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INTRODUCTION

NOTHING IS FIXED



Jake

Failure changed my life.

It was the mid-1990s. I had just finished my A-Levels, and I had my life mapped out. Nobody thought I was on track for greatness, least of all myself. I had been the epitome of average at my school in Norwich: I wasn’t on any sports teams, I wasn’t part of any societies or clubs, I couldn’t act or sing. In fact, I was so average I’d been fired from McDonald’s a few months previously for a ‘lack of communication skills’.

Life wasn’t awful, but it wasn’t amazing either. And so my horizons were pretty narrow. I had a place lined up at the University of Nottingham to study media; after that, I was planning to get a job back in my hometown, maybe for the local newspaper. It was a vague plan – the details of how exactly I was going to get that job were pretty woolly. But somehow it felt like my destiny. I never dreamed of a career that would take me much further than Norwich, let alone around the world.

After a summer of drinking in East Anglia and holidaying in Faliraki, it was finally A-Level results day. I clambered into my mum’s pistachio green VW Polo and drove to collect my results, with my younger brother in tow. Upon arriving at the 1950s complex that housed my run-down state school, I made my way to the table for students whose surnames started with ‘H’. As I was passed the envelope, I prepared myself for what was on the page, fully expecting grades good enough to get my university place.

I needed B, C, C.

I got E, N, U.

I didn’t even know what an ‘N’ was. I was told by a teacher that it stands for ‘narrow’. As in, I had narrowly missed getting an E. But I’d failed anyway.

A total disaster.

Or so I thought.

Today, I believe those awful grades were the single best thing that ever happened to me.

Weeks later, having processed my failure – and apologised to my parents a few thousand times – I was back at the same school studying for my retakes. During my first week back, my politics teacher, Mr Brogan, read out a letter that had been sent to our politics class. It invited students to appear on a new cable channel, Rapture TV, to talk about political issues.

Despite my massive exam humiliation, I was young, naive and inexplicably certain I would make an excellent pundit. I jumped at the opportunity to work in TV. The next week, I rocked up at Rapture’s office wearing the late nineties staple of a Sweater Shop top and baggy jeans. I told them about the fast-food sacking and the A-Level catastrophe, and asked them if I could give the channel a hand. I promised to do anything and everything: not just opining on politics, but also making tea, operating the phones – whatever they needed. They agreed – they needed all the help they could get – and I started working at Rapture for £5 cash each weekend.

Two decades on, it’s tempting to think this moment was part of my destiny – the first step in some inevitable path into my life in television. It wasn’t. In the wake of my A-Level cock-up, I had no real life plan, let alone any understanding of how TV worked. My cash-in-hand job wasn’t the result of some grand strategy. It was luck.

But it turned out to be the start of something great. Even though Rapture would go bust a few years later, I remember my days there fondly. It was my first time in a TV studio, and I loved it – the bustle of the production crew, the excitement of going on air. More importantly, the experience caused me to reconsider my approach to success. You see, my A-Level disaster – and my Rapture TV recovery – was the first time I started to think about what it meant to achieve your potential.

Until then, I’d thought that success in life was simple: you either had talent or you didn’t. If you did, life would be easy; if you didn’t, life would be hard. This principle led some people to lives of unimaginable success, and others to lives of mundanity. That’s why, until that point, I’d had so little ambition. If I wasn’t naturally talented, there wasn’t much I could do about it.

My job at Rapture made me see things differently. I had failed my A-Levels, but I’d got back up on my feet. By failing, I’d discovered new possibilities. If the biggest failure in my entire life had led to this exciting opportunity, what else could failure teach me?

That experience marked the beginning of my journey to writing this book. As my career progressed – from Rapture TV to the BBC and now BT Sport – I found myself surrounded by people who had realised their dreams. I reported from F1 pit lanes, Olympic stadiums and Champions League finals. I had lunch with Lewis Hamilton, shared a TV screen with Michael Johnson, even went to a reception at 10 Downing Street. Every day, I was lucky enough to spend time with world-beating athletes, entrepreneurs and creatives.

The old me would have thought that these people were just born high achievers, that they had something that I didn’t. But the more time I spent with them, the more wrong I realised I was.

