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INTRODUCTION

Small, Simple, Speedy

Damian

The Australian sun was shining brightly, the blue sky was shimmering in the early morning heat, and the green grass of the rugby pitch had never looked so inviting. But the words I was hearing weren’t nearly as enticing.

‘We are going to start tackling practice now,’ explained Tony Smith, the charismatic head coach of England Rugby League. ‘Would you mind holding one of the tackle pads?’

With a gulp, I nodded my assent and trotted on to the training field. I gathered the bag, threading my arms through the straps to ensure it was held tightly.

My insides felt equally tight. Jamie Peacock, the 6ft 5in leviathan standing thirty yards away, looked like he’d been carved out of granite. As he pawed the ground, eager to commence the drill, the whole of the England camp paused their activities. Their faces were filled with an undisguised zeal at the imminent firework display, just waiting for the blue touchpaper to be lit.

[image: What if you could change your life in less than five minutes?]
Many teams have induction processes for new recruits. Over the years I have been forced to sing songs, recount bawdy encounters, even deliver a joke in front of the most hostile of audiences: your colleagues. But this was different. I had yet to experience the joy of being run into full pelt by the captain of England Rugby League. This is my induction, I thought, resignedly.

As Peacock began his run-up I braced for impact, planting my feet in the lush green turf and fighting the rising urge to close my eyes or run away. As he ran faster and faster I could see his steely gaze fixed firmly upon me. I braced myself: here it comes. I started counting down to the moment of impact: three … two … one …

Until, with his final step, the Leeds Rhinos legend subtly twisted his trunk to avoid colliding into me. The whooshing sound as he passed was matched only by the speed of the air leaving my chest. I realised I’d been unconsciously holding my breath.

I looked to the sidelines and saw the whole England team laughing. ‘Thanks, Jamie,’ I muttered. ‘I appreciate that.’

Is it possible for a single moment to teach you everything you need to know about a team? Since arriving at England’s World Cup training camp on the Gold Coast, there had been no grand welcome speeches, laminated team values or ping-pong tables in the staff areas to signal the type of culture I had entered. But Peacock’s little practical joke – and the kindness in choosing to not, in fact, launch me into the Pacific Ocean – had communicated exactly what sort of team this was. Despite first appearances, I was safe here. I had been given a sense of belonging in the group. And we’d had a laugh about it too.

Throughout my career, working with teams ranging from England Rugby League to Scotland Rugby Union and England Netball, I have come to understand the power of these small and frequently overlooked occurrences. These microscopic behaviours and moments are the essential ingredient of any high-performing culture. The cement between the bricks.

Jake

I am living proof that small changes in behaviour can have an outsized impact. I transformed my life just by tweaking the time of my morning alarm.

For most of my adult life, my mornings had been a rushed blur of getting the kids to school, rushing for the train to work, all while feeling underprepared and overwhelmed. I always missed breakfast, which killed my energy. I didn’t engage with my family, which killed my mojo. And I didn’t get ready for the day ahead, which killed my effectiveness.

Only a couple of years ago did I do the obvious thing: I shifted my alarm clock forwards by 15 minutes. For a while, I couldn’t quite believe how big an impact it had. Having just a few minutes of solitude to think about the day ahead was a revelation. By the time my wife, Harriet, and the kids woke up I was ready with cuddles and coffee. It was a small change. And it changed everything.

It was my first hint that I had been sold a myth about the path to success. For too long, high performance has been characterised as a complex, ever-changing system – one invariably tied to a pricey course or, at the very least, a bewildering 1,000-page textbook. But here’s the truth: success starts simple. And it begins in moments just like when I tinkered with my morning alarm. The moments you often ignore because they seem too insignificant to matter.

