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Introduction

When I was in my teens, a careers adviser asked what I wanted to do for a living. When I said that was I interested in writing about sport, she smiled a little, as if to emphasise the naivety of such a hope. ‘Sport isn’t a career choice,’ she said emphatically. ‘It probably won’t be very big in twenty years’ time, anyway.’

It is remarkable how common this view was three decades ago. Sport, it was thought, would be superseded by computer games, consoles and the futuristic vision of virtual reality. A new leisure age, driven by technological sophistication, was going to usher in recreational pursuits of which Nintendo’s Game Boy was considered a precursor.

Why would anyone wish to kick a football around a field when you could be transported into a scintillating alternative reality by immersing yourself in a computer program in your own living room? Children, in particular, were never going to bother with anything as passé as games using balls made from cork, leather or plastic.

And yet sport has demonstrated curious staying power. It has grown over recent decades, not diminished. There are many ways to calibrate this growth, such as the burgeoning space in national newspapers, the way that stories have become front-page news (rarely the case thirty years ago), and how television content, particularly football, has soared in value.

The question, however, is why? Why has sport, as a cultural institution, confounded the expectations of those who so confidently wrote it off? What has driven its growth in the teeth of myriad scandals, institutionalised cheating, and maladministration of a quite epic kind, not least within the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) and the International Olympic Committee (IOC)? What are the internal qualities of sport that make it so durable and cross-culturally intoxicating?

This book of collected columns attempts to uncover some of the answers. It examines the way in which sport, while superficially frivolous, is underpinned by themes which are basic to the human condition: heroism, drama, competition, hierarchy, psychology, morality and, perhaps most important of all, the quest for greatness. How do we become the best that we can be, as individuals, teams, and organisations?

Back in 2012, Tim Hallissey, the sports editor of The Times, telephoned to suggest that I travel out to Ancient Olympia, the sanctuary in the Western Peloponnese where the original Olympics took place. It was a long trip, including getting lost on gravel roads with no signal to gain help from Google Maps, but it was, for me at least, a seminal experience.

Standing above the sanctuary on the slopes of Mount Kronos, one could glimpse sport from a fresh vantage point. This festival was a central aspect of Greek culture and unified the warring city states. Every four years, peace emerged so that athletes and spectators could travel to the Games. For almost 1,200 years, it took place without a single interruption. Virtually no other cultural festival can match this kind of staying power.

To put it a slightly different way, sport gripped the imagination of the ancient world, just as it grips the modern. Sport isn’t, in that sense, a post-Romantic institution, one that started with the encoding of rules of play by Victorian schoolmasters and moralists, as is sometimes suggested. It didn’t begin with the inauguration of FIFA, or the International Tennis Federation, or any of the other governing bodies which effectively operate as monopoly providers of the games that dominate today’s landscape. No, sport is far more ancient and quintessential.

I was struck by a quote from Lucian , the great historian, who wrote about his infatuation for the Ancient Games: ‘Oh, I can’t describe the scene in mere words,’ he said. ‘You really should experience first-hand the incredible pleasure of standing in that cheering crowd, admiring the athletes’ courage and good looks, their amazing physical conditioning, their unbeatable determination, and their unstoppable passion for victory.’

Couldn’t this have been written about a great sporting event today? Could it not have been written about the Wimbledon final, a long-awaited Champions League showdown or a fiercely contested Test match? Doesn’t it capture why we go through the turnstiles and tune in on television? And, on the wider point, isn’t it precisely because sport is simple and, in a certain sense, trivial that we can so clearly perceive its dramatic qualities? It seems to transport us to what is essential about competition and, yes, the nature of greatness, too.

There were many pioneering athletes in the ancient world through whom these themes were personified. Milo of Croton, an associate of Pythagoras, won five men’s wrestling titles between 536 and 520 BC. Coroebus of Elis, a cook by profession, was the first Olympic champion by winning the stadion (200 metres). Leonidas of Rhodes was an all-rounder, winning the stadion, the diaulos (400 metres) and the hoplitodromos (400 metres while carrying heavy armour) at four straight games from 164 BC. That’s almost as many golds as Michael Phelps.

