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Tom Young is a Performance Psychologist (C.Psychol, HCPC) specialising in team dynamics and leadership. His academic study began at Lancaster University and continued at Liverpool John Moores University where he graduated from their globally recognised MSc programme in Sport Psychology.

Tom has worked with teams and individuals at the highest level of professional sport, providing psychological support to organisations and individuals from the worlds of rugby union, football, boxing, rallying, track and field, and golf.

Most recently he has been part of the coaching team to European and PGA Tour golfer Tommy Fleetwood and worked as a consultant to both the Belgian football team ahead of the World Cup in Russia, and the victorious European Ryder Cup team in Paris 2018.




Praise for The Making of a Leader

‘Although elite athletes understand the keys to excellence, you rarely have the chance to get inside their heads. You’re in luck: Tom Young has solved that problem. As a performance psychologist, he’s worked closely with some of the world’s best in both individual and team sports. In this fascinating book, he shares his rich experiences and his keen insights on the science – and the practice – of achieving and sustaining success’

— Adam Grant, New York Times bestselling author of Originals and Give and Take, and host of the chart-topping TED podcast WorkLife

‘A valuable addition to the high performance literature. Read it’

— James Kerr, bestselling author of Legacy

‘There is no such thing as a single “recipe for success” … yet this book shows that in the world of professional sport these proven and renowned leaders all have their own rules of strategy, which have brought continued success and recognition. Especially, of course, Sean Dyche of Burnley FC!’

— Alastair Campbell, bestselling author, strategist, communicator and lifelong fan of Burnley FC

‘I am always looking to learn from other sports and this book gives a unique insight into what it takes to navigate the challenges of high performance’

— Tommy Fleetwood, professional golfer

‘Full of important lessons that you learn as a leader in sport that are as applicable to business environments as they are to elite sports’

— Sir Bill Beaumont, chairman of World Rugby and former England and British & Irish Lions captain

‘A great insight into how leaders help shape and nurture high performance environments. Full of relevant lessons for any current or aspiring leader’

— Heather Knight OBE, captain of the England women’s cricket team

‘Sport, and especially golf, has so many elite, standout individual performers, but the key to building a winning team is understanding each individual within it. This book offers fascinating insight into man management and the attributes needed to be an effective leader, which is incredibly useful and relevant to me ahead of captaining the 2020 European Ryder Cup team’

— Pádraig Harrington, three-time Major champion and captain of the 2020 European Ryder Cup team

‘Drawing on rich narratives of proven leaders in elite sports like rugby, soccer and NFL, this engaging book steers clear of the jargon and the buzzwords to leave readers with compelling lessons for their own leadership at the end of every chapter. If you want to be a leader or become a better leader, man or woman, in sport or any other sector, this book is for you’

— Professor Andy Hargreaves, Professor Emeritus, Boston College and author of Uplifting Leadership

‘The Making of a Leader provides a unique insight into the inner workings of established leaders’ minds. Young draws common methods together while also allowing room for distinct individual approaches and opinions to come through … Well worth a read to gain useful leadership intel’

— Rebecca Symes, senior performance psychologist, The FA

‘Tales from the trenches. Engaging, insightful and above all authentic’

— Michael Calvin, award-winning sportswriter and Sunday Times bestselling author

‘Compelling, relevant and honest. A real account of what it takes to lead in team environments. I enjoyed reflecting on what was a brilliant part of my career at Burnley’

— Joey Barton, manager of Fleetwood Town FC

‘Grounded in academic research, The Making of a Leader gives an authentic view of leadership, as seen through the eyes of those who do it’

— Dr Martin Eubank, Liverpool John Moores University

‘A global account of what it takes to lead in elite sport: culture, relationships and resilience’

— Mike Forde, executive chairman, Sportsology, and former director of football operations, Chelsea FC

‘First-hand experience inside the minds of elite sportspeople makes Tom a compelling storyteller and speaker. It is his humility and ability to turn that experience into relevant and applicable learnings to workplace leadership, at all levels, that make him unique’