I’m not the only one. Over the last five years, your two authors have completed over 400 interviews with people who have scaled the heights of their chosen professions on our podcast, High Performance. And we have repeatedly witnessed that a commitment to tiny, even imperceptible, behaviours of this kind makes the difference between success and failure. Every choice you make, however small, contributes to ensuring high performance and eliminating low standards. As Eddie Jones, the former England Rugby Union coach told us: ‘Nothing you do is neutral.’
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‘Nothing you do is neutral.’ Eddie Jones



Sir Ian McGeechan, the legendary rugby union coach, calls these small practices with an outsized impact ‘world-class basics’. He has spent his career creating cultures of sustained excellence in a succession of triumphant teams: Northampton, Wasps and, most famously, the British & Irish Lions. And he credits tiny, basic commitments for his success.1 ‘Each position or each role has certain skills that are very specific to that role,’ McGeechan explained to us. ‘The best are able to deliver something that can make a difference when it matters.’ These small, basic skills – consistently passing the ball well, consistently being in the right position, consistently making the correct decision under pressure – all add up to elite performance.

In fact, once you start looking for these basic, consistent behaviours you start to see them everywhere. Take the words of Shaun Wane, the head coach of England Rugby League: ‘How you do anything is how you do everything.’ His point is that each small behaviour is a microcosm of your wider approach and values. One of his protégés, Sam Tomkins, once told us a strange story about how Shaun used to make him carry around a Filofax – a bulky, unseemly and seemingly irrelevant item most associated with Only Fools and Horses’ Derek Trotter – everywhere he went. If he couldn’t brandish it on request, the consequences would be severe. It sounded a bit weird, to be fair. But the point was simple: if Sam couldn’t be trusted to do something small and specific, like carry around a Filofax, then he would never be able to do something big and expansive, like win the Super League competition.

Or take the words of Rob O’Neill, a member of the celebrated US Navy SEALs, who recounted the advice he was offered when he faced the unit’s gruelling selection training – including the ordeal everyone calls ‘Hell Week’. ‘Here’s how you get through SEAL training,’ he said. ‘Wake up in the morning on time, make your bed the right way and then brush your teeth. You just started your day with three wins.’ These small changes changed everything. ‘Because you took the time for yourself in the morning to make your bed the right way, regardless of how bad today will be – and it will be bad – tomorrow is a clean slate.’

In every case, the principle is the same. The tiny insignificant behaviours are just as important as the big obvious ones. For Ian McGeechan, it was summarised by a phrase: ‘World-class basics.’ For Shaun Wane, that was summarised in a mantra: ‘How you do anything is how you do everything.’ For Rob O’Neill, it was summarised in a few small actions such as brushing your teeth and making your bed.

We have another term for these actions. We call them micro-habits.

What are micro-habits?

‘Micro-habit’ is the term we have come to use for the simple, imperceptible behaviours that we have noticed many of the highest performing people depend upon. Over the years, we have come to define a micro-habit as a simple, repeatable behaviour with three qualities.

First, and most obviously, a micro-habit needs to be small. In our previous books we have written about big, meaty concepts – from teamwork to mindset to motivation. But in this book we want to write about how all of these big outcomes are built upon miniature strategic decisions: the little things with outsized impact. As such, nothing we suggest here will require a radical shift in your life, cost any money or require any particular skill to implement.

Second, a micro-habit needs to be simple. Do you remember the scene in the British sitcom, Fawlty Towers where the hapless hotel owner Basil Fawlty is rowing with his long-suffering wife Sybil? He suggests that should she ever participate on the quiz show, Mastermind, she must choose ‘the bleeding obvious’ as her specialist subject. Many of our high performers have a similar specialism. A lot of the ideas in this book are common sense – and that’s deliberate. After all, just because an idea is simple common sense, that doesn’t make it common practice.

Third, a micro-habit needs to be speedy. During our interviews we have been struck by the fact that many of the behaviours that the most successful people point to as being key to their success don’t take very long to implement: think of Rob O’Neill brushing his teeth, or Mel Robbins high-fiving her reflection in the bathroom mirror. And that makes sense: part of what makes micro-habits successful is that you can implement them right now. That’s why this book is divided into forty-eight short entries, each designed to be read quickly. Don’t get us wrong: putting some of these changes into action will take a while, particularly when they amount to a major shift in mindset or perspective. But we think you can learn them – and understand them – in the time it takes to read a single entry of this book.