Today, sport continues to produce cultural icons. Few who have watched tennis can have failed to be moved by the beauty of Roger Federer, the gutsiness of Raphael Nadal or the indomitability of Novak Djokovic. In many ways, the rivalry between these three, joined more recently by Andy Murray, has provided peerless insights into how competition spurs innovation, a never-ending upward spiral as competitors dare each other to greater heights, a theme discussed in Part I.

Success is also about great teams. We have had powerful examples in sport, including the All Blacks, Manchester United under Sir Alex Ferguson, FC Barcelona, Leicester City and, rather improbably, the British women’s hockey team, which won gold in Rio 2016. But how do teams become great? How do they combine seamlessly? As we will see, many of the insights of how humans combine are emerging from improvisational jazz. There are also powerful lessons to learn from aviation and the military.

We also look at the dynamics of intrinsic motivation, the fight, flight, freeze response, risk-taking, the ironies of self-belief, and the importance of resilience. We look at the techniques adopted by top athletes, coaches and scientists to build mental strength. Success, in sport as in life, often hinges on these elusive psychological factors.

My own sporting career provided a number of profound lessons about how success happens. When I became the England number one, around half of the top players in the country at that time didn’t just come from the same town as me, or the same suburb, but the same street. It was a perfectly anonymous road, snaking a mile or so through the suburbs of Reading, but it was a ping-pong Mecca.

It was clear to me, even as a teenager, that this wasn’t because we were all born with extraordinary talent. We didn’t share the same genes. No, we had benefited from a series of covert advantages that, over time, proved crucial. The top coach in the country taught at the school adjacent to the road. He gave us access to superb training and mentoring. We also had the advantage of each other, this small group of players, vying for supremacy.

Perhaps the crucial advantage, however, was that we all had access to the only purpose-built table-tennis club in the south of England. Instead of going to a local sports centre and having to wait for the badminton or yoga to finish, we could go to a wooden building explicitly built for table tennis. You would walk through the door, turn on the lights, put on the little heater in the corner, and then play for as long as you liked. Almost everyone on the street had a set of keys, so we trained before school, after school, weekends.

The secret of our success, then, was about subtle cultural and social advantages. It was about long-term practice, easy-to-access facilities, great coaching, committed parents, and mentoring. In Part I, Building a Champion, we look at these themes in greater depth, exploring the world-class support teams that stand behind the greatest sportspeople, the power of volunteers and motivators, and the many other subtle factors that drive success, but are so often ignored in our individualistic culture.

Perhaps the most chastening lesson I learned as a sportsman was the time I choked. It happened at the Olympic Games in Sydney, an experience etched on my consciousness, the only time that I suffered a total meltdown in what was, unquestionably, the most important contest of my career. There seemed to be a breakdown in communication between mind and body, a catastrophic loss of feeling and touch, and a defeat so one-sided that my Olympic dream (four years of build-up) was over in thirty minutes flat.

The experience, while tortuous, did provide the impetus to study the mental qualities that are implicated in success. These were central to my two books, Bounce and Black Box Thinking. So in Part II, The Mental Game, we examine both those who have had the uncanny mastery to hold their nerve under great pressure, such as Michael Jordan and Nick Faldo, and those who melted in the metaphorical heat, such as Greg Norman and Jimmy White. By looking at both sides of this mental divide, we will learn new things about the psychology and neurophysiology of success.

Greatness, in sport and beyond, is an elusive concept. It is about being the best, but are there not other factors that impinge upon how we relate to champions? We are interested in the hardships they have faced, the lessons they have learned, the way they play the game, the values they express. We are fascinated by the way they impact upon wider society. All of these themes require a slightly different lens, moving beyond the field of play and looking at history, culture, aesthetics and the complex relationship between sports and politics. This we do in Parts III and IV, On Beauty and The Political Game.

In the final section, we look at more than a dozen sporting icons. Most have revealed greatness in one form or another, providing lessons about commitment and nerve, but also about the many temptations that can subvert the path to greatness. Lance Armstrong attempted to cheat the system. Jake LaMotta took a bung to throw a fight. Other champions have, conversely, demonstrated great integrity and moral courage. Billie Jean King was a seminal figure in the modern history of feminism, Muhammad Ali in the fight for racial equality.