— Simon Potts, CEO, The Alchemist

‘The business world can take valuable lessons from top sporting organisations. This book pulls together the experiences of acclaimed sports coaches, and highlights strategies that are applicable across industry’

— Barry McNeill, CEO Sportsology, and former Group COO of Catapult Sports

‘To bring out the best in a player who will always put the team first takes a unique skillset. This book highlights how seven different leaders understand and develop their people to do just that’

— Andrew Trimble, CEO of Kairos, and former Ireland and Ulster rugby union player

‘I have been part of some special teams and this book gives an honest and authentic account of leadership at the highest level. Young writes with clarity and precision about what it takes to succeed as a leader’

— Isa Nacewa, former Leinster Rugby captain

‘Packed full of real-life experiences and strategies, a must-read for anyone who wants to improve their leadership skills’

— Blake Wooster, co-founder and CEO, 21st Club and 15th Club
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Foreword
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On 6 December 2016, I was honoured to be named as Europe’s Ryder Cup captain, and to lead the team in Paris in 2018. For the next two years I immersed myself in the role of a sporting ‘leader’, giving me some insight into the scrutiny and pressures that are inevitable with such a position.

I have been fortunate to have played on three winning Ryder Cup teams and served as vice-captain to four other captains. As a player, you can focus on your own personal performance and what you contribute to the team. As a vice-captain, you support the captain in whatever way you can. However, as captain, rightly or wrongly, everyone is looking at you. Every pairing or selection decision is debated in the global media and now on social media.

Sometimes the importance of the captain can be a little overplayed. I have said time and again that it is, after all, the players who go out to hit the shots and hole the putts, and compete for that historic trophy. But as captain you have the ultimate responsibility to those players, that team and to the people of Europe who love this great game. During my time as captain, I had some sleepless nights, my own game suffered, and I certainly felt that pressure and expectation.

The Ryder Cup is a unique sporting scenario. We bring twelve individuals, who compete against each other all year round, together as a team. Some players qualify automatically and others are picked as the captain’s ‘wild cards’. For one week every two years, these players form bonds and friendships that last a lifetime. They are not playing for money, but for something greater and more significant than their own individual gain.

Throughout my time as captain I looked to implement, in my own style, many of the ideas discussed in this book. My first priority was to be myself, to do the job to the best of my ability and in my own way. Players know if you are faking it.

European golf is full of stories, history and tradition. Most people will be familiar with the emotional impact that the magical and mercurial Seve Ballesteros has on our team, but I was also keen to connect the players to other past captains and players, to make them realise what they are part of. I don’t think they needed any more motivation than that.

I am wary about using the term ‘culture’, as I believe such a thing takes time to create. However, there may be an enduring culture within Team Europe, and I am fortunate to be the most recent custodian of that. What I can talk about is the feeling in that team room. Let me tell you, it was special. That atmosphere was not a result of a motivational speech or a picture on the wall. It was due to a group of phenomenal people who also happen to be very good at their jobs. That ‘group’, by the way, goes beyond the players and also includes the caddies, vice-captains, our families and the back-room staff.

Our team, like any other, was made up of different characters and personalities. I wanted to understand each individual and how to communicate with them in order to maximise their performance. At times, that meant adapting my own style. You can’t treat them all the same, simply because we are all unique as human beings.

I also got a taste of the public scrutiny that a sporting leader can encounter. The wild card picks. I had some tough phone calls to make to those that missed out, but my choices were made on both talent and character, and what I believed those four individuals would bring to the golf course and to the team room. They didn’t turn out too bad.

On 30 September 2018, we reclaimed the Ryder Cup. As golfers, we don’t get to experience that feeling of ‘team’ very often, so when we do it is undoubtedly special and we make sure we enjoy it, as you could tell from the celebrations. Now the dust has settled and, after a taste of leadership, I can pass the baton on to the next captain, Padraig Harrington.