Our hope is that each one of these entries raises an intriguing possibility: What if you could change your life in less than five minutes? This approach might sound crazy – but in fact, the science is clear. The small details often tell you as much as the overall objectives. For example, Dr Peter Attia, one of the world’s leading medical experts on how we can live longer, pointed us towards evidence showing the outsized effects that astonishingly minuscule changes in our approach to exercise can have. Undertaking just 90 seconds of vigorous physical activity per day can reduce our risk of heart attack by a third.2 Walking 5,000 steps three times per week can add three years to their life expectancy.3

That is not only true for health and exercise, but for any number of your behaviours and those of the people around you. Why? Because the small changes you introduce start a chain reaction of positive actions for you, your team and your life in general. A chain reaction leads, eventually, to high performance – whatever that means to you.

In the last sentence, there was one word doing an awful lot of heavy lifting: eventually. This book is not offering a ‘quick fix’. While these methods are quick to implement, it takes time to feel their effects.

In his book Atomic Habits, the psychology writer James Clear – probably the world’s best-known expert on how small changes in behaviour can have outsized results – describes one fascinating study conducted by health psychologists at University College London.4 Phillippa Lally and her colleagues monitored a number of volunteers who were seeking to incorporate one small change into their lives. Examples of these changes including eating one piece of fruit with lunch every day, another wanted to do fifty sit-ups a day. Each volunteer was then tasked with logging whether they had completed their chosen behaviour and rated the degree to which it felt habitual and whether they would find it hard not to complete it – a little like asking someone not to brush their teeth every morning. The idea was to explore how long it took until the participants felt the same way.

There was a significant spread among the participants’ answers. Some suggested it took them just eighteen days; others, much longer. The results suggested that it took participants, on average, around sixty-six days to feel they had turned a new behaviour into a habit – that is, an effortless, automatic part of their routine.

The key takeaway is that patience matters. We all learn and change at different rates. So don’t feel disappointed when things don’t get easier overnight – just try your hardest to persevere.

The entrepreneur and Crystal Palace Football Club owner, Steve Parrish, captured this point when talking about a piece of advice he received from his head coach, Dougie Freedman, on our podcast. Parrish had asked whether it was appropriate to come into the dressing room after a win. His coach said it didn’t matter, as long as he was also prepared to always come in after a defeat too.

The lesson: nothing is as important as consistency. ‘You need to remember,’ he said, ‘you are only really there for the bad days.’

Small changes change everything

In the pages that follow, we have curated the most powerful micro-habits that we have come across over five years of interviews with high-performing people. They are organised into twelve domains of high performance, one for each month – and if you wish, you can apply the ideas in this book, in order, over the course of a single year. But that is not the only way to read it. You might also look through the contents page for advice on a specific challenge you’re grappling with, or even just open a page at random and see what you learn.

Our promise is simple: in every chapter we will tell a story – and explain the science – behind how one small change transformed the lives of some of the most remarkable people in the world. We will show you how a simple commitment to deferring gratification helped Matthew McConaughey win an Oscar. We will delve into the small method Usain Bolt used to realise his potential, and which he credits with turning him into the fastest man in history. And we will explore how a simple commitment to expressing appreciation helped Sarina Wiegman lead the Lionesses to win the European Championship – twice.

The ideas in this book are a mixed bag, and that’s deliberate. The English playwright Alan Bennett once suggested that there should be a sign placed near to the entrance of the National Gallery which reads:

YOU DON’T HAVE TO LIKE EVERYTHING IN HERE.5

Bennett was challenging those who passed through to be discerning rather than fawning, and active not passive, in how they saw the art. And we want this book to elicit the same response. We will share with you a wide range of examples that look at how you can kick-start your own chain reaction to high performance whether mentally or physically, personally or professionally.