Bringing these columns together (edited highlights from more than two million words) reminds me of what a privilege it is to write about sport, and the breadth of the canvas it permits. I have been influenced by many books, including Fooled by Randomness by Nassim Nicholas Taleb, The Golden Bough by Sir James George Frazer, The Mighty Walzer by Howard Jacobson, The Meaning of Sport by Simon Barnes, and, more recently, The Secret of Our Success by the evolutionary geneticist Joseph Henrich.

Sport, in one sense, is trivial, but it is also profound. My hunch is that it is here to say, not just for decades, but perhaps even for centuries (if we do not destroy ourselves in the meantime). It is thrilling to watch, and captivating to play, an activity as old as our species itself. But sport has another wonderful use, too: as a metaphor, it helps us to delve deeper into the nature and construction of greatness. 

Matthew Syed

October 2016





I

Building a Champion





What does it take to reach the top? We typically think about this question in terms of the individual. He or she needs talent, willpower, mental toughness and other ingredients that are routinely discussed in the context of high achievement. When we analyse performance, we therefore wish to focus, closely and intimately, on the specific person. What are they like? What do they do? How do they live?

The truth is, however, that it’s often by looking beyond the individual that the true picture of greatness snaps into focus. Understanding the culture and circumstances into which the champion was born, the commitment of parents, the fortune to have a fine coach, perhaps even to be born in the right city or state, or at the right time of year (a factor known as the relative age effect), all contribute – subtly but indisputably – to the flourishing of genius.

In this section, we look at this wider story. We meet visionary coaches, mentors who gave a crucial nudge at the right time, volunteers working behind the scenes whose selfless actions propelled the aspiring champion forward. We meet parents who made untold sacrifices, world-class support staff who found astonishing innovations, and explore the powerful rivalries and animosities that help to drive performance ever higher.

Ultimately, we will glimpse one of sport’s most vital lessons: greatness is about remarkable individuals, to be sure, but it is about getting a remarkable amount of help along the way.





The Trainer

3 February 2012

There was something both beautiful and revelatory about Angelo Dundee’s relationship with Muhammad Ali. The trainer, who died yesterday at the age of ninety, was with Ali throughout his tumultuous career, from the early days when a naive professional dreamt of a shot at the title, to the glory years of the mid-Sixties, through the tribulations of Vietnam and all the way to the tragic denouement when an ageing Ali was humiliated by younger, fitter opponents.

It is not merely that Dundee experienced the most thrilling ride in the history of sport, clinging to the coat-tails of Ali as he danced his way into the hearts of the world; in many ways, Dundee helped to guide the journey, to shape it. He was an essential component of the legend that Ali became. Indeed, it can plausibly be argued that, given his influence upon the most important sportsman of the twentieth century, Dundee changed the world.

It was a soft influence, but no less profound for that. Dundee recognised, as early as that fateful conversation in 1961, when Ali probed the knowledge and tactical awareness of a potential new cornerman, that he could not play the role of dictator, benign or otherwise. His young charge was too headstrong, too opinionated and altogether too sure of his direction of travel for a trainer to impose an alternative world view.

He also knew that, given the growing influence of Ali’s handlers in the Nation of Islam, who preached that white men are devils and looked darkly upon any relationship, business or personal, with the ‘enemy’, that he would have to act with great cunning if he were to survive.

That he remained with Ali for more than two decades, despite the drip-drip of poison fed into the ears of the champion by his religious advisers, is an astonishing testament to his savvy.

And that is the real story of Dundee. He cared about his boxers, to be sure. He knew how to inspire them, to train them, to give them the trademark left jab and overhand right, to imbue them with a sense of belief even as their reserves of energy were depleting during the championship rounds.

But more than anything – and the secret of his long and extraordinary success – was his ability to navigate the myriad relationships, the egos and the endlessly fragile sociology of a boxer’s entourage.