The people in this book don’t do that. They lead teams every day under intense pressure, constantly responding to the successes and setbacks of elite sport and, for that reason, I have the utmost respect for them and their achievements, and even more appreciation for what we can learn from them.
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Thomas Bjørn

Professional golfer and Ryder Cup-Winning captain




Introduction
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I remember, as a newly qualified psychologist, walking into a state-of-the-art Premier League training facility to meet a high-profile manager. I was anxious, nervous and probably well out of my depth. This was football, the sport that I had been engrossed by as a youngster, and the sport I dreamed of playing, like many others, at the highest level. Now here I was, surrounded by people I had watched on television only a few years before.

This first brief foray into elite sport ultimately left me feeling unfulfilled. It was not what I expected, yet still I wanted more. The obsession with football and the acute awareness of being in the same room as some ‘big names’ quickly dissipated to be replaced with an intense fascination into what drives high-performance teams and cultures.

In my professional life I have since been privileged to witness first-hand critical moments within elite sport. Some of these are performances, played out in public for all to see: cup finals, triumphs against the odds, play-off successes, and spectacular victories after periods in the sporting wilderness. I have also been behind the scenes witnessing tension, arguments, preparation for major tournaments, team meetings, team talks, debriefs, jubilant celebrations and devastated silences. The highs and lows of sport in high definition.

I would love to say that this book is the result of a clear goal that I set myself, but that isn’t the case. Not even close. It is also not the result of a well-executed publishing masterplan; it has taken long enough to write! In fact, the project started out as an academic study with Liverpool John Moores University, exploring elite-level leadership in professional sport.

My initial objective was to complete a period of research which would contribute to a growing body of literature within psychology and perhaps help give me some more letters after my name. However, as the process continued, it became apparent that the rich data I had gathered would offer far more as a book aimed at all readers with an interest in leadership, in sport, in business or, perhaps, in all three areas.

AN OFFER OF INSIGHT

The Making of a Leader offers an insight into the leadership principles, beliefs and strategies applied by seven individuals operating and leading within a range of high-performance environments across the globe. Drawing on first-hand experiences at the highest level in rugby union, rugby league, football, cricket and American football, this book details the personal accounts and perceptions of best practice for leading and managing teams in elite sporting environments, and examines real-life responses to specific situations and challenges.

STRUCTURE

The sections of the book closely mirror the in-depth interviews that took place with each individual contributor. We start with an examination of their own journey and their leadership characteristics before exploring their specific approach to leadership in more detail, such as their beliefs, philosophies and methods. The next sections of the book focus on big-picture thinking, the development of a culture and, crucially, how that is balanced and often conflicts with the unavoidable need for short-term results. The subsequent chapters focus more on person management, emotional intelligence and how leaders navigate specific challenges. Finally, I finish each interview by asking for three bullet points for a ‘Leadership Masterclass’, aiming to summarise the approach of each contributor.

THE REALITY: HIGHS AND LOWS

This project has been more than four years in the making, owing mainly to the practicalities of interviewing leaders on a global scale and co-ordinating busy schedules. Pinning them down was by no means an easy task. To put this into context, the first interview with rugby union coach Stuart Lancaster took place before he led England into the 2015 Rugby World Cup and his final interview was conducted in the build-up to Leinster’s two cup final victories at the end of the 2018 season.

My initial interview with Roberto Martínez took place in 2016, when he was manager at Premier League club Everton. Our last conversation happened in the summer of 2018, following Belgium’s successful yet agonising World Cup campaign. Michael Maguire and Ashley Giles have also both changed roles during this period. Maguire was released by the South Sydney Rabbitohs and took up a dual role as national coach of New Zealand and head coach of the Wests Tigers, while Ashley Giles opted to leave Lancashire and return to former club Warwickshire as sporting director, before taking up the role as England’s director of cricket.

As Stuart and Roberto will attest, four years in elite sport is a long time, yet can also feel like no time at all. Such a period will require a coach or manager to face a range of scenarios and challenges – from euphoric highs to crushing defeats, enjoying the personal plaudits and confronting brutal and personal attacks. Across these experiences, an individual will need to deploy many different facets of leadership. In many respects, this is no different to any career – portfolio or traditional. Increasingly, our paths require a degree of flexibility and resilience to handle the inevitable ups and downs of modern life. You will find examples of this malleable approach throughout this book.