Sure, many of these individuals had natural skill. But that wasn’t how they had achieved success. There are tonnes of people with talent, and not all of them make it. In time, I realised the high achievers I met had triumphed thanks to their own persistence. They had kept their motivation up through dozens of setbacks. They had worked hard to develop a winner’s mindset and a winner’s habits. They had surrounded themselves with people who encouraged them to be their best. In short, they had turned themselves into high performers.

It was the same lesson I had learned after my A-Level fiasco. To unlock your potential, you don’t need to be a born leader. You just need to be ready to try, fail, and try again.

Over the past twenty years, this insight has changed my life. It’s what led me to take some of the biggest risks of my career – whether that was auditioning for a job at the BBC in 2001, founding a production company, Whisper, in 2010 with my wife and a friend, or upending my career to join the upstart BT Sport in 2013.

Along the way, I had my share of failures, some humiliating. But, in the end, I managed to achieve more than I once thought possible – winning awards for my presenting, fronting some of the world’s biggest sporting events and turning Whisper into a company with hundreds of staff and a turnover in the tens of millions.

I had uncovered the greatest secret of high performance. The teenage me had been wrong. Nothing is fixed. And you can change almost anything about ‘you’ if you want to.

It’s this principle that led me to create the High Performance podcast – and, ultimately, to write this book. In the late 2010s, I realised I was entering my third decade as a television presenter. I had learned so much from the high performers I’d met. They hadn’t just taught me that we can all change our lives – they’d shown me how to do so. I realised it was high time to share what they had taught me with the world. My team and I decided to create a podcast that examined the outlook of the world’s highest-achieving people and what we could all learn from them.

A nice idea. But a complicated one to execute. We soon realised that getting the most out of our interviewees wouldn’t just mean hearing their stories – it would involve digging deep into their psychology and behaviour. Soon I realised I needed someone to help me understand the science behind high performance. After all, I was the kid who got E, N, U at A-Level.

The podcast didn’t just need a presenter. It also needed a professor.

And that’s where Damian Hughes came in.

Damian

Being raised by a boxing coach has its ups and downs. On the one hand, you learn valuable skills like how to skip rope, throw a punch and cope under pressure. On the other, you learn to exercise extreme caution when answering back.

My upbringing was very different to Jake’s. While he was growing up in a small village near Norwich, I spent my adolescence in inner-city Manchester. In a boxing gym, to be precise. Or, as the Telegraph once described it, in ‘an unrelenting place’, in which ‘only the foolhardy would park a car … unless they enjoyed returning to find their vehicle propped up on small piles of bricks, its wheels expertly removed by a team who works quicker than Michael Schumacher’s pit crew.’1 Charming.

The Telegraph had ventured to Collyhurst all those years ago to meet my father, the boxing coach Brian Hughes. In his gym, world-class standards were expected. Many of his protégés went on to achieve success in the Olympics and World Championships. In 2017, my dad even had a street named in his honour to mark the difference he had made to so many people’s lives, inside and outside the ring.

From a young age, I realised what made my dad unique: he had a knack for getting people to be all they could be. Sometimes he was affectionate, sometimes he was tough – but he was consistent in wanting everyone to live up to their potential, both as athletes and as people.

One moment stands out in particular. I remember being thirteen, and sparring against an opponent who was inexperienced and nervous. Naturally, I thought the appropriate response was to embarrass him as much as possible. I was acting like a dick.

As I was climbing out of the ring, feeling pretty pleased with myself, my dad intervened and asked me to carry on training for a little longer. He signalled to a vastly more experienced boxer to step into the ring with me. Unsurprisingly, my new opponent spent the entire time evading my blows – and making sure that everyone in the gym saw that I couldn’t land a punch. All my peers were watching me eat a slice of humble pie.

When I got out of the ring, I was red-faced – and not just from the exercise. ‘How do you feel?’ my Dad enquired. I stood there sullenly. ‘You are feeling the same way you made your first opponent feel,’ he said. ‘Never, ever bully anyone again.’

It was a tough lesson. But thirty years later, I feel that it was formative. If I am ever tempted to behave in an unpleasant way, I remember what my dad taught me that day: that kindness, decency and humility are always a far better option. My dad had got me to be the best person I could be.