His quick wit was evident in more prosaic ways, too, and many of the fond obituaries that have been penned in the past twenty-four hours have focused on his ringside Machiavellianism. He illegally assisted Ali to the corner after the famous left hook of Henry Cooper in 1963, administered smelling salts and allegedly splitting Ali’s glove, giving him a few extra seconds of recovery time.

He is also alleged to have loosened the ropes of the ring in Zaire, enabling Ali to lean back and ‘rope-a-dope’ the fearsome George Foreman in the Rumble in the Jungle in October 1974.

Dundee often gave conflicting accounts of his role in these and many other controversies. At one point, he said that he had actually attempted to stiffen the ropes in Zaire, rather than loosen them, and had nothing to do with the rip in Ali’s glove in the bout against Cooper. At other times, he confessed to his antics with a glint in his eye and a smile on his face.

Perhaps he merely wanted to add to the mystique; the sense that, when it came to Dundee, nobody could really be sure how he sprinkled his magic.

What is certain is that he was among the most accessible sporting icons in the world. He volunteered his phone number to reporters and would graciously and often thrillingly share hours of his time reliving the Ali years, offering sage opinions about the new pretenders.

‘I put an arm around his shoulder in the dressing room before he went out to face Foreman,’ he once told me. ‘Ali was an enigma. He was utterly convinced of his own destiny, but he also needed reassurance.’

It was not just Ali, of course. Dundee also guided the career of Sugar Ray Leonard, arguably the greatest and certainly the most poetic boxer to have emerged in the years since Ali’s prime. Perhaps the most rousing intervention, as well as the most storied, occurred during Leonard’s epic welterweight unification bout with Thomas Hearns in 1981. With Leonard trailing on all three scorecards at the end of the twelfth round, Dundee uttered the immortal words: ‘You’re blowing it now son, you’re blowing it!’ Leonard rallied to stop Hearns midway through the fourteenth, and would later credit Dundee for helping to unlock the inspiration.

In all, Dundee trained thirteen world champions, but it was the relationship with Ali that defined his career and ultimately secured his place in history.

It is fitting that one of his last public appearances before being hospitalised with a blood clot was to attend the seventieth birthday of Ali last month. ‘It was the way he wanted to go,’ Jimmy, Dundee’s son, said yesterday. ‘He did everything he wanted to do.’

The last of the great trainers, and one of the few remaining links to the most seminal era in the history of sport, has left us.

The Parents

3 March 2010

What is the more remarkable tale: that of Tiger Woods winning fourteen major titles in golf, or that of his late father making untold sacrifices to bulldoze his son’s path to greatness? What is the more inspirational: the virtuosity of the Williams sisters in tennis, or the stoicism of their redoubtable father, a man who endured mockery, insults and threats as he coached his anonymous daughters on bullet-riddled courts in the ganglands of Los Angeles?

What is certain is that if you deconstruct the success of almost any great sportsperson, you will glimpse the heroism of a much maligned demographic – parents. You will see love, devotion, compassion, fidelity and passion; you will see a willingness to share in the joy of victory and to alleviate the pain of defeat; most of all, you will see untold quantities of self-sacrifice. Sure, there is something Darwinian about all this parental dedication, but does that make it any less stirring?

Yesterday Lewis Hamilton split professionally from his father, Anthony, the man who has managed his career since he arrived in go-karting as an eight-year-old. ‘Over the past few years we looked around to see if we could bring someone else into the picture to help with the situation – whether to help with guidance, or sponsors or whatever it was,’ Hamilton said. ‘I think now we’re at the point where we are looking to take that step – and I think it is a positive step.’

Many will find sympathy with Hamilton’s assessment, given that his father lacked the experience to conduct negotiations with leading sponsors and to handle an often voracious media, but it cannot have been easy for Hamilton Senior to stand down. For seventeen years he has willingly lived his life by proxy, marginalising his own ambitions for those of his son, agonising not about his own problems but those of his boy, and now he is being shunted to one side, albeit for eminently sensible reasons.