While their skill set and background may predominantly be as an effective coach, leaders will invariably find themselves utilising a multitude of leadership skills and managing a variety of stakeholders, including owners, governing bodies, boards of directors, players, fans, the media and player representatives. Furthermore, they are the ones who are ultimately held accountable for performance levels and the relative success and failure of the organisations and teams that they lead. To put that feeling into context, one of the contributors described the feeling of constantly living on the edge and ‘walking round with a P45 in your pocket’ each day.

Rather than indicating ‘good’ or ‘bad’ leadership, the fact that half of our sample have changed roles reflects the harsh reality and scenarios that leaders will invariably face during a career in elite sport. Crucially, it is their response to such scenarios that will ultimately drive the impact they have throughout their career. It is, in fact, the qualities of the leader that determine the quality of the response.

POSITION OF INFLUENCE

Elite sport is brimming with science, technology and data, yet leaders find themselves in the unique position of having the ability to influence both individual and organisational performance. As a topic, leadership in sport is now more intellectualised and scrutinised than ever before. Every day experts and practitioners dissect and propose models of leadership, be that in the form of autobiographies, academic textbooks, social media, online articles or at high-profile conferences around the world. Global organisations are spending hundreds of billions of US dollars annually to develop and cultivate high-performance cultures. We are constantly searching for lessons in managing talent, and exploring the fields of psychology and neuroscience to develop characteristics such as mindset, trust and resilience. In the internet age we seem to have developed a genuine interest in learning from other leaders, rather than relentlessly competing against one another. This more collaborative approach offers significant learning opportunities for established, novice and potential leaders, as well as people with an interest in culture, sport and performance.

I hope that this book enables the reader to learn from others by offering something slightly different: seven unique perspectives of leadership from a range of backgrounds, sports and nationalities. The aim is not to put these people on a pedestal as the embodiment of the perfect leader. How could they be, if they all differ in their approach? You will see as you read on that they do not always agree with one another. They will also be the first to admit that they are not perfect, they do not always get it right and they have made mistakes along the way. Each has enjoyed significant success, while also experiencing what they would perceive as failure. There is no single recipe for leadership and this book is not designed as such, but rather as a body of work for you to study, reflect upon and create your own eclectic approach, perhaps choosing to apply some of the principles outlined here.

During this process, I wanted not only to understand the characteristics that certain leaders possess, but to delve beyond traditional models of leadership and understand first-hand the human experience of leadership, examining how leaders deploy behaviours and strategies at critical moments.

After lengthy discussions spanning many emails, calls and meetings, the contributors all agreed that the book should provide an honest, logical and authentic account of leadership; identify areas of agreement and difference; cite real examples of leadership challenges; and leave readers with practical takeaways to apply.

My role in this project is that of scribe and co-ordinator, offering a mouthpiece for the voices of the real experts who, under constant scrutiny, live their leadership philosophies each day, experiencing the highs and lows of a life in elite sport.




The Interview Process
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The interviews were carried out over a period from 2015 to 2019 using a combination of digitally recorded and face-to-face interviews. All the data was transcribed personally (a time-consuming but rewarding experience) and analysed to identify key areas for discussion. The chapters you will read throughout the book emerged from this process and do not follow a specific leadership model or theory.

As you read on, you will see that some leaders contribute consistently throughout, while others feature more with regard to specific areas of leadership. This is due to the dynamic nature of the interviews, regularly diverting from a planned topic of questioning. There are some lengthy quotes too. Reducing these direct quotes was considered but, ultimately, it felt that by losing words, the book would also lose context and some authenticity of the insights provided.

THE INTERVIEWEES

MICHAEL MAGUIRE – RUGBY LEAGUE

Michael Maguire is the current head coach of the Wests Tigers and the New Zealand national team. He previously held the same position at the South Sydney Rabbitohs and Wigan Warriors. Michael led Wigan to the Super League (2010) and Challenge Cup (2011) titles, and was gracious enough to give me some of his time as his South Sydney side, having won their first National Rugby League Grand Final (2014) in more than forty years, prepared for their forthcoming victory in the World Club Challenge against St Helens. As a player, he represented the Canberra Raiders and Adelaide Rams.

