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Introduction

Many people dream about setting up their own business, and it’s easy to see why. The rewards can be amazing, the hours are as flexible as you want them to be, and you can do something you are passionate about. According to Warwick Business School, only 47% of the 325,811 start-ups registered in 2020 survived 3 years, with just 2% of these managing a £1 million turnover after 3 years. Longer term, only around 10% of UK start-ups ever celebrate their 10th anniversary. It’s hard. Very hard.

The downsides are enough to put anyone off. Long, often unpaid hours, multi-tasking on a different level than ever before, making big decisions when you don’t know the outcome, no financial stability; the list is endless. A job advert for a new business owner wouldn’t be very appealing.

But with the right mindset and focus, running a successful business is possible for anyone prepared to continuously go out of their comfort zone. Yes, it involves more hard work than you’ve ever put into a normal job, and the highs and lows can be challenging, but with a plan and enough drive, there are so many opportunities.

This is my story of how I set up and grew my health and wellbeing business, and the rollercoaster ride along the way. It covers starting the company, building a brand, finding and retaining customers, the financial pain of nearly going under several times, using innovation and technology to stand out from the crowd to become a market leader, and setting world-class standards. My journey ended with me exiting the business 15 years after starting it.

I also look at my childhood experiences, growing up, working for other people and all that I learnt from them. I’ve always felt there is a clear link between sport—in my case, football—and business. They align in so many ways. Building a performance culture, setting team and individual expectations and responsibilities, and ultimately winning. Winning is in my DNA and has been a major part of my business success.

This book is dedicated to everyone who has helped me throughout my journey. The amazing people who have supported and inspired me along the way, and also those who motivated me even further by making my journey harder. It’s all about turning negative situations into positive ones.









Growing Up

It all started on 1 September 1972 at 11.10 pm when I entered the world at Warneford Hospital in Leamington Spa. We spent most of my childhood living in School Lane, Kenilworth, before I moved out to another part of town in my early twenties, and then moving out of the area completely just before I turned thirty. I have good memories of Kenilworth from St Nicholas Primary School and Priory Hall, part of Kenilworth Secondary School, through to my early adult years. It was a good place to live.

Kenilworth was quite an affluent town, and whilst many families and friends seemed to have lots of money, our reality was different. At the time, I was quite envious about this and didn’t like that we were struggling with money all the time. The most extreme example was over the summer, when we had to save up for the ice cream van, whilst other friends would be at the front of the queue every time the chimes of Mr Whippy stopped us playing football in the street.

From an early age, I’d see Mum work out where every penny would be spent from her detailed shopping list, where every item was written and the cost next to it. Dad worked nights to get extra money due to our financial situation, and they used loans as we couldn’t afford many things. Whilst I never got it at the time, I knew it was the only way for them to purchase bigger items. Although I did always secretly wonder why Mum and Dad could smoke a lot whilst we were in this position. I’ll never understand that bit.

Looking back, this was probably my first example of turning a negative situation into a positive one, as this experience made me good with money. Aside from a mortgage, I’ve never borrowed money, and I’m proud of that because it is so easy to fall into the trap of borrowing money, especially when times are hard. Saying that, in around 2001, I think I borrowed £200 off my sister Michelle, and I can’t actually remember if I paid her back.

Mum was OCD tidy and ran a very clean and neat house, spending what felt like most days cleaning windows or floors. Alongside being a full-time mum, she would spend her days cleaning for people to try and get extra money, then zoom back to school to pick us up before the mayhem of teatime.

Dad worked hard at the local golf course before moving on to a large manufacturing company in Leamington. As neither parent drove, he would cycle from Kenilworth into Leamington for both night shifts or early shifts and then spend the weekend sleeping to recover before going again.

My little brother, Craig, was funny but growing up, really annoying at times, and we had a very much love-hate relationship during the early days, but got closer as we got older. He was super talented at snooker and was unlucky not to make a career in the game, practising at Kenilworth Social Club every day and night. He was also a good footballer, playing on the right wing for Kenilworth Youth Club, but his love for sport was the green baize.