Letting go – that is the essential paradox of parenthood. You care, you nurture, you sacrifice, and then you watch as the little ones fly into the great unknown, often shouting recriminations as they depart. You experience the stomach-clenching pain of separation, but you do so with a smile and a hug, aware that the desire to protect and love must never morph into the tyranny of mollycoddling.

Who would be a parent? Who would seek what Freud described as the toughest of human assignments? The questions that must be answered by a parent every day of the week are as urgent as they are unanswerable: when does devotion morph into oppression? When does discipline shade into authoritarianism? When does one cross the line between offering encouragement and exerting undue pressure?

We read often about the excesses of pushy parents, and there is much to learn from those who have got it wrong. Growing up in competitive table tennis, I saw some dark episodes: the bespectacled boy from the Isle of Wight who was humiliated to the point of tears by his father after an unexpected defeat; the twelve-year-old girl from Derby whose father left her to make her own way home because she executed the wrong tactics; the boy from Wolverhampton who was thrown into an outdoor swimming pool after a crushing defeat.

But for every appalling act of excess, for every parent who has got it wrong, there are hundreds who have got it right. Men and women who would never dream of thrusting themselves forward as parental role models, who would not think to preach about how it should be done, but who – through countless acts of sacrifice, love and devotion – have done their best by their children. They do not expect thanks or praise, they do not demand recognition; they merely crave the joy of witnessing the happiness of those they nurtured.

So, even as Hamilton Senior steels himself for a new beginning, leaving his son’s career in the hands of cold-eyed professionals, he can take great credit for what he has achieved as a father. He not only forged the opportunity for his son to thrive in Formula One, not only coaxed him along the often treacherous path to world championship glory, he also sustained the respect and admiration of the boy whose career would have got nowhere but for the intrepidness of his dad.

‘He has really been the most incredible father and supporter throughout my life,’ Hamilton said. ‘He’s been there through the toughest of times. He’s always had my best interests at heart, he’s always been there to guide me in the right way. The amount of work and effort and commitment he’s put in throughout my whole career has taken all of him to be able to do that.’

As a homage to his father, the words were both heartfelt and moving. But Hamilton also spoke for countless others whose gratitude to their parents, whose recognition of their sacrifice and quiet heroism, is no less earnest and no less profound.

Practice Makes Perfect

4 September 2013

One of the great things about science is that it has taught us to be sceptical about surface appearances. The world seems flat, but it is, in fact, round. Tiger Woods looks as though he was born to play golf – but was he really?

The idea that Woods was genetically predisposed to hit balls seems, on the surface, self-evident. You only have to look at the way he swings a club to realise that genius was encoded in his DNA. A similar analysis might be applied to the free-kick taking of David Beckham, or the tennis playing of Roger Federer.

In Bounce, my 2010 book, I challenged this view, following in the steps of authors such as Malcolm Gladwell. Much of the intellectual ballast for the book was provided by the work of Herbert Simon, a cognitive scientist who won the Nobel Prize in 1978, and Anders Ericsson, of Florida State University. According to this approach, what looks like talent is, in fact, the consequence of years of practice. Hence, the idea that 10,000 hours is what it takes to attain expertise.

Woods, for example, started playing golf at the age of one, played his first pitch-and-putt round at two, and had practised many thousands of hours by the age of ten. When he became the youngest winner of the Masters in 1997 and was acclaimed by pundits as having been born with a ‘gift’, Woods laughed. ‘It looks like a gift, but that is because you haven’t seen the years of dedication that went into the performance,’ a colleague said. This is the danger of surface appearance.

Recently, the debate on nature versus nurture has ignited again. The Sports Gene, a book by David Epstein, has sought to elevate the role of genetics in the analysis of success. It is well written, and many of the examples about running, jumping and other ‘simple’ sports are uncontroversial. There is little doubt that it helps to have fast-twitch muscle fibres if you want to be a sprinter. Similarly, a long Achilles tendon is helpful if you aspire to be a high jumper. The anatomical advantages enjoyed by many top athletes in simple sports are often caused by genetic differences.