During those teenage years in his gym, I often found myself wondering how – despite having no formal training, and owning no more than a humble, sweat-soaked room in Manchester – my dad had learned methods like these. He seemed to intuitively know how to get people to live up to their potential, whether by becoming world-class boxers or just better people.

These experiences sparked a lifelong interest in the secrets of high performance. You might call it ‘me-search’, inspired by those early personal experiences in Collyhurst. After leaving home, I became one of the first people in my family to attend university – and set out to find some of the answers.

Three decades later, and I’ve made it my life’s work – as a writer, consultant and coach – to understand high-performing cultures: environments where people perform to their full potential, just like my dad’s gym. It’s been a wonderful, fascinating and eclectic ride. Over the years, I’ve worked alongside the managers of world-class sports teams as they are lauded, examined, challenged and ridiculed by fans. I’ve served on the coaching teams of three separate world cup tournaments in three different sports. I have stood in the corner of a number of world title fights. I even once had my work praised by the late Muhammad Ali, which was just as surreal and humbling as you’d imagine.

Along the way, I’ve tried to make sense of what makes high-achieving people tick – not just in sport, but also in business and in life. Over the years, I’ve consulted for companies ranging from Unilever to Sky, Santander to Mars, on how to create a culture of excellence. And, in 2010, I was appointed as an honorary professor of organisational psychology and change at Manchester Metropolitan University.

So, when Jake approached me to help present the High Performance podcast, it felt like the logical next step. On a balmy summer’s day in Norwich, the two of us met up for a coffee and a chat. We soon realised that we each brought something to the table.

Jake was the interviewer, with a knack for getting high achievers to open up about their experiences. I was the prof, who understood the psychology of high-performing people.

High Performance was born.

BOXERS, BALLET DANCERS, BILLIONAIRES

When we first launched the High Performance podcast, the goal was simple. We wanted to speak to the world’s greatest sportspeople, coaches and entrepreneurs about how they got to where they are. And we wanted anyone who listened to have the chance to learn from them.

We’re well on our way to meeting that goal. In the podcast’s first eighteen months, we spoke to former Liverpool captain Steven Gerrard, film star Matthew McConaughey, Gold-winning Olympian Kelly Holmes, South African rugby skipper Siya Kolisi, entrepreneur Holly Tucker, renowned ballet dancer Marcelino Sambé, Manchester United manager Ole Gunnar Solskjær, and many more.

Some of the revelations have been extraordinary. Jonny Wilkinson described how he now regards washing the dishes in much the same way as he regards scoring the winning points in the 2003 Rugby World Cup final. Others have been moving. The entrepreneur Jo Malone recounted the lessons she learned during her battle with cancer, explaining how illness had given her a new take on leading a team. And the podcast has taken us across the country, from meeting Chris Hoy in a storm-battered studio in Manchester’s Northern Quarter to hosting workshops on high performance at the top of the BT Tower in London.

We knew we were on to something brilliant from the moment we sat down with our first interviewee, Rio Ferdinand (football pundit, former Manchester United defender and, as he told us, one-time avid ballet dancer). But still the scale of the response surprised us. Launching in March, 2020, into a world in the grips of the coronavirus pandemic, High Performance connected with people. Soon, people were reaching out to tell us that our series had changed their outlook and their life. We’ve received messages from international CEOs, small-business owners, teachers and sporting leaders. Our personal highlight came in the run-up to the UEFA European Football Championship in 2021: England manager Gareth Southgate appeared on the podcast and thanked us for ‘helping get me through lockdown’.

But with time we came to realise that there are some things a podcast can’t do. When you’re focused on the story of any one individual, it’s easy to lose sight of the bigger picture. Each episode offered one fascinating lesson, maybe two. But we had our sights on something more holistic. In this book, we have brought together the insights of dozens of interviewees to offer a one-stop guide to achieving high performance.

That might sound optimistic. After all, our interviewees are an eclectic bunch – not many podcasts feature boxers, ballet dancers and billionaires from one week to the next. Could such a diverse array of people really have much in common? It’s true that each interviewee had their own idiosyncrasies. Who but the world-beating sprinter Dina Asher-Smith could simultaneously charm us and grinningly recount how, if you crossed into her lane, she would ‘run right through you’? Who but the entrepreneur Holly Tucker could tell us about how success made her stop being the ‘Holly Hurricane’ (and what she did about it)? Who but the film star Matthew McConaughey could explain how to transform from a run-of-the-mill ‘rom com guy’ to an Oscar-winning dramatic actor?