Craig is the main reason for my ultra competitiveness, as we were always trying to beat each other at anything and everything. He had snooker; I had football, but everything else was a competition. Even to the extent of a simple thing like cutting a cake, we’d argue over who had the biggest slice. We then created a rule to solve this forever; one of us cuts, the other picks! The best solution in the history of squabbling brothers, as it was always cut with military accuracy, creating two almost perfectly equal slices.

My big sister, Michelle, talked for me as a child before I could speak for myself, but this carried on until I was probably three or four. This might have something to do with why I was very quiet as a child. I always looked up to her for how good she was at school, but at the same time, I laughed at how bad she was at sports. I was really annoyed when she went on an annual school trip to Lilleshall Sports Centre, but when it was my turn to go, the teachers decided to go on strike.

She wound me up about this for years, and it still annoys me. I get some of my emotional intelligence from Michelle, as she has always been a good communicator, especially regarding emotions and difficult situations. Not surprising with her job as a chartered counsellor, really.

Our grandparents lived relatively nearby: Nan and Grandad in Kenilworth, Nan and Bampy in Whitnash. They were cool grandparents in different ways, and we enjoyed seeing them when we did. Mum and Dad split up when I was about twelve, which wasn’t a surprise as a big chunk of our childhood seemed to be hearing them arguing or fighting. Not at Christmas time, though, as this was the time of year when there was no fighting, and the Christmas tree seemed to grow presents around it, taking up the whole end of the lounge when we walked in first thing on Christmas Day.

I was diagnosed with asthma at a very early age, and by the time I’d been tested for allergies, there was a list of things to avoid. Both parents and most grandparents were heavy smokers, plus we had an animal-loving family, so it became almost impossible to avoid cats and dogs, two of my worst allergies. Visiting family members with pets was a horrible experience for me, as I knew I was going to get ill regardless of them opening a window or keeping the pets in the kitchen—their solution for helping me, whilst it made no difference at all.

I remember wearing a face mask to protect my lungs from dog and cat hair when we stayed overnight at Nan and Grandad’s, but it never helped, and I knew every Friday night, I would be poorly. At bedtime, I had a choice of being warm with the window closed but not breathing well the next day, or having the window open, being cold, but having a better chance of breathing better.

Over time, I turned this negative situation into a positive one by never putting myself in a situation where I went to family or friends who had pets or smoked. Even for just twenty minutes, which would be the time it would normally take for an asthma attack to slowly take its hold.

Unfortunately, COVID was responsible for the UK going pet crazy and nearly everyone I knew getting a dog, making it difficult to go round friends’ houses. This situation became even harder as restaurants now prefer to be dog-friendly rather than people-friendly.

In my early teens, I played and got a little addicted to Subbuteo. Along with some friends, we created a local Kenilworth league in which I just edged the title most seasons after playing games home and away at each other’s houses. We worked out the league table after each series of games to see who was top and shared it across the group. It was great fun, and I practised for hours.

Subbuteo started my passion for formations and tactical awareness of football by setting up teams differently, depending on who you were playing. As I was quite good at it, I entered a couple of UK tournaments and finished second and third, which surprised me but highlighted that our Kenilworth league was actually very strong.

As we didn’t have much money as a family, I started a paper round every morning before school in all weathers, getting up at 5.45 to be up the shop around 6 to load up my bag. The Sunday paper round was always the toughest as the papers were much bigger and heavier, so I had to walk. As I was reliable, I ended up picking the best rounds, delivering to houses in the posher areas of Kenilworth. I knew the Christmas tips would be better there. And they were too.