STUART LANCASTER – RUGBY UNION

Stuart Lancaster, then England’s head coach, gave an honest and extensive insight into his leadership approach during an international training camp. Although the 2015 World Cup ultimately ended in disappointment, Stuart played a key role in leading a crucial transition within England Rugby, ushering in a new group of players, many of whom he coached with England Saxons and the Under 20s, and reconnecting English rugby with its fans. As well as his role with England Rugby, Stuart has also acted as an advisor to a range of high-performance organisations, notably the Atlanta Falcons, the Football Association and British Cycling. He is currently senior coach at Leinster Rugby, having helped them to victory in both the European Champions Cup and the Pro14 league title in 2018. Stuart gave a second interview to discuss his experience and transition from leaving England to taking on his role at Leinster.

GARY KIRSTEN – CRICKET

Gary Kirsten gave three Skype interviews from his home in Cape Town, initially drawing on his experiences as a record-breaking Test batsman for South Africa. He went on to detail key leadership lessons from his time as head coach of India, South Africa and the Indian Premier League (IPL) franchise the Delhi Daredevils. Gary led India to the pinnacle of the sport, winning the World Cup in 2011. His insights from that time, addressing culture and specific leadership challenges, are enlightening. He has also coached the Hobart Hurricanes in the Australian ‘Big Bash’ T20 league, the Royal Challengers Bangalore in the IPL and, at the time of writing, has just been named head coach for Welsh Fire in the new ‘Hundred’ competition.

ROBERTO MARTÍNEZ – FOOTBALL

From a playing career in the English lower leagues, Roberto led Swansea to promotion to the Championship in 2008. In 2009 he joined Wigan, who he kept in the top flight until 2013, and where he made history by winning the FA Cup, beating Manchester City in the final at Wembley. Having joined Everton in 2013, he led them to their highest Premier League points total, before leaving the club in 2016. A move into international football followed, as Roberto took charge of the highly talented Belgian national team, and led them to third place at the World Cup in Russia 2018.

ASHLEY GILES MBE – CRICKET

I was introduced to Ashley Giles by former Lancashire captain Tom Smith. At the time of the interview Ashley was cricket director and head coach of Lancashire County Cricket Club. Previously, as cricket director, he led Warwickshire CCC to both the Division 1 and 2 County Championships and, from 2012 to 2014, he was head coach of the England and Wales Cricket Board’s (ECB) limited overs teams. In December 2016, he returned to Warwickshire CCC as sporting director and in December 2018, he was announced as the ECB’s new director of cricket, building on the great work done by predecessor Andrew Strauss which culminated in England winning the World Cup in 2019.

DAN QUINN – AMERICAN FOOTBALL

Dan Quinn is head coach of the Atlanta Falcons of the National Football League (NFL). I interviewed Dan in Atlanta in April 2018 at the Falcons’ Flowery Branch training facility as he prepared for the forthcoming season. In 2017, the Falcons reached the Super Bowl where they were famously beaten by the New England Patriots in the game’s final moments. He previously served as the defensive coordinator of the Seattle Seahawks from 2013 to 2014, whose defence led the team to two consecutive Super Bowl appearances and won Super Bowl XLVIII. In an NFL coaching career starting in 2001, he has been part of the coaching staff at the San Francisco 49ers, Miami Dolphins and New York Jets.

SEAN DYCHE – FOOTBALL

Sean Dyche has a growing reputation as one of the most sought-after English managers in professional football. Starting out as a youth team coach, Dyche’s first senior role was as manager of Watford and he is currently more than five years into his tenure as manager of Burnley Football Club. At Turf Moor, he has created a side renowned for their resilience and team spirit, driven by a philosophy that underpins the entire club. He led the club to promotion to the Premier League in both 2014 and 2016 and his leadership was a key reason behind the club maintaining their Premier League status for the 2017/18 season. Our discussion took place during the 2017/18 season.
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