But the 10,000-hour notion was supposed to apply only to complex areas of sport, and life. Take the case of reaction speed in sport. For a long time, it was thought that those, such as Federer, who could react to a serve delivered at more than 150 m.p.h., were blessed with superior genes. The idea was that Federer was born with instincts that gave him the capacity to react to a fast-moving ball, where most people would see a blur.

Federer’s speed is, according to this analysis, a bit like Usain Bolt’s fast-twitch fibres: encoded in DNA.

This turned out to be quite wrong. On standard tests of reaction, top tennis players are no faster on average than the rest of us. What they possess is not superior reactions but superior anticipation. They are able to ‘read’ the movement of their opponent (the torso, the lower part of the arm, the orientation of the shoulders) and thus move into position earlier than non-elite players. In fact, they are able to infer where the ball is going a full tenth of a second before it has been hit. This is a complex skill encoded in the brain through years of practice; not an inherited trait.

One of the reasons why practice is so important is because it transforms the neural architecture of the brain. To take one simple example, the area of the brain involved in spatial navigation – the posterior hippocampus – is much bigger in London black cab drivers than the rest of us. But, crucially, they were not born with this; it grew in direct proportion to years on the job.

Proponents of talent tend to respond by saying: ‘Are you ser-iously saying that talent counts for nothing?’ Well, that depends on what is meant by talent. The problem is that different notions are used interchangeably. What does it mean to say that Jonny is more talented than Jamie at, say, tennis? Does it mean that Jonny is better at the moment? Or that Jonny is improving faster? What if Jamie starts to improve faster than Jonny? Is Jamie now more talented than Jonny? In many fields, it has been found that those who start off below average (who might be said to lack talent) improve, over time, faster than average. In others, those who start out learning faster continue to accelerate. In one study of American pianists, those who would go on to achieve greatness were not standing out from their peers even when they had been studying intensively for six years.

At what point do we decide who is talented? After a week, a month, ten years? The answer may be different depending on the time-span chosen, not to mention the level of motivation and the quality of coaching brought to each hour of practice. In the studies cited by Epstein, these variables are rarely taken into account. What this shows, I think, is that a simple notion of talent (which still rules much of the world) is misleading. Complex skills are not hardwired like height, and neither is the disposition to learn.

Many of the differences in the world today when it comes to sporting prowess are determined not by genetic differences, but by differences in the quality of practice. Brazil once had the top team in football because of highly efficient training techniques. Instead of learning from them, English coaches, obsessed with talent, said: ‘Brazilians are born with superlative skill; our players could never do that.’

The consequence was that we didn’t teach technical competence to our youngsters. Our eleven-year-olds continued to play on full-size pitches, hoofing the ball up to the front man, and touching the ball infrequently. No wonder we went backwards. Spain superseded Brazil because they found a way of accelerating skill-acquisition beyond their competitors.

I would have no problem with the notion of talent if it was amended to incorporate the complexity in human performance. The problem with the simplistic notion prevalent today is that it can destroy resilience, as many studies have shown. After all, if you are struggling with an activity, doesn’t that mean you lack talent? Shouldn’t you give up and try something else?

It is worth remembering that SF, a famous volunteer from memory literature, went from below average to world-class level in memory skill with two years of training. Was he talented? Ultimately, it depends on how you conceive of talent. What is clear is that the present notion is deeply misleading. The power of practice, on the other hand, remains vastly underrated.

Delegation

31 August 2016

In his seminal account of how the tide turned in the battle against Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) between 2005 and 2008, General Stanley A. McChrystal talks about the power of delegation. The commander of Joint Special Operations ripped up the rigid hierarchical structure of the forces combatting the insurgency and took what seemed like a high-risk decision: he pushed authority down the chain of command.

‘[I realised that] the role of a senior leader is no longer that of controlling puppet master, but that of a crafter of culture,’ McChrystal would later say. ‘When you give people responsibility, more often than not, they step up.’

The turnaround had many components. The US forces on the ground had real-time information that the leaders back at base couldn’t possibly keep pace with. Allowing people to take decisions without going up and down the command enhanced agility and speed. AQI, small in number but fleet of foot, suddenly found a previously sluggish opponent right on its heels.