Not all of them will work for you. And that’s OK. We want you to dip in and feel free to dismiss any micro-habits that are definitely not for you – and pick just a few that are.

By the end, we hope you’ll have a toolkit of simple behaviours for high performance – but personalised for your own journey to success. Remember Shaun Wane’s maxim: ‘How you do anything is how you do everything.’ But that doesn’t mean that each of us has to do everything the same way. How boring would that be?
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HOW TO MOTIVATE YOURSELF




LANDO NORRIS

Job, Career or Calling?

When we sat down with Lando Norris, the lead driver for Formula One team McLaren, we thought he would want to talk about his recent successes in the driver’s seat that he had occupied since the age of nineteen – he was on the cusp of helping McLaren win their first Constructors’ Championship since 1998, while also finishing as runner-up in the Drivers’ Championship. But nothing seemed to be further from his mind.

[image: Don’t get a job. Create a calling.]
Instead, he embarked upon an intriguing series of reminiscences about his early days in the sport when he first joined the team. When he started out, he had spent countless hours working in the garages, helping the team pack, prepare and assemble the caravan of materials needed to get the fastest possible car on to the track. ‘Before I was the driver for McLaren I did some of my work experience here, just kind of getting to know everyone,’ he explained. ‘I would stay with the mechanics. I would pack up the garage and take the car apart after the races and stuff like that. I love everything that goes into it.’

At first we were slightly taken aback. Why did a man who was at the top of F1 want to spend all this time dwelling on his past? But eventually we came to understand: he was showing us that the things that motivated him when he started out were, on some level, the same as the things that were motivating him today.

‘There was no downside,’ he told us. ‘There’s no negative. Like, what else you gonna do? Go home and play on the Xbox in the hotel for a bit or go and grab dinner a couple hours earlier? There’s no gain for me in doing that.’


[image: ]
‘There was no downside. There was no negative. Like, what else you gonna do?’ Lando Norris



Why? Because he truly, genuinely enjoyed his work in the garages – it transcended just being a job to become something dramatically more important. ‘I knew there was enjoyment in it and there’s the bonus of working with the team more, and our relationship is improving. I didn’t know at that time that I was going to be in the racing seat a couple years later, but now it’s only gonna be a good thing for me that we have that relationship and bond.’

Many of the high performers we have spoken to exhibit this kind of monomaniacal commitment to their job. Their thinking can be understood when we view it through the lens of research led by Dr Amy Wrzesniewski, a professor at Yale School of Management, who has spent much of her career researching how individuals think about their work and how this affects performance.1

She has found that people tend to have one of three ‘work orientations’ – or ways in which they think about their work. She summarises it as either a job, a career or a calling.

A job provides you with pay, benefits and perhaps a few social perks. But it is essentially about the monthly pay packet that lands in your bank account. People in this category tend to value their lives outside of the office more than their lives inside. Work is how they pay for the things they actually love: be it their friendships, hobbies or family life.

People who view their job as a career work not only out of necessity but also to advance and succeed. They tend to be more driven to seek out opportunities, strive for the next promotion and embrace training and development. People with a career orientation tend to prioritise their long-term professional future, using goals and healthy competition at work to get ahead.

Finally, those who experience their work as a calling tend to view work as an end in itself. They feel a deep emotional connection to their work, believing that it contributes to the greater good, allows them to use their strengths and gives a sense of purpose to their lives. Unsurprisingly, people with a calling orientation not only find work more rewarding, but they tend to work harder and longer because of their commitment to it – and, in turn, get better results.

Lando Norris, it seemed to us, exhibited all the hallmarks of the third approach. He wasn’t just working for the sake of working. He was working because he had a deep, unwavering passion for what he was doing.

You might be thinking, Well, good for Lando. But not everyone can have that kind of relationship with their work. If your job is cleaning toilets then you might struggle to find a deep, unwavering passion.

But what if, in fact, you can? Wrzesniewski’s findings suggest that it doesn’t really matter what job you have, because a calling orientation is as much to do with your mindset as the actual work you do. The trick lies in what organisational psychologists call ‘job crafting’, which essentially requires you to adjust the way you think about work and reframing what you are doing so it aligns more closely with the sense of what matters to you.

In her most famous example, Wrzesniewski describes a cleaner at a hospital who defined her role not as cleaning up other people’s mess or scrubbing floors but as being a ‘healer’ who maintained the standards in the hospital and so, in turn, contributed to the recovery of everyone inside. ‘Defining her role as healer meant she paid additional attention to the tasks that might help people recover and leave the hospital more quickly,’ Wrzesniewski wrote. ‘She also formed relationships with patients and their families, getting to know them as people, not just temporary patients.’2 By reframing what her work actually was, the cleaner was able to find dramatically more value in doing it.

This is quite similar to the way Lando Norris described his gruelling work in the garage. He was not just fixing the odd bit of metal, he told us. Instead, he ‘got to know the values of people and how much of a difference that can make.’ Even the tasks that felt the most menial were making a difference to making the car go faster.

Lando’s experience shows the value that ‘job crafting’ can have for any of us. Think about the tasks you have to do and consider how you could rewrite them in a way that would appeal to someone who is applying for the job. What additional meaning could you find in the tasks before you if you framed them in the right terms? And what could it teach you about motivating yourself?

The overall lesson? Don’t get a job. Create a calling.


WATCH
THE EPISODE
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ADAM PEATY

The Odysseus Contract

The first time we met Adam Peaty, he had his bags packed and his ticket ready to head to the Tokyo Olympic Games. He confidently described to us how he planned to dominate his rivals and bring gold medals back to his Derbyshire home. Weeks later, that’s exactly what he did.

This series of events was entirely consistent with his whole career. Indeed, everything about Peaty’s record seemed perfect: with a knack for hoovering up swimming world records and gold medals with metronomic efficiency, he once described himself as possessing a ‘gladiator mindset’.

And yet just a year after our conversation, everything had changed. ‘Fourteen months from that interview, I had a breakdown,’ he told us in his second podcast appearance a few years later. ‘This sport of swimming … is incredibly hard.’ He paused. ‘Life’s incredibly hard, right?’

His trouble began when he started recording strangely pedestrian times in his training. Then, as he began his preparation to become the first person to win the men’s 100m breaststroke title in three Olympic Games in a row during the summer of 2024, everything went off the rails. ‘I got to a place after coming off a training camp for ten weeks, [where I was] missing my son and missing home. I kept getting ill. It was my body telling me, “You don’t want to do this. You can’t do this.”

‘I went to Edinburgh to race and my times were ridiculously slow. I got back home three days later and did a warm-up, and I just felt weak … I finished, I touched the wall and my goggles were filled with tears.’ Mel Marshall, his loyal coach and mentor, was waiting by the poolside. She asked him if he was OK. ‘That’s the first time I’ve ever said no,’ Peaty recalled.

Peaty described the feelings of desolation that threatened to engulf him as he stood in the shower. ‘I got into the shower, just crying. Mel was there and I said, “I don’t want to do this anymore.”’ He agreed to step away from the relentless demands of swimming for a week, which was soon extended to a second week and then a third. During this period, he began to ‘question if Paris was even on the agenda.’

The solution to Adam’s problem came from an unlikely source: Homer’s Odyssey.

In Homer’s ancient story, the hero Odysseus encounters the Sirens, mythical creatures with beautiful voices who lure sailors to their deaths by singing enchanting songs. To avoid this fate, Odysseus had his crew plug their ears with beeswax and tied himself to the ship’s mast, allowing him to hear the Sirens’ song while being prevented from steering towards them, thus successfully passing the island and escaping their deadly charm.

Today, an ‘Odysseus Contract’ fulfils a similar function.1 It draws on this story’s acknowledgement that we are all weak and human and often, when faced with temptation, likely to fall
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