Yet as the podcast grew, we realised that all our high performers shared certain characteristics. Whether they had achieved excellence in sport or business, film or music, they emphasised the importance of taking responsibility for their actions. They talked about the need to turn one-off behaviours into consistent habits. And they discussed the need to create a culture of high performance that went beyond any one individual and spread into their wider team.

Whether they realised it or not, our guests were sketching out a roadmap to high performance. From mindset to daily habits, leadership to team culture, our high performers were pointing the way to excellence for us all.

THREE STEPS TO HIGH PERFORMANCE

Even armed with a roadmap, the path to high performance can be daunting. When we met the multimillionaire businessman Steve Morgan, he told us his golden rule for achieving excellence: ‘Thou shalt work like hell.’ Many of our guests shared his sentiment.

For that reason, we have tried to make this book as simple and straightforward as possible, so that you can dedicate all your efforts to your high performance journey. It is divided into three sections, each exploring a discrete element of achieving excellence. In each section, we’ve included a handful of chapters – or ‘lessons’ – on how you can become the best ‘you’ possible.

In Section I, we’ll introduce the high performance mindset. Before we can act like high performers, we need to think like high performers. As Kelly Holmes told us, the majority of success is in the mind: it’s ‘only 20 per cent talent’, as she put it. And, as we’ll see in these opening chapters, high performers view the world in a strikingly different way from the rest of us. We’ll learn how high performers take responsibility for every one of their actions; how they manage to keep motivated; and how they keep their emotions under control under extreme pressure.
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	‘Success is only 20 per cent talent.’ Kelly Holmes




With the psychological foundations of high performance in place, we move on to Section II – about high performance behaviour. High performance isn’t just about how you think; it’s about how you act. Here, we’ll examine the peculiar and remarkable things high performers do. We’ll describe how high performers identify and play to their strengths, how they solve problems in a creative and surprising manner, and how they turn odd moments of high performance into consistent, deeply ingrained behaviours. High performance is a habit like any other. With time, it becomes as natural as brushing your teeth.

But nobody wants to be a high performer alone. In fact, nobody can be a high performer alone: as we’ll learn in Section III, the most consistently high-performing people operate as part of brilliant teams. And so, in this section, our focus is on how we as individuals can each help create a high-performing group. There are two key factors. First, we can harness the power of leadership – giving clear direction to our peers on what to do. Second, through culture-building, we can create an atmosphere in which everyone feels safe, at home and able to perform at their best. Best of all, we’ll show that one need not be a CEO or team captain to help build a high-performing culture – you just need to be part of a team and prepared to take charge.

Think of these three areas as concentric circles, each fitting neatly inside the next. The order is deliberate. High performance begins in the mind: before you can behave like a high achiever, you must think like one. Next comes behaviour, in which you turn that newfound psychological state into concrete actions. Then, through that behaviour, you can pass a culture of high performance on to your wider team, which will help both you and them. High performance ripples outwards from our minds, to our actions, to our teams.
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But we’re also aware that, in the bustle of our busy lives, it’s not always easy to carve out three (or six, or ten) hours to read a book cover to cover. And so, throughout the book, we’ve scattered information boxes that will help you apply our high performers’ insights right away. In some cases, these boxes offer practical exercises that will challenge you and make you think. In others, they describe key moments from our own high performance journeys.

We call these boxes ‘high performance pit stops’. The name comes from the fastest sport in the world – Formula 1. We think high performance is a lot like an F1 race. The most high-achieving people operate like a well-run F1 operation, with every component – from the wheels, to the engine, to the chassis – coming together to drive the car forward. And in F1, races are often won by those who manage their time in the pit stop most effectively.

In this book too, the pit stops should make all the difference. They will challenge you to think about how to use the High Performance lessons in your own life, and give you the confidence to apply them.

HIGH PERFORMANCE FOR YOU

On the podcast, we have taken to opening all our interviews with the same question: ‘What does high performance mean to you?’