Something else happened, too. As the level of responsibility increased, so the troops became more responsible. Instead of requesting or, worse, hogging crucial assets (like unmanned aerial vehicles), they started to share. They realised, as McChrystal put it in his book, Team of Teams, that ‘it would be used in a context even more critical than their current situation’. They were already working gruelling hours, but found renewed energy, too. Slowly, the tide began to turn.

I was thinking of all this in the context of a fascinating hour on Monday spent in the company of Helen and Kate Richardson-Walsh. They are not just outstanding athletes who helped Team GB hockey to gold in Rio, but deep thinkers, too. Kate, the captain, is almost certainly a future head coach. Helen, who is doing a psychology degree, reads copiously on strategy and leadership.

Perhaps their most startling insight was the extent to which Danny Kerry, the outstanding coach, delegated authority ‘down the chain of command’. The players decide when they do their daily training. They determine the written rules and behaviours against which they are held to account. They choose the captain via a vote. For some, this must sound like anarchy. In fact, the chain of command became stronger.

‘If you give people responsibility, if you bring them into the decision-making, they take ownership. They become more committed. The entire dynamic changes,’ Kate said. ‘Even the younger players step up. Why would you wish to break a code you helped to create? There have to be well-defined limits, of course. We all understand that many key decisions are taken by the coach. But it isn’t weakness to delegate; it is a sign of strength.’

Richardson-Walsh’s insights tally with rigorous research into corporations. The psychologists, Jay Conger and Rabindra Kanungo, found that empowerment improved employee satisfaction. Kenneth Thomas and Betty Velthouse, two management academics, found that ‘the decentralisation of authority created intrinsic motivation’. As McChrystal put it: ‘People who make the decision are more invested in it.’

Football, however, typically adopts the opposite model. Authority, both de jure and de facto, is centralised in the manager. He takes all the decisions. The players are (all too often) conceptualised as lazy, unintelligent and mutinous. They receive instructions like labourers and are expected to mutely carry them out. Motivation is of the crudest carrot-and-stick variety.

When they play badly, players are shouted at. I have seen pre-match team talks that have consisted of little more than ranting. Managers are so wary of allowing players to think for themselves that they wave wildly from the touchline. Treated like infants, players become infantilised. They start to misbehave. Incipient leadership qualities are crushed. Initiative is obliterated. Players opt out of decisions even when it comes to their own personal lives, delegating to often duplicitous agents. After all, how is an infant to make a judgement call for himself?

You can trace this, as surely as night follows day, to the way England play in major competitions. As the pressure intensifies, the more they look around. When they are required to step up, as against Iceland, the more they retreat into institutionalised insecurity. The more the coach gesticulates, the more they quiver at the very prospect of taking responsibility on the pitch.

This hints, too, at the competitive advantage of Germany. Football, there, is positioned as an intelligent game. Players are brought into decision-making on training, development and rehabilitation. They are encouraged to take further education. The class divide (gaffer-manager against player-labourer) is seen for the sordid anachronism it is. This why their national teams are so imbued with leadership qualities on the field of play when it matters most.

Sir Dave Brailsford, the architect behind the success of Team GB cycling and Team Sky, deploys a model very similar to British hockey. He calls it CORE, an acronym for Commitment, Ownership, Responsibility, Excellence. ‘When you give cyclists responsibility, you empower them,’ he said. ‘Bringing riders into decision-making, while retaining ultimate authority, has been one of the most important cultural changes we have made.’

That doesn’t mean that coaches never speak sharply. Shane Sutton resigned as technical director for British Cycling after allegations of bullying, which he denies. But it is vital to realise that there is, psychologically speaking, all the difference in the world between being chastised for breaking rules that you yourself created, as opposed to rules dictated from above. Many of the most successful riders in Rio thanked Sutton for reminding them, sometimes forcefully, when they flouted the code they had personally authored.

Some readers will doubtless say that footballers should be treated like idiots for that is how they behave. This is to get things the wrong way around. They behave like idiots for that is how they are treated. There are limits to rational delegation, to be sure, and it takes true leadership to define and enforce them. But without meaningful delegation, you lose an irreplaceable resource: the initiative and resolve of the most important people of all – those on the front line.