Most of my childhood was playing football, a lot on my own practising, but also with friends up Hyde Road in Kenilworth for the local ‘El Classico’—School Lane kids vs Hyde Road kids. I think we won almost every time as we had a much stronger side, but it was a great time, and everyone looked forward to it. I’d then spend hours doing keepy-uppies in the garden, aiming to set a record every time. Starting at 100, then 200, growing to 500 and then 1,000. When I reached 1,000, I stopped counting and started timing how long I was doing it for, meaning I could focus much more on the ball.

I’d spend hours at Abbey Fields playing football with friends, setting up the goals (jumpers) and the size of the pitch depending on how many were playing. There were times it was a competitive 11 vs 11 game with older kids, and others that were brilliant fun with just 5 vs 5. Until, of course, somebody kicked the ball into the stream and we had to get it, taking our shoes and socks off, then wading in before putting socks and shoes back on to carry on playing.

St Nicholas Primary School

On my first day, I remember being taken into a classroom and not having a clue what to expect. Mum took me in, and I didn’t want to be there as Craig was still at home for another 2 years! Totally unfair. I was taken over to the sandpit in the corner of the room, but wasn’t interested in playing as I didn’t know anyone. Then, when I turned round, Mum had left the room, all part of the masterplan to get me there.

One of my first memories of school was the milk round, where every day, a crate of small cold milk bottles was delivered to each classroom. You could hear the jangling of the glass bottles touching each other as it got closer. I loved milk, and to this day still do. I must have done OK in those first few months, as it wasn’t long before I officially became a ‘milk monitor’, which I recall was the title for someone who handed out the milk to everyone else in the class.

My first management job was right there. What made it better was that a couple of the other kids didn’t like milk, so it gave me the chance to drink two bottles before the teachers noticed.

The school had a massive playground and even bigger field with a running track, football pitches, and a rounders pitch in the summer. It was great in the summer to be able to play football every day with my mates before school, during all break times, and afterwards sometimes too. At weekends, a load of us would jump over the fence to play in the ‘real goals’ with real nets (compared to using our jumpers). It felt like playing at Wembley at times, especially after the grass had just been cut. We just had to do a runner if a police car went past, as we weren’t supposed to be there.

I don’t remember too many teachers from St Nicholas apart from the head, Mr Jackson, his assistant, Mr Davies, Mrs Pickering, and my favourite teacher, Mr York. Unsurprisingly, Mr York was the PE teacher. I was gutted when it came to him being a year teacher as I got put into the other class. Totally gutted, in fact, as I knew from looking out the window in previous years, he took his class out for non-stop cricket and other sports on the playground, which seemed like every week as a treat. I ended up with a teacher who treated us by letting us pick any book to read! Life isn’t fair sometimes.

Because of our financial position at home, we had free school dinners, although it wasn’t too long before I noticed that those with the school dinner tickets (to identify free dinners) were always put at the very front of the queue each day. Good for eating quickly to then be able to go and play football, but it also made us stand out as poor kids, too.

I played most sports for the school and especially loved wearing our all-yellow football kit against other schools. In our penultimate year at primary school, a few of us played up a year to help our development, plus the year above only had two or three good players. We had a strong age group and went on to win loads of matches, and I scored lots of goals.
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Note: the year we played up a year (that’s me sat in the third seat from the left—with awful hair). Apparently, it was the fashion, but as you can tell from all my friends, nobody else had that look.

Overall, primary school life was good. I made so many friends, and it was a solid start to education before we went to the big school, which seemed a million miles away. In our final week at primary school, the long-awaited end-of-school awards were handed out. Every single boy in the year talked about winning the coveted ‘Footballer of the Year’ trophy. It was a huge trophy that was almost too big to carry, and the winner had their name engraved on it before handing it back the following year. But before the main event, the Most Improved Player of the year was handed out.

After a short announcement to explain who had improved the most over the last year at primary school, my name was called. I was gutted. It was the first time I collected a trophy I really didn’t want, and I’m sure I didn’t look at all happy either. I must have fake-smiled when I was given it, but walked back to sit on the floor in a right mood. I was devastated, as I remember seeing a couple of my good football mates smiling because we knew that meant I wouldn’t win the big one!