Before we can crack on with this book, you need to work out your own answer. You see, while High Performance draws on interviews with some of the world’s most remarkable people, we’re not trying to turn everyone into an Olympic gold medallist or billionaire entrepreneur. For many of us – your authors included – that just isn’t feasible (not for now, at least). But this doesn’t mean that we can’t all be high performers.

How come? Well, consider the sheer variety of the answers to our opening question. According to one of the greatest footballers of the twenty-first century, Steven Gerrard, high performance means going ‘all in’ with whatever task you are facing. According to Kelly Jones, lead singer of the rock band Stereophonics, high performance means discipline: doing the right thing every time, even when nobody is watching. The shortest definition came from England Rugby head coach Eddie Jones, who gave us a three-word summary: ‘Embrace the grind.’ Between them, our interviewees have amassed hundreds of Commonwealth and Olympic titles, set world records and built and sold businesses worth billions – yet no two high performers can agree on a definition.

Clearly high performance varies from individual to individual. It means something different to a professional footballer trying to win the Champions League and someone taking part in a Saturday tournament. You need to work out what high performance means in your life.

But how? The question stumped your authors for the first five months of making the podcast. By the time we reached the second series, we had heard over thirty different definitions of high performance but were little closer to getting an answer. Until, that was, we met the football manager Phil Neville.

Neville’s career had been characterised by a willingness to accept hard challenges. He had left his boyhood team, Manchester United, to become captain at Everton, where he ended his playing career. After retiring from professional football, he was named manager of England Women. He helped the Lionesses win their second ever SheBelieves Cup, get through to the semi-finals in the World Cup and qualify for the Tokyo Olympics. Here was someone who knew about high performance – and we had a hunch his insights wouldn’t disappoint.

Sure enough, they didn’t. While we were chatting over a cup of tea in the hotel he co-owns opposite Old Trafford, Neville casually shared the mantra he had adopted during his playing career: ‘Do the best you can, where you are, with what you have got.’
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	‘Do the best you can, where you are, with what you have got.’ Phil Neville




The simplicity of those thirteen words struck a chord. Even though the precise definition of high performance differs from person to person, Neville’s phrase summarises what all high performers have in common.

In this rendering, high performance isn’t about the external trappings of success. Neville didn’t mention any of the trinkets he had gained during his career – the trophies, the overflowing bank accounts, the mansion. Instead, he emphasised being a high performer in the moment.

Do the best you can. Where you are. With what you’ve got. If you’re a teacher, that might mean spending extra time listening to a student who seems bored and disengaged from school life. If you work in business, it might involve investing extra time in polishing that important sales pitch. If the most important thing in your life is family, high performance might be as simple as spending quality time with the ones you love. We can’t tell everyone who reads this book where this definition will take them. But before turning to Lesson 1, take a moment to ponder what it means for you. Choose an area of your life – your relationship, your career, your interests – and imagine what doing the best you can with what you’ve got would look like.

You can be a high performer at your desk in an office, or on the pitch in your Saturday league. You can be a high performer whether you’re just starting your first job or are a retiree embarking on a new hobby. As Neville put it, ‘You can be born with unbelievable ability, you can be born with not much ability.’

Wherever you are, whoever you are, high performance is within your reach. We hope this book will help grasp it.





[image: Penguin Walking Logo]

SECTION I



High Performance Mindset
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LESSON 1

TAKE RESPONSIBILITY

‘I think that’s life. What happened to me is how life works – you have obstacles that are thrown in your way.’

From his relaxed tone, Billy Monger could easily have been telling us about a small setback – losing a game of football, or missing out on a job at interview. Little about his demeanour let on that he was describing losing his legs in a catastrophic racing crash.

‘Obviously mine is recognised because it was quite a big accident, and a lot of people know about it,’ he told us. ‘But in terms of your mindset and how you get over something like that – I don’t see my accident as too different.’

Few people who witnessed the crash would have described it in such understated terms. In 2017, Monger been participating in a British F4 championship race at Donington Park. The seventeen-year-old had been battling through the pack when he came across a slowing car. A train of cars between them had obscured Monger’s vision, leaving him unable to brake quickly enough to avoid colliding with the vehicle in front, causing Monger to spin off the track.

At first, Billy thought he was OK. When the paramedics arrived, he told them to attend to the other driver. In fact, the adrenaline was preventing him from feeling his injuries. It took ninety minutes to cut Billy free from the car and load him into an air ambulance. ‘The whole family was there,’ his father, Robert, would later explain to the media. ‘We were in the pit lane. They shut the big screens down straight away but I knew it was quite bad with the amount of medical cars going out of the pit lane.’1

Monger was placed into an induced coma and would remain hospitalised for the next five weeks. When he woke up he discovered that both of his legs had been amputated – one just above the knee, the other just below.

Yet when we met Monger, three years after his crash, he was optimistic. ‘Obviously there are moments where something will frustrate me,’ he told us. ‘Often it’s the small things that get on your nerves – little things you can’t do.’ In general, though, his outlook is optimistic: ‘I’m quite a happy, chilled-out person. I don’t normally let things get to me … I was as happy before as I am now.’

And how does he think about the crash today? It’s simple, he said. ‘I knew it wasn’t my fault but how I reacted was my responsibility.’



	[image: ]
	‘I knew it wasn’t my fault but how I reacted was my responsibility.’ Billy Monger




Monger placed careful emphasis on two words: fault and responsibility. It was a powerful insight. Nobody could have suggested that the crash was Monger’s fault – it was a result of catastrophic bad luck. And nobody would have blamed him if the double amputation had sent him into a downward spiral.

But it hadn’t. Monger had realised that, even when things happen to us that aren’t our fault, there is one thing we can control: our reactions. This is what he meant by ‘responsibility’ – taking control of your reaction to the things life throws at you. As we’ll learn in this chapter, the ability to distinguish between ‘fault’ and ‘responsibility’ is one of the key skills – perhaps the key skill – in a high performer’s mental toolkit.

In Monger’s case, taking responsibility for his response meant working hard to get his old life back. ‘People like to ask questions about my accident and how I’ve changed, but in my head I’m still the same person as I was,’ he said. And so he wouldn’t let the accident stand in the way of his passion for racing. Within eleven weeks of his accident, Monger was back at the wheel. ‘I still had forty pins in my leg,’ he laughed. Today, Monger drives in an adapted car – and still harbours ambitions to become an F1 champion.

Monger’s experience offers a masterclass in overcoming adversity. When we go through hell, it’s human to look for someone to blame. But blame is useless. All that matters is how we respond.

This concept is often misunderstood. Taking responsibility isn’t about taking it in the neck for things that aren’t your fault. Nor is it about forcing a smile on to your face when the entire world is crumbling around you. A person who takes responsibility can still recognise that ‘shit happens’, but they know that the one thing we can influence is our response to adversity. A key lesson we learned from our High Performance interviews is that the best performers quickly separate the things that happen to them – many of which fall beyond their control – from their responsibility to react in the most effective way.

We are surrounded by things that we can’t always control: our jobs, our relationships, our families; illnesses, recessions, global pandemics. But if you want to be a high performer, you must realise that how you react to setbacks is down to you alone.

Why Responsibility Matters

The distinction between ‘fault’ and ‘responsibility’ began with the legendary psychologist Albert Bandura. Born in 1925 to a large family of modest means, Bandura grew up in a tiny town in rural Canada. He quickly realised that success was only going to come through hard work, self-reliance and perseverance.

When he finished high school, Bandura got a summer job filling in holes on the Alaskan Highway. While he was digging, he became intrigued by the outlook of his fellow labourers – especially those with drinking and gambling habits. His observations led to a lifelong fascination with the way our minds work. Bandura went on to study psychology at a number of universities, before eventually being offered a position at Stanford University. He spent over fifty years there exploring the science of success, eventually becoming chairman of the psychology department.

One simple, powerful idea intrigued Bandura. He speculated that when people don’t believe they have what it takes to complete a task successfully, they would see little point in making an initial effort. When these people did attempt a task, their resolve would disappear as soon as they hit obstacles. He called this ‘low self-efficacy’.

However, when people think they are made of the right stuff and start out expecting to do well, they are far more likely to make a start and to persevere when they do encounter difficulties – and along the way discover new ways of navigating the path to success. He called this ‘high self-efficacy’.2

Neither is a strictly accurate way of looking at the world: in practice, we all have some control over some areas of our lives, but no control over others. But those who believed they could control their fate consistently fared better in life.

Bandura’s research, since popularised by authors including Charles Duhigg, has transformed how the world thinks about success. Researchers have found that people with high self-efficacy tend to put success or failure down to their own actions – instead of suggesting it is the result of forces beyond their control. If they miss out on a job, they might think it’s due to a lack of practice or attention – rather than the quality of the other candidates, or just bad luck. They may be wrong – it could well have been bad luck – but someone with high self-efficacy will emphasise their responsibility anyway.3

Today, there are heaps of evidence suggesting that high self-efficacy significantly increases your life chances. Having a strong sense of control over your life has ‘been linked with academic success, higher self-motivation and social maturity, lower incidences of stress and depression, and longer life span,’ according to a team of psychologists writing in 2012. People with high self-efficacy earn more money, have more and longer-lasting friendships, report having more fulfilled relationships, and feel happier about their lives in general.4

In short, people who took responsibility for their situation – and concluded they could influence it – ended up happier than those who didn’t. Taking responsibility doesn’t just boost self-esteem. It gives you greater control over your life.

Why does taking responsibility have such a positive impact? To understand the answer, we need to delve into the minds of those who feel that everything is out of their hands. And to do that, we need to examine a close relation of the notion of low self-efficacy: ‘learned helplessness’.

In a series of experiments by the psychologist Martin Seligman, dogs were placed in a closed box and shocked at random intervals.5 The dogs had a predictably horrible time, yelping and barking as jolts of electricity ran through the cage. At first, they did everything they could to get out – but the box was locked shut. (If you were thinking this experiment is more than a little cruel, you would be right.)

Yet the important part of the experiment came next. Afterwards, the same group of dogs were placed in a similar but unlocked box. This time they could escape the shocks – they just needed to jump over a small partition. But now, something strange happened. Many of the dogs did not actually try to escape; they simply lay down and waited for the shocks to stop. Seligman concluded that having had a series of bad experiences that they couldn’t prevent, the dogs generalised from it – and started thinking they never had any control over anything.

You’ve probably met people who have a sense of learned helplessness: those who think that nothing they do can stop bad experiences happening to them. They hate their job, but they don’t look for another one. They don’t like their personality, but don’t do anything to change it. Everything they say is negative.

Those who take the opposite approach are more likely to flourish – to get out of the box, and stop receiving the electric shocks. These people realise that their actions can change their situation – because each of us has agency over our own lives. And that’s why taking responsibility is so important. If you believe you’re in control of your life, you’re more likely to actually end up in control.

It’s a worldview that can be summarised in a simple dictum: the only person who can take charge of your life is you.


HIGH PERFORMANCE PIT STOP – THE NO BLAME PRINCIPLE

Jake

I work on live TV. The pitfalls are many and varied. And also invisible. I often have no idea that some highly embarrassing and very public pitfall is right there. Until I’ve fallen in it, that is.

When Liverpool won the league in 2020, their first title in thirty years, the game was live on BT Sport and I was the presenter. We had an exclusive chat lined up with their head coach, Jürgen Klopp, moments after their victory. With millions watching at home, my producers gave the word that Klopp was ready to speak.

I knew what to do. This was just what I’d been practising for. Quieten the pundits, take a breath, excite the audience, turn to the huge screen over my shoulder and welcome Jürgen Klopp to the programme. It was one of the biggest moments of my career.

‘I’m delighted to say, joining us from the team hotel, is the Liverpool manager Jürgen Klopp,’ I said. Suddenly, I was standing before a twenty-foot image of the victorious manager – complete with his famous glasses, a Liverpool cap and a huge grin. ‘Jürgen, you have finally done it. Can you describe your emotions right now?’

But something was wrong. Klopp’s smile turned to confusion, and he started gesticulating and uttering something to someone behind the camera. He didn’t look impressed.

The producer’s voice appeared in my ear again: ‘He’s having trouble hearing us, let him go and we’ll sort the issue and then go again.’ I could already feel the embarrassment rising. I was well aware that during a pandemic, everything is different – we were dependent on a fallible video app like Zoom. Much of what was happening was out of our hands. But it was still frustrating.

Unsurprisingly, we didn’t get Jürgen back. He immediately went to another broadcaster, gave a wonderful, tearful interview and then enjoyed the rest of his night.

The Jake from a few years ago would have dwelled on this mistake for hours. I’d want answers, and I’d want someone to blame. I wouldn’t sleep, running through what had gone wrong in my head – not just for hours or days, but for weeks.

But this time, I remembered a lesson I’d learned on the podcast: the power of taking responsibility. As annoying as the technical problem was, it was my duty to react in the most constructive way. If I dwelt on the incident for days, behaving rudely and horribly to my colleagues and family, that was on me. The best solution was the simplest: instead of trying to allocate blame, I should focus on my own reaction.

I call this the No Blame Principle, and I use it every day of my life – from the smallest moment to the biggest. It seems odd at first, but try taking 100 per cent responsibility for everything that happens to you, good and bad.

As for the Jürgen Klopp interview? Well, as my wife often says: ‘C’est la vie, it’s only TV.’



Focus on What You Can Control

This all sounds useful in theory, but it raises some tricky questions: what have individuals with a high responsibility mindset done to develop it? And how can we all follow suit?

From our interviews with high performers, three key elements stand out. The first is to focus more on the things in your life that you can control – and focus less on the things that you can’t.

On the podcast, this principle was best illustrated by the legendary Dutch striker Robin van Persie. He learned its power early in his career. Van Persie grew up in Rotterdam, and joined one of the city’s major football teams, Feyenoord, as a teenager. Within a couple of years, it had become clear he wasn’t just a good player – he was a world-class one. After making his senior debut at seventeen – and winning the UEFA Cup final at the end of that same season – van Persie was chosen as the Netherlands Talent of the Season for 2001–02. And, in spite of a mixed record at Feyenoord – many players and coaches thought he had a petulant, entitled attitude – nobody could deny his skill. After a few years at the Dutch club, he was signed by Arsenal in 2004.

From the moment he arrived at Arsenal, van Persie was a great fan of the club’s legendary manager Arsène Wenger. ‘A few minutes chatting with Arsène Wenger were enough,’ he would say later. ‘I knew I could trust this man. He is as crazy about football as I am.’ Unfortunately, Wenger wasn’t always so keen on van Persie. The manager was irritated by van Persie’s repeated yellow and red cards, and was hard on him in public and in private. ‘Robin’s subsequent success in his career was not always obvious,’ Wenger once said. ‘I was very patient with him.’ One newspaper report in the Telegraph captured Wenger’s frustration, when he described van Persie as ‘21 going on nine’.6

These early years at Arsenal were a difficult time. Van Persie knew that he wasn’t living up to his potential. He wasn’t just immature: he wasn’t playing as well as he could. Part of the problem, van Persie told us on the podcast, was that he kept allowing his opponents to get him down. ‘My opponents would know how they could get me to react. They would say certain things to me or stand on my toes during a game,’ he recalled. ‘Anything to disrupt me and upset me. If I missed a chance, then I was very emotional and angry. My opponent would see that I’m disappointed and I’m not happy with myself and [he] grows in confidence.’

As a young player, this mindset would send van Persie into a spiral of negativity – causing him to lose confidence. And in turn, low confidence would lead to poor performance, which undermined his self-belief even more. This cycle of pessimism is a well-known phenomenon, particularly in sport. Dragging opponents into a cycle of pessimism was a skill the Australian cricket team perfected in
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	‘High performance is about how you respond to pressure. It took me some time to realise I was in control.’ Robin van Persie














HIGH PERFORMANCE PIT STOP – THE ZANDER LETTER






Respond to the Problem at Hand (Not the One in Your Head)
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	‘You can help people perform who’ve never had an opportunity to perform before.’ James Timpson
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	‘You can have a flat graph when it comes to hearing, and still be a profound listener.’ Evelyn Glennie







Own Your Mistakes
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	‘When it does go wrong, I’ve only got one person to look at, and that’s myself. No excuses.’ Ant Middleton









The Responsibility Equation
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	‘Winners take control. They blame themselves, and they look where they can improve.’ Robin van Persie
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