When American forces left Iraq, AQI started to grow again, but the turnaround between 2005 and 2008 was nothing less than spectacular. When McChrystal tried to improve performance without delegation, the number of raids increased from ten to eighteen. When he judiciously delegated, this figure ‘sky-rocketed’ to 600. ‘These raids were more successful, too,’ he has said. ‘They were eliminating a higher percentage of their targets.’

The McChrystal gambit remains one of the most influential events in recent military history, but it has implications that extend way beyond modern warfare. Football, please, take note.

The Volunteer

4 February 2015

Brian Halliday will only be familiar to a handful of readers. He was a quiet but determined man, but he rarely featured in newspapers, not even in his home town of Reading. But Halliday, and others like him, are, to my mind, the most important people in British sport, indeed in British society. Halliday was a volunteer.

Lots of words are aspirational in sport. Champion, victor, icon, legend, hero, to name a few. But volunteer, although a word with less effusive connotations, should command similar prestige. Halliday was the chairman of the Kingfisher Table Tennis Club for more than twenty years. He worked for the English Table Tennis Association for a decade. He wrote the newsletter for the seniors (over-40s, -50s and -60s) for so long that he became an institution.

Marx was wrong about many things, but on one issue he wrote with haunting clarity. He recognised that, while money has lots of uses, it can undermine many important things. Love is corrupted by money. Friendship is, too. These things are precious precisely because they are not about money. The moment you pay someone to be a friend is the moment that the friendship ends.

Halliday was never paid for his tireless work. I remember seeing him at our local club (I have been a member of Kingfisher for most of my life), sitting at a table in a corner patiently going through sheaves of paperwork. We caught each other’s eye and he smiled, before carrying on. He wasn’t working for money; indeed, to have been paid would have compromised the very act he was undertaking. He did it, like so many volunteers in sport and beyond, out of love.

He loved table tennis. He loved the fellow members of his club, just as we loved him. He loved to be a part of an institution that helped people to grow, to share, to be together. These relationships were anchored not by money, but something with a deeper power. It is the power that David Cameron sought to harness in his idea of a Big Society. But Cameron didn’t realise that the beauty and the mystique of this power is precisely why it is not amenable to political manipulation.

Halliday gave up weekend after weekend to build the club that we shared together. All of us did. In the cold winter of 1986, when the idea of a new table-tennis club in a small plot of land in suburban Reading was first proposed, about thirty of us undertook the spadework. We didn’t have the money to pay a professional builder, so we built it ourselves.

First we dismantled a prefab in north Reading. Then we transported it over to a place called Woodley, where we had been granted the land. Then, under the auspices of Jim Hodder, a builder and table-tennis player for whom the construction of the club became a personal act of devotion, we started to reassemble it.

The weekends were long. They were cold. Gloves were vital. But the collective endeavour, the sense of camaraderie and mutual support, will never leave me. Over the past thirty years, pride in the club has never wavered.

Halliday became one of the longest-serving volunteers, but he was not alone. Colin Dyke, a bearded defensive player with an impressive forehand slice, has acted as an officer for more than two decades; Hodder is still an honorary vice president. Today (the club has moved a hundred yards to a new location because the initial plot was required by a local school) a new generation of volunteers are assisting in the work.

Dozens of local young people are members. They do not see the behind-the-scenes work that makes it all tick, but they do see the welcoming faces, the willing coaches, the sense of inclusion.

This is what great volunteers create. It is not about the majesty of the venue (Kingfisher is functional and rather small); rather, it is about the sense of purpose, fun and adventure. This is the real meaning of sport.

I sat down while writing this column and wrote the names of all the people who had shaped my life for the better. To my surprise, almost all were unpaid.

My parents, my siblings, my friends, my wife: they go without saying. But I also noted a group who gave up their time out of what I can only describe as a sense of duty and humanity. I suspect that Peter Charters, my coach, spent more than 5,000 hours nurturing me and other aspiring players at the Kingfisher club and its precursor. He is still the coaching officer today.

The notion of volunteering often sounds twee. The Unsung
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