Mr York then continued to explain that the Player of the Year award would go to someone who has had the biggest impact over the year, and in the previous year too, when we were all playing up a year. To my absolute surprise, he called my name again! I couldn’t believe it!

I’d won both trophies and this hadn’t happened before. I remember almost sprinting to the front of the assembly to collect it. This time, the smile was very real. I had wanted to win this trophy so badly for years and would watch previous older boys when they walked home with it, totally envious. I’d dreamt of this day for years.

My friends were gutted they hadn’t won, and to make it worse, I collected both trophies. I can still remember walking through all the parents outside the school—the official walk of honour—carrying not only the crappy Most Improved trophy, but the main Footballer of the Year too, with the biggest smile ever. It was here that my desire to win everything started.

One of my best friends at the time, Barney, came up to me and told me he felt I deserved it, as I was the best player. This has stayed with me ever since. He walked with me through what felt like thousands of parents, and all their eyes seemed to be on me for the first time in my life. I imagined I was at Wembley, and I’d collected the FA Cup after scoring the winning goal.



[image: A picture of a young boy with a trophy]

Note: you can just see the top of the Most Improved trophy between my feet. It wasn’t photo-worthy.

St Nicholas was a great start to school life, and I made some great friends with whom we’d spend hours outside of school, riding our bikes, down the park, playing football, cricket and going round each other’s houses. I still drive past the school sometimes with a smile of happy memories here.


Secondary School

My first day at secondary school was quite daunting. For the first time, I had to wear a shirt, trousers, and a blazer, all of which felt way too big, waiting for me to grow into them, and the tie felt like it was strangling me. Luckily, Michelle had been kind in terms of not making me feel any worse than I was imagining it would be.

Michelle and I went to Priory, which was a black and blue uniform, and Craig went to Abbey, with a black and red uniform. I still don’t remember why we ended up at different schools, albeit they were the same, really, just separated by a couple of portacabin classrooms, later to be joined into a single school.

Two years later, when it was Craig’s turn to start, I told him on his first day that because he went to Abbey, they had to all sing Red Wine by UB40 in assembly. He was dreading his first day so much because of me. School wasn’t too bad to start with, although I don’t think I really shone there. I didn’t misbehave, but my school reports were consistently highlighting that I could do better; however, my focus was still very much on football.

Fair reflection, to be honest, but nothing or nobody inspired me there. Then the teachers decided to strike for almost the whole four-year period I was there, meaning I only played one competitive football match in four years. That felt like a personal attack on me. However, we did basketball, cricket and athletics for the school and had a great team, especially in cricket and basketball.

Looking back, I think the main reason I didn’t really enjoy school was that I struggled to be motivated with subjects like history, geography, woodwork, and physics. Compare those subjects to today’s curriculum: PE, business studies, design, computer science and media.

I was quite good at maths and English, and whilst I didn’t end up with great grades, I felt these two subjects were ones I was solid in. I was strong with numbers, quick thinking, and whilst I developed writing skills over the coming decades, I must have done the basics well here.

Unfortunately, because I was good at maths, I ended up being forced to study Latin, which I really didn’t want to do. It was made much worse because this lesson always happened at the start of lunchtime. Imagine my frustration watching my mates play football out the window whilst I was trying to understand what the point of Latin was. Probably no surprise I didn’t get a very good grade either.

Many of the teachers followed the old school approach to learning and discipline, a great example being the school head. I hated his lessons as he had such a stern approach to everything with zero fun. I didn’t learn anything from him, other than that approach to teaching would never work with me. I really liked Mr McKinnon (history) and Mr Jefferies (maths) as they were more my kind of teachers who would balance getting the boring lessons done in a fun way.

There is probably no coincidence that both these teachers were also PE teachers. Mr Jefferies seemed to like me because of my sporting ability, and he wrote a letter of recommendