles An option for leaders to develop close 
relationships with specific, usually high potential,
individuals

Usually within line-management authority Can occur outside direct line-management 
or team authority

Tends to be exclusively focused on the Can be career and life-style focused as much as 
performance of individuals within their performance
designated jobs

Recipients of coaching get feedback Interest from the leader is driven by a personal 
whether they really want it or not desire to help

Driven by the leader or coach Relationship needs to be voluntary on both sides 
and driven by the recipient.

Relationship is contained within job focus, Can cross job boundaries, and may even continue 
and ends or changes with the assumption in a diminished capacity throughout the recipient’s 
of a new position career



people-centered activities associated with their work difficult. An aware-
ness of these tendencies is important to how mentoring takes place.
Leaders also do not always realize that they can be intimidating to some
people. Feedback from a trusted source helps to make a reasonable assess-
ment of these personal strengths and weaknesses. 

A second necessity is that it is important to make a conscious decision
that mentoring is appropriate and practical. For example, professional
sport head coaches sometimes restrict their mentoring relationships to key
players, while specialist coaches mentor specialist players. The same
holds in business. A senior organizational leader can only practically
mentor a few individuals, so must make a decision as to who will be the
best beneficiary. Alternatively, the leader may need to request that others
of his or her senior managers will take on a mentoring role. However, an
organizational leader need not take on any protégés in order to benefit
from acting as a mentor on an occasional basis in order to enhance the
strength of their relationships. 

In professional sport, players seldom lack the motivation or desire to
talk about how their performances can be improved; athletes are used to
receiving constant feedback about their activities, but in business,
employees may not be so eager to talk about themselves and their perfor-
mances. As a result, leaders need to assess carefully whether a candidate is
interested and open-minded. When a new trainer was asked what it was
like to apprentice with legendary horse trainer and 11-times winner of the
Melbourne Cup, Bart Cummings, he told the media that it was like
spending two years at university. Cummings did not just train horses to run
3200 meters, he said, Cummings made them want to run 3200 meters.
Later when asked what his secret of success was, Cummings shrugged and
replied that he couldn’t think of anything. 

A third requirement before beginning involves devising a set of guide-
lines that can be agreed on by both parties. Expectations on both sides
need to be voiced and ground rules established so that each knows where
he or she stands. In professional sport the relationships between coaches
and players can run deep, with virtually nothing taboo, from relationships
to financial planning. In addition, this is an opportunity for both sides to
identify some common goals and standards. This becomes the springboard
for evaluating the success of mentoring activities for both parties involved.

Managing is like holding a dove in your hand. Squeeze too hard and you 
kill it, not hard enough and it flies away. (Tommy Lasorda, former 

New York Yankees manager)
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Mentoring Stages and Roles

As in the formation of teams, many psychologists have recognized that
there are different stages of mentoring, depending on the circumstances
that have brought the two parties together. It is generally accepted that a
mentor needs to play a different kind of role in the early stages of the rela-
tionship in contrast to the later stages, especially if the protégé is inexperi-
enced. This rule of thumb can be seen in the sport environment. For
example, when a “rookie” joins the team, the head coach, or even an assis-
tant coach, tends to play a more prescriptive role. A new team member
with no experience at that level of competition needs more support and
direction. As a result, the coach is reasonably forthright in offering advice
and suggestions. 

Over the first season, the rookie player receives feedback on their
performances, which when framed by the coach, emphasizes praise and
reassurance. As time advances, and the relationship is bolstered by a firm
foundation, the coach becomes more persuasive. At this second stage, the
player is encouraged to stretch themselves and take some risks. This
requires the coach to be quite persuasive in their communications in order
to ensure that the player is prepared to sacrifice some security for the
opportunity that accompanies trying out new tactics. This can be the most
confronting stage of the relationship, as players can resist asking questions
about their own limitations. 

As the mentoring relationship sees through the persuasive stage, it
means that the player has successfully made a transition toward indepen-
dence where they are prepared to challenge advice that they might
receive. It is at this point that the coach becomes more of a collaborator
than advisor or mentor. Together the coach and player consider perfor-
mance issues, each playing a part in determining resolutions. In a good
relationship between a well-established player and his or her coach, this
means debate and conjecture. Finally, the collaboration stage gives way to
one of confirmation. When Phil Jackson coached the Chicago Bulls, he
spoke of his relationship with the senior players in these terms. Jackson
did not so much direct his starting five as affirm them, acting as a
sounding board for their ideas and coordinating their efforts. He attributes
much of the team’s collaborative success to the relationships he formed
with the senior players, and especially Michael Jordan. Indeed, according
to Jordan, Phil Jackson is a master listener who was able to provide
confirmation to the world’s finest player when he needed it. Clearly,
Jackson understands the importance of establishing the right kind of rela-
tionship with his charges; skills evidenced by his ability to take the Los
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Angeles Lakers to the NBA title, despite the reputations of his two star
players, Kobe Bryant and Shaquille O’Neal. 

It is not enough that when leaders act as mentors they understand the
dynamics of the evolving relationship from the prescriptive to confirma-
tive. In addition, they must be prepared to play different roles – be
different kinds of people – depending on the circumstances. Perhaps it is
the greatest challenge of good coaches and leaders to be able to switch
between different behaviors simply on the basis of an intellectual deci-
sion as to what is needed. This is exemplified in great coaches. Bear
Bryant, legendary former American football coach of the University of
Alabama, was well known for his ability to pace his players and provide
them with the emotional and technical impetus for success. Indeed,
Bryant became one of the most successful college football coaches of all
time without needing to recruit superstars. Instead he developed relation-
ships with players and learnt to read their psychological states. He was
the sort of leader who always passed on the credit for success and shoul-
dered the blame for failure. Although deadly serious about his football,
Bryant, in a famous (possibly apocryphal) comment when asked to
contribute US$10 toward a sportswriter’s funeral, replied: “Here’s a
twenty, bury two.”

Outstanding coaches like Bryant and Jackson have developed the ability
to play the right role at the right time. These roles range from being an
educator to a role model. Some of the most common roles that a coach or
leader has to play as mentors are summarized in Table 5.3. 

You must learn how to hold a team together.You lift some men up, calm
others down, until finally they’ve got one heartbeat.Then, you’ve got

yourself a team.

Football changes and so do people.The successful coach is the one who
sets the trend, not the one who follows it. (Bear Bryant, former 

University of Alabama football coach)

If you meet the Buddha in the lane, feed him the ball.
(Phil Jackson, Chicago Bulls, Los Angeles Lakers)
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Developing Relationships

This chapter would be incomplete without mention of the essential pre-
requisites of a successful relationship between mentor and protégé.
Although often mired in cliché, issues such as trust, respect, esteem,
loyalty, and commitment are worthy of mention. Undoubtedly, these char-
acteristics are commonplace in successful elite sport, and there are plenty
of examples offered in other books about lessons from sport, without
going into much detail here. To choose one great coach who made the
characteristics mean more than just a cliché, it is difficult to go past John
Wooden, Basketball Hall of Fame member as both player and coach. After
a successful career at Purdue University where he gained recognition as an
all-American, Wooden became a successful high school coach achieving a
record of 218–42. Despite the interruption of World War II, Wooden
coached at Indiana State University then took over as head coach at
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Table 5.3 Roles of mentors

Role Description of leaders’ tasks

1. Educator To provide information about “how things work”, including the roles of 
other team members. Leaders may share anecdotes and experiences from
their past to illustrate.

2. Guide To decipher and interpret situations and events that require inside 
knowledge or experience, but which are essential to know in order to 
stay out of trouble.

3. Counselor To offer a trusting and confidential environment in which someone can 
share information they consider personal.

4. Motivator To encourage an individual’s inner drive and ambition toward success or 
toward achieving a particular goal that they may not be sufficiently 
prepared for psychologically.

5. Role Model To behave as an example of the values, beliefs and practices that would be 
advantageous for the protégé to duplicate.

6. Champion To create opportunities for the protégé that they may otherwise have 
missed by promoting their skills and value to others.

7.Technician To give technical feedback about how to develop performance in the 
future.

8.Assessor To highlight the shortcomings and strengths of an individual’s 
performances.

9.Advisor To make suggestions about decisions and foreshadow the implications of 
each based on experience.

10. Partner To act in concert with the protégé as an equal on a project toward a 
common goal.



UCLA. Here he reset the record books, winning 665 games including ten
NCAA titles, of which seven were consecutive. Wooden claimed that he
recruited based on character and emphasized trust and respect. Noteworthy
is John Wooden’s seven point creed, passed onto him by his father Joshua
on graduation from grammar school: 

1. Be true to yourself 
2. Make each day your masterpiece 
3. Help others 
4. Drink deeply from good books 
5. Make friendship a fine art 
6. Build a shelter against a rainy day 
7. Pray for guidance and give thanks for your blessings every day.

A famous quotation from Wooden encapsulates his approach to coaching
and leadership: “It’s what you learn after you know it all that counts.”

There is no shortage of these character-driven assessments of great
coaches and their philosophies, the majority of which are written by the
coaches themselves. They are undoubtedly inspiring, if difficult to emulate.
For readers seeking a coaching “classic”, we recommend Sacred Hoops by
Phil Jackson, Wooden by John Wooden, The 12 Leadership Principles of
Dean Smith by David Chadwick and Joe Torre’s Ground Rules for Winners
by Joe Torre.4 Dean Smith was the coach of the North Carolina men’s
basketball team and remains the “winningest” college sport coach ever. Joe
Torre is the manager of the New York Yankees. Each of these books is filled
with “war” stories and to the point advice for leaders. 

The implications of a lack of trust and respect go without saying. In the
words of Allen Iverson after the not so dream team – the Athens Olympic
Games US basketball team – returned with a bronze instead of the anticipated
gold: “You can’t just show up at a basketball game because you have U.S.A.
across your chest and feel like you’re going to win the basketball game.”

The Leader as a Coach 

There is a perception from outside sport that the most important role of
the coach is to be a great motivator and a never-ending source of inspira-

A coach is someone who can give correction without causing resentment.
(John Wooden, former UCLA men’s basketball coach)
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tion. This generally translates into an assumption that brilliant coaches
are all charismatic speakers, blessed with energy and an engaging turn of
phrase. While there are certainly many charismatic coaches in profes-
sional sport, few of them attribute their success to how they yell at their
players prior to performance. Instead, most coaches who have enjoyed
sustained success are more circumspect about their roles. Many, as we
noted in the previous section, counsel that relationships with players are
paramount, but they also tend to observe that they have a responsibility
to create an environment where winning is a habit. Screaming at players
has its place, but it does not replace infrastructure, planning, and
training. In any case, as English football great turned coach Sir Bobby
Robson once remarked: How do you motivate 11 millionaires? The fact
is coaches cannot motivate players continuously; they have to find their
own inner drive. 

High-performance sport coaches, whether for teams or individuals, hold
four key responsibilities that are relevant to business leaders when it
comes to building the foundations of success. They have first, to envision
strategy; second, offer support; third, develop skills; and fourth, provide
structure. Each of these is worthy of further comment. 

Coaches have to provide direction. This has to occur at the strategic
level so that all members of the team understand the bigger picture, as
well as at the tactical level where the coach must match the capabilities
of the team against their opponents and the conditions under which the
game is played. Since we have discussed the importance of vision
making in the previous chapter, we shall not go further here other than to
reinforce the importance of an overarching vision, performance
measures, timelines and markers, and appropriate rewards, as prerequi-
site infrastructure. 

All winning teams are goal-oriented.Teams like these win consistently
because everyone connected with them concentrates on specific objectives.

They go about their business with blinders on; nothing will distract them
from achieving their aims. (Lou Holtz, former Notre Dame football coach)

The first ninety minutes of a football match are the most important. (Bobby
Robson, former Newcastle United coach and former England manager)
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The second aspect of infrastructure a coach needs to provide is
emotional support. Whether it is from the coach (potentially in the form of
mentoring), an assistant coach or a sports psychologist, elite athletes need
an outlet for the psychological and emotional pressure they experience as
a result of demanding training and performing to the expectations of fans.
In the business context this translates to the opportunity for team members
to debrief after periods of heavy effort or after major projects. Sometimes
in the business setting this can largely be achieved by giving team
members a sense of closure when a project reaches a conclusion. This
includes an assessment of performance through predetermined perfor-
mance measures. Unless an emotional and psychological debriefing can
occur regularly, performance stresses find their way into the personal lives
of team members. It is the leader’s responsibility to ensure that this does
not occur. Business leaders can benefit from a reminder of the effort to
which coaches go to look after their players. While from the outside it
looks as though coaches pander to the whims of a bunch of overpaid
babies, the pressure of professional sport is immense, and managing this
stress through support is essential. Business has been slow to recognize
that stress significantly diminishes the value of organizations’ most valu-
able assets. 

The third responsibility of coach-leaders is the skill development of
their players. However, by the time they are coaching professional
athletes, the skill development side of the job has diminished. This is prob-
ably also the case in business. As a result, coach-leaders must manage the
strengths and weaknesses of their team. Perhaps the most useful lesson
from sport here is the importance of capitalizing on strengths, without
spending too much time on weaknesses. No team wins by focusing mainly
on their weaknesses. Instead, great coaches win by turning strengths into
major competitive advantages. 

You have to listen to develop meaningful relationships with people … You
can’t do that by talking.You do that by listening.What I have learned is,
coaching is not all about me going into a locker room and telling them
everything I know about basketball. It’s a matter of knowing how they 

think and feel and what they want and what’s important in their 
lives. Listening has allowed me to be a better coach.

(Pat Summitt,Tennessee women’s basketball coach)5
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The final responsibility of a coach-leader is to provide the structures with
which to ensure that the team can systematize the habits that will develop
their championship qualities. This includes the provision of necessary equip-
ment and facilities, systems to support strategic and tactical innovation,
emotional support, and skill development. In the end, structural responsibil-
ities boil down to systematic preparation. UCLA Bruins men’s basketball
coach John Wooden was the master of preparation. He even admits that he
did not do a lot of coaching during the game. His players were so well
schooled that they always knew what to do. Bobby Knight, another extraor-
dinarily successful US college basketball coach and 1984 Olympic gold
medal team coach, was renowned for his discipline in preparing his players.

Embracing these four responsibilities tends to imply that good coaching
and leadership are universal in application. This does not necessarily mean
that coaches can shift between different sports without the technical exper-
tise that goes with it, but it does suggest that there is some “universal”
infrastructure that coaches need to supply. It is interesting to note that
moving between sports is considered highly unusual for coaches, but
moving between different forms of business is viewed as quite normal for
business leaders. As we noted earlier in this book, the change of context
might not be as easy to manage as business leaders assume. Either this is
because the technical complexities of different businesses are smaller than
between different sports, or good sport coaches would tend to be good
irrespective of the sport they worked in. While we cannot resolve this
issue, we do believe there is enough evidence to suggest that the four
dimensions of infrastructure mentioned previously are necessary but not
sufficient for coaching or leadership success. 

The will to succeed is important, but what’s more important is the will to
prepare. (Bobby Knight, former Indiana University and US Olympic team coach)

A particular shot or way of moving the ball can be a player’s personal
signature, but efficiency of performance is what wins the game 

for the team.

Being a part of success is more important than being 
personally indispensable.

Being ready isn’t enough; you have to be prepared for a promotion or any
other significant change. (Pat Riley, former coach Los Angeles Lakers, Miami Heat)
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Leadership Transferability

Sir Clive Woodward, former England rugby union coach and leader of the
2003 World Cup winning squad, takes the view that both good leadership
and coaching are completely transferable. For example, Woodward argues
that he ran the England team as a professional business. His sole aim when
he assumed the position of head coach was to make England the best team
in the world, a declaration that was ridiculed by the press at the time. 

According to Woodward, his coaching leadership was characterized by
five rules:

1. Enjoyment: Fun and pleasure are essential aspects of high performance. 
2. Critical non-essentials: The thousands of minor details that can make

coaching laborious and boring, but if handled well can make the differ-
ence between success and failure. 

3. Think differently: There are no rules to innovation and success neces-
sitates thinking laterally in order to find sources of competitive
advantage.

4. Understand your customer: Without a basic understanding of who you
serve and why, success is impossible.

5. Understand your team: In order to understand the team, a leader has to
be part of it and work with it to achieve results.6

Certainly, Woodward’s activities as a coach were always embellished
with innovative approaches. When tired of the uninspiring rooms at
Twickenham, he invited the television program Changing Rooms to give it
an upgrade. Similarly, as a part of the psychological process of changing
the team’s poor performances at the outset of the second half of games, he
had the team put on a fresh set of gear to give them the feeling of starting
a new game in the second half. Woodward also introduced the use of ice
baths to speed recovery and eye exercises to enhance peripheral vision and
reaction times. Not all the innovations were Woodward’s idea, however.
He practiced what he preached in terms of being part of the team, rather
than just its director. On his first day as coach, Woodward reported that
there was chaos, with player’s phones constantly going off. Instead of
ordering the players to turn them off, he simply asked the team to talk over
the problem amongst themselves and return to him with a solution. The
team resolved that phones must not enter the changing rooms and had to
be kept in the hotel or car. The rule was so successful it stood for the entire
period of Woodward’s reign as coach. On occasions when the rule was
broken, the players considered it their responsibility to issue a reprimand. 
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Perhaps the most interesting aspect of Woodward’s coaching leadership
approach is his philosophy that excellent leadership is completely transfer-
able. This perspective is perhaps behind his recent resignation as England
coach, and suggestions that he would like to transfer to football (soccer),
his true sporting passion. Although at the time of writing, Woodward has
only been linked to a possible but unconfirmed position with Southampton
FC, he has hinted that the job he really wants is with the England side,
presently occupied by Sven Goran Eriksson. This is consistent with his
preference to be seen as a “manager” rather than just a “coach.” As jour-
nalist Gerard DeGroot observed, though, coaching success can often be
short-lived.7 Consider the fortunes of Detroit Pistons coach Larry Brown.
He had shown how a cohesive team of solid players could beat the team of
individual champions, when the Pistons gave the Los Angeles Lakers a
basketball lesson in the 2004 NBA finals, only to find himself with the
other side of the equation with the latest and not so greatest dream team in
Athens. The twist is also ironic in that Los Angeles Laker’s coach Phil
Jackson is renowned for his ability to deal with egos, and has succeeded
with the Lakers and well as the Chicago Bulls before. Fortunes change
quickly in sport, and indeed, business. 

Woodward’s book Winning,8 is part autobiography and part management
handbook, but the reader does get a sense that he is a master of preparation
and planning, with an intense dislike of distraction and buzzwords. In a
recent interview with Dean Freeman, Woodward spoke of motivation: 

Motivation is an over-used word. You can get into management talk, and a lot
of it is bullshit. If you ask how I motivate the team, the answer is: I don’t. I
don’t believe in motivating the team. If you get the right people working with
you and for you, you don’t have to talk about motivation.9

Whether Woodward can successively make the transfer to football, only
time will tell, but it is clear that if he does jump into football management,
he will employ the same principles that took him to the top in rugby union.
Woodward’s principal message is unambiguous: there can be no shortcuts
to success. 

Whereas Woodward employs lessons from business in his coaching,
Karren Brady has used the lessons of her own sport in the management of
Birmingham City FC. In 1993, Karren Brady became the first woman to
run a football club in England when she took the reins at Birmingham
City. Although in her early twenties when she began, Brady has trans-
formed the club from the brink of closure to a Premiership team and a
publicly listed company with a £30 million turnover. When asked whether
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there were any management lessons taken from the playing field, Brady
commented that she remained opinionated about putting her staff first.
From what she described as the most competitive team game in the world,
she had learnt that the ability to build a team, nurture, and reward it are the
most critical lessons. Brady practices her team-building mentality in
player recruiting as well. The club has tended to go for younger, hungrier
players who have been given the chance of a lifetime.10

The Leader as Tactician 

One of the little discussed consequences of middle-level management is
the problem of being “stuck in the middle.” Here, as for coaches, there is
a constant tension between strategy and operations. There are impera-
tives placed on coaches by owners and governors of sport, usually
demanding immediate success. On the other hand, there are the impera-
tives required by players who demand attention, security, and assurance
for their development in the future. Moreover, good coaches know full
well that in their first few seasons they are the beneficiaries or victims of
their predecessor’s foresight. In English football in 2001, for example, 8
Premiership managers left their jobs, 15 from the Championship, 13
from League One, and 21 from the 24 clubs in League Two. Of course,
some of these managers were promoted rather than dismissed, but in all
there were 57 departures from 92 positions. In that year, 45 of the league
managers who started the previous season still held their jobs by the end;
their average tenure was under two years. It was not a particularly
unusual year. 

Coaches, like middle managers, must strike the balance between deliv-
ering success now and developing more sustained success for the future.
Sport in general, and sport coaches in particular, provide us with some
excellent examples of failure. In elite sport, coaches can be nice people,
technically the best available (former players), but still not leaders who
can strike this troublesome balance. Of course, adopting the principles and
practices of top sport coaches is not easy for business leaders. In the words

Respect is essential to building group cohesion … You don’t have to like
each other. But you do have to respect your colleagues’ opinions and

decisions, because your personal success depends on commitment to the
overall plan and doing your part to make it work. (Pat Summitt,

Tennessee women’s basketball coach)
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of former English football manager Terry Venables: “If you can’t stand the
heat in the dressing room, get out of the kitchen.” 

Dan Lyons, Olympic rower and now management trainer, believes there
are lessons to be learnt from sport for the business leader. He refers to a
practice known as race seating, where members of the team are substituted
one at a time. Accordingly, the best teams are not a combination of the best
individuals on paper, and some rowers, Lyons observes, although weaker
than others, inexplicably make the boat go faster. The leader in a boat is
called the “stroke,” who is responsible for setting rhythm and pace. In
Lyon’s view, the business leader is like a stroke attempting to sense the
timing of the boat in the context of the race and the performance of the
crew. This can all go wrong at any time, however, if just one of the crew
falls out of synch. 

During the Athens Olympics the Australian women’s eight crew turned
against each other when one rower lay back and dropped her oar 100
meters from the finish line, relegating the crew from bronze medal
contention to being out of the race. Sally Robbins, the rower in question,
said after the race that she had given it her all and could not continue. She
was confident, however, that her teammates would understand if she was
given a chance to explain. They didn’t, and the media fight that ensued
was only curtailed when Australian Olympic Committee President John
Coates stepped in. The reality was that the rowing coach Harald Jarhling
was stuck between the pressure of a powerbroker who was justifiably
angry that the sport was being brought into disrepute, and a team that
needed to air its grievances before it would be able to move on and work
together in the future. 

Although it may be a little unconventional in a chapter that has dealt
with reasonably contemporary coaches, the principle that we are trying
to convey has been known to great sportspeople and performers for some
time, so to conclude we will introduce a different kind of coach. The

We can’t win at home.We can’t win on the road.As general manager, I just
can’t figure out where else to play. (Pat Williams, Orlando Magic general

manager, on his team’s 7–27 record)

I’m not a believer in luck but I do believe you need it.
(Arsene Wenger, Arsenal manager)
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legendary Japanese swordsman Miyamoto Musashi, although perhaps
an unlikely example, wrote extensively about the need to understand 
the context in which one has to perform, as well as the masters a leader
must serve. 

Born in 1584, Musashi has become a cult figure of sorts, his approach
to self-discipline and pursuit of skill perfection immortalized in a short
book, ostensibly on swordsmanship, the Gorin no sho or A Book of Five
Rings, but often reinterpreted as a doctrine on self-realization, philos-
ophy, excellence, and strategy in areas as diverse as art and business.
The reason Musashi’s book is so extraordinary is that it cuts to the heart
of success with an authority and penetration that is unexpected in a
volume 400 years old. In many ways, Musashi, by Western standards of
morality, is cold-hearted and shameless; unaffected by the needless
violence of his era and the deadly imperatives of combat or honor duels
to the death. However, it is this absolute focus which gives Musashi’s
sometimes simple words a ring of unusual clarity. Heavily influenced 
by Zen Buddhism, Shinto, and Confucianism, Musashi wrote about 
his manuscript that it was not a rulebook of battle strategy, but “a guide
for men who want to learn strategy.”11 He penned the work in but a 
few weeks before his death while living secluded in the mountains 
of Kyushu. 

Each of Musashi’s five rings is a chapter with particular themes and
lessons. In the first chapter, “Ground,” he proposes what might today 
be considered an admirable mantra for sport practitioners and this book 
in general:

1. Do not think dishonestly 
2. The Way is in training
3. Become acquainted with every art 
4. Know the Ways of all professions 
5. Distinguish between gain and loss in worldly matters 
6. Develop intuitive judgment and understanding for everything 
7. Perceive those things which cannot be seen
8. Pay attention even to trifles
9. Do nothing which is of no use.12

Winning can be defined as the science of being totally prepared.
(George Allen, NFL Hall of Fame coach)
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It is easy to fall into the trap of assuming that we live in times of
unprecedented change. Actually, most generations in recorded history have
proclaimed that they have endured more change than any generation
before them.13 Understanding the importance of contextual forces is crit-
ical to managing the relationships that coaches have to forge with their
players “below” them and their bosses “above.” Musashi lived during one
of the most tumultuous periods in Japanese history. It is easy to imagine
that the changes he experienced in his life gave rise to many of his
philosophies. In times of change, many great leaders have adopted rules
like Musashi’s nine, designed to help navigate through uncertainty. As in
his sixth and eighth rules, though, judgment, and attention to detail are
important in a changing world. 

Following around four centuries of unceasing war amongst feudal lords
in Japan, a series of leaders emerged triumphant, having reunited the land
by conquest and sheer power. Nobunaga made significant ground to begin
the process, but was cut down by a traitorous aide before he could
complete the task in 1582. Nobunaga’s most powerful general, Hideyoshi,
took up the reigns and successfully reunified the country, but died before
his infant son could take over. In turn, Hideyoshi’s strongest supporter
Ieyasu gained ascendancy, and ruled Japan from his fortress in Edo
(Tokyo) with an iron fist. In 1600, Ieyasu’s forces crushed a coalition of
enemies, solidifying his dominance over the nation. He took the mantle of
shogun (emperor) and, shortly afterwards, passed it onto his son. The
Ieyasu legacy maintained order until the Imperial Restoration of 1868, but
it was achieved with strict regulation of government, education, law, and,
most particularly, class. 

Ieyasu realized that the only real threat to his power and that of his heirs
was from the lords, or landowners. To prevent the lords from organizing,
Ieyasu devised various schemes that rigidly controlled their activities and
movements. For example, each lord had to live in Edo on alternate years.
Ieyasu gave land to extended family and created a network of spies, secret
police, and assassins. More important, however, were the social changes.
Bureaucracy was inflexibly determined through four classes: samurai,
farmers, artisans, and merchants. Samurai held the most status, made up of
lords, government officials, warriors, and soldiers. 

Despite their honor status, the newfound era of peace left many samurai
jobless. Musashi was one such wandering samurai, or “ronin”; esteemed
but poor, and caught between the necessities of serving a master in order
to sustain a meager living, and the strict sense of honor, discipline, and
chivalry that was demanded by following the code of Bushido. Like the
coaches in examples earlier in this chapter, Musashi came to appreciate
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the burdens of two masters. He, like his comrades, upheld the highest
values of honor and integrity, but lived in a society that was increasingly
bureaucratic and where the weight of gold held in one’s purse was
becoming the more important mark of position and authority. It is not hard
to imagine that samurai like Musashi felt marginalized and bitter about the
corruption of their art. 

As a ronin, Musashi regularly tested his swordsmanship in duels, typi-
cally ending in death. He won his first duel at 13. At 16, he defeated an
accomplished swordsman. By 30, Musashi was undefeated after 60 duels.
Musashi’s dedication to his art was absolute. There are scores of stories
recorded by dozens of historians of the time concerning his bouts, the
majority of which ended in the merciless slaughter of his opponents.
Despite the fact that it is accepted that Musashi abandoned the use of real
swords in favor of wooden ones, he still tended to cripple his adversaries.
Musashi was known for his slovenly appearance and was interested in
nothing but his study. If we consider Dan Gable’s 25 years with only one
or two missed training sessions to be a remarkable commitment, consider
Musashi’s refusal to enter a bathtub for fear he might be caught unawares
without a weapon. 

The periods of solitary wandering in Musashi’s life were, however,
punctuated by periods of war and gainful employment as a teacher of
swordsmanship (kendo). For example, he took up against Ieyasu’s forces
and survived the ensuing massacre where 70,000 men were hunted down
and killed. He also became the teacher of several highly important lords,
whereupon he demonstrated a keen sense of politics, as both their teacher
and servant. For the samurai, like the coach, success meant harmonizing a
constituency of two: his lord and his Bushido code of honor. 

It is interesting to conjecture whether the nucleus of Musashi’s nine rules
had already been shaped by this stage. Many successful contemporary
coaches like Clive Woodward manage the competing pressures of
employers and players by devising ground rules. This way, coaches like
Musashi who are committed to certain values, can exercise flexibility in
their political interactions. Musashi was prepared to ebb and flow with the
machinations of his wealthy pupils’ egos, but to break his code of honor
was unthinkable, the consequence of which could mean only one thing –
death by his own hand. Notwithstanding the contemporary impracticality of

Management works in the system. Leadership works on the system.
(Stephen R. Covey, self-help author)
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suicide for a professional coach (or business leader), the most successful
have shown fierce discipline and loyalty in adhering to their principles. 

It was around this time that Musashi refined his techniques of large- and
small-scale strategy, combining the importance of physical skills with
psychological preparation. His psychological tactics are worthy of a
modern professional coach. Prior to one duel, sensing an ambush by his
adversary’s soldiers, Musashi arrived early and waited until it was
assumed that he was not going to show up. As they were leaving he leapt
out of hiding and struck down his opponent and cut his way through the
guards to make his escape. On another occasion, Musashi deliberately
arrived late to take advantage of his opponent’s nerves. When he arrived,
Musashi laid out his opponent with a savage attack, knocking him uncon-
scious with a blow from his wooden sword. 

Musashi believed that he had finally understood strategy by the time he
was fifty. For us in understanding Musashi’s work, it is striking how he
balances seeming opposites in tension, from violence to art. He wrote:
“When you have attained the Way of strategy there will be not one thing
that you cannot understand”; You will see the Way in everything.”14

Accordingly, Musashi was an accomplished painter, his artistic output is
today highly valuable. 

Post Game

While Musashi preferred to be alone, he clearly understood how to deal
with people. Action was a theme in his life, but so too were preparation,
thought, analysis and meaning. Indeed, we could easily be talking about
the spiritual basketball of Phil Jackson. Musashi and Jackson’s lives share
an uncommon passion for perfecting their art. This kind of “spiritual”
passion gives leaders an unshakeable focus and certitude, as we shall
discuss in Chapter 6. 
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CHAPTER 6

The Flow State: Spiritual Leadership
We are all lying in the gutter but some of us are looking

at the stars. (OSCAR WILDE, AUTHOR AND DRAMATIST)

This chapter explores the importance of personal development and readi-
ness as a function of leadership development and performance. It provides
a discussion on the psychological mechanisms necessary for individuals to
develop spiritually and emotionally as a platform for a leadership contri-
bution. Traditionally there have been few educational pathways for
coaches, resulting in their need to develop some of their skills through
self-development and reflection. Although the importance of professional
management training for both coaches and business managers is undis-
puted, the advantage that coaches have acquired has included greater flex-
ibility in their work environment to employ different approaches to
developing players, particularly on an individual basis rather than one
exclusively based on organizational standards and rules.

Sport has long been viewed as a character-building pursuit, but this
assumption has been undermined more recently, particularly with the abun-
dance of petulant sporting superstars. Nonetheless, it is impossible to argue
with the fact that sports stars are attuned to perform under high pressure and
have the ability to manage their emotions in critical situations on the field.
This is a gift bestowed on them by top coaches. They learn how to employ
the correct emotional perspective and how to cultivate the most effective
transmission of leadership messages. Ultimately, this translates into a
personal situation that in sport is also described as “the flow state” or “being
in the zone.” It is at those moments when successful leadership translates into
peak performance; playing for the championship, going for gold, establishing
that merger or successfully floating the organization on the stock exchange.



Self-awareness and Self-development 

Although there is a constant flood of books and articles on the subject of
leadership, few actively suggest experimentation in leadership. Certainly,
they might suggest one style over another style, or these rules over those
rules, but few authors imply that leadership may require for some a degree
of experimentation. And yet the logic is quite clear. Almost every leader-
ship situation contains elements that are different. All contain what we
term “the 6 S differences”, that is, in every leadership circumstance, there
are differences in the situation, staff, style, surroundings, sacred rituals,
and sensitivities within an organization. All must be dealt with in a
different manner and a leadership approach that is successful in one arena
may not be successful in the next. For some leaders, adaptability is not an
issue – it’s as automatic as walking. For others, the task is more difficult,
yet the ability to change approach, to experiment, to challenge the ortho-
doxy is essential if they are to become, or remain, a good leader. 

By and large, few successful leaders undertake their working life without
changing style. For the majority, the leadership style adopted is the one
most appropriate to cope with the “6 S” set of circumstances. To determine
the correct approach, the one most effective to motivate people, drive
performance and achieve success, a leader must be prepared to experiment.

Recall, for example, David Packard, co-founder of Hewlett-Packard,
who experimented with, and then totally accepted, the radical concept of
sharing profits with employees, John Tisch, CEO of Lowes Hotels who
introduced a “down-the-ladder-day” for top executives every six months,
or even wartime leaders like Churchill and Eisenhower, who both re-
invented themselves as successful peace-time leaders.

In sport, perhaps far more so than in business, experimentation may 
be acceptable. This may well result from the difficulties in maintaining
continuous success in sport. Sometimes, experimentation meanders
towards disaster; a football coach trying out a new, but unsuccessful, play.
Fortunately, a good leader recognizes this pathway and looks for an alter-
native route extremely quickly. Sometimes, experimentation is spectacu-
larly successful and the perceptive leader picks up the pace and heads for
home. For some, it is this journey of experimentation that leads to self-
development and self-awareness.

I’m sure there is a champion mindset. I can perhaps describe it as a mindset
that blocks out all else apart from the goal or task at hand. (John Eales,

former Australian rugby union captain)
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Percy Cerutty is perhaps the most controversial athletics coach in
Australian history. Yet, he was the epitome of experimentation. Although
an athlete of some note as a youngster, his story really starts in the late
1930s when he suffered a complete physical, mental, and emotional break-
down as a result of undiagnosed illness. What caused his illness is still
uncertain, but the likelihood is that he suffered severe migraines and prob-
able epilepsy. The end result was that his weight went down below 99 lbs
and he began to believe in his own mortality. It was a religious epiphany,
together with new medical insights that advised that the medicine for his
cure was in his own mind, which eventually led him on a new path. It was
a pathway he found littered with different perspectives about himself. He
became motivated by continuous learning and self-development.

Cerutty read widely on nutrition and began to understand the new science
of vitamins. He eliminated animal fats from his diet and concentrated on
eating fruit, grains, and vegetables. He also found that when involved in
physical activity, his migraine receded and he felt more capable of dealing
with life. Conventional wisdom opposed Cerutty all the way, yet he
persisted. When Cerutty decided to take up coaching, he read everything
there was to know about conventional methods. He read, and understood,
that coaching involved repetitive preparation. Training, he noted, involved
undertaking a set training sequence day after day. Cerutty, however, had an
inherent belief that there was a better way and, for him, a more successful
way of motivating his charges and producing more successful athletes. He
was unafraid to experiment and he followed the Franklin D. Roosevelt
dictum: “It is common sense to take a method and try it. If it fails, admit it
frankly and try another. But above all, try something.”

Weight training, the concept of fartlek training which emphasized
variety in training, resting in the Australian heat before a race rather than
spending half an hour warming up, endurance work up and down sand
hills, and longer training periods, all were to be tried and, to various
degrees, accepted. Not content with simply coaching from a single posi-
tion, Cerutty insisted on leading from the front. Cerutty argued that he had
to be fit to teach fitness and had to lead to show leadership. He had his
athletes working out several times a day, working on speed and endurance.
“Run with intelligence, run hard and run often” was the Cerutty motto.1

Cerutty, as a professional coach, worked with some of the top athletes of
their generation, athletes such as Herb Elliott and John Landy, both mile and
1500 meter world record holders. He instilled in them a belief that to be
great, an individual had to be prepared to step out of the ordinary. He
constantly used Jesus and St. Francis as examples. In business and in sport,
he argued, it was those who sought success who generally competed and the

The Flow State: Spiritual Leadership 119



best prepared who generally won. Cerutty’s mantra, that if you sought
success, were well prepared and unafraid to experiment, then all you had to
do was to run by instinct, has become a lesson for the business world. 

Preparation combined with a willingness to experiment had given
Cerutty a new epiphany. He had become more aware of his own capabili-
ties and with that knowledge came self-awareness and self-development. 

Self-awareness includes recognition of strengths and weaknesses, capa-
bilities and needs. To confront it requires honesty and courage. It is,
however, often a prerequisite for effective communication and interper-
sonal relations, as well as for developing an understanding with others. It
is absolutely essential in a leader. Cerutty was like many successful
coaches and athletes. To achieve self-awareness he had to learn about his
own inner resources, abilities, and limits. 

This understanding of one’s own capabilities, this awareness of self, is
equally important for those few who do not seek or perhaps do not need
experimentation. A number of athletes and coaches find one method of
training that works for them and stick to it. David Hemery, Britain’s
Olympic 400 meter hurdle gold medal winner at the 1968 Mexico City
Games, was a firm believer in working hard in training but he preferred to
train to a routine. So too did Franz Stampf, a superb athlete of the 1930s
and a great athletics coach of the 1950s and 60s. First ever to run the mile
in under four minutes, Roger Bannister, by comparison, claimed he never
needed a coach (although he did eventually team up with Stampf), prefer-
ring to develop his own training systems and work out on his own. And he
trained for only a comparatively few hours per week. 

This diversity in attitude can be seen equally in business. Some leaders
prefer to operate by instinct, others will stick to set principles and
constantly abide by them, while still others follow the Bannister method of
seeking to lead virtually in isolation. The reality is that any and all
methods can work. Most leaders, however, really do need to experiment
with leadership style if they are to remain successful. The common factor
with Cerutty, Hemery, Stampf, and Bannister is that all of them wanted
success, all were exceedingly well prepared, and all fully understood their
own capabilities. All were, in fact, self-aware.

Psychologists have long argued about how self-awareness occurs –
how the self acquires knowledge about itself. Alain Morin suggests that

Concentration is the ability to think about absolutely nothing when it 
is absolutely necessary. (Ray Knight, baseball player)
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individuals in a state of self-awareness often talk to themselves using
words to describe their own personal characteristics, behaviors, emotions,
sensations, motivations, and so on. He additionally suggests that individ-
uals who achieve self-awareness also frequently examine themselves by
using imagery.2

The Use of Mental Imagery

Many athletics coaches have found that it is possible to change the
psychological environment of the athletes under their charge in such a way
as to enhance motivation. They use the basic tricks of leadership such as
replacing negative responses and critical commentary with a more positive
approach thus reinforcing appropriate behaviors rather than punishing
inappropriate behavior. They improve teamwork among all the athletes,
and they vary practice routines. In addition, they use what they term
“mental imagery” or “visualization.”

Imagery, in its most simple form, is the mental rehearsal of an activity
before actually undertaking it. It might be purely visual, a series of images
or pictures in the mind. It might also involve auditory experiences such as
imagining the roar of the crowd or kinesthetic experiences involving how
the body may feel. Watch an athlete before he or she starts to run or jump.
They will often use the time leading up to a performance to mentally
rehearse and imagine how the competition will unfold. You can see their
eyes close, and their body begin to move. They effectively rehearse all that
they expect to occur during the sporting event. 

Footballer David Beckham has stated that he visualizes many aspects
of a game while still in the dressing room. He mentally pictures every
free kick or penalty he might be called upon to take during the course of
the game. The majority of athletes in all sports, and at all levels,
complete many runs and many jumps in their minds before major

The manager’s job in those days was to assemble a good team. Once he
had done that he just let them go out and play.There was none of this

blackboard nonsense you hear about today.Team talk? Johnny [Cochrane,
Sunderland team manager in the 1930s] used to stick his head around the
dressing room door just before a match, smoking a cigar and smelling of
whisky, and ask, “Who are we playing today?” We’d reply, “Arsenal, boss,”

and he’d just say, “Oh well, we’ll piss that lot,” before shutting the 
door and leaving us to it. (Raich Carter, soccer player)
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competitions. It might be considered as the development of a mental
blueprint for the forthcoming event. Psychologists have demonstrated
on many occasions that creating, or recreating an all-sensory experience
can have significant effects, both on physical performance and psycho-
logical functioning. 

Imagery can also be extended to include the mental practice of specific
performance skills, performance review and analysis, and problem solving.
Once learnt, imagery can be applied in many different ways to aid sports
performers. The image scenario may be called up in the mind at any time,
enhancing a particular skill through repetition or rehearsal. It can additionally
be used to manage stress, set and review goals, practice interpersonal skills,
and build confidence. To use imagery correctly demands self-awareness.
That is, there must be an understanding of the emotions experienced and an
ability to manage them. The path towards self-awareness is often difficult,
yet it can be rewarding when the destination is reached.

According to Kay Porter and Judy Foster, the effectiveness of visual
imagery comes from the ability to physiologically create neural patterns in
the brain which are similar to small tracks engraved in the brain cells
which can ultimately enable an athlete to perform physical feats by
mentally rehearsing the activity to be undertaken. Porter and Foster
suggest that mental imagery trains the mind and creates the neural patterns
in the brain which teach the muscles the task required.3

The opposite of positive mental imagery is negative thought. A number
of athletes, especially those less strong willed can fall into the temptation
of having negative thoughts about themselves. Instead of positive imagery,
they see themselves being beaten by more experienced or more well-
known athletes. Rather than optimizing performance, they degrade it. The
mind will believe what you tell it and, consequently, it is important to
combine visualization exercises with positive affirmations.

Guided imagery can be particularly useful in sport where performance
and success can be measured in one hundredths of a second or in centime-
ters. But the ability to rehearse an activity in the mind is not an action
solely undertaken by sportspeople. It is an ability equally useful in busi-
ness. In business, as in sport, the degree of preparation required to manage
stress, set and review goals, practice interpersonal skills, and build confi-
dence is equally high and the need to master a mental state is equally
necessary. Indeed, many businesspeople undertake visual imagery without
fully realizing what it is they are doing. They rehearse speeches in their
mind, imagine difficult conversations with employees or colleagues, or
imagine set activities. Studies have shown that mental preparation in busi-
ness is as important to performance as basic skill and training.
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Mental strength is vital for elite athletes. It is equally important for a
business leader. Without that mental strength, stress and anxiety can reduce
performance and, perhaps, even diminish it entirely. This is clearly under-
stood by most athletes and accounts for their preoccupation with under-
standing, controlling, and developing their mental ability – their psychic
energy. Mental strength, however, can arise from factors other than the
formal use of mental imagery. It can arise from within a person, from char-
acter, upbringing, and belief. Take, for example, the case of Jesse Owens.

Spirit and Character

Back in 1936, in Berlin, Germany, the XI Olympiad was about to start.
Representing the United States of America was a young African-American
athlete named Jesse Owens. The Games, more political than any in the
modern era, was already the subject of much debate as to whether it should
be the focus of a boycott by Western nations. Germany, the host nation, led
by the outspoken anti-Semitic leader of the Third Reich, Adolph Hitler,
had already cooled its rhetoric towards Jews and African-Americans, but
still retained an obvious hatred for those people. 

The atmosphere surrounding the Games and the palpable enmity
towards athletes like Owens made life more than uncomfortable and
augured poorly for the successful performance of African-American
athletes. Yet, once the Games started, the young Owens seemingly
shrugged off the pressure and claimed four gold medals, in the 100 and 200
meter sprints, the long jump and the 400 meter relay, all with new Olympic
records. How was this possible? The answer was in the mental strength of
Owens, in his case instilled by hard work, discipline, and a strong belief in
ethical values. There’s a wonderful quote of Jesse Owens in one of Tony
Gentry’s books, Jesse Owens, Champion Athlete,4 which says it all. When
discussing his races, Owens commented: “It all goes so fast, and character
makes the difference when it’s close.”

Owens was one of nine children. He grew up amid northern Alabama
poverty. Never well as a child, he suffered from chronic bronchial conges-
tion and frequent bouts of pneumonia. For Owens, like many other African-
American children, religion provided a form of comfort and a stable base
from which to face the world. Although that dependence on religion failed

It don’t profit a man none if he gets the whole world but loses what’s 
inside himself. (Harry Owens, Jesse Owens’ father)
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him during long periods of his later life, his belief in ethical values, hard
work, and patriotism, instilled in him by his father, never left him.

It was, in particular, the combination of his ethical values and his patrio-
tism which, in 1968, led Owens to oppose Harry Edwards, an African-Amer-
ican sociology instructor at San Jose State College in California. Edwards led
a revolt of African-American athletes against discrimination both prior to,
and at, the Mexico City Olympics. Owens opposed the move for African-
American athletes to boycott the Games, believing that it was necessary for
African-American athletes to be “everywhere it counts.” For his opposition,
Owens was ostracized by many African-Americans, but he stuck to his belief
that a leader should see and work toward the larger goals, even at the
expense of a temporary loss of popularity and stature in the community. The
mental strength and fortitude that this stand required caused Owens much
anguish and it was not until near his death that he again became a widely
respected individual within the African-American community.

The strength that Jesse Owens exhibited is not uncommon in great
leaders – names like Lech Walesa, David Ben-Gurion, Mohandas Gandhi,
Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther King, and Mikhail Gorbachev spring
readily to mind.

It is the larger goals that poor leaders often ignore, preferring instead to
capture the “gold” at lower and easier levels. Sometimes, leaders join,
follow or lead the pack, not out of a sense of personal gain but simply
because they lack the moral fiber to stand up and be counted when the
chips are down. Mental and inner strength are essential prerequisites for
great leadership, but they often come at a price. Inner strength has an
alternative – that of fear.

The emotion of fear originates in the brain as a result of hormonal and
neurochemical responses to certain events. It is a primeval instinct. Once
released, these responses trigger defensive mechanisms such as raising
adrenaline and cortisol levels. They also increase the heart rate and respi-
ration. The medical world refers to this action as the “fight or flight”
response. In nature, such responses are meant to last for seconds only –
long enough for the individual to fight off an attacker or run from one. The
problem, however, arises when the fear is emotional or imaginary. In such
circumstances, adrenaline may remain in the body for a much longer
period of time and may, in turn, generate anxiety and stress which, in turn,
can lead to burnout or emotional collapse.

During the Great Depression of the early 1930s, Franklin D. Roosevelt,
the 32nd United States president, said: “There is nothing to fear but fear
itself.” Roosevelt was wrong. Given the right circumstances, we can all
experience fear. It is a basic emotion that fulfills an important role, however
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unwelcome. Fears, real or imagined, consume many lives and frequently
stop us from achieving our goal. Fear has a way of working into one’s very
soul and once established becomes difficult to remove. Fear is a factor
common to many successful athletes and business leaders and needs to be
confronted, preferably in a safe environment. For many, that safe environ-
ment is within the mind.

In athletes, like businesspeople, pre-activity nerves are a familiar expe-
rience. Few athletes have such absolute confidence in their own ability that
they can compete without some self-doubt emerging, whether expressed
openly or kept hidden. Few businesspeople can go into an important
conference or discuss vital issues without some doubts. Occasionally, the
misgivings begin long before the activity, possibly even days or weeks
before. For most athletes and, we suspect, businesspeople, though, it is the
minutes before the start of an activity that pre-event nerves begin to seep
into confidence. 

Successful athletes face their fears in many ways, by deliberately
slowing down breathing, undertaking relaxation exercises, or simply
mentally preparing for the forthcoming activity. They seek to gain confi-
dence in their own ability to successfully perform. Many visualize how
they will tackle the event, while others meditate or use mind tricks such as
convincing themselves that the race is really a normal training run and the
outcome is unimportant. Athletes often internally affirm their abilities,
drawing on their success in similar situations. Once the race has started,
however, it is a matter of focus and commitment.

In business, the fear of making a mistake, perhaps even ruining a
company, or simply not doing well enough, is common to many leaders.
Indeed, a total lack of nerves and complete self-confidence may even be a
little unhealthy.

When faced with extreme stress or fear, many people pray, even those
who do not normally follow a faith. This is not uncommon, odd, or incor-
rect. Fear, of anything, can be faced in many ways, but because fear is
created internally, it must be controlled internally. For an athlete, knowing
that he or she has worked hard and prepared well is a sound basis from
which to fight fear, but it is often insufficient. Knowing also that fear will
lie to us, understanding that lie is important. To overcome the fear it is
necessary to recognize the symptoms, become aware of its presence and
consciously control it in the mind. It is necessary to make fear work for us.

Despite the suspicion that many traditional mental health specialists
hold about expressions of spirituality, some athletes confront fear with
their personal faith. For many individuals, the positive impact that reli-
gious faith can have on their life and well-being is easily and well recog-
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nized. Vince Lombardi, for example, considered his own personal faith as
the bedrock of his coaching career. Increasingly, research studies in medi-
cine and social sciences, such as psychology, have shown the benefits that
reliance on spirituality can have on mental and physical health.

Self-concept and Development

Fear is but one expression of doubt within an individual. Doubt and self-
concept are intrinsically linked and have been since René Descartes reasoned
that doubt meant thought and thought meant existence – “I think, therefore I
am.” In 1947 Carl Rogers combined the concepts of “helping” and “self,”
maintaining that there was a basic human need for positive regard both from
others and from oneself. Rogers also suggested that in every person there
was a tendency towards self-actualization and development, providing this
was both permitted and encouraged by an inviting environment.5

No one is born with a fully developed sense of fear or self-concept. It is
a product of experiences, either gained from external sources or taught
during upbringing, and personality. Because it is involved with the self,
individuals can have a different concept of their own attributes and capa-
bilities from that held by outsiders. In psychological terms, the idea of
“self” relates to a mental attitude which can be accessed through intro-
spection. This implies that individuals can have a much clearer under-
standing of themselves than can outsiders. As a result of this, it seems
reasonable to assume that the most effective method of amending one’s
self-concept is through an individual’s own mind. 

With most people, self-concept has developed as a result of countless
experiences and provided those experiences have been reasonably normal,
the effect is a stable and rational being who has a sound idea of their own
being. Often, self-concept determines the direction life can take.

With our target audience in mind, we might reasonably assume that for
most people reading this book, self-concept is not a negative experience but
an acceptable reality. Intrinsically, most athletes accept this and use their
internal focus to strengthen their self-concept, accepting that a positive self-
concept aids to the well-being and improvement of an individual. Interest-

No, no … I was not very talented. My basic speed was low. Only 
with willpower was I able to reach the world-best standard in 
long-distance running. (Emil Zatopek, 1952 Olympic champion,

5000 meters, 10,000 meters and marathon)
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ingly, those in the business world often have a heightened sense of self-
concept, a greater ego if you wish, yet they tend to rely on outside stimuli
to feed and support that self-concept rather than seek self-improvement. 

There are a few signs that things might be changing. We noted recently
that one company in the United States had introduced a “put-up” box. This
box was installed, effectively, to achieve the opposite of the traditional
“put-down” comments. This was a box whereby individuals could put up
messages of thanks or appreciation that workers had written to one
another. It was a positive source of improvement in the self-concept.

There are few organizational behavior textbooks that provide a serious
examination of self-concept in the workplace. The theoreticians amongst us
would probably argue that the integration of self-concept and the workplace
has been around since Maslow’s seminal work on self-actualization. They
may well be right, but we believe that the fundamental “need” to maintain
or enhance the phenomenal self is based on self-image and self-esteem,
rather than on the closely related constructs of existing self-perceptions of
personal capabilities. At this stage we realize that we are opening a peda-
gogical can of worms and we hasten to close it as quickly as possible. 

What we do know is that there is much evidence to suggest that a poor
self-concept promotes poor performance. This is readily seen in athletes. A
slight change in self-perception of personal capabilities may well turn a
world beater of today into a runner-up of tomorrow. Anxiety, stress, and
even anger or concern over performance can become the forerunners of
depression. Athletes understand this. So, learning to cope with anxiety and
stress is essential.

Athletes frequently use mind techniques when it comes to coping with
anxiety and stress. It’s probably a result of their constant usage of mind
imagery and visualization techniques. They tend to emotionally work
through the problem in their mind rather than pretending the problem does
not exist. By this method they obtain some form of stress immunization.
They employ relaxation and stimulus control procedures. This has the
tendency to provide more positive and unconditional feedback which they
then internalize to improve their self-concept.

Negative self-concept may be unpleasant but it is not entirely bad.
Efforts to improve negative feelings sometimes compel individuals to
work harder. Self-doubt, anxiety, and fear can become motivators. They
use those doubts and fears to accentuate their strengths and capabilities.
The corollary of this may occur with individuals who possess such an
inflated self-concept that they believe that any action they undertake is
fundamentally correct. These individuals can become totally unfazed by
their actions, regardless of how damaging they might be.
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Emotional Intelligence

Allied with the notion of self-concept is the idea of emotional intelligence.
In this instance, business appears to be leading sport and may well be a posi-
tive example for it. Unlike the traditional concept of intellectual intelligence,
emotional intelligence has more to do with knowing yourself and having the
ability to perceive, use, understand, and manage emotions. Emotional intel-
ligence requires the ability to intermix thought and emotions and in so
doing, use those emotions as a form of information. In the language of Peter
Salovey and John Mayer, emotional intelligence is “the ability to monitor
one’s own and other’s feelings and emotions, to discriminate among them,
and to use this information to guide one’s thinking and action”.6

Not that this is new, of course. Sun Tzu, a Chinese general of some 2400
years ago, commented: 

If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a
hundred battles. If you know yourself but not the enemy, for every victory
gained you will also suffer a defeat. If you know neither the enemy nor yourself,
you will succumb in every battle.7

In writing this, Sun Tzu was merely anticipating the results that were later
to emerge from twentieth-century emotional intelligence studies.

The ability to manage emotions has been found in numerous studies to
be a predictor for success. The studies have shown that where individuals
are happy and enthusiastic, cooperation and group activity increases.
Conversely, where there is unhappiness or annoyance, cooperation and
group activity decreases. This has implications for team sport and team
concepts in business.

At its simplest, successful emotional intelligence requires individuals
to understand their emotions and be able to discriminate between them, to
be able to react appropriately to those emotions and use them for self-
motivation, and to understand and recognize emotions in others and use
this knowledge to handle interpersonal conflicts. 

Daniel Goleman, the man most widely associated with emotional intel-
ligence, has pulled the topic out of the scientific arena and has firmly

A man who is trained to his peak capacity will gain confidence.
Confidence is contagious and so is lack of confidence and a 

customer will recognise both. (Vince Lombardi)
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established it in the popular press. Goleman puts the requirements for
emotional intelligence more explicitly. He states that there are five compe-
tencies associated with emotional intelligence. They require that an indi-
vidual has the ability to:

■ identify and name one’s emotional states and to understand the link
between emotions, thought and action

■ manage one’s emotional states – to control emotions or to shift unde-
sirable emotional states to more adequate ones

■ enter into emotional states associated with a drive to achieve and be
successful

■ read, be sensitive to and influence other people’s emotions
■ enter and sustain satisfactory interpersonal relationships.

Each of these abilities, suggests Goleman, builds on the ones before it. Thus,
for example, you need to identify emotions before they can be managed.8

Emotional intelligence has some useful contributions for both business
and sport. For example, it allows an additional factor to be incorporated
when analyzing and making decisions and it allows for negative emotions
to be better understood in terms of self-concept. Once negative emotions
can be recognized, the opportunity occurs for those negative emotions to
be changed into more positive ones.

Arnold Palmer has suggested that the difference between great players
and good ones is not so much ability as emotional equilibrium. In sport, an
understanding of emotional intelligence may allow competitors to better
maintain control, despite the pressures and expectations placed upon them.
Athletes like Michael Jordan, Ian Thorpe, and David Beckham learnt at a
young age to control the everyday pressures they face, in practice and in
competition. Indeed, not only are they able to control the pressures 
on them, they use those pressures for added motivation. These individuals
are highly capable of self-control, and they can, by understanding the
emotional signals coming from competitors and teammates, affect the way
in which the competition is conducted, slowing it down in one instance and
speeding it up in another. 

Clearly, emotional intelligence is an essential ingredient for both the
business leader and the athlete. Controlling and understanding emotions,
both our own and those of others, allows for the maintenance of focus
particularly when under severe pressure. Interestingly, some individuals
wear their emotions on their sleeves, but rather than hinder them, such
emotion often allows them to better understand the emotions that are all
around them.
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Moral and Ethical Leadership

In Chapter 3, we spoke about the leader–follower relationship. This rela-
tionship, we noted, is interrelated and works best when mutually
supportive. Effectively, we stated, leader and follower, each possessing
different aspects or degrees of power and motivation, work best when
working together to achieve a common goal. In working together, the
mutual support of a common cause often leads to what William Sparkes
has referred to as “a moral relationship” by “raising the level of human
conduct and ethical behavior of both the leader and those being led.”9

This, Sparkes suggests, transforms both the leaders and the followers
behind a moral purpose, one of self-sacrifice and principled behavior.

According to J.M. Burns, effective leadership requires leaders and
followers to engage in a mutual process “of raising one another to higher
levels of morality and motivation.”10 To successfully achieve this, there
needs to be in existence a culture of trust based on shared purposes,
actions, and vision. Unfortunately, achieving such a culture is not as
simple as it sounds.

In sport and in business there is frequently a lack of ethical and moral
values. We have only to look at Enron or WorldCom to see how easily
ethical and moral values are corrupted in business. But sport is no better.
Charles Dubin, who authored the Report into the Use of Drugs in Sport,11

commented that sport was at a crossroads and people must decide whether
the values that once defined the very meaning of sport still had meaning in
the context of modern sport. Although Justice Charles Dubin was specifi-
cally investigating the circumstances surrounding sprinter Ben Johnson’s
positive test for steroid use in Seoul in 1988, his comments still hold the
same validity today. When he made the statement, his intent was to focus
public opinion on ethical and moral problems facing high-level sport in
Canada. He suggested that the term “moral crisis” was appropriate because
the values that once motivated participation in sport such as the quest for
personal growth and excellence, the enjoyment of sport, and the pursuit of
sportsmanship had been usurped by other values such as those of winning,
fame, and money.

In sport, there is a constant interpretation of what is ethical. It varies
from nation to nation, sport to sport. For the Australian cricket team,
sledging opponents, for example baiting the batsman in order to upset his

Can honesty be honesty, without an ethical conception? 
(G. Koizumi, judo 7th dan)
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concentration, has in the past been seen as totally acceptable. They
believed it to be a legitimate form of psychological warfare. That it reduces
the game, denies sportsmanship, and transfers the competition from the
physical to the mental was unimportant. The aim is to win and the method
of winning is immaterial. More recently, however, the team has announced
the creation of a code of conduct in which sledging is considered improper.
But why has sledging been considered a form of strategy and not a form of
cheating in the past? Much of it has to do with the fact that in sport, and or
business for that matter, society rewards winners with immense riches.
Winning consumes all other considerations. As a consequence, athletes are
given greater freedom, to cheat, take drugs, engage in violence, and gener-
ally behave offensively.

In sport we demand winners. Coaches are sacked if teams stop winning.
In business we demand winners. Executives are sacked if profits are down.
If winning is so important, then athletes and businesspeople will do
anything to avoid losing. That it might mean the taking of drugs or the loss
of ethics might be important, but less important than losing. Interestingly,
different sports have different cultures. Few would expect to see drug
taking in women’s netball or hockey. Nor would we expect to see visible
signs of cheating in tennis or golf. Yet, in cricket, doctoring a ground to
suit either fast or spin bowlers or to favor batsmen is considered quite
legitimate in some countries. The argument is that you play to your
strength. What are known as “professional fouls” are common in football
and many other sports. In heavyweight boxing title matches, rounds have
been known to go on longer than the authorized three minutes and the ten-
second knockout count has frequently taken more or less time than the rule
book’s ten seconds. All these examples are nothing more than acts to
achieve an unfair advantage.

Personal integrity and reputation is slowly diminishing. In few places
now, is a person’s handshake sufficient to seal a deal. Trust has become
almost meaningless. Yet organizational norms within a corporation’s
culture can determine thought and behavior in the workplace. And such
culture almost invariably stems from the top of the organization. Leaders
remain the most important and significant influence on the culture of an
organization and are responsible for creating credibility and trust. Their
example provides the guidelines for those beneath them. Without guide-
lines from leaders, followers often seek the lowest acceptable level.

Lest we be accused of portraying only one side of the ethical argument,
let us clearly state that there are many examples of genuine morality and
ethics in both sport and business. In basketball there are examples of
players’ deliberately missing free throws because they were aware that the
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foul that had been called was not legitimate. In business, what happened at
Enron and WorldCom is not indicative of all corporations. Most corpora-
tions are led by ethical and highly moral individuals who try very hard to
balance shareholder, employee, and customer concerns.

However, that we need to consider ethical behavior and morality as a
subset of leadership, rather than as a normal aspect of leadership, is indica-
tive of the problem. Nonetheless, as we indicated in the previous paragraph,
there are many examples of ethical leadership. In sport, one can point to the
Australian swimming trials for the 2004 Athens Olympics. During the trials,
world record holder Ian Thorpe overbalanced at the starting blocks during
the 400 meter freestyle heats and was disqualified. Thorpe accepted the deci-
sion calmly and insisted that he would not appeal, the judge was completely
correct, and whoever competed in Athens in his place would receive his full
support. Thorpe advised that it would be unethical to seek to change the
rules to allow him to compete despite a virtually guaranteed gold medal. 

The need for ethical and moral behavior needs to be constantly endorsed
by leaders. Ron Clarke, one of Australia’s finest ever athletes commented in
his new book, The Measure of Success that

cheating, in any of its many forms, is disdained as it detracts from the honesty of
the test. Unethical behavior, propagating misinformation or plain lying is
avoided as they falsely influence the validity of your progress towards your
goals and targets. These are the tools of failures, of those afraid to test them-
selves fairly and squarely, who are frightened they cannot achieve without artifi-
cial aids and who have no conscience or self-respect.12

He is correct.

Peak Performance

One of the most puzzling aspects of sport relates to the variation in perfor-
mance that can occur almost on a daily basis. Sporting teams can perform

At the peak of tremendous and victorious effort, while the blood is pounding
in your head, all suddenly becomes quiet within you. Everything seems clearer
and whiter than ever before, as if great spotlights had been turned on.At that
moment you have the conviction that you contain all the power in the world,

that you are capable of everything, that you have wings.There is no more
precious moment in life than this, the white moment, and you will work very

hard for years just to taste it again. (Yuri Vlasov, Russian weightlifter)13
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brilliantly one day and poorly the next. So it is with the individual athlete.
To help to counter such fluctuations, sports psychologists are frequently
employed. They work with the athlete using techniques such as mental
imagery, relaxation techniques, performance review and analysis, and
positive reinforcement.

Psychologists have found that the most important factor determining
performance capability is the mental thought process of the athlete. They
have discovered that to achieve optimal results, athletes must achieve optimal
mental functioning and total absorption in their task. If, and when, such total
mental commitment to the task is achieved, athletes are said to have arrived at
what is variously described as “peak or optimal experience,” “peak perfor-
mance,” “flow” or simply “being in the zone.” Once achieving that status,
athletes believe they possess such capacity that they can anticipate things
before they happen and performance simply flows without effort or thought.

While unsure of what causes athletes to enter the peak performance
zone, there is growing awareness that such athletes prepare themselves
mentally for any challenge they may encounter. Frequently they employ
visualization techniques to such an extent that they have practiced a partic-
ular skill or event in their minds on countless occasions. Thus, when the
activity actually occurs they perform flawlessly.

“Being in the zone” can actually refer to one of several stages of expe-
rience. Often, these stages are separate and often they are cumulative.
They may start with an athlete competing in what may be called the expe-
rience zone. That is, the athlete competes in his or her sport on such a
frequent basis that actions become instinctive and automatic. At this time,
the athlete may almost switch off mental thought and operate on autopilot
as it were. Athletes competing in endurance events or older athletes
frequently enter such a zone.

A second place in the zone may be referred to as the painless zone, where
pain can temporarily be put to one side but may have debilitating effects later.
Again, this is a zone for endurance athletes. One athlete to compete in such a
zone was Jim Peters whose marathon run in the 1954 Empire Games in
Vancouver remains an enduring memory. Peters, some three miles ahead of
his closest competitor, entered the gate to the arena to wild applause. Just
inside the gate he collapsed. Over the next 15 minutes, he stumbled and
collapsed several times, progressing just 200 meters in the process. He fell
several more times before crossing what he thought was the finish line. It was
indeed a finish line, but the one used for track events. As he crossed the line,
the team masseur, acting on the instructions of the team manager, caught him
as he fell yet again and led him off the track. Not having crossed the correct
finish line, Peters was disqualified and promptly retired from the sport.
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A third experience may be referred to as the arousal zone. This zone is
slightly different, in that athletes can experience it many times or rarely.
On those occasions in which an athlete outperforms on a one-off basis,
the achievement may have occurred as a result of anger, a desire for
revenge, or from competing in a one-time event such as the Olympics or
a World Cup. Athletes who experience the arousal zone more frequently
are able to effectively “psych themselves up” for an out of the ordinary
event such as a play-off series. Sometimes, athletes who perceive the
world as slowing down, a phenomenon known as tachypsychia, are in the
arousal zone. Sir Donald Bradman, perhaps the world’s greatest ever
cricketer, commented on several occasions after a marathon innings that
“the ball looked twice its normal size and came at me in slow, slow time.”
David Gould and his colleagues noted that the concept of an arousal zone
dated back to Coleman Griffith, the father of North American sport
psychology when he discussed the advisability of “keying up teams” and
identifying strategies for dealing with athletes undergoing “anxiety and
stress” states.14

The next state occurs when an athlete is in the zone known as the flow
zone. In this stage, athletes may experience a state of almost total euphoria.
The pioneering book on flow, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s Beyond Boredom
and Anxiety15 was built on Maslow’s seminal work in the area of peak
experience and self-actualization.16 Maslow believed that achieving peak
performance was a moment of highest happiness in one’s life, which, in
turn, led to the growth or the actualization of the individual. Csikszentmi-
halyi described the flow state as being in perfect physical, emotional, and
intellectual harmony and performing in an effortless and successful way.
He believed that in such a state, the individual was totally absorbed in the
task at hand, with all their senses working together to help the individual
stay in balance and function well. Interestingly, Csikszentmihalyi did not
confine the flow state to athletes. He and others believe that such a state is
equally applicable in certain instances in the business world, as his latest
book suggests: Good Business: Leadership, Flow, and the Making 
of Meaning.17

When individuals are in the flow state, they will be totally at one with
the experience; they will function without external distractions and ignore
internal physiological activity. This does not translate automatically,
however, to optimal performance. This is because the flow state reflects a
person’s mental performance rather than their physical performance.

The final state may be termed the zone of optimal performance. It is
within this zone that an individual performs at the upper end of their capa-
bility. This is the arena in which world records are broken. Roger Bannister
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perfectly summed up the idea of operating in this zone in his 1955 biog-
raphy, the Four Minute Mile. The following excerpt from his book is
quoted in Hutchinson (2004).18

Post Game

Preparation is essential in a leader. Part of that preparation reflects the
ability to control the mind. It is equally important in business as in sport.
Without some form of control, anxiety and stress can cause less than
optimal performance. This chapter has looked at personal development
and the way in which the mind and the emotions can affect performance. 

There was complete silence on the ground … a false start … I felt angry that
precious moments during the lull in the wind might be slipping by.The gun fired a
second time … Brasher [one of the two pace “rabbits”] went into the lead and I
slipped in effortlessly behind him, feeling tremendously full of running. My legs
seemed to meet no resistance at all, as if propelled by some unknown force. We
seemed to be going so slowly! Impatiently I shouted,“Faster!” But Brasher kept his
head and did not change the pace. I went on worrying until I heard the first lap
time, 57.5 seconds … At one and a half laps I was still worrying about the pace.A
voice shouting “relax” penetrated to me above the noise of the crowd. I learnt
afterwards it was Stampf’s [Bannister’s coach]. Unconsciously I obeyed. If the speed
was wrong it was too late to do anything about it, so why worry? I was relaxing so
much that my mind seemed almost detached from my body.There was no strain. I
barely noticed the half-mile, passed in 1 minute 58 seconds, nor when, round the
next bend, Chataway [the other “rabbit”] went into the lead. At three-quarters of
a mile the effort was still barely perceptible; the time was 3 minutes 0.7 seconds
and by now the crowd was roaring. Somehow I had to run that last lap in 59
seconds. Chataway led round the next bend and then I pounced past him at the
beginning of the back straight, three hundred yards from the finish. I had a moment
of mixed joy and anguish, when my mind took over. It raced well ahead of my body
and drew my body compellingly forward. It felt that the moment of a lifetime had
come. There was no pain, only a great unity of movement and aim. The world
seemed to stand still or did not exist. The only reality was the next two hundred
yards of track under my feet.The tape meant finality – extinction perhaps. I felt at
that moment that it was my chance to do one thing supremely well. I drove on,
impelled by a combination of fear and pride …

Bannister breasted the tape after 3 minutes, 59.4 seconds and collapsed,
almost unconscious. The pain caught him like a bullet. He felt “like an
exploded flashlight with no will to live”.
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At national and international level, the days of an athlete stopping
smoking and drinking for a couple of weeks prior to a race, and then
expecting to compete successfully, are long over. So it is in business.
Leadership is a full-time occupation. It cannot be turned on and off at will.
To be a successful leader means as much preparation, dedication, commit-
ment, and hard work as it does to be a top athlete. That preparation is
commonly as much mental as it is physical and, like other psychological
skills, the ability to undertake mental preparation successfully can be
developed and improved with practice. Spiritual leadership, in that regard,
requires a flow state of performance where everything comes together in
harmony; a balance between mind and soul that necessitates high levels of
self-awareness, spirit and character, and emotional intelligence. This
symphony of mind and body can then lead to individual and team peak
performance – doing the best things for the right reasons. 
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CHAPTER 7

Thinking Outside the Ball Park:
Marketing Leaders

Leadership involves finding a parade and getting in
front of it. (JOHN NAISBITT, TECHNOLOGY AND GLOBAL

TRENDS COMMENTATOR AND AUTHOR)

Leading England to Victory … Blair or Beckham?

Tony Blair has just experienced his worst week as Prime Minister ever. Unable to
shake off the issue of Iraq for safer domestic topics, Mr Blair has been hamstrung
over the continuing allegations of abuse of Iraqi prisoners by coalition troops.1

Meanwhile, in preparation for Euro 2004, England’s other leader David
Beckham had to deal with the aftermath of his own Iraq. Beckham denied
that he had an affair with his former personal assistant Rebecca Loos. The
scandal has not affected his approval ratings. As a matter of fact, a couple of
months after allegations of his extramarital adventures became public,
Beckham signed one of the biggest product endorsement deals ever with
Gillette, to sell shavers to half of the world’s population. A deal worth
between 10 and 100 million US dollars, according to different sources, was
going to be well worth the investment, given the fact that shavers are
targeted at men. Marketing agencies argued that this is a consumer group
that will not greatly hold adultery against the captain of England. In some
cases, quite the opposite, in fact.

Meanwhile, irrespective of the youthful vibrancy, eloquence, and energetic
style of presentation that helped his rise to stardom in 1997,Tony Blair is 



As both Tony Blair and David Beckham have shown in their own peculiar
ways, great invisible leadership is a contradiction in terms. Greatness is a
function of exposure and hence, to be recognized as great, it needs to be
communicated to many. Research shows that the greatest celebrities on
earth are athletes, actors, and entertainers, not politicians or business-
people. More often than not, the greatest sporting celebrities are also the
leaders in their sporting discipline and, when playing in a team environ-
ment, also the captains of their teams. They maximize their earning
capacity by leveraging their celebrity status in order to sell their brand to
the rest of the world. Equally, business leaders can do the same. 

What we will argue in this chapter may well be considered controversial
by some, as history has taught us that marketing the leader can easily turn
into “marketing the ideology”, or in other words, empty propaganda. This
book, however, is not the place to discuss the inherent pitfalls of any
celebrity marketing campaign; in this chapter we will merely apply the
marketing knowledge available to us to maximize leadership effectiveness.

struggling to keep his head above water. According to the parliamentary
sketch writer and former Tory MP, Matthew Parris:

the undergrowth is tinder dry, and all it needs is the spark, I think, for a revolt
against Tony Blair to spread. He has very, very little support now for his policies on
Iraq amongst his own Members of Parliament. Trust in him has eroded away
amongst his own Members of Parliament, and crucially, and this is absolutely critical,
the belief that he is an election winner for them is beginning to ebb away as well.A
lot of them have always disagreed with him, many of them have never supported his
ideas, but what everyone has agreed with in the past, was that he was the best man
to secure them the best majorities in their constituencies at the next election.
People no longer believe that.2

In football it only takes a couple of wins, combined with a well-manufactured
and cultivated image as a fashion trendsetter, to continue topping the popu-
larity polls. In politics, style does not hide lack of substance for long.

Kirsten Aiken: “Now, when Tony Blair was first elected you told ABC that he
was a reactionary with fluffy bits. How would you label him now?” 
Matthew Parris: “The fluffy bits. I’d forgotten I’d said that. He’s still a reac-
tionary.The fluffy bits have all gone sort of bedraggled and sodden, I’m afraid;
they’re not fluffy any more. He is in urgent need of a blow drier.”3

Or maybe this is better said in Blair’s own words: “The art of leadership is
saying no, not yes. It is very easy to say yes.” As for Beckham’s actions, this
statement also applies to volunteering to take penalty kicks.
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Of course, we cannot do that without at least acknowledging that in the case
of marketing leaders, there are many ethical standards that need to be upheld
and moral dilemmas that need to be considered. In order to market them-
selves in the organization and to external stakeholders as a role model and as
a leadership exemplar, leaders need to have achieved (some) success and be
recognized as potential heroes. Later in this chapter, we shall present an
approach to using marketing in order to help supplement this perception. 

Heroes in Sport and Business

Great leaders tend to be remembered as heroes. Heroes are essential
players in society because they exemplify traits and behaviors that lead to
desired outcomes such as winning battles or wars, achieving remarkable
business success or winning in sport. In other words, it does not matter if
one leads a nation, an organization or a football team, leaders become
heroes when charisma is combined with success, or at least a genuine
attempt to achieve success. In any type of culture, be it national, ethnic or
organizational, heroes are part of the system in which groups of people
define their identity and values. 

Geert Hofstede,4 a pioneering culture researcher, argued that culture is
visually expressed in behavior much like the different rings of an onion.
Culture becomes manifest from the more superficial indications of cultural
belonging (the outside layer of the onion) through symbols like words,
pictures, language or objects to the deeper, intangible and invisible sense
of a cultural group (the value core of the onion) or what is valued as
“right” or “wrong” behavior. In between these two extremes, Hofstede
distinguishes between heroes, who are the dead or living, real or symbolic
(non-existent) persons held in high regard in a culture, and the rituals that
reinforce the collective perception of what is socially right. Rituals, for
example, can be ways in which people pay respect to the deceased, how
people greet each other, or how new members are initiated into an organ-
ization. This can range from the intense and intrusive initiation rituals of a
student fraternity to an end of the week drinks session to welcome new
colleagues to the workplace. 

Mel Gibson in Braveheart, Evita Peron in troubled Argentina, Johnny
Wilkinson in the English rugby team and Richard Branson representing
the Virgin business empire, are all heroes, the boundaries between fact and
fiction blurred. In order to become a hero, there must also be some adver-
sary against whom a victory can be claimed. Heroism translates into a kind
of celebrity status that in turn can be used to craft a personal brand and
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ultimately exert influence, whether it is in negotiating the next movie deal,
international diplomacy, a more lucrative endorsement contract, or, on
behalf of a company, increasing the value of company stock. 

Selling Leadership

As we have discussed in earlier chapters, Vince Lombardi was a successful
and respected American football coach. His success combined with his
unique style and vision made him into a legend of the game. He is
routinely used as an example of excellent leadership, although he died 35
years ago. Lombardi was a leadership legend who distinguished himself
from the pack because he knew that “being different” by actively looking
for new solutions to old problems would set his team apart from the others.
Given the regimented, scripted, and potentially fragmented nature of
American football, Lombardi realized that common team goals were
imperative before empowerment could occur. Lombardi was an infa-
mously regimented man. 

Lombardi was also a master in playing to the emotions and egos of his
stars, providing them with the necessary individual attention, whilst
ensuring that their combined efforts would amount to more than the sum of
the parts. No one is more important than the team, or in his own words:
“Teamwork is what the Green Bay Packers were all about. They didn’t do
it for individual glory. They did it because they loved one another.” Vince
Lombardi practiced in the 1950s what has been suggested in the 1980s and
90s to be the foundations of excellent leadership.

The Leadership Marketing Blueprint

Leadership identity is at the core of successful leadership because it deals
with that which is literally at the heart of the leader as a person. Identity, or
the set of characteristics that somebody recognizes as belonging uniquely
to himself or herself and constituting his or her individual personality for
life, is all about “me.” In other words, leadership identity is all about how

I’ve never known a man worth his salt who in the long run, deep down in 
his heart, didn’t appreciate the grind, the discipline.There is something 

good in a man that really yearns for discipline. (Vince Lombardi)
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an individual perceives him or herself as a leader, an identity that may well
be different from how they view themselves as a parent, spouse or
hobbyist. From great sport leadership, we have appropriated five elements
(see Figure 7.1) comprising the leadership marketing blueprint: 

1. Leadership identity is at the heart of our leadership marketing blue-
print because it impacts all other elements. 

2. The unique aspects of leadership identity translate into a “leader-
specific” style of operating, or leadership panache.

3. This in turn creates “leader-specific” evidence and outcomes. 
4. How the leader communicates and is exposed to stakeholders is depen-

dent on how marketing platforms and the use of the media best fit the
leader’s identity and image. 

5. The way the leader will be remembered and referred to (longevity)
after he or she has left the company will also be largely based on iden-
tity characteristics. 

Leadership Identity:Transformational and Visionary

As we have discussed in Chapter 4, the importance of a common identity
in setting team direction is unquestioned. From the team’s perspective it is
vital to be able to answer questions such as: Who are we? What do we
really want? Who do we want to be? Great leadership facilitates the
creation of a common identity, but from the individual leader’s perspec-
tive, the leadership identity questions are: Who am I? What do I really
want? Who do I want to be? As we said, leadership identity is all about the
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set of characteristics that somebody recognizes as belonging uniquely to
the leader and constituting the leader’s personality. 

When we argued in Chapter 4 that sport offers the benchmark for the
development of a sense of collective identity, we noted that collective
identity is influenced by a leader’s personal identity. If it is the leader’s
task to forge the mental model that affects the context in which the team
operates, then it is the leader who has to believe in this paradigm and
“live” it. At the heart of the leadership marketing blueprint therefore is the
leader’s statement to the rest of the world: “This is me as your role model,
your innovator, your motivator, and your strongest supporter!” This atti-
tude is exemplified by Dutch football player and coach Johan Cruyff. 

Johan Cruyff is the legend of Dutch football. No other single person in
the history of Dutch sport has had such an impact on football and the
sport industry as a whole as Cruyff. Dozens of books have been written
about Cruyff as the player, the coach, the leader, the analyst, and the
human being. The most influential football magazine in Holland is called
Johan and it is hard to imagine the Netherlands ever producing a better
player, especially when we consider that other Dutch greats such as Ruud
Gullit, Johan Neeskens, Abe Lenstra, and Marco van Basten were bril-
liant players, but, with the exception of van Basten, are generally not
considered to be in the same league as Johan Cruyff. Cruyff was the
European Player of the Year in 1971, 1973, and 1974 and in a poll
conducted by the International Federation for Football History and Statis-
tics in 1999, he was voted the European Player of the Century, ahead of
German legend Franz Beckenbauer and Spain’s Alfredo di Stefano.
Cruyff has been credited with being instrumental in building the Ajax
squad of the late 1960s when he was still a teenage player himself, which
evolved into the invincible Ajax of the early 1970s, winning three Euro-
pean Club Championships (now Champions League Cup) in a row. He
then led the Dutch team to the World Cup final of 1974, a final they
should have won according to most experts, because they were playing a
revolutionary style of football – total football – which is still described as
a “typically Dutch” brand of play. Cruyff further set himself apart from
fellow players by deciding, at the very last minute, that he would not join
the Dutch team at the World Cup finals in 1978 in Argentina, where the
Dutch again made the final. 

Football as a game was transformed after the 1974 World Cup and
Cruyff personified this transition. He continued to preach his football
gospel as a coach, taking Ajax Amsterdam to a 1987 European Cup
Winners Cup, a feat he repeated with FC Barcelona in 1989. The ulti-
mate prize in club football, the Champions League Cup, was won with
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Barcelona in 1992, the only time to date in the famous Catalonian club’s
history that they have taken the cup. Cruyff will always be treated as
royalty in Barcelona as a consequence. Many armchair experts in the
Netherlands believe that Cruyff is the only leader in Dutch football who
can lead the flamboyant and sometimes arrogant team of Dutch players
to become a championship team and finally bring the World Cup to the
Netherlands. Cruyff is now heavily involved in enabling the next gener-
ation to enjoy sport and obtain a decent education through his (global)
work with the Cruyff Foundation and the Johan Cruyff University.

As the final step in the process of creating leadership identity, it is
helpful to have something to show for it. As long as the outstanding quali-
ties of the leader remain limited to the rare moments of actual leadership
performance (to see the leader in action), the opportunities to market those
qualities also remain limited to real time. In sport there are ample examples
of outstanding players who have capitalized on the willingness of followers
to pay handsomely for the evidence of their achievements, in the form of
merchandise. We are not talking about the organizational outcomes that the
leader is achieving now. This evidence of leadership will be discussed later
in this chapter. In terms of developing leadership identity, we are talking
about showcasing the outstanding qualities of the leader as a person. For
example, Tiger Woods showcases his superior golf skills in books and on
DVDs, Michael Jordan’s abilities are animated in motion pictures, and Jack
Welch, the former General Electric leader, has sold millions of books,
telling stories about leadership “Jack style.”

We have now provided solid foundations for leadership marketing
activities by creating the leadership identity. The next step in the process
of maximizing the impact of leadership through marketing is to actively
develop leadership panache. 

Leadership Panache: Charisma,Attractiveness and Taking Charge

Military strategists have known for millennia that victory in combat
depends largely on the willingness of soldiers to die on the field of
battle. When soldiers believe that they can entrust their lives to their
leaders fighting next to them, and more importantly that the leader will

A good coach will make his players see what they can be rather than 
what they are. (Ara Parasheghian, American college football coach)
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be first to charge and last to retreat, they are more likely to fight to the
bitter end. War heroes are those who can show the battle wounds of
fighting in the front lines, the evidence of beating the odds and surviving
the onslaught. During the 1996–7 season play-offs, Michael Jordan beat
the buzzer with a game winning shot to win game one, he scored 38
points in game two, and despite a stomach virus that made him vomit
many times before and during game five, he scored a match winning 38
points. If the leader shows willingness to suffer on the battlefield, how
can their charges not follow? Of course, Michael Jordan is not infallible.
He has missed important shots and he has played bad games. The impor-
tant point is that of perception. Great leaders are remembered for their
successful deeds. 

Michael Jordan has won 6 NBA championships, 5 Most Valuable Player
awards and was selected for 13 All Star games. He finished his career with
32,292 points, the third-highest total in league history, behind Kareem
Abdul-Jabbar and Karl Malone. His 30.12 career average goes down as the
best in NBA history. The world’s first billionaire athlete endorsed Nike Air
Jordan basketball shoes, Big Macs, Gatorade, cars for Chicago area Chevy
dealers, basketballs for Wilson, lottery tickets for the state of Illinois,
calendars, school supplies and greeting cards for Cleo, underwear for
Hanes, and Oakley sunglasses (his relationship with Oakley included a
seat on the board). Jordan’s alignment with Wheaties was so strong that
the cereal’s manufacturer, General Foods, printed a special edition
Wheaties box with Jordan and the Chicago Bulls on the cover. When the
Bulls won the NBA title in June 1996, Michael Jordan Wheaties boxes
were in supermarkets within hours. Of course, Wheaties needed Jordan
more than he needed them. The brand’s share of the ready-to-eat cereal
market was only 1.6 percent and the idea of having to do without Jordan
must have been a nightmare for General Foods.5

Jordan’s marketing agent once commented: “We haven’t packaged
Michael Jordan, we have done a good job exposing who he is and what he
is to corporate decision makers. Once they saw what he was firsthand, the
rest flowed from there.”6 It was clear from the beginning that Jordan was a
made-for-the-media athlete. He had natural ability to communicate,

I’ve missed more than 9000 shots in my career. I’ve lost almost 300 games.
26 times, I’ve been trusted to take the game winning shot and missed. I’ve
failed over and over and over again in my life.And that is why I succeed.

(Michael Jordan, former NBA superstar)
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provide intelligent answers to questions, and delicately handle awkward
situations. The 1984 Olympic gold medal enhanced Jordan’s image as an
all-American kid, and unlike other Olympic heroes, his star continued to
rise. Jordan’s visibility was a key factor in reversing the declining fortunes
of the NBA in the 1980s and when Nike and Jordan developed the first Air
Jordan basketball shoes, Jordan advised his former roommate at the
University of North Carolina to “get some Nike stock, they are going to
make a shoe for me, these Air Jordans, and someday it’s going to be worth
a lot of money.”7 The Nike director of design, after releasing the Air
Jordan No. 6 observed: “One of the things about Michael Jordan is we can
take incredible risks in the product because his wearing them validates it.
The fact that Michael Jordan is wearing this plain-toed shoe will make it
all right for a lot of people.”8

Even after his inevitable retirement in 2003, Jordan has remained an
attractive spokesperson for many companies and their brands around the
world. Although Jordan lost the principal platform from which he
addressed the public, he will not fade into obscurity. It is assumed that
when athletes stop playing, the endorsement power will dramatically fade
because they are no longer in the public eye. In Jordan’s case that has
been rather different. He transcends the game he played and is going to be
very much in the public eye for years to come. Jordan’s current corporate
(endorsement and business) involvement includes companies such as
Electric Arts, Gatorade, Hidden Beach Records, MCI WorldCom,
Michael Jordan Automotive Group, Michael Jordan Celebrity Invita-
tional, Michael Jordan Flight School, NBA Videos, Jordan Brand, Jordan
Cologne, Oakley, Sara Lee Corporation, SportsLine, the Upper Deck
Company, Wilson Sporting Goods, and his chain of restaurants: Michael
Jordan’s Steak House, Michael Jordan’s 23.sportcafe, Jordans, and One
Sixty Blue.9

There is no better example of leadership panache in sport than Michael
Jordan. Jordan has proven to be a master of exposing his flair, élan, flam-
boyance, style, elegance, and confidence to the world. All these character-
istics made him into one of the world’s most attractive personalities. The
marketing of Michael provides plentiful examples of developing leader-
ship panache, or, how to make leaders as attractive as possible for the
people they have to lead.

Perception is reality. Remember it is not what you say or how you say it,
but rather what is heard that is important. (Ian Gray, American football coach)
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Respect and Panache

Once leaders have earnt the respect of those they have to work closest
with, they can use this as the base for wider marketing communication
about their leadership qualities. Although the 1992 US Olympic dream
team consisted of megastars such as Larry Bird, Charles Barkley, Scottie
Pippen, and Magic Johnson, they all acknowledged Jordan to be a leader.
Jordan was never afraid to let others shine (and score) if they were in a
better position. In business this equates to leading from the front, but dedi-
cating victories to others, who will in turn repay this with respect.

As politicians know, a public image reflecting respect is the ultimate
expression of leadership panache. By the summer of 1993 Michael Jordan
had begun to develop serious image problems. After leading the US dream
team to an Olympic victory and then his Chicago Bulls to an unprece-
dented third straight NBA title, Jordan was the focus of unpleasant rumors
regarding selfish behavior, aloofness, and serious gambling problems.
Then, late in the summer of 1993, tragedy struck. Jordan’s father James
was found murdered in his car. The nation mourned with Michael.
Scarcely two months later, in the midst of major league baseball’s play-
offs, Michael Jordan stunned the world by announcing his retirement from
basketball. The news was so startling that even President Clinton took time
out to give a statement of support. In the space of three traumatic months,
Michael Jordan’s public opinion ratings had gone from questionable to sky
high.10 It requires little imagination to consider the impact that the
continued loss of public respect would have had on Jordan’s ability to act
as a product endorser. A lack of respect will debilitate the ability to lead.

Leadership Evidence:Marking and Marketing the Performance

Tiger Woods, Michael Jordan, Michael Schumacher, Kobe Bryant, and
David Beckham were the top five on the Forbes.com Athlete Celebrity top
100 in 2003. The top females in the list were tennis players (the Williams

When I played with Michael Jordan on the Olympic team, there was a huge
gap between his ability and the ability of the other great players on that
team. But what impressed me was that he was always the first one on 
the floor and the last one to leave. (Steve Alford, referring to playing in 

the last amateur US Olympic basketball team in 1984)
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sisters and Anna Kournikova, who no longer plays professional tennis)
and all were in the top 25. The list is based on what celebrities are being
paid, combined with their level of exposure on the web, television, and in
the print media. However, a new entry in the 2003 list was Annika Soren-
stam, the best female golfer in the world who earned a LPGA (Ladies
Professional Golf Association) tour record of $2.9 million in the 2003
season. Tennis players receive massive amounts of media attention, largely
because the majors (Australian Open, French Open, Wimbledon, and the
US Open) are broadcast as mixed events for television purposes, that is,
the male and female draws play in the same two-week ratings time slot,
effectively sharing the mass market exposure. In other words, it is rela-
tively easy for female tennis players to receive significant media attention
compared to their golfing colleagues, who continue to be relegated to non-
prime time broadcast slots. This makes Sorenstam’s entry into the
Forbes.com top 100 a truly remarkable feat. 

Although Serena Williams has made some noise about joining the
men’s tour, or at least to play against the men, Sorenstam has not only
talked the talk, she has actually walked the walk. After winning more that
50 LPGA titles, she argued that it was time to test her skills against the
much longer hitting men on the PGA tour. Sorenstam’s PGA appearance at
the Colonial has been hailed by many. It was good for Sorenstam, for the
Colonial, for the PGA tour, for the LPGA tour and for golf itself. The pres-
sure that she put herself under to perform was incredible. Fellow LPGA
tour player Kelli Kuehne argued: 

A lot of us are concerned about her want and need to play on the PGA Tour
when we have the LPGA as our women’s tour. Annika doesn’t think she has
anything to lose, but she’s looking at it from her perspective. She’s not looking
at it overall, to help grow the women’s game. She has a lot to lose and nothing
to gain. My concern is if she plays poorly and misses the cut, it will take
women’s golf back a couple of steps.

In the lead-up to the event, PGA player Kenny Perry observed: 

She’s going to have Tiger Woods’ media. I’m anxious to see how she handles
all that. I don’t think she really knows what she’s getting into. If she could play
with no media, just a regular tournament, I think she could do well. But when
she sees all the attention, she’s going to realize this is a special moment.11

Pick your target and trust your aim. (Annika Sorenstam, professional golfer)
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However, irrespective of the pressure on Sorenstam that most PGA tour
players will never come close to experiencing, most media pundits and
LPGA and PGA colleagues alike agreed that Sorenstam was the picture of
grace under pressure. She showed composure, dignity, class, and sports-
manship, characteristics that were hard to detect in the critics who tended
to be dismissive about the effort. Some of the top PGA players even
decided not to play in the tournament. 

Sorenstam also exhibited her tremendous skills as a golfer. Her preci-
sion off the tee and her long iron accuracy were the envy of many profes-
sional male golfers. Unfortunately, extreme nerves hampered her short
play in the tournament. By day two, when her putting had smoothed out,
nerves were finally getting to her off the tee. However, the two days that
she played should elevate Sorenstam to the superstar status she deserves,
and bring legions of new fans to the game. According to fellow Swede
PGA player Jesper Parnevik: “She played amazing. I guess we have the
Shark, the Tiger and now we have the Superwoman.” 

In an interview with Joel Schuchmann, Sorenstam commented on the
pressures of competing in the event:

Schuchmann: “You were saying earlier in the week that you were not out to
prove anything by your performance and your appearance here. What do you
think you showed today to people who were curious about what you would
do here?” 

Sorenstam: “I don’t know what those people think and saw. Personally I came
here to test myself. I know what I got to work on. I got an afternoon to work a
little bit on it. But I’m very proud of the way I was focusing and proud of the
decisions I made and that I stuck to them. And that’s why I’m here. I want to
see if I could do it. That’s all that matters to me.” 

Towards the end of 2003 Sorenstam competed against Phil Mickelson,
Fred Couples and Mark O’Meara in the Skins Game. After holing only
the eighth eagle in Skins Game history, she led for much of the round
before a late surge by Fred Couples on the final few holes put her in
second place. She marked her performance and the media were all too
happy to market it for her.12

Take pride in yourself. Be your own person. Don’t do things because
everyone else does them. Don’t be part of the crowd. Dare to be different.

Never be afraid to stand up for what you believe to be right, even if it
means standing alone! (Jack Lambert, NFL linebacker)
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Linking the Leader to the Performance

Part of the process of marketing the evidence of a leader’s ability is in
creating an association between them and the winning performance. We
argued earlier that the leader inspires a shared vision, achieves this vision by
challenging the common process, enables others to act, but at the same time
is a role model who offers encouraging support to individuals and groups.
Looking at what Sorenstam has achieved in her profession, and her chal-
lenging of professional conventions, makes her a role model for and leader
among her peers. For leaders in the business environment, this is no
different. One of the roles that leaders have to play is that of the
“spokesperson” for, or on behalf of, the organization. It is our contention
that in order to successfully market organizational performance, this perfor-
mance first has to be marked (stated, outlined), ideally by leaders because
they are in the best position, to sell the achievement. In other words, there is
nothing wrong with leaders, in the first instance, strongly linking positive
performance to themselves by implication of their success. This link will
provide a range of opportunities to further share the glory with others. 

In Sorenstam’s case, the rest of the team are her fellow LPGA tour
players. Although some of her tour colleagues were skeptical about her
decision to play with and against the men, the LPGA as a collective of
professional female players were unequivocal about sharing in the success
of Sorenstam. They stated on their website that Sorenstam’s participation
and success at Colonial “garnered unprecedented worldwide interest and
media attention.” It is good for the game of golf and it is good for an
underexposed women’s sport. 

It is a well-known principle in celebrity marketing that the drawing
power of the famous person is partly based on the opportunity the public
have to vicariously live the celebrity’s life. In the case of leaders, this
means that they are effectively sharing their success. At this stage of
providing leadership evidence, leaders should be turning their attention to
thinking about the best ways of using their own celebrity to improve the
profile and perception of the company. Golfing enthusiasts’ support for
Sorenstam’s participation was great, golf as a sport generated substantial
extra exposure and golf fans around the world, male and female, debated
the pros and cons of females participating in male events. 

Overall, Sorenstam’s participation provided a huge service to (female)
golf fans around the world. It is very likely that her leadership has motivated
many young girls to pick up the clubs. Business leaders can learn from
athlete celebrities when it comes to talking to the customers (fans), in the
process implicitly dedicating victories to them. Very few business leaders
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are capable of taking customers beyond the financial results of the company.
The customer needs to know about the “how” and “why” of the company’s
operations and the leader needs to showcase the passion that the company’s
employees are putting into producing the organization’s products – all in the
name of sharing success and satisfying the fans: “We do it all for You, the
Customer! Because we could not have done it without you.”

As we explained in the previous section, the public at large is becoming
an increasingly powerful voice of support or opposition. This public will
have no interest in a major bank posting another multi-billion dollar profit.
They are more likely to ask “What’s in it for me?”, and only those leaders
who have thought about and acted on their corporate social responsibilities
will have the answers. Sharing positive performance with the public at
large is about the impact the company has on providing a sustainable
natural environment, the contribution it makes to eradicating social prob-
lems, or in general terms, giving back to the community at large. 

There are very few star athletes who have not set up their own charities
or, indeed, are supporting a range of social causes. We have already
mentioned Michael Schumacher’s donation of US$10 million to the tsunami
relief fund and another good example is Norwegian Johann Olav Koss.
Winner of four speed-skating gold medals at the Winter Olympics (one in
1992 and three in 1994), he is now the CEO of Right to Play, an organization
that funds and delivers sport-based development programs around the world.
Koss argues that sport harnesses a power unknown to other forms of aid. For
example, he recalls how a group of children who lived in a war zone picked
up a soccer ball rather than the weapons offered to them by the local
warlords. He feels that team sports can offer children who have nothing else
left in the world a sense of belonging and community. Koss has made it clear
that leaders who fail to communicate and commit to the big picture will ulti-
mately fail to stay in favor with the fans.13

Leadership Exposure: Sharing Celebrity with the Rest of the World

David Beckham is perhaps the most well-known sports celebrity in the
world. His platform is, of course, the world game, but his superior talent
while playing football is only part of his celebrity. Beckham positioned

If anybody has an interest in promoting the positive role and potential of
sport around the world it is the companies which benefit so much from the

spending power of the sports obsessed youngsters of the developed world. In
some respects payback time is approaching and, on this occasion, everyone

will be a winner. (Johann Olav Koss, Norwegian speed-skating gold medalist)
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himself as a fashion icon quite early in his career, changing his hairstyle
every couple of months and regularly adding to his body tattoos, each of
them telling the rest of the world a story about David Beckham the person
and the brand. His rise to megastar status was also helped by marrying
former Spice Girl Victoria (Posh Spice), although most media commenta-
tors agree that it benefits the celebrity status of Posh more than David. 

On the field Beckham was instrumental in the success of Manchester
United, playing 397 matches and scoring 86 goals. He was the centerpiece
of the team that won the treble (English Premiership, FA Cup and Cham-
pions League) in 1998, and has been hailed by some commentators as the
owner of the best right-foot cross in the game. Search engine Google rated
Beckham as the most sought-after sport celebrity online, and paparazzi
photographers are as likely to catch him at a movie premiere or fashion
shoot as at a post-match press conference of his current team Real Madrid.
When he arrived at the club in 2003, Real’s president was happy to admit
that although the club bought David because he was a very good football
player, he was well worth the US$41 million price tag because sales of
Beckham-branded Real merchandise would bring in a multiple of his
transfer price over the period of his contract. 

Real management also realized that Beckham would be an important tool
to break open the Asian opportunities, particularly in order to sell games into
the lucrative Southeast Asian television market. Although vilified for his red
card behavior during a World Cup match in 1998, which cost England the
game and led to the team exiting the tournament, Beckham returned strongly
to captain England to the 2002 World Cup and the Euro 2004 quarter finals. 

Among Beckham’s handsomely paying corporate sponsors are compa-
nies such as Pepsi, Adidas (who have developed a David Beckham brand
in preparation for the 2006 World Cup in Germany), Police sunglasses,
Vodafone, and Gillette. David Beckham’s star would not have risen as
high as it is now if he had not been an excellent football player, but there
is no doubt that he has successfully used the power of the mass media to
his personal advantage. David Beckham is the benchmark for leadership
exposure. He has used the marketable components of his football leader-
ship in combination with his physical features to maintain and even
increase his “metrosexual,” international celebrity status.

… an icon of his generation, adored by millions across the globe, who has
brought hope to his nation where there was once despair … and Nelson
Mandela. (Guardian Newspaper, describing a meeting between David Beckham

and Nelson Mandela, the former president of South Africa)
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David Beckham shows us that in order to become a global celebrity, a
leader has to offer something distinctive and attractive to the marketplace.
It is therefore no coincidence that we have placed leadership exposure as
the fourth element in the leadership marketing blueprint. Before a leader
can be exposed to the rest of the world, they need to ensure that their lead-
ership identity is fully developed, unique and attractive. A leader with
panache also needs to collect and communicate evidence of good leader-
ship in order to enhance their credibility. When this is achieved, the leader
can be packaged as a unique celebrity proposition. Beckham’s celebrity
proposition is based on fashion more than football. His constantly
changing hairstyle and appearances at A-list events ensure that magazines
and newspapers expose him favorably on a continuous basis. This in turn
makes him an attractive medium to communicate to mass markets, hence
his enormous endorsement power. 

For leaders of a sales team of no more than five people, the principles
remain the same. As the blueprint suggests, it is a matter of determining
the objectives of the team within the larger organization and ascer-
taining which internal workers and external customers the leader needs
to be exposed to in order to enhance the opportunity for sales success of
the team. 

For the leader of the sales team, the best platform may well be face-to-
face meetings with representatives of potential accounts, or weekly
sessions with his or her team members. Leadership celebrity in regard to
the latter remains restricted within the boundaries of the organization,
whereas frequent meetings with potential clients take a more external
approach to leadership exposure. The platform for exposure is driven by
the communication medium, and, in the case of small team leaders, may
be restricted to the leader themselves, whereas in case of David Beckham,
the mass media are the principal means of communication. Beckham’s
platform, as discussed earlier, is the football stage. 

This platform is chiefly driven by the electronic and print media. In
addition, Beckham’s sponsors create more specific platforms to further
their own commercial objectives, such as Adidas in creating a Beckham-
specific Adidas brand. In turn this new platform will enhance Beckham’s
overall celebrity profile. The small team leader can create his or her own
platform as well. Writing a monthly newsletter or initiating a half-yearly
sales conference are examples of communication methods that can help 
to expose the leader to the leadership target markets. It is advantageous
for the leader to recognize, however, that team members go through a
process of accepting them in the same way that consumers come to accept
a product. 
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The acronym AIDA in the strategic marketing communication process
stands for attention, interest, desire, and action. It represents four sequen-
tial steps of buyer readiness and underpins the type of communication that
is best suited to move potential customers from merely being aware of a
product to being ready to buy it. From the perspective of celebrity
marketing, this sequence can be a useful guide as well. The model repre-
sents the four stages of celebrity readiness, where the emerging leadership
celebrity needs to gain the attention of the target audience, who then need
to be fed more specific details that will turn interest into a desire for
celebrity information. Celebrity admiration (rather than action in the buyer
readiness sequence) is achieved when fans or the public want to emulate
the celebrity. It is unrealistic to expect public admiration if insufficient
marketing communication efforts have been put into the preceding phases
of celebrity readiness. 

Even if the individual in question is the leader of a small sales team,
they cannot expect to be accepted unless first they generate some attention,
interest and desire (to lend support) first. David Beckham has generated
attention because he plays football very well, but is considered interesting
because of his positioning beyond football. Beckham knows exactly what
his desirable characteristics are and has used different media platforms to
communicate these characteristics in order to become a globally admired
leader in his sport and a celebrity in his own right. For Beckham, being a
leader on the field of play was not enough, just as for some corporate
leaders, like Donald Trump and Richard Branson, success in business is
not enough. It is a misconception that high-profile leaders such as
Beckham, Trump and Branson are just media savvy. They are not merely
good at using the media to their advantage; they strategize, analyze, and
plan. It is no accident that Beckham has a stronger international media
profile than Ronaldo and Donald Trump’s face is better known than that of
Bill Gates. 

Leadership Longevity:The Stuff of Legends 

Six years after becoming a professional golfer in 1954, Arnold Palmer shook
hands with a young businessman called Mark McCormack and joined as the

I’ve worked too hard and too long to let anything stand in the way of my
goals. I will not let my teammates down, and I will not let myself down.

(Mia Hamm, US women’s soccer team)
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first client of the International Management Group, now the largest athlete
representation company in the world. Born in 1929, Palmer literally grew up
on a golf course, in a house that was located on the 6th hole of the Latrobe
Country Club course. He went on to win the Masters four times, the British
Open twice and the US Open once. Overall, Palmer won 92 tournaments by
the end of 1997, 61 of which came on the USPGA tour. Under the guidance
of his business manager McCormack, Palmer championed the development
of licensing and endorsement agreements which have become standard in
sport business. He was also perhaps the first individual global sport brand in
history; numerous companies have been created in his name or have created
campaigns centered around his image. As it is stated on Palmer’s website,
from time to time, these trademarks and logos are updated to correspond to
market trends and mirror specific products or services. 

Palmer co-founded the Golf Channel in 1995, and currently there are
over 100 separate Arnold Palmer licensing and endorsement deals in over
30 countries and nearly half of them pertain solely to Japan and Southeast
Asia. Through many different markets and methods of distribution, the
brands are successfully licensed and sublicensed throughout Asia.14 In
2004, at the age of 75, and having survived prostate cancer, Palmer retired
from playing competitive golf with his 50th appearance at the Masters in
Augusta. The following overview merely touches the surface of Palmer’s
continued involvement in the world of charity and corporate business:

■ President of Arnold Palmer Enterprises 
■ President and sole owner (since 1971) of Latrobe Country Club 
■ President and principal owner of Bay Hill Club and Lodge 
■ Member of the board of directors of Laurel Valley Golf Club 
■ Member of the board of directors of the Arnold Palmer Golf Company 
■ Chairman of the board of the Golf Channel. 
■ Palmer Golf Course Design Company 
■ Arnold Palmer Golf Management Company 
■ Arnold Palmer Golf Academy 
■ Charter member of the World Golf Hall of Fame 
■ Member of the PGA Golf Hall of Fame 
■ Member of the American Golf Hall of Fame 
■ Past honorary national chairman of the March of Dimes Birth Defects

Foundation
■ The Arnold Palmer Hospital for Children and Women 
■ Lifetime Achievement award, PGA Tour, 1998 
■ Donald Ross award, American Society of Golf Course Architects
■ Patriot award, Congressional Medal of Honour Society. 
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Arnold Palmer continues to feature in the Forbes.com Athlete Celebrity
top 100, which is an important international measure of celebrity status,
earning power and exposure. The Palmer brand has proven to be timeless.
Having been at the peak of his sporting prowess during the early 1960s,
when he won 29 tournaments between 1960 and 1963, to remain one of
the most recognized and valued athletes in the world almost 50 years later
is a truly astonishing accomplishment. Palmer has become what very few
can say: a larger than life legend of the game who is a benchmark for lead-
ership longevity.

Johan Cruyff envisioned a new future for football long before others
saw it. Michael Jordan was aware of the potential value of Nike shares
well in advance of the traders at the NYSE, and Muhammad Ali was the
best and knew it years before he defeated George Foreman in the rumble
in the jungle. More than 40 years after celebrating the most successful
period in his sporting career, Arnold Palmer has proven that his name
represents the real value that was generated as a result of a triumphant
career in elite sport. Perhaps more importantly for the purposes of this
chapter is the power of marketing a leader for their longevity. The point of
this last section is that only the leaders who manage to turn their unique
vision into long-term reality will be remembered in perpetuity. Not
because it is terribly important to be remembered after death, but because
leadership longevity is evidence of sustainable success. Sustainable
success is what every organization strives for. 

The Symbology of Leadership

Creating a culture of successful leadership can be linked to the tangible
and intangible manifestations of organizational culture, as outlined at the
beginning of this chapter. Symbols of leadership success are relatively
easy to identify, and include photographs, trophies, books, and films that
each tell a part of the success story. In sport these symbols are quite overt.
In business, more pretentious examples of symbols of success include
lavish corporate headquarters or sport stadia that are designed expressly to
showcase business or club success. We all know that to enter an impres-
sively designed and decorated building raises our level of admiration and
expectation. It symbolizes success and offers implicit evidence of great

Vision without action is a daydream.Action without vision is a nightmare.
(Japanese proverb)
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leadership. Legends in the world of sport all have, without exception, built
their own personalized brands in order to link their name to commodities
or service products. The associative power of a legendary brand transfers
significant value to the product that it is linked to. All legendary leaders
have in one way or the other created tangible proof of their achievements. 

Arnold Palmer’s heroic status has not only come from success on the
golf course but also from overcoming adversity in his personal health
struggles more recently. The custodians of the sport of golf use heroic
storytelling particularly well in their lead-up to broadcasting the majors.
For example, the organizers of the Masters at Augusta obsessively protect
the history, tradition, and stories about the few golfers who have been
good enough to win this tournament of tournaments. They know that the
success of Augusta largely depends on the myths of the heroes who win.
After all, without heroes it is just another golf course. For leaders to be
admired, they must be able to convey stories of struggle and success. Over
time, these stories become myths, which in turn become engrained in the
psyche of players and spectators; employees and customers. 

The world of sport is full of rituals. In Australian Rules football, for
example, dedicated club members prepare a huge banner with a message
of support to the team prior to every match, and hold up the banner for the
team to run through it when they enter the arena. It takes the fans hours to
prepare the banner, and the team seconds to tear it apart, but it is consid-
ered an essential ritual prior to every match. Directly after the match
finishes, the winning team’s club song is played in the stadium, for all fans
to join in singing. Television is allowed in the locker rooms of the winning
team where the same ritual is performed by the players in front of a
national television audience. Equally, at the Masters, the leader at the end
of day four is presented with the Green Jacket by the previous year’s
winner. This ritual is carefully scripted (for television) and has become the
ultimate ceremony in golf. In business the rituals of leadership can be
quite diverse, ranging from massive company organized events to care-
fully scripted activities. Corporate retreats, annual getaways, Christmas
parties or training programs can all become collective rituals that reinforce
leadership longevity. 

The most important element of leadership longevity lies in cultivating
and instilling values. It is hard to imagine that a leader will become a
legend based on symbolism, heroism, and powerful rituals only. What
leaders will be remembered for is what they have done to the hearts and
minds of people in the long term. Once again sport can offer the lesson.
Cruyff was not only a general on the field, only satisfied with the very best
of his recruits, he also took a moral stand. His leadership brand has been
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developed on superior quality expectations and social morality. Much the
same can be said about Muhammad Ali, whose fight against injustice in
many walks of life is inseparable from his prowess in the ring. As is the
case with the legends of sport, if they are good only in their sport and do
not care much about what happens beyond it, it is unlikely they will
receive the long-term respect of the public. Diego Maradona was one of
the greatest football players the world has ever seen, but his aggressive,
undisciplined, drug-influenced behavior has ensured that he will never be
considered and respected as a leader in society. Surely Cruyff would never
approve of the “hand of God.” Similarly, for business leaders, it will
remain hard to become a legend if the only thing that can be remembered
about them is business success. A valuable business leadership brand is
dependent on socially responsible and responsive leaders: visionary
leaders who can see beyond the bottom line, leaders who think about the
impact of business beyond tenure. 

Post Game

In this chapter we have argued the importance of marketing the leader. We
consider the act of marketing leadership to be a necessary addition to the
ways in which leadership can be made more effective, although this does
require “thinking outside the ball park.” In this age of mass media communi-
cation and the increasing power of global media conglomerates, it is critical
for leaders to harness that power on behalf of their organizations. It is in this
area that sport offers a key lesson. As a mass consumption product, leaders in
sport are much more attuned to using the media to their advantage. 

American presidents have always known the power of leadership
marketing and successful candidates have successfully used the media to
their advantage. In business, this may partly be the reason to engage in
leadership marketing, for example at the top of large corporations where
the battle for leadership succession can become fierce. However, the main
reason for leadership marketing from our perspective is to become a better
leader in the job. That is, to make clear to organizational members and
customers what it is that the leader stands for. 

The most important decision I ever made in my career was to live my life
in sports as honestly and ethically as possible. Never having compromised

my values allows me to look back on my life with no regrets and feel
satisfaction in what I was able to accomplish. (Greg LeMond, cyclist)
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All the sport examples used in this chapter have suggested that the
preferred leadership response is one that leads to “celebrity.” To be(come) a
leadership celebrity therefore is not a superficial achievement, but rather an
indication of successful inspirational communication. If the leader is
successful in formulating the appropriate message and selecting the most
suitable platforms and mediums, and organizational members are aligned
towards aspirational objectives, then successful leadership marketing will
invigorate and build trust among followers. It will enable the captain to lead
the team to victory in the final match of the season. 
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CHAPTER 8

Staying Ahead of the Game:
Developing Leaders for the Future

Luck is what happens when preparation 
meets opportunity. (DARRELL ROYAL, NATIONAL

FOOTBALL HALL OF FAME MEMBER AND FORMER

UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS COACH)

Nearly 37 years ago and with little more than a smattering of English, a
fistful of money, 21 inch biceps and the American dream, Arnold
Schwarzenegger arrived in the United States. He would fulfill that dream
and in so doing turn his hand to a range of leadership challenges, all of
which have so far proven successful. Schwarzenegger’s approach to lead-
ership reflects some of his early lessons as a professional bodybuilder,
characterized by discipline and training but also with what some have
viewed as an overmasculinized and Machiavellian spirit of competition.
Perhaps as much as anything, an objective view of Schwarzenegger’s
career reveals a man capable of developing himself as a leader in ever
escalating circumstances. 

As illuminated by some lessons from Schwarzenegger’s brilliant
sporting career, this chapter examines the future of work, sport, and
society and provides the basis for organizations and managers to under-
stand the essential aspects of leadership in the future. Sport thinking helps
in several ways toward fruitful consideration of the future needs of busi-
ness leaders. First, it encourages leaders to be comfortable in uncertain
environments. If the right management philosophy is in place, there is
more room for experimentation and the potential emergence of genuine



innovation that could not have been forced or prescribed. Secondly, the
sport metaphor demonstrates the importance of constant research, devel-
opment, and innovation in training and practice as a key to success, even
when training time far exceeds that of the time spent in actual perfor-
mance. The chapter also highlights how sport is at the forefront of tech-
nology and innovation, in order to stay ahead of the game. It concludes
with a summary of aspects of leadership development that arise from the
sport metaphor. 

Born in 1947 in Thal, Austria, Schwarzenegger grew up in a household
without modern amenities. Like many Austrian boys, he played soccer but
found the sport unappealing, chiefly because he valued personal glory and
gratification, the opportunities for which were too few in team sports.
Trying his hand at field events in athletics, Schwarzenegger inadvertently
discovered the weights room, on the suggestion of a coach advising him to
strengthen his legs. In the gym Schwarzenegger found his calling. Here he
learned the lessons that would shape his career. Seeking respect and admi-
ration, bodybuilding gave Schwarzenegger a platform to bolster his self-
esteem, his confidence inflating with his muscles. By the age of 16,
Schwarzenegger was clear about his path in life, and that path would lead
him to the United States, where bodybuilding was beginning to find a
niche in the sexually charged 1960s.

By 19 Schwarzenegger had enlisted in the Austrian army, but denied
permission to attend the Junior Mr Europe bodybuilding competition in
Stuttgart a year later, he was forced to go AWOL in order to compete.
Although jailed for a week on his return, the trip had been worth it,
Schwarzenegger having been awarded the title despite having to learn how
to “pose” properly on the run. The following year he won the Senior Mr
Europe title, and, after finishing second in 1966, went on to win the Mr
Universe contest in 1967. Realizing his deficiency was a lack of training
and nutrition knowledge, Schwarzenegger decided that the only way
forward was to train with the best bodybuilders in the world, which meant
moving to the United States. 

The move to the United States in 1968 proved to be a defining one. In
Santa Monica, California, while working briefly as a road worker,
Schwarzenegger spent as much time as he could with his idol, legendary
bodybuilder and strongman Reg Park. With an improved knowledge of
nutrition and access to the latest training techniques, Schwarzenegger won
the Mr Universe title again in 1969, and suffered his last defeat ever in the
highest bodybuilding competition in the world, Mr Olympia, at the hands
of Cuban giant Sergio Oliva. Schwarzenegger was later to recall that it was
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the last time an opponent would intimidate him. In 1970, Schwarzenegger
returned to win the competition, starting a six-title reign that earned him
the mantle of the “Austrian oak”. After retiring from competition after the
1975 Mr Olympia, Schwarzenegger made a successful comeback in 1980
to win again. 

Shortly afterwards, Schwarzenegger made his big screen debut in
Hercules in New York, the first of many films to exploit his extraordinary
physique, although it did not exploit his acting ability, dubbing over as it
did the heavy accent that would later become his trademark. Conan the
Barbarian allowed Schwarzenegger to play to his strengths, and in 1984,
The Terminator proved to be the role of his career, revolving around his
imposing screen presence and mere 17 lines of monosyllabic dialogue
deliberately enhanced by his robot-like delivery. 

In 1986 Schwarzenegger married Maria Shriver, daughter of Eunice
Kennedy, making him an in-law of the most famous Democrat family in
the country. Even for Schwarzenegger, this was viewed as odd, consid-
ering he was a committed Republican and free-market capitalist. With
several other popular films under his belt, Schwarzenegger proved to be
the ideal figure to champion President Bush’s (senior) President’s Council
of Physical Fitness, as chairman. Despite revelations that Schwarzenegger
had taken steroids during his bodybuilding career, he showed uncommon
political awareness, quickly becoming a regular visitor to the corridors 
of power, and cultivating a taste for more than locker room and Holly-
wood domination. 

The 1990s was a time of fame consolidation and political maneuvering
for Schwarzenegger. A string of moderately successful films were
released, beginning with the Terminator sequel. But it was in 2002 that
Schwarzenegger scored his first independent political victory, when Cali-
fornians approved his Proposition 49, legislation to introduce an after-
school education and safety program to be initiated and funded across the
state’s public schools. 

In 2003, Schwarzenegger’s was successful in his attempt to become the
governor of California. In a large field of candidates, Schwarzenegger’s
profile and recognition proved decisive, and he became known as the
“governator” on his inauguration in November, 2003. This was despite
allegations of sexual misconduct and Nazi sympathies being thrown
around during the campaign. Schwarzenegger’s administration has
enjoyed some initial success, with several propositions being passed that
he promised during the election. 
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Whether Schwarzenegger personifies the leader of the future is debat-
able. Clearly, those who worship at the altar of leadership traits and char-
acteristics would point to his unswerving focus and driving desire for
success, in addition to a textbook charisma and an almost Machiavellian
results orientation. However, for those of us who view leadership as a
more complex phenomenon than the possession of a few key personal
features, Schwarzenegger’s life as a leader might be more illustrative
when viewed from the perspective of leadership development. In other
words, the sport experiences he underwent during his formative years as a
bodybuilder exemplify some important lessons that can be applied in the
development of future leaders, and these are considered in this chapter.

First, Schwarzenegger’s early experiences as a bodybuilder evidently
encouraged him to appreciate the relationship between change and leader-
ship. If, indeed, he was to become the champion bodybuilder that he envi-
sioned, he realized early in life that he would have to constantly be prepared
to change and adapt. One of the greatest challenges for world-beating athletes
is sustainability. Schwarzenegger managed to win the Mr Olympia title six
times during his record-setting career, an achievement he attributes to his
hunger to refine his understanding of bodybuilding in all its facets, from
training to nutrition and the skills of posing. For example, Schwarzenegger
was the first bodybuilder to enlist the services of a dance instructor – a balle-
rina – to help his on-stage posing performances. Despite the fact that this
caused him some unwelcome attention, particularly amongst his peers,
Schwarzenegger claimed that it was essential to innovate and change; a
disposition that he believes has been pivotal to his leadership development.

Secondly, education and training was fundamental to his success.
Bodybuilding, perhaps more than many other sports where natural talent
can come to the fore, is all about training, whereas in business, 95
percent of the time is spent in performance and only five percent (or less)
is spent in training. The great lesson from sport is found in the fact that
this ratio is effectively reversed. For a professional bodybuilder, training
can occur twice a day, six days a week for 51 weeks in preparation for a
single competition. 

Schwarzenegger’s approach to competition exemplified a single-minded
commitment to training. But, notwithstanding his success in Austria,
Schwarzenegger was still prepared to recognize his lack of knowledge. So,

The mind is the limit.As long as the mind can envision the fact that you
can do something, you can do it – as long as you really believe 100 percent.

(Arnold Schwarzenegger, actor and Governor of California)
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he made the decision to travel to the United States, where he believed
some of his heroes might be able to educate him in the finer points of
training and nutrition. Schwarzenegger was even prepared to travel to
South Africa to train with bodybuilding great Reg Park. In his aptly named
autobiography, The Education of a Bodybuilder, Schwarzenegger wrote: 

At the time I was just a punk, a bully, always ready to show off. I used to get in
fights almost daily. Coming in contact with Reg helped me in getting rid of my
behavioral problems. He was such an accomplished gentleman and it certainly
wasn’t difficult for me to admire him and want to emulate him.1

After retiring from competition, Schwarzenegger completed a BA in inter-
national marketing; he recognized the need for new goals and that vision
has to be dynamic. 

Sport remains way ahead of business in terms of its commitment to
training, education, and innovation. However, in the past 15 years, busi-
ness has started to embrace the fact that evolutionary change has all but
disappeared. As a result of change being condensed into periods of great
rapidity, business leaders have scrambled to embrace a plethora of fads in
their haste to find an edge. 

Thirdly, it is difficult to look at Schwarzenegger’s life without being
struck by his uncompromisingly ruthless approach to competition. He
learned early the importance of psychology in sport, a lesson he has
employed throughout his career in all its dimensions. In his autobiography,
Schwarzenegger recalled the impact of watching the reigning Mr Olympia,
Sergio Oliva, “pumping up” prior to going on stage. Oliva was deliber-
ately hiding his physique until the last minute, when he could maximize
the intimidation: “His back muscles were so huge that he seemed to be as
wide as the hall itself! As far as I was concerned, I already knew – then
and there – I would lose against him.” In fact, Oliva narrowly won, but it
was Schwarzenegger’s last ever bodybuilding defeat. Pumping Iron, the
cult documentary film focusing on Schwarzenegger, is a study in psycho-
logical gamesmanship, as he manipulates his chief competitor, Lou
Ferrigno. Schwarzenegger’s leadership approach had always been distin-
guished by a clear understanding of “the game” and, as Sun Tzu advo-
cated, a keen understanding of his adversaries. On occasion, his ruthless

If I was given eight hours to chop down a tree, I would spend seven hours
sharpening my axe. (Abraham Lincoln, former president of the United States)
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commitment to winning perhaps went too far. When his father died in
1972, Schwarzenegger decided not to travel back to Austria to attend the
funeral because he felt it would interrupt his preparation for the Mr
Olympia competition. 

Fourthly, although mired in controversy, Schwarzenegger has made a
number of important contributions to community citizenship. These have
included an association with the President’s Council of Physical Fitness,
as executive commissioner of the Hollenbeck Youth Centre Inter-City
Games in Los Angeles, and as the “honorary” weightlifting coach for the
Special Olympics, a role he has held for over 25 years, and for which he
has worked with few media or commercial benefits. Perhaps most
contentiously, Schwarzenegger has donated substantial sums to Jewish
Holocaust causes, which culminated in a leadership award. Critics have
argued that this has been to distance himself from his father’s association
with the Nazis. Nevertheless, even the most strident critic has to acknow-
ledge that Schwarzenegger has played leadership roles in bodybuilding,
community health, film, and politics. 

Leadership Development Thinking

Throwing around sport clichés is easy. After all, we can argue that sport is
fast, aggressive, changeable, chaotic, complex, cohesive, and, at its best,
aesthetic. But are these really the lessons we take from sport to business
leadership? Do business leaders not yet acknowledge the turbulent environ-
ment, the cutthroat aggressiveness, and the need for innovation so helpfully
exemplified in Governor Schwarzenegger’s career? We would answer “yes
and no”: yes, in that most are aware of the changes that have arrived and
those which are imminent, and no, in that most have not invested much
thought into how these changes affect the process of leadership develop-
ment. Put another way, and to conflate the chief argument of this chapter to
a single point, while many likely elements of the future are well known to
current and aspiring leaders, future leaders are still being prepared for lead-

Hard training, easy combat; easy training, hard combat.
(Marshal Suvorov, Russian general)

Trample the weak. Hurdle the dead. (Unknown)
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ership roles in the same ways. Thus, the key lesson from sport comes in its
responsiveness in developing training methodologies that reflect innovation
and the insatiable drive for competitive advantage. After all, athletes and
coaches are more vulnerable than businesspeople to losing their jobs as a
consequence of a poor performance, and sporting teams are typically
composed of individuals with a personal investment in performance, which
is more than can be said for many employees in service organizations. 

Future changes will undoubtedly affect the context of leadership, but
not so much its fundamental nature. The composition of leadership will be
recognizable in the future, and the volume of traits and characteristics
attributed to great leaders will remain largely relevant, if unhelpful. If one
were to consider these recipes against the great leaders of history, the over-
whelming majority would hold as much bearing to Kofi Annan as to
Alexander the Great. The issue that we address is not what traits leaders
must possess. There is sufficient written on the subject to be confident that
everyone knows that leaders should be charismatic, possess integrity, be
visionary, inspire confidence, and so on. 

The more salient issue is that exposed by the leadership development
Schwarzenegger received as an athlete. Specifically, he cultivated a way of
thinking, engrained as a result of participating in elite sport, that emphasized
competitiveness, change, training, education, and personal responsibility. As
a result, we argue that sport provides a useful metaphor for thinking about
leadership development in business, and this implies that leaders will need
to be developed differently in the future in order to arrive at the same traits
that have held firm for millennia. Being visionary and change-oriented have
always been, and likely always will be, essential traits for leaders. The
difference is that developing these traits is going to require a shift in educa-
tion if the pace of current change holds or accelerates. Since sport is funda-
mentally committed to performance and leadership development, as
reinforced by the growing pool of talent identification programs and insti-
tutes of sport dedicated to finding the sport leaders of the future, we look
toward sport as an illustration of an industry worth benchmarking. 

If I had stood at the free-throw line and thought about 10 million people
watching me on the other side of the camera lens, I couldn’t have made
anything. So I mentally tried to put myself in a familiar place. I thought

about all those times I shot free throws in practice and went through the
same motion, the same technique that I had used thousands of times.

You forget about the outcome.You know you are doing the 
right things. So you relax and perform. (Michael Jordan)
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The Age of Leadership?

Ideas about leadership and its development have changed over time.
However, leadership researchers and authors have not steered completely
away from their management and leadership predecessors. New perspec-
tives of leadership often find significance in parts of earlier models. Lead-
ership in this sense is a bit like fashion; some styles are unlikely to ever
return, while others are cyclical and reflect the changing interests of
society and the dominant perspectives of the times. Part of this paradox is
that we may change our view of an individual or an organization
depending on how and from where we view them. Thus, while context
affects leadership fashion, it is also important to recognize that individuals
change their perceptions of leadership as well. For example, some leader-
ship research has implied that views of leadership approaches and styles
change as a result of age, seniority, and past experiences. 

While these changes are somewhat obvious, we must be cautious when
speculating about the demands placed on future leaders. As we shall
discuss, there is some evidence to suggest that some of the leadership
aspects attributed to future requirements are just as relevant now, and vice
versa. Put simply, we face the question as to whether there are some
universal axioms, mottos or rules of sound leadership that may be almost
timeless. The catch is, however, that they are not necessarily easy to bring
to fruition, or more importantly, they may be more difficult to develop in
the future, at least with current methods. Similarly, the obstacles to leader-
ship development may have a consistent basis, such as in the difference
between management and leadership. 

In order to explore future leadership imperatives, it might be useful to
consider several scenarios. To begin with, if we consider Jesus and his life,
do we see a leader? For most modern-day Christians, the answer is
undoubtedly “yes”. If we view Jesus from the perspective of Herod, was he
a leader or simply a criminal? If we view Jesus philosophically, that is, as
the leader of a revolutionary movement whose beliefs two thousand years
later are the touchstone of racial and religious emnity, do we perceive a
leader or an ideologist who had no idea of the religious strife he would later
create? Many people see Jesus as a great leader, irrespective of whether
they accept him as a divine figure. In addition, the stories of his actions
have become stalwarts of great leadership. It depends on from where and
how we view him.

Less controversially, in the 2002 World Cup in soccer, Rivaldo,
Brazil’s key playmaker and one time deputy captain of the national team,
play acted so well that it caused a referee to red card an opposition
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Turkish player. After Hakan Unsai, the Turkish player, kicked a ball at
Rivaldo which struck the Brazilian in the leg, he collapsed, holding his
face, apparently in agony. But everything had been caught clearly on
television. Rivaldo later refused to concede that he had acted inappropri-
ately and the Brazilian press praised his leadership in reducing the oppo-
sition to ten men. Most sportspeople would think the act of Rivaldo
despicable and would in no way consider him a leader. But, again, it
depends on your viewpoint!

So let us accept that leadership can be viewed differently depending on
our perspective. Does that have implications for how we develop leaders
for the future? Not surprisingly, the answer is yes. Our modern concept of
leadership suggests that we see our future leaders as coming from predom-
inantly our middle or upper management strata. That is, overwhelmingly,
those in the 35–50 age group. However, the face of the Western world is
changing – and fast. By 2025, many minorities will have become near-
majority populations in many countries – and minorities not just of race or
religion, but age, gender, and education. Those over the age of 65 years
will, in a quarter of a century or less, constitute almost 20 percent of many
nations’ populations. Women will predominate. In the more temperate
environments, retired citizens may well constitute up to 60 percent of 
the population. 

What this means is that modern leadership techniques, at least in the
business environment, need to consider the point of view of this demo-
graphic change. After all, why are we seeking to develop programs to grow
future leaders if not for those leaders to accept positions of responsibility
in the corporate, bureaucratic, political, or similar world? If the future
leaders cannot understand the perspective of their future customers, then
they are likely to lose business, or confidence, or votes. In the business
world, this concept is not confined to the retailing sector of the economy.
Leaders will need to understand that an aging population may want more
easily operable consumer goods; no more TVs and videos that cannot be
installed without the aid of technicians or grandchildren. The aged will
want more organically grown food, houses that are easily maintained,
access to educational and physical activity facilities, and doctors who will
make house visits. They will demand a bureaucracy that is understanding

He’s soft and he’s fat and he’s wearing my clothes and he’s getting 
too old and he was born on my birthday and I’m afraid 

if I stop running, he’ll catch up with me. (Nike poster) 
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of their needs and compliant with their wishes. In the political world, the
elderly will want leaders who understand their need for security, at home
and in their normal environment.

Business and political leaders will need to understand that older citizens
may want to continue working well past normal retiring age. Businesses
will need to be restructured and leaders will need to understand, far more
than in the past, the needs of the client, the customer, and the citizen. If
leadership does not understand the perspective of the elderly, then they can
expect the elderly to seek their own representation and develop their own
leaders. Leaders will emerge from among the “grey army.” They have the
potential, and the wisdom, and will soon have the numbers to change the
face of society. Current leadership and leader-makers had best be prepared.

The most prominent group of leadership gurus all worship at the altar of
leadership ingredients. Whether it is Warren Bennis’s five basic ingredients
of leadership,2 James O’Toole’s characteristics of value-based leaders3 or
Stephen Covey’s eight characteristics of principle-centered leaders,4 they all
take the view that leaders need to be taught certain skills and characteristics
which they then live by. Do they live in a real world? In a real world, lead-
ership means being followed and leaders remain leaders only as long as they
are so perceived. Yet undeniably, as sport leaders exemplify, certain charac-
teristics are desirable. 

For courage, once more consider the story of Jim Peters told earlier,
who, back in the 1954 British Empire Games in Vancouver, when
competing in the marathon, neared the stadium some 15 to 20 minutes
ahead of his nearest competitor. On entering the stadium, Peters, the first
man to run the marathon in under 2 hours 20 minutes, staggered several
times, all the time being cheered by the 30,000 strong crowd. Their cheers
turned to tears as Peters, in the last stages of exhaustion, took 15 mins to
struggle around the track before collapsing over the finish line. It was,
however, the wrong finish line and, led off by the England team masseur,
Peters was deemed not to have finished the race. No one who saw the race,
however, whether in the stadium or on film, will ever forget the courage of
the man who failed to finish. 

For sportsmanship, consider the events of the 1956 National Athletic
Championships in Melbourne, Australia. It was in a race between two of
the fastest milers in the world, the world title holder John Landy, and Ron
Clarke, the Australian and junior world mile holder. In the third lap, as
Clarke moved to the lead with Landy at his shoulder, a third runner, Alec
Henderson, tried to squeeze between the two and, in the process, Clarke
clipped his heels and fell. Landy leapt over the falling body of Clarke, his
spikes tearing into the flesh of Clarke’s shoulder. The whole field of
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runners either jumped over Clarke or ran round him. Landy then did an
amazing thing. He turned around, returned to Clarke’s side, helped him to
his feet, brushed cinders from his knees, checked his bloody shoulder, and
then apologized. Clarke thanked him, told him to run and urged Landy to
re-enter the race. Landy did, but not before ensuring that Clarke set off
with him. At that stage, they trailed the field by some 60 yards. In the final
yards, Landy overhauled the leaders to win in four minutes four seconds.
Landy’s sportsmanship could have cost him the Australian title and a place
in the Melbourne Olympics. But it was more important to him that the
spirit of sport was preserved. For that act he deserved, and gained, athletic
immortality. Landy, now 75, has become the governor of the Australian
state of Victoria. 

Shifting Perspectives

With the coming of an immense demographic change, leadership will be
seen differently. The baby-boomer generation will seek leaders who match
and vigorously display their own required characteristics. The effect of this
will be that leadership development programs will need to change in order
to produce leaders who can successfully survive into the future. Sport
thinking can be useful in several ways when applied to this imminent issue.
On the surface, of course, sport seems to be obsessed with youth. While
this is no doubt true, the more fundamental truth is that sport is obsessed
with victory, and youth offers the highest chance for this payoff. From a
human resource viewpoint, sport exemplifies the best person for the job,
and since sport performance is a reasonably objective measurement of an
individual’s actions, invariably the best athletes come to the surface. Ironi-
cally, if the selection is based exclusively on performance, then the busi-
ness lesson might be that in many instances older managers are better than
younger, because they have the “runs on the board.” 

Six times a year the most skillful and powerful sumo wrestlers in Japan
meet to compete in one of the grand tournaments. Twelve thousand
people, strictly only those with the right connections, sit in the venue,

We run, not because we think it is doing us good, but because we enjoy it
and cannot help ourselves.The more restricted our society and work

become, the more necessary it will be to find some outlet for this craving
for freedom. No one can say, “You must not run faster than this, or jump

higher than that.” The human spirit is indomitable. (Sir Roger Bannister)
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while another 20 million watch on television. The sport is a national
obsession, with over 60 percent of households tuning into the alternate
monthly competitions, a figure that makes Western sport viewing look
quite poor. For example, only 40 percent of households in the United
States watch the Super Bowl each year. 

As one of the country’s most popular sports, it presents a spectacle of
tradition, legend, skill, and sheer might. Although to the uninitiated there
appears to be more might than skill involved, sumo wrestlers are actually
remarkably expert in the 70 or so throws, trips, slaps, and strikes at their
disposal. When sumo wrestlers have mastered these techniques and won
their way through dozens of tournaments, they achieve the highest level of
the sport – yokozuna – grand champion. Only around 70 sumo wrestlers
have reached the illustrious ranks of yokozuna in the sport’s nearly 2000-
year history. 

Yokozuna Masaru Hanada was a household name in Japan, admired for
his tremendous performances as a relatively small wrestler of 290lbs, and
for his leadership contribution toward the development of younger
wrestlers. When he ended his 12-year career as a sumo wrestler at age 30,
he made the unusual decision to pursue his dream as a professional Amer-
ican football player in the NFL. Although he got close, and was much
admired in training camps, Hanada did not make it in professional foot-
ball. However, it was not because of a lack of determination, strength,
power, or fitness, but because he did not have a “football” brain. He was
competing against men with around 15 years of game and training experi-
ence. They knew how and when to move intuitively. Although young, they
were veterans of the game, and had learned how to think about perfor-
mance and development. Hanada got close to being drafted based on pure
physical ability, but he could not emulate 15 years of football experience,
all of which had come very early in life to his high school and college
trained fellow draft nominees. 

With the demographic trend in Western nations toward higher propor-
tions of senior citizens, in order for the pool of leadership talent to remain
consistent, two changes have to occur. First, as we have already said,
society and business will have to become more comfortable with older
leaders, as their experience will be needed. Second, business leaders will
need formative experiences of leadership earlier in their careers. That is
why sport leaders can be so young and still manage the burden of leader-
ship that sometimes sees them thrust into the media spotlight and placed
under immense pressure. Many are able to cope simply because they
received increasing exposure to leadership throughout their sporting
careers. The evidence is clear that young people can assume leadership

170 Business Leadership and the Lessons from Sport



positions, and the future will demand that more do so. For Hanada, his
development had not come from football, and his age precluded him from
making the transition from sumo. His limitation was in knowledge. 

Knowledge is Leadership Power

The Future of Leadership is a compilation of nineteen chapters from some
of the world’s most prominent leadership commentators, and edited by
prolific leadership author Warren Bennis, along with Gretchen Spreitzer
and Thomas Cummings.5 The book is indicative of writings on the future
of leadership because it focuses on the changing nature of business,
consumers, and life in general. As we have already asked in this chapter,
does the changing face of the world, such as the aging population of
consumers, affect the way leadership has to be discharged? For example,
in the chapter, Knowledge Work and the Future of Management, author
Thomas H. Davenport suggests that tomorrow’s organizations will be
increasingly filled with knowledge workers who will require a different
kind of organization and leadership from what works for traditional indus-
trial workers. In Davenport’s view, these changes to the working popula-
tion will demand the building of knowledge worker communities and
supportive cultures where knowledge workers can thrive and grow. In
other words, if the workforce of the future comprises an increasing propor-
tion of thinkers compared to doers, then leadership development will need
to prepare leaders for a new composition of followers. The world of sport
provides a neat analogy here.

Over the past few decades as sport has professionalized, the relationship
between doing and thinking has changed. More time is invested in prepa-
ration and training than ever before. Globalization and higher levels of
competition have encouraged teams and athletes to spend hours not just on
the training field but also in the gymnasium, heat chamber, physiothera-
pist’s office, conference facility, and video room. It is standard practice in
most professional team sports to spend several hours viewing video

It is one of the strange ironies of this strange life that those who work the
hardest, who subject themselves to the strictest discipline, who give up

certain pleasurable things in order to achieve a goal, are the happiest men.
When you see 20 or 30 men line up for a distance race in some meet,

don’t pity them, don’t feel sorry for them. Better envy them instead.
(Brutus Hamilton, athletics coach)
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footage of the next opponent as well as the team’s own performance.
Every nuance of nutrition is considered, blood sugars monitored and
tactics endlessly discussed. Professional sport has embraced a level of
preparation that makes business training look underdone. 

Sport leaders have an unquenchable thirst for training. Preparation is
everything, and emerging leaders are encouraged to play a role as much as
possible. Current sport leaders are rarely just the best players. More and
more, they are the best thinkers, with knowledge of the game, tactics,
cutting-edge training methods, nutrition, sports medicine and psychology,
rehabilitation, and video analysis. The implication is that the preparation
of business leaders in the future will need to be more extensive in order to
keep track of the greater diversity of knowledge work that will take place
in their organizations. 

Heptathlete and long jumper Jackie Joyner-Kersee exemplified the
commitment to employ every means possible to be best prepared to
perform. Her three gold, one silver and two bronze medals over four
consecutive Olympic Games are indicative of not just mighty talent, but
the preparation that bolsters it over 15 years of performance at the highest
level. In the business world it is easy to complain that there is no time for
training and education, but athletes like Joyner-Kersee have pointed out
that there is no other option but to stay at the cutting edge of thinking in
order to achieve sustainable success. Indeed, Joyner-Kersee’s training
background hardly leaves room for excuses. Hers was a sporting child-
hood that fell under the shadow of men’s sport. When she discovered her
pleasure in running and jumping as a child, she and her friends would
carry sand in plastic packets from a nearby playground to her house and
construct a long jump pit. Joyner-Kersee was ten years old when Title IX
was passed in the United States, mandating equal access to sports for
women, and she became a role model for female athletes around the
country with her Olympic success. 

The range of knowledge required by the business leader of the future
will be far greater than any previous generation of leadership has needed.
With fundamental shifts in the composition of Western populations, future
leaders will have to acquire a firm grasp of their consumer’s profiles, as

In a world that is constantly changing, there is no one subject or set of
subjects that will serve you for the foreseeable future, let alone for the 

rest of your life.The most important skill to acquire now is learning 
how to learn. (John Naisbitt, futurist and author)
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well as an awareness of the knowledge sets of their workforce. This will
be particularly troublesome because of the speed at which change will
occur. In sport, knowledge is generally seen by professional athletes as
fleeting – what is cutting-edge at one Olympics is often obsolete by the
next. The traditional cry that weight training makes athletes muscle-bound
and slow has been superseded with a generation of bodybuilder-like
sprinters, so that even table tennis players and synchronized swimmers hit
the gym. Similarly, the use of creatine monohydrate as a nutritional
supplement has become a standard practice for most power athletes. 

The half-life of knowledge is shortening in business as well. Business
managers being trained for future leadership should be aware that studies
are presently revealing that up to two-thirds of information presented at
the beginning of an engineering degree is obsolete by the end. The figures
are even worse for information technology and other technologically
dependent areas of study. Little is known about the relevance of manage-
ment training, but it would be a reasonable prediction that leaders of the
future will need access to updated education on a regular basis. However,
unlike their athletic counterparts, business leaders do not find much time
away from the operational necessities of work to consider the latest devel-
opments in business thinking. 

Vision and Chaos

The shift is also related to vision. According to the futurist Peter Ellyard,
many business leaders possess the wrong kind of vision; one that is the
domain of the manager rather than the leader.6 The problem remains that
the appointment of leaders – by definition – comes from the managerial
ranks, and as a result, most leaders have demonstrated their abilities
through impressive management. A future leader needs the opportunity to
test him or herself now. No amount of management achievement is really
sufficient to demonstrate that an individual is capable of taking a leader-
ship position. Thus, one way of looking at the future of leadership is to
acknowledge that most of the training and working activities undertaken
by those in line for future leadership roles has little to do with leadership. 

The overwhelming majority of management activity is centered on
doing things rather than thinking about whether those things are the best
for the future. Similarly, the structure of many large organizations remains
rigidly hierarchical and discouraging for those with leadership aptitude to
exercise their initiative. As the future structure of organizations shifts
away from tightly bound roles and responsibilities, and increasingly
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managers are expected to demonstrate their ability to lead their teams
through the twin challenges of competition and technological develop-
ment, the opportunities for leaders to gain more practice will emerge.
Perhaps, as Ellyard notes, one of the biggest differences between
managers and leaders in the future will be in the questions they ask about
the future. 

Undoubtedly, for future leaders to receive the training they will require
to deal with the rapidly changing goal posts of future business, a paradigm
shift of sorts will be necessary. Most commentators about future leadership
agree that as the speed of innovation continues to escalate, there will be a
commensurate need for leaders to be masters of change, and even lead
through what, by contemporary standards, we might consider one crisis to
the next. In reality, as we have already observed in this chapter, the content
of good leadership is unlikely to alter that much in the future. Successful
leaders have always been shrewd change managers. The difference lies in
the pace of change – the context in which the same old leadership traits
will have to apply. Yes, leaders will still need charisma, energy, and
persuasive communication among other characteristics, but they will have
to exercise these powers during constant turmoil. Richard Pascale’s term,
“surfing the edge of chaos” is an apt description of this future, and also
one that describes the nature of sport.7

Sport leaders are comfortable with chaos and have acquired the
mentality that goes with that comfort. The inherent unpredictability of a
sporting competition lends itself to chaos, where there is a fine line
between well-rehearsed synchronization and complete bedlam. Equally,
breathtaking displays of aesthetic skill on the sporting field of play can
come from apparent pandemonium where a team of individuals can blend
into a collective mind with choreographed precision. Few business leaders
are comfortable with the notion of the edge of chaos, but the nature of
sport suggests that some of the greatest innovations can occur in this
dynamic balance between structure and disorder. Interestingly, Pascale
looks at organizations in exactly the same way, as complex systems that

Self-security will be a hallmark of the leaders and exceptional organizations
of the future. Self-security in an individual or a system brings a high ratio 
of coherence. Leaders or organizations with self-security can push power

and authority downstream and develop centers of innovation and
excellence at all levels of the organization. (Doc Childre and 

Bruce Cryer, From Chaos to Coherence)8

174 Business Leadership and the Lessons from Sport



work best at the edge of chaos.9 For example, he points out that organiza-
tions can be at risk when they are at equilibrium. 

Consider this from a sporting perspective. Imagine a team that is
behaving with complete control and stability. Although this sounds
promising, little that is unpredictable and innovative occurs from such a
position. Success in sport does not come during periods of stability, but
rather comes in the periods between stability, where risk, boldness, and
vision are critical. Equilibrium might be good during defense, but, as in
the business world, it is not a recipe for market leadership any more than it
is of a championship cup. As we discussed in Chapter 4 concerning team
leadership, business structures in the future, if trends are to continue, will
be flatter, with an increased emphasis on networks and virtual teams. Posi-
tional authority, as in sport, is likely to become subservient to the authority
that comes from proximity to opportunity. In the words of Steve Grand, it
will move from command and control to nudge and cajole.10

Pascale also noted that complex systems exhibit the capacity to self-
organize and show emergent properties; the edge of chaos is not actually
chaos itself, but a point where there is just enough control to manage the
complexities of an organization in a standardized way and enough disorder
to encourage new ways of looking at old problems, or invent new opportu-
nities to pursue. Sport is a useful example of emergent and unexpected
solutions to problems. The best athletes have the ability to manufacture
something from nothing, but cannot do so as easily from a platform of
calm control. We would not expect the footballing brilliance of Brazil to
emerge from a playing philosophy emphasizing stability. Furthermore,
sporting performances and organizations move toward the edge of chaos
when the tasks they are faced with become more complex. Sport leaders
tend to recognize that sport is a living entity and cannot be fully controlled
or directed, so their efforts should be focused on stimulating an environ-
ment where innovation can occur. Like Muhammad Ali unconventionally
leading with his right hand instead of a jab during the rumble in the jungle,
a complex task sometimes produces an innovative solution. If the future of
business is moving toward an environment more like sport, where change
is pervasive and intrusive, and necessitates leadership through the
dynamics of control and chaos, development activities need to prepare
future leaders for a changing world.

Martina Navratilova was one of the first athletes to recognize the
imperatives of a changing sporting landscape where new techniques of
training were available for use in tennis. She attributes the turning point
of her career, from 1981–1984 (Navratilova won 15 singles and 13
doubles tournaments in 1983, including Wimbledon and the Australian
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Open) to her training regime, which had been developed in conjunction
with champion basketball player Nancy Lieberman. Navratilova became
the benchmarked tennis athlete, lifting weights, stretching, doing sprint
training and agility exercises, supported by the latest information on
nutrition. She was also one of the first tennis players to employ full-time
coaches and rigorously evaluate every aspect of her physical performance
and technical game. She adopted new equipment eagerly, experimented
with tactical plans and maintained her serve and volley competitive
advantage in a low-risk tennis environment that increasingly favored
baseline strokes. 

The Leadership Development Context

Scarcely a comment can be made about the future of business without
highlighting the radical escalation of technology that is currently occurring
and is predicted to increase in pace over the coming decades. While it is
not the intention of this chapter to provide an inventory of possible tech-
nological change – its presence and impact on business in general is
assumed and was discussed in detail in our previous book, The Sport Busi-
ness Future11 – it is worth commenting on the nature of leadership devel-
opment that will be required in order to prepare future business leaders. A
possibility worth remembering is that future leaders may find themselves
at the helm of organizations with different fundamental parameters from
those at present. In effect, this means that tomorrow’s leaders are being
developed with the techniques, knowledge, and experiences of today. Of
course, to some extent there is no way around this. However, as we have
argued throughout this book, there are lessons from sport which can be
helpful in illustrating how business leaders, both now and in the future,
can adapt more rapidly to change and uncertainty as commonplace
features of the business environment. 

He went to Russia and wrestled. He studied all the videotape of Karelin’s
career. He saw things. Karelin was not quite so strong now. He could be

gassed – if you were in top condition you could run him out of energy. He
learned all these things. He was focused on beating the world’s best wrestler.

(Reynold Gardner commenting on the preparation of his brother, Rulon, Sydney
Greco-Roman wrestling gold medalist. Rulon Gardner defeated the Russian legend,

Alexsandr Karelin. Going into the gold medal match, Karelin, with nine World
Championships and three Olympic gold medals, had been unbeaten since 1987)
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From sport we can find a myriad of examples of how new technology
has been sought and embraced. These range from the revolutionary
winged keel that won the America’s Cup for the Australia II yacht team
in 1983, breaking a 132-year American winning streak, aerodynamic
wheels and bikes in road and velodrome cycling, recycling techniques
developed for “green” sport facilities, nutritional supplements, architec-
tural innovations particularly in terms of flexible use, and the predictable
but astonishing incremental improvements in motor racing. Sport’s
lesson is simple: the difference between winning and losing is often a
matter of exceedingly slim margins, and the results are unambiguous 
for all to see. Business leadership development programs should be
designed to work toward inculcating future leaders with the same
comfort with technology and experimentation that is both common and
essential with successful sport managers, coaches, teams, and athletes.
The evidence suggests that successful business leaders of the future will
be those capable of introducing substantially more new technology than
their competitors. 

In addition to technology, the business environment of the future is likely
to be characterized by several other features. To begin with, business
leaders will have to manage the expectations of their stakeholders and the
general public to be good corporate citizens, with well-established internal
ethical controls, recently shown to be inadequate in companies such as
Enron, Barings, National Westminster Bank, WorldCom, and the National
Australia Bank. Interestingly, sport is a mixed example from this perspec-
tive, with some athletes leading the way with strong commitments to their
local communities and charitable causes, but others showing little ethical
dissonance about the use of performance enhancing drugs. Future leaders
will be expected to create ethical cultures that begin at the senior level and
are sustainable from the social and environmental perspectives as much as
from the financial. 

Change imposed as a result of globalization and an increase in the
number of females in the workplace will bring about other cultural
changes in future organizations. Leaders in the Western world will require
more education about ways of doing business in other regions, particularly
Asia. The impact of more females in business is unclear, but some studies
have predicted that it will improve companies’ use of human resources and
will expand the view of how good performance is measured and rewarded.
In the current business environment that is struggling with how to entice
employee buy-in and retain high-performance staff, this may prove to be
one of the key issues for future leaders. Moreover, as in sport, business
will increasingly need leaders at all levels, rather than just at the top, to be
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able to navigate through endemic change. The process of finding “emer-
gent” leaders can be expedited, however, through techniques like “acceler-
ation pools,” essentially a concept stolen from talent identification
programs in sport. 

The concept of acceleration pools picks up on the need for more
systematic internal talent identification programs within companies.
This concept has come to prominence as a consequence of a dimin-
ishing ability of companies to predict the career paths of their managers.
External pressures such as the proliferation of mergers, downsizing, and
restructuring have exacerbated this perception, which have, according
to Byham et al., overwhelmed traditional succession planning within
companies.12 However, individuals with certain predetermined traits
can be selected for acceleration pools, where their talents can be devel-
oped. An acceleration pool is a group of high-potential candidates for
executive jobs who receive special learning and development opportu-
nities. The acceleration of pool members is achieved through “stretch”
jobs, special assignments, and enhanced visibility. Pool members are
typically assigned mentors and have the opportunity to undertake addi-
tional training, such as university programs and in-company action
learning sessions. 

Along with this additional training, pool members receive more feed-
back and coaching than the typical manager. The obvious advantage of
acceleration pools is that they add a systematized and practical dimension
to succession planning efforts in a company. Learning is enhanced and
progress is subject to an individual’s performance; promotion is not
designed to be attached to membership of the pool, but instead, the pool is
designed to provide opportunities for leadership development. The use of
acceleration pools as a component in corporate leadership development
programs could provide a number of competitive advantages.

There are several alternatives. In the first instance, the corporate leader-
ship development program could be the accelerated learning component of
a leadership pool itself. The components of the program would subse-
quently reflect this positioning. For example, the program could, in part at
least, fulfill the function of an “acceleration center,” where strengths and
development needs are assessed, and prescribed learning activities under-

I start with the premise that the function of leadership is to produce 
more leaders, not more followers. (Ralph Nader, public 

interest activist and corporate critic)
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taken. Alternatively, acceleration pools and the concepts that are embraced
within them could make up part of a leadership development program.
Because managers from all levels can develop and implement acceleration
pools within their own areas of responsibility, participants undertaking a
leadership development program might be taught how to develop leaders
using this technique. Given that mentoring and coaching are integral
elements in acceleration pools, these managers would have to develop
their own leadership skills in order to manage the pools and provide the
requisite support. The leadership development program could also contain
elements associated with coaching and mentoring. It could provide the
framework for constructing the “stretch” jobs that would be used to
supplement the program.

Preparing for Leadership in the Future 

While there are new developments in business and its environment, we
would argue that the fundamental competencies and capabilities of leaders
remain largely unchanged. That is not to say that leadership development
will not need to be different from its current form. In fact, change to the
business context will make the acquisition of the same stalwart traits more
troublesome that ever before. 

In 1987 Tom Peters published a book called Thriving on Chaos,
which soon became a bestseller.13 Despite the fact that this book was
published almost 20 years ago, Peters’ prescriptions for leadership in the
future (which is now presumably our present) still seem to reflect
current thinking about “new” leadership in the future. Peters’ prescrip-
tion of ten leadership axioms might be equally applicable in the first
decade of the third millennium. In this context an axiom can be under-
stood as a motto or rule of effective leadership. The possibility remains
that one of the biggest issues facing leaders in the future may not be
prediction so much as practice. Axioms and rules guiding good leader-
ship are plentiful, and the majority of popular books on leadership are
fixated with reinventing the axioms, often doing little more than intro-
ducing a fashionable new vocabulary. 

Champions aren’t made in gyms. Champions are made from something they
have deep inside them:A desire, a dream, a vision.They have to have late
minute stamina, they have to be a little faster, they have to have the skill
and the will. But the will must be stronger than the skill. (Muhammad Ali)
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It has been argued by hardened management consultants like Peters
that it is the implementation phase of leadership that needs attention, and
thus demands a place in any list of future issues. In Peters’ axioms of
“new” leadership, now almost two decades old, his “guiding premise”
revolves around the ability of leaders to “master paradox.” In other
words, paradox or seemingly contradictory facts are part of the
complexity of leadership. For example, sometimes better leadership
involves empowering subordinates to make their own decisions. In this
way, Peters tries to avoid the trap of oversimplification where all leader-
ship is boiled down to a few pedestrian slogans. Consider the ten axioms
of “new” leadership Peters provides:

1. Master paradox
2. Develop an inspiring vision
3. Manage by example
4. Practice visible management
5. Pay attention (more listening)
6. Defer to the front line
7. Delegate
8. Pursue horizontal management by bashing bureaucracy
9. Evaluate everyone on his/her love of change 

10. Create a sense of urgency.

John Baldoni, in his book Great Communication Secrets of Great
Leaders,14 summarized our point when he commented that leadership
skills for the twenty-first century are the same as were necessary in the
twentieth. We might even predict that Peters’ list may remain applicable in
another 15 years. What changes over time, and will inevitably change in
the imminent future, is how to live up to the axioms as the context of busi-
ness changes. Although we cannot predict the future, there are certain
trends that appear likely to continue. With these in mind, a general
approach to leadership development can be formulated. Rather than
summarizing the previous chapters, we have drawn out the themes that run
through this book as key elements to the sport metaphor we have
employed to stimulate discussion about improving business leadership. 

What are some of the lessons we can learn from sport that might help
frame an approach to business leadership development? Table 8.1 provides
a list of ten key lessons from sport we have highlighted throughout this
book that are relevant to the development of future leaders. 
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Post Game

The first responsibility of a leader is to define reality.
(Max DePree, Leadership is an Art)15
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Table 8.1 Ten leadership lessons from sport for leadership development

Sport Metaphor Leadership Development

1. Surfing the edge of chaos and Leadership development acknowledges the leader’s role 
capitalizing on complexity and in ongoing change and periodic crises, including the 
ambiguity introduction of new technologies. Constant evaluation 

of the business environment and trends. Comfort 
with surfing the edge of chaos, change and innovation.

2. Emergent leadership Leadership development is deployed across all (or 
multiple) organizational levels to encourage leadership
to emerge from the bottom up as well as top down.
It should also consider the experiences of older 
organizational members and their contributions as 
potential leaders.

3. Importance of a training plan Leadership development is systematic rather than 
haphazard, and forms part of an integrated long-term 
plan.

4. Relationships Leadership development acknowledges the importance 
of the relationship between leaders and followers,
including coaching and mentoring; leadership character 
and charisma; teamwork and collaboration;
communication and leadership marketing.

5. Personal development Leadership development places the responsibility for 
development on the individual.

6. Long-term winning Leadership development facilitates thinking about 
sustainable competitive advantage and long-term 
strategy.

7. Never-ending commitment to Leadership development is part of ongoing 
knowledge development and  organizational life; education and training is normal.
training; perform as you practice

8. Constant measurement and Leadership development emphasizes the importance of 
evaluation performance management and measurement in all 

parts of leadership and the organization.

9. Uncompromising passion and Leadership development works toward an emotional 
spiritual connection commitment to the organization.

10. Clear focus on the right goal Leadership development encourages thinking about 
vision and is focused on core business issues and 
meeting core business goals without distraction.



To conclude, we would like to return to our opening comments about the
nature of leadership for the future, and consider it from a wider perspec-
tive. With the tidal wave of demographic change bearing down upon us,
leadership will require the development of new ways of thinking. These
paradigms will ideally be cultivated and inculcated from the beginning
of an individual’s working life. Leadership training therefore will begin
earlier. It may well be possible to locate and train young leadership
talent in the same way that potential sports stars are found. Leadership
training will start with the individual traits, skills, and abilities inherent
or formed in childhood and youth. These traits, skills, and abilities are
largely the product of genes and are influenced by the environment in
the way they are nurtured. To individual traits and abilities, must be
added the correct environment, to allow growth to occur. This requires
that organizations produce a stable political, economic, legal, and
ethical foundation. These characteristics of the organizational environ-
ment are also the subject of scrutiny by aspiring leaders. The correct
mindset must then be added. This may be entrepreneurial, corporate or
political, for example, and is dependent on the type of organization or
corporate entity for whom the individual works. The creative use of
individual abilities and corporate resources then needs to be developed.
The individual will be continually examined and updated in his or her
leadership capabilities. At each point in this sequence, the change
process may need to be reviewed and intellectual growth determined.
Outcomes will be stipulated at every point. In summary, the future of
leadership will be focused on the measurement of individuals’ develop-
ment within rapidly changing organizations, also in a way analogous to
sport today.

The material on leadership is prodigious. However, the number of
contributors is misleading because there are few genuinely new ideas.
Most repackage what is already known from well-established concepts of
leadership and add a new twist. While they are frequently inventive, and
sometimes innovative, few approaches are rigorous. Nevertheless, some
are very appealing and convenient, largely because they are easy to
discuss, comprehend, and remember. We must therefore remain vigilant
about evaluating the composition of “new” leadership, when there is
considerable evidence that the essential content of leadership has not
changed substantially in human history. However, in contrast, the develop-
ment of this content will need to be considerably different to account for
the changes occurring in the business environment. 

This chapter has reflected on the degree to which leadership imperatives
will change in the future. This has been considered from the perspective of
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the changing nature of business, society, and culture. It has also discussed
the inadequacies of our present approach to selecting and grooming
leaders for the future. It has noted that some axioms of good leadership
would seem to be robust and less vulnerable to fashion. In the main, we
have made these points by using sport and the characteristics of some of
its champions as a vehicle for argument. It therefore seems appropriate to
finish where we began – with an extended biography. 

If this chapter has preached preparation as a precondition for successful
leadership development in a turbulent world, then a sport example need
not venture further than American cyclist Lance Armstrong. In the
cutthroat professional cycling environment, Armstrong’s performances
have exemplified remarkable training and unprecedented sustainability,
marked by a level of tenacity and fortitude that would make any indi-
vidual a leader and inspiration. In 2004, for a record sixth time, Armstrong
cruised along the Champs Elysees to win the pre-eminent cycling race in
the world, the Tour de France. More remarkably, Armstrong has become
the most successful and renowned cyclist ever, despite the sentence deliv-
ered by an oncologist in 1996, which estimated his likelihood of survival
at no more than 50 percent. 

A natural endurance athlete, Lance Armstrong began his leadership and
sporting development as a triathlete in his hometown of Plano, Texas.
Although exceptionally talented, his love for cycling won out, and he qual-
ified for the opportunity to train with the US Olympic developmental team
in Colorado Springs during his final year of high school. His path toward
leadership of both his sport and cancer sufferers began to gain real
momentum at this time, when he was only 17. Within two years,
Armstrong had become the national amateur champion and finished 11th
and 14th respectively, in the 1990 Junior World Championships and the
1992 Barcelona Olympics. 

In a now infamous ride, Armstrong’s first professional race post-
Olympics was a disaster, in which he finished not only last but 27 minutes
behind the winner. However, he bounced back immediately and finished
second in a race two days later. He would later credit his resolve to return
after his heartbreaking professional debut to the grounding given to him by
his mother, a hard-working single parent who had nurtured his talent and
cultivated in him an inner strength and determination. The following
season in 1993 was considerably better, including ten titles, of which the
US Pro Championship, the first stage of the Tour de France and the road
racing world championship were part. Armstrong’s team was ranked in the
top five in the world, and within three years, Armstrong himself was the
number one ranked cyclist in the world. 
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Used to sublimating pain and living with fatigue as a professional
endurance athlete, Armstrong ignored a growing lethargy that late in 1996
forced him to realize he was not well. Tests revealed that he had testicular
cancer, which had spread to his lungs and brain. Not only was surgery
imminent and necessary to save his live, cancer specialists placed his odds
for recovery at less than even. Two lesions in Armstrong’s brain were
removed in October 1996, and he underwent aggressive chemotherapy
treatment. Blood test results improved and within five months after his
initial diagnosis, Armstrong gingerly began riding and training, uncertain
that he would ever race seriously again. He was a changed man though,
and, in January 1997, launched a cancer foundation and solidified his posi-
tion as default leader and inspiration to thousands of sufferers around the
United States. By September of the same year, Armstrong announced a
return to racing. It was not a smooth transition, however, with few teams
willing to take a risk with him. Eventually he was accepted by the United
States Postal Service team. 

In 1998, Armstrong began to regain his pre-treatment form, winning the
Tour of Luxembourg and finishing fourth in the Tour of Holland and Tour
of Spain. It was not until the Tour de France in 1999 that he made an
indelible impression upon the world, however, beginning the race with a
stage victory and winning the race by a comfortable margin. In so doing,
Armstrong became a leader not only of his team, but also of all cancer
sufferers everywhere; he emerged as a symbol of hope. Proving it was not
fluke, Armstrong returned the following year to defeat the 1997 Tour
winner, Jan Ullrich, and the 1998 winner, Marco Pantani, who were both
absent in 1999. He has subsequently won the coveted race an additional
four times. 

Today, Armstrong considers cancer the best thing that ever happened to
him: a rare opportunity to fully appreciate the gift of life, family, and
friends. He has not been shy about assuming a leadership role either, as
the spokesperson for the Lance Armstrong Foundation, which is working
toward increased awareness of cancer, early detection, and survivorship.
Notwithstanding what might be described as the best comeback in sport,
Armstrong has become the archetypal leader, far more than an athlete,
and a beacon to cancer victims sick with chemotherapy and despair. It is
a leadership role that Armstrong fulfills with an uncommon passion,
attributing the development of his leadership character and skills to the
combined tempering of time on the lonely black tar and a stay beneath
clinical, white sheets. In the words of journalist Rick Reilly: “People
don’t want autographs. They want to touch him because to them he’s a
hope machine.” 
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I didn’t just jump back on the bike and win.There were a lot of ups and
downs, good results and bad results, but this time I didn’t let the lows get

to me. (Lance Armstrong, professional cyclist and Tour de France winner)
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CHAPTER 9

Conclusion: Leadership in Sport
None of us is as smart as all of us. (JAPANESE PROVERB)

This chapter provides a conclusion to this book by reminding the reader
about the key attributes of sport that offer leadership lessons, emphasizing
vision, emergence, preparation, relationships, personal development,
sustainability, knowledge cultivation, measurement and evaluation,
passion, and a goal focus. These ten attributes of sport have formed the
glue for this book. We have used them in various forms and weightings in
every chapter. Here, we return to them as a way of summarizing the lessons
for business that a sport perspective can stimulate. We also remind the
reader how these attributes have shed new light on some of the pivotal
aspects of leadership activity discussed in the preceding chapters,
including the leadership function, relationships with followers, leading
teams, coaching and mentoring, spiritual dimensions, marketing leaders,
and leadership development for the future. 

We have argued that sport offers a unique metaphor for critically exam-
ining leadership in business. Starting with the need for comfort with the
unpredictable nature of sport, to the importance of preparation and training
and the key roles that those at the coal face perform, the best of sport can
be found in the tension between chaos and control where a coaching
approach offers new ways of thinking about followers. 

In Chapter 2, we began with an examination of the key activities that
leaders undertake. Instead of the conventional inventory, we observed that
the opportunity sport thinking provides comes in revealing what should be
core to a business. Although many sport organizations do pursue commer-
cial revenue streams, they rarely get confused about the real issue, which is
winning. Conversely, while business leaders may well be unambiguous in



their goal of increased profitability, a better understanding of the activities
core to their business is advantageous. We discussed many examples in the
chapter. This is effectively a reminder of the importance of distinguishing
between a means to an end and the end itself. We argued that the capacity of
a business leader to do this is pivotal to their effectiveness as a change agent. 

The ability of business leaders to bring about change depends greatly on
the relationships they forge with members of their team. In Chapter 3, we
used the sport perspective to consider the roles of the followers in the lead-
ership equation. From sport we highlighted the importance of the commit-
ment of followers to the success of a leader. In fact, the ability of a leader
to cultivate deep feelings of emotional loyalty may be the distinguishing
feature of successful leaders, the benchmark for which is found in sport. In
order to achieve this, we discussed the relevance of the perceptions of
personality, charisma, and tribal allegiances. 

From this platform of followership and tribalism, we ventured into the
significance of team leadership in Chapter 4. We used sport thinking to
reinforce several aspects of team leadership and carefully examined the
nature of great sporting teams, finding that there are several key business
lessons, including how to approach membership, the awareness that team
composition is more important than individual talent, the role of estab-
lishing a sense of belonging as the currency of meaning and as a catalyst
for action, the importance of structure and specified roles, and the power
of ritualization for reinforcing behavior and belonging. 

To bolster the development of teams in Chapter 5, we turned to some
aspects of leadership that are unique to sport, and that are gaining more
prominence in the business world, namely, coaching and mentoring. We
have argued that business leaders can benefit from understanding the
coaching and mentoring function central to sport. Relationships are at the
core. Our main premise has been that the best sport coaches in the world
have made relationships with their players a priority part of their leader-
ship approaches. We proposed three business leadership lessons that come
from this coaching angle. 

In the first instance, business leaders can behave as mentors for selected
members of their team. Although limited in the breadth of impact, the
intensity of the mentoring experience can yield significant results for its
recipient. Next, leaders can play their role as a kind of coach – spotting,
developing, nurturing, and encouraging talent to emerge. The final lesson
for business leaders that we highlighted can be found in the strange posi-
tion that sport coaches can find themselves in, caught between the hier-
archy of the management team who tend to be eager to hire and fire
coaches as a solution to performance problems, and the athletes them-
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selves who tend to be sensitive and demanding. The cases we explained
revealed that some tremendously successful sport coaches have shown
their talents in managing these two divergent and sometimes contradictory
forces. In many ways, we viewed the successful sport coach as the epitome
of middle hierarchy leadership in business. They are capable of finding the
harmony between the tension of short-term operational performance (the
“win now” push of management) and long-term strategic demands (the
development “pull” of athletes). We argued that Chapter 5 is closely
related to Chapter 4, and that its lessons should be considered in light of
the leadership of teams. In addition, Chapter 5 also related strongly to the
personal development pressures of sport. This led us to discuss the impor-
tance of the spiritual and emotional dimensions of leadership in Chapter 6. 

Chapter 6 explored the importance of personal development in the rise
and prominence of leaders. It considered the psychological mechanisms
associated with the emotional or “spiritual” journey that leaders have to
undergo in order to create a personal maturity needed to handle the
intense scrutiny and challenges that come along with leadership. Our
contention was that sport provides an inbuilt personal development
process, complete with the sort of confronting performance feedback
that is unusual in the business world. When this self-regulatory system is
in full swing, then the flow state can come about, where leaders experi-
ence the focus that can occur in rare moments on the sporting field of
play. Because sport performance is so personal, and defeat is so
emotional, successful sport performers have an opportunity to experi-
ence a level of personal growth in a contained and accelerated micro-
cosm of life. 

The lesson for business leaders can be found in the flexibility that sport
leaders have acquired as a result of the vagaries of their “workplace”. They
are less encumbered by conventional approaches and can more readily
accept novel solutions to problems. Perhaps the most important lesson that
comes from sport for business leaders is about leading through pressure.
Sport has long been assumed to be character building because of this very
characteristic. The fact remains that it is impossible to become a successful
sport performer without the capacity to come to terms with pressure and
failure. This, in turn, provides sport leaders with a kind of emotional condi-
tioning that any business leader would do well to possess. We have argued
that thinking like a sport leader is advantageous because it tends to correct
overconservatism. Business requires risk taking, performance under pres-
sure, and even regular failure. The leader with enough personal strength to
accommodate the emotional rollercoaster will be the most successful. Part
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of the winning formula is to know what to reveal and what not to, and when
selling a leader is as important as the leadership itself. 

Perception plays a pivotal role in the psychology of high-performance
sport. Consider the youngest ever heavyweight boxing champion Mike
Tyson. In his heyday, between 1986 and 1990, he literally terrorized the
heavyweight division, as much a force in the minds of his opponents as in
the ring. Then, at the peak of his career in 1990, with 37 professional wins
and no losses, Tyson was knocked out by Buster Douglas, a 42–1
underdog. At this, Tyson’s perception as an invincible was lost; after all if
a rank outsider could knock him down, perhaps others could as well. After
a spell in prison, Tyson returned with the same ferocity to begin to rebuild
his image, at one point in a post-fight press conference stating of his next
opponent: “I want your heart. I want to eat his children.” Perhaps, unlike
Muhammad Ali, Tyson was not in control of his own image, but as a
leader in the boxing ring, he certainly was the beneficiary of some advan-
tageous marketing. 

Our argument in Chapter 7 was that the success of leaders is not always
exclusively based on their actual performances. Much of what leaders do
is unobserved. As a result, it is what leaders are observed to do that makes
their reputation. We discussed the importance of transformational leader-
ship and the perception of charisma in communications made by a leader.
Business leaders can gain from utilizing the marketing techniques
employed by some of sport’s most high-profile performers who wield
perception and imagery as key parts of their leadership arsenal. Selling it
like Beckham is the key lesson. 

In Chapter 8, we examined the future of work, sport, and society in order
to better understand the essential aspects of leadership in the future. We
concluded that sport thinking is essential to help business leaders feel
comfortable with uncertainty, which appears more likely in the future. With
the right underlying management approach – one that appreciates the
lessons from sport – there is greater room for novel developments and the
emergence of leadership throughout an organization. We also showed how
the sport metaphor emphasizes the importance of preparation and training
in transforming solid business leadership into performance. 

These were the business leadership lessons from sport that we specified
in Chapters 1–8. However, now we would like to return to the key themes
that underpinned all the chapters; the glue that has held the book together.
In other words, there are some aspects of sport that have a universal
application to business leadership, whether considered in light of the
leadership function, followers, teamwork, coaching and mentoring, spiri-
tual and psychological dimensions, marketing, or the development of
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leaders for the future. In Chapter 1 we specified ten dimensions or char-
acteristics of sport that we considered relevant to business leadership. We
subsequently applied them to a range of business leadership aspects and
situations, each of which represented chapters. It is now appropriate to
return to these ten original dimensions and their inherent business leader-
ship lessons, having provided our interpretations of them in each chapter,
so that the reader might apply them to their own circumstances. We
provide the following section as a reminder of the ten characteristics and
their chief, but general, lessons. 

Business Leadership – Ten Lessons from Sport

1. Vision:On the Edge of Chaos 

Two boxers slug it out in the ring. Punches fly, some are parried, others
ducked or slipped and a few hit without serious damage. Then, during
another flurry, one punch suddenly connects with enough force to knock
out its unlucky recipient. The match is over, and spectators can only
contemplate what might have occurred if only …

The first characteristic we have drawn from sport concerns its inbuilt
chaos and unpredictability. Since sport is one of the most changeable prod-
ucts in the world, sport leaders have to be capable of navigating the turbu-
lence and constant crises that occur. Business leaders can learn from this
comfort with uncertainty. Business leaders can improve their perfor-
mances by learning to surf the edge of chaos in the same way that sport
leaders do. It is in the dynamic tension between chaos and order that orig-
inal solutions to problems can arise. Some of the most exhilarating
moments in sport have occurred in the transition between chaos and
stability, where seamless and spontaneous streams of play can emerge at
any point, executed with more precision than if it had been scripted. The
winner in sport is the athlete or team capable of transforming chaos into
opportunity. Consequently, to follow the metaphor, the best business
leaders can see beyond the indecision that accompanies disorder and
uncertainty, envision the goal, and create opportunities to bring it to

Having read our interpretations in the preceding chapters, the reader can
now consider how the ten original business leadership lessons from sport
apply to their own specific circumstances.
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fruition. The lesson for business leaders is in determining the vision and
understanding that chaos is normal and cannot be escaped. The best course
of action is to accept it and forge a vision, allowing enough flexibility for
tactical change at a moment’s notice. 

Sir Clive Woodward, former England rugby union coach and leader of
the 2003 World Cup winning squad, is a great example of a sport leader
who saw through the grey zone and envisioned what could be achieved.
For Woodward, getting through the ups and downs of the English rugby
performances necessitated treating the leadership of the team like a profes-
sional business. Hardly hailed as a visionary, Woodward was considered
something of a crank by the media when he declared that he would make
the team the best in the world. 

One of Woodward’s most noticeable leadership strengths could be
found in his ability to hold his vision steady throughout the turmoil of
tournament success and failure. One way in which he was able to lead
through the uncertainty was to devise general rules that could be followed
when there were no other cues available; when in doubt it was always
possible to revert to a couple of key rules and principles that could be
assured would lead in the right direction. For example, Woodward was
aware that in the turbulence of the sporting environment, small but essen-
tial details could be overlooked. By treating the team as a business to be
led, Woodward was able to deal systematically with the scores of details
that eventuated, knowing that in totality they represented the difference
between success and failure. Similarly, Woodward believed that success
demanded a different approach. As a result, another basic rule was the
encouragement of thinking differently about the game and training in
order to develop innovative and lateral approaches. 

Woodward’s example is noteworthy for many reasons, but for us the
most interesting aspect of his approach is that it blends the characteristics
of business leadership with sport thinking. In this sense, Woodward’s lead-
ership is an exemplar of exactly our point in writing this book. He has
taken the lessons of sport to the leadership of a team, and he rightly
observed that it really did not matter what kind of team it was, as the lead-
ership philosophy behind it is completely transferable. It is no wonder that
Woodward is confident enough to imply that he could take the helm of any
top sport team. Woodward’s vision-dominated leadership approach
provides him with the direction to overlook the vagaries of coaching life
that can reduce a prince to a pauper almost in a single season. The leader-
ship lesson for business is clear: sport thinking allows the leader to see
beyond the minutiae of operational activities and focus on the vision just
over the horizon, visible at first only in the mind of the leader, through a
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field obscured by a distracting range of choices. The leader who is
comfortable with the uncertainty of this environment, however, knows
what he or she is looking for and remains ready to pounce on any opportu-
nity that will help to realize the vision. 

2. Emergence:Bottom to the Top

One of the great delights of sport is that when it comes to performance,
it is difficult to defeat genuine talent. It bubbles to the top, as often as not
defying expectations and the predictions of scouts and commentators.
The precise formula determining the composition of physical prowess,
skill, psychological disposition, and coaching that yields a star remains
uncertain, always subservient to an unforeseeable X factor. As we noted
in the first point, at the edge of chaos, where great sport is performed,
there is always the possibility of an emergent force, driving from the
bottom up irrespective of how much they get paid or whether anyone
knows their name. 

Sport epitomizes the potential for emergent leadership; leadership
emanating from the bottom up rather than just the top down. For several
decades it has been fashionable in business literature to talk about the
importance of workers or employees at the coal face. Their importance,
we are told, is unquestioned because it is they who manufacture the prod-
ucts or serve the customers from which the organization generates its
revenue. However, while times have changed, there is no foreseeable
future in which these employees can expect to be remunerated at a level
relative to those who deliver the product in professional sport. The sports
industry, like some pockets of the entertainment industry, is among the
few where those delivering the key services are considered the most
important individuals in the organization, and are compensated accord-
ingly. With sport thinking, business leaders can benefit from a renewed
awareness of the potential for leadership to emerge from unexpected loca-
tions in the hierarchy. Part of the lesson here is in recognizing that the
conditions have to be right for emergence to occur. Leaders capable of

High-performance sport exists in the tension between chaos and order; a
“chaordic” grey zone from which anything can emerge at the confluence of
an unpredictable interaction between changeable variables. Sport leaders
capable of seeing beyond the grey “chaordic” zone are the ones who can
make great things happen.
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providing suitable conditions will find key team members in unexpected
places. In more conventional organizations, emergent leaders will not be
found until some catalytic event forces them under the spotlight. 

One such incident we highlighted was caused by the air disaster on 6
February 1958, in which the core of Manchester United’s team was lost.
Despite the 24 deaths, one of the survivors was 20-year-old forward
Bobby Charlton, to whom the on-field leadership of the team fell.
Charlton was thrust into a leadership role well before he could have
reasonably expected. However, he proved a tremendous leader and earned
himself a place on the England team, and took Manchester United’s
under-experienced side to the final of the FA Cup. Charlton ultimately
won 106 England caps and was awarded both European and Football
Association Player of the Year honors. 

Business, like sport, can experience its own crises that give rise to unex-
pected sources of leadership. We would hardly advocate the deliberate
instigation of such crises, even if they do provide the inspiration for a new
level of leaders to emerge. On the other hand, understanding that leader-
ship resides in people at all levels within an organization is a powerful
awareness if it is translated into action. This means that leaders have to be
prepared to facilitate the access of individuals to the top with new sources
of innovation and thinking, and once there, they must be given a voice in
its implementation. A leader might even, for example, organize mentoring
or other programs to help tease out this talent. This does not necessarily
compromise hierarchy, but it does assume that leadership is as important at
the coal face or middle management as it is at the top of an organization,
as sport reminds us. 

Sport also suggests that emergent leadership may be the outcome of the
interaction of a group, rather than the exclusive result of an individual’s
efforts. This kind of emergent leadership is also sometimes referred to as
distributed leadership,1 and, as we said in Chapter 5, is the outcome of a
collective set of simultaneous activity instead of cumulative action. The
clear lesson for business leaders here is that new forms of leadership can
be discovered from the bottom up when the conditions of work encourage
collective contributions and not just directive control from the top down.
In other words, as on the sporting field of play, the power ultimately
should be in the hands of the players. This lesson implies that business
leaders would be wise to consider opening up the boundaries of leader-
ship, recognizing that there are inevitably a variety of skills and expertise
ranges covered by different team members and at different levels of the
hierarchy. The more leadership decisions at the operational level are made
by experts the better. 
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3. Preparation:Perform as you Practice

Trial and error is not enough to make it to the top in sport. Only dedicated
training and preparation can transform natural talent into elite success. In
some sports the ratio between training and performance is extraordinarily
high. Consider, for example, the 100 meters sprinter for whom any given
10 or 11 second performance is supported by thousands of hours on the
track and in the gym. Or, what about the gymnast for whom a 60 second
Olympics routine has been preceded by four years of training, six hours a
day, six days a week. It may not be practical for business leaders to engage
in such time-consuming preparation, but the sport thinking approach does
stress the value of training as an avenue for the development of quality
performance. As every coach knows, you can only expect an athlete or
team to perform as well as they have practiced. Sport thinking encourages
business leaders to think more consistently about training as a normal part
of business activity. 

Arguably more than any other type of athlete, bodybuilders win or lose
depending on the quality of their preparation. Notwithstanding their
inherent genetic advantages and the impressiveness of their posing routine,
the whole of a bodybuilders’ on-stage performance is determined before-
hand in the gym and the kitchen. With this in mind, the career of Arnold
Schwarzenegger as an athlete, actor, and politician is illustrative of a
leader who, time after time, was reminded of the importance of prepara-
tion. From Schwarzenegger’s life several leadership lessons drawn from
sport thinking are apparent. 

Threaded throughout Schwarzenegger’s bodybuilding career was the
apparent awareness that part of the training and preparation cycle is
change. Not only was Schwarzenegger aware of the latest training tech-
niques, he constantly sought new advantages that he could wield against
his opponents, including a better understanding of the psychology of
competition and even the nuances of dance as they applied to his posing
routines. Where success can urge some athletes to believe that they have

Spontaneous forms of emergent leadership can be encouraged by changing
modes of decision making to embrace its potential.This is achieved by
increasing the autonomy of teams, changing organizational structures to
reduce unnecessary controls, supporting examples of informal and
unexpected leadership, and providing opportunities for collective
contributions to strategy.
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hit upon the magic formula, Schwarzenegger’s career is peppered with
examples of careful analysis. His reputation as a competitor may indeed
have been associated with arrogance, but his actions were of humility
before the training altar. 

Schwarzenegger recognized that his training and nutritional regime
were the only things keeping him ahead of his competitors. Given his
extraordinary competitive record, including a six-year period of apparent
invincibility, Schwarzenegger was clearly capable of taking the extra step
in preparation. Focused, aggressive, and hungry, Schwarzenegger’s body-
building career also shows a streak of ruthlessness that is a hallmark of
successful athletes. 

4. Teamwork:The Synergy of Success

Throughout this book there are examples of leadership success built upon
relationships. Indeed, we devoted Chapters 4 and 5, to this fundamental
lesson from sport. Even in individual sports, athletes remain the product of
a team effort. However, it is in the performance of teams that the sport
metaphor is so patently useful. Sport leaders must be fully aware of the
importance of the relationships between team members as well as their own
relationships with subordinates. The advantage of looking at the role of
relationships from a sport viewpoint is that their fluid nature can become
more transparent than they are in business. In businesses where leadership
roles do not tend to vary, sport might serve as a reminder of the advantages
of fluid relationships where a team operates best with diverse pockets of
leadership depending on the situation. The obvious lesson from sport
revolves around the power of synergy. As we have noted, teams constructed
of the best individuals, while impressive on paper, will not necessarily
outperform a synergetic team. In the same way that the best tennis doubles
players will defeat a team comprising the number one and two ranked indi-
vidual players in the world, a team that has become more than the sum of
its parts is more dangerous than one full of individual stars. 

Implicit in this book is the view that training must precede performance.
Leaders cannot expect their team or organization to perform at a high
level without carefully planned preparation. Nor can leaders expect their
team to remain at the top without an ongoing preparedness to innovate,
along with a redoubled commitment to training and practice, as well as a
genuine hunger for success.
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From 1999 to 2005 (and perhaps beyond), the Australian cricket team
has embodied the characteristics of a team whose leaders understand the
effects of synergy. Up until 2004, the team was captained by Stephen
Waugh, and since then has continued to perform as the best cricket side in
the world with an historic test series victory in India, under the leadership
of Ricky Ponting. From October 1999 to March 2001, the team rewrote
the record books, with 16 consecutive test match victories. During
Waugh’s captaincy, the team also secured two World Cups. 

Waugh’s vast legacy as a leader of the Australian cricket team was a
strongly bonded core group of players, who considered themselves
accountable not only to themselves and their country, but also to their
colleagues in the dressing room. There is also evidence that Waugh’s
captaincy emphasized a fluid leadership contribution. For example,
every member of the team was a match winner in various circumstances.
Each was nurtured and developed so that, when under pressure, at least
one player would perform at their best. All were expected to make a
contribution to match strategy discussions. As a defining trait, Waugh’s
leadership was distinguished when the team was underperforming. It
was his capacity to change the fortunes of a match that demonstrate a
leadership approach that makes the best use of the synergistic potential
of strong relationships. 

5. Personal Development:Leadership from the Inside Out

The brevity of professional sporting careers offers athletes a lifetime of
opportunities for personal development compressed into little more than
15 years, or sometimes more, for the best, but less than three years, on
average. It is for this reason that it is not uncommon for individuals in
their early twenties to be considered seasoned veterans and team leaders.
Where in the business world personal success is sometimes ambiguous

Sport thinking can draw attention to the importance of coaching,
mentoring, teamwork, collaboration, and communication while reinforcing
malleable ideas about leadership positions. Business leaders need to be
aware that synergistic teams comprise individuals who are best suited to
the roles they are playing. Like “race seating” in rowing, where individuals
are replaced one at a time during training, there are sometimes synergistic
effects that make the team perform better with a new addition who, in
theory, should not bring an improvement. Synergy in teams means
performing better than the sum of the parts would predict.
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and generally that knowledge is confined to a handful of people, it is
impossible for high-performance athletes to avoid confrontation with
failure, often in a public forum. Imagine that every decision you took from
behind your desk were on public display, the fodder for discussions
ranging from the back page of the paper to the pub. For elite sportspersons
this is a daily reality. Indeed, since many sportspeople are relatively
young, they are forced to endure immense pressure, and are expected to
improve with every performance. While many athletes are unable to face
the pressures of the spotlight, those who endure benefit from an acceler-
ated exposure to the vagaries of life. 

In short, although some champion sporting performers show immatu-
rity in parts of their life and in some dealings with the media, they have
nevertheless developed psychological robustness on the field of play.
Clearly, personal development is relative to the manner in which it is
cultivated. We have not followed the traditional argument that sport
builds character. However, it is clear to us that high performers have
undergone some personal development that is critical to their success as
leaders in sport. Equally, we contend that the sport metaphor reminds 
us that business leaders are also the product of their personal develop-
ment, the relevant portion of which needs to be cultivated from experi-
ence in business. 

One case that illustrates a degree of personal development is that of
former Arizona State University and Arizona Cardinals linebacker, Pat
Tillman. Although he was a star at college, Tillman was selected in the
NFL draft as 226th pick for the Cardinals. Within five months, Tillman
had become the team’s starting safety, and in season 2000 had set a club
record for tackles, in turn attracting a lucrative $US9 million offer from
the St. Louis Rams. Not only did Tillman decline this offer, he also
turned down a three-year, $US3.6 million contract with the Arizona
Cardinals in order to enlist in the army with his brother Kevin. It was
their response to the September 11 terrorist attacks. They felt as though
their country was under threat and it was their responsibility to respond
by putting themselves on the line. Kevin and Pat Tillman completed
basic, individual, parachute and ranger indoctrination training and were
assigned to the Second Battalion of the 75th Ranger Regiment, the US
army’s premier light infantry unit, and were subsequently deployed to
Iraq and Afghanistan. Sadly, Pat Tillman was killed during a fire fight in
the mountains of Afghanistan bordering Pakistan while searching for al-
Qaeda and Taliban leaders. As team leader, Tillman provided covering
fire against the enemy position, an action for which he was posthu-
mously awarded the Silver Star. Subsequent reports have suggested that
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Tillman was killed by friendly fire, but this possibility does not diminish
his decision to sacrifice fame, fortune and, ultimately, life, for the
service of his country. 

While the tragedy of Tillman’s death is difficult to overlook, his deci-
sions were indicative of a man with a strong sense of duty and obligation.
Whether sport developed this personal strength and loyalty, or just brought
it to the surface, we will never know, but for the business leader, Tillman is
more than an inspiration. Whether we agree with Tillman’s values is
another matter, but it is hard not to admire the conviction that drove his
loyalty to the Cardinals and his country. Whatever might be thought about
Tillman, there can be little doubt that to have a leader with clear values
and demonstrable loyalty is advantageous.

6. Sustainability:Keeping the Form

Of all the measures of sporting success, staying at the top is the most
respected. Setting a world record or winning an annual title, for example,
may be much admired, but it is another thing altogether to emulate the
longevity of a Sergei Bubka or Arnold Palmer. The competitive nature of
sport means that winning even consecutive titles is a magnificent feat.
Increasingly, business is subject to the same sort of competitive pressures
common in elite sport. With the deepening of the global economy and pace
of technological innovation, the opportunity for businesses to hold market
leadership by default is diminishing. This fact is well illustrated by Peters
and Waterman’s famous 1982 management guide, In Search of Excel-
lence,2 wherein they profiled 43 of the best performing companies in order
to determine their common characteristics. This they did, but many of
those companies were faltering within a few years, and some went out of
business altogether. Sport thinking encourages an awareness of competi-
tion and the need for sustainable performance, the achievement of which
demands a long-term philosophy toward strategy and leadership. 

Business leaders can draw from the sport the reminder that their capacity
is measured in part by their followers on the values expressed and
supported in action. Conviction and loyalty are paramount.Actions are
always more powerful than words. Business leaders need to be unafraid to
take positions on major issues.They need to be aware that they and 
their subordinates are always going to be developed in the forge of
personal development.
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Few champion athletes can legitimately claim to have been great
coaches as well. Dan Gable, US amateur wrestling athlete and coach,
enjoys rarefied status as both a legendary wrestler and coach, renowned
for an extraordinary focus that held for over two decades. With the excep-
tion of one match, Gable was undefeated throughout his high school and
college wrestling career, culminating in several national titles as well as an
Olympic gold medal. Remarkable though it was, Gable’s performance as a
wrestler was exceeded by his success as a coach. Over 21 years as the
coach of the University of Iowa, Gable achieved an unprecedented 93
percent win record, coaching 78 national champions, 152 all-Americans
and four Olympic gold medallists. 

One of the striking features of Gable’s long career is his claim to have
missed no more than one practice in 25 years. This impressive claim is a
reflection of Gable’s long-term view of performance. Prepared to set clear
priorities, Gable was able to maintain his success through the assumption
that all activity had to revolve around performance not just for the next
season, but for the next ten seasons. 

7. Knowledge: Innovation as a Competitive Advantage

In a business world full of jargon and fads, the concept of knowledge
management has been one of the last decade’s silver bullets. From a
strategic perspective, knowledge management is about making sure that
the organization is able to capitalize on what it has learnt, as well as
putting aside what are no longer the best ways of doing things. It is about
making sure that the right things are being done in an organization.
Sometimes whether this is the case can be ambiguous in business; there
is always a lag between performance and the measures that express it.
This feedback is less troublesome in sport, however, which in turn helps
sport leaders to reflect on the appropriateness of their preparations and
innovate as a result. Thus, the ability to innovate always returns to
knowledge. Indeed, sport leaders are typically obsessed with knowledge
and innovation in trying to find new competitive advantages over the
competition. This tends to include nutritional supplements, novel
training methods, and even drugs. For the business leader, this commit-

Sustainability at the top of sport performance demands a long-term view 
of strategy. Business leaders need to set priorities that reflect a strategic
intention to perform in the long term as well as in the immediate future.
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ment to developing new knowledge as a competitive advantage is a
useful benchmark. 

As a benchmark in sport it is difficult to go past the performances of the
Ferrari Formula One team. Their success is all the more impressive in a
sport that relies heavily on the knowledge of its 800-strong team to remain
at the forefront of innovation, where to do something genuinely new is
comparable to the development of new technologies at NASA. The 2004
season brought even more records for the Ferrari team. The season
included 15 wins from 18 races, its sixth constructor’s championship and
lead driver Michael Schumacher’s fifth successive driver’s title. In
Formula One, these achievements are evidence of the best team in the
sport’s history, and arguably the best sporting team of all time. 

Why can Ferrari dominate in a sport that changes significantly in tech-
nology and rules every year? All signs should suggest an increasing parity
rather than a domination of one team over the rest. From their commitment
to invest in the best driver in the world, to the design and engineering
advantages orchestrated by Jean Todt, Ross Brawn, and Rory Byrne,
Ferrari is the master of knowledge management. In a competitive arena
that rewards innovation and punishes complacency, the Ferrari Formula
One team is permeated with leaders at all levels who constantly push to
develop new ways of doing things. 

8. Measurement:Leading by the Numbers

Performance measurement in business has long been accepted as a
conventional practice. However, the benchmark for performance
measurement set by sport is well beyond that of the business world. In
fact, no other activity in the world is subject to such intense measure-
ment and scrutiny as sporting performance. Just about every aspect of
performance in professional sport is measured in some statistical way,
and those that cannot be measured with numbers are videotaped,
discussed and assessed in more subjective terms. There is no escape
from evaluation in sport. It is an obsession that may benefit business
leaders to embrace further. Business activity is full of distractions from
those operations that are core to the business. A renewed commitment to

Sport emphasizes the importance of a commitment to knowledge
development and management. Business leaders can profit from an
innovation perspective as a vehicle for stimulating competitive advantage.
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performance measurement is in the interest of business leaders if for no
other reason than to ensure that the right things are being measured in
the first place.

There are times when the true measurement of performance requires
unusual action. After winning more that 50 LPGA titles, golfer Annika
Sorenstam determined that it was time to measure herself against a new
benchmark. In 2003, she competed in the Colonial PGA tournament
against some of the best male players in the world. Although hampered by
nerves and excessive media attention, Sorenstam showed herself to be an
outstanding golfer. When asked after the event what she had achieved,
Sorenstam commented that she had come to the tournament to test herself.
As an athlete dedicated to her ongoing self-improvement, Sorenstam was
prepared to face intense scrutiny just to gain an objective measurement of
her game. 

Sorenstam exemplifies many admirable qualities, as do most champion
sportspeople. Amongst these, it must be acknowledged that her tenacious
preparedness to test and measure her performances is one of the most
impressive. Perhaps few business leaders would voluntarily place them-
selves, their organization or team in a situation of such vulnerability, with
the simple objective of putting their competencies in perspective. 

9. Passion:Connecting with the Leadership Source 

There can be little doubt that sport arouses an emotional intensity with
which there are few parallels in the world of business. The symbolism of
sport seems to transgress the rational borders of the mind, generating a
kind of deep psychological bond that few brands could ever dream of
acquiring. Even some of the most prominent brand names in the world,
which already enjoy tremendous product loyalty, like Coca-Cola and
Sony, regularly align themselves with sport to enhance their image. The
passion of sport does not end with the sport itself or even a club and its
heroes. As Coca-Cola understands, sport entangles other relationships,
enhancing experiences with family, friends, and other fans. As a result,

Although business has embraced performance management as a
fundamental aspect of leadership, the comprehensive approach to
measurement demonstrated in professional sport offers a reminder to
business leaders of the depth and frequency with which a performance can
be assessed.This can extend to all parts of leadership and the organization.
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one of the more powerful lessons from sport can be found in the way it
operates as a stimulator of emotional attachment. It is principally
concerned with the attachments that permeate commercial benefits. While
professional athletes may well treat their training and performances as a
job, in the sense that it requires a complete and systematic commitment,
they nevertheless see it as far more than merely a job. As Martina
Navratilova once commented in an interview when asked about her
involvement in tennis, she replied that she was not just involved, but was
committed to tennis. 

Of sportspeople who have generated and exuded passion, American
cyclist Lance Armstrong stands out from the crowd. The record six-time
winner of the pre-eminent cycling event in the world, the Tour de France,
Armstrong might be considered lucky to be on a bike at all, if not lucky to
be alive, after a cancer diagnosis in 1996 that gave him even odds of
survival. Struck down with testicular cancer, which had migrated to his
lungs and brain, Armstrong’s career as a cyclist seemed certainly over.
After surgery and an aggressive chemotherapy regime, Armstrong slowly
improved and pulled himself back on a bike within months. He even
established a cancer foundation that has since offered hope and inspira-
tion to thousands of sufferers. Armstrong’s greatest legacy to the founda-
tion was his form on the bike, however. He won the Tour de France in
1999, and has not been defeated in the tour since. The rare passion that
Armstrong holds for his sport and the passion he evokes in those who
have followed his career are a result of the adversity that he has faced.
Armstrong says his uncommon passion was forged by pain: on the bike
and in the hospital bed. 

10. Focus:Pursuing the Right Goals

The competitive nature of elite sport demands focus; either the right goals
are being pursued or performance is compromised. As any athlete in the
public eye can attest, there is never any shortage of advice on how to
improve their game. While some of it may come from legitimate sources,

For the business leader, the connection that sport elicits in fans, players, and
support staff is a benchmark of commitment, loyalty, and inspiration.The
ability of business leaders to cultivate even a comparatively small sense of
passion in individuals for their team, organization, or product is a powerful
ability indeed.
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and some of it might be sound advice, there is a great danger in acting on it.
Athletes need to have the clarity and focus to avoid getting distracted by
other possibilities, advice, and ideas. High performance can only be real-
ized when an athlete takes a single-minded approach and can build a
momentum toward a singular ambition. Seeking a number of simultaneous
goals presents a danger of achieving none of them. Equally, in business,
there are always more opportunities than resources will allow to be
pursued. It is the leader’s responsibility to ensure that the right goals are
focused upon.

We could draw on any of the sport leaders highlighted in this book to
reinforce this lesson. Indeed, there can scarcely be any theme in this book
that cannot be illustrated by Michael Jordan, his six NBA championships,
five NBA Most Valuable Player awards, Olympic gold medal in the orig-
inal dream team and 13 All Star games, demonstrating a focus that is all
the more impressive considering the immense media scrutiny he had to
endure. Alternatively, consider Ric Charlesworth, one of the most
successful coaches in Australian sporting history. Charlesworth’s ability to
focus his team on the right goals was legendary, taking them to double
Olympic gold. Others like Olympic athletics gold medallist Jackie Joyner-
Kersee personify goal setting, having shown her focus as a child while
leaping into a home-made sandpit near her home. Finally, Japanese sumo
wrestling champion, or yokozuna, Masuru Hanada showed enormous fixity
of purpose when pursuing the unthinkable goal of playing NFL football at
the conclusion of his sumo career. He would have made it, but was giving
away a substantial degree of youth and experience in the game. However,
none questioned his tenacity or focus. 

One Final Comment 

We have tried to avoid cliché where possible, but the use of sport as a
metaphor can lead to overused slogans and catchphrases. Allow us the
indulgence of concluding with one: Leaders are doers. 

Sport thinking for business leaders encourages clarity of focus on core
business issues and meeting core business goals without distraction.As
much as anything, leadership in business can be defined by the responsibility
leaders hold for determining how scarce resources can be deployed toward
a consistent and focused goal.
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3 T. Roosevelt (April 23, 1910), “Citizenship in a Republic”, speech at the Sorbonne, Paris.
Excerpt from The Works of Theodore Roosevelt – National Edition, H-Bar Enterprises CD rom.

It’s not the critic who counts, not the one who points out how the strong
man stumbled or how the doer of deeds might have done them better.

The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena; whose face is
marred with the sweat and dust and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs
and comes up short again and again; who knows the great enthusiasms, the

great devotions and spends himself in a worthy cause and who, at best
knows the triumph of high achievement and who at worst, if he fails, at
least fails while daring greatly so that his place shall never be with those

cold and timid souls who know neither victory nor defeat.
(Theodore Roosevelt, 26th president of the United States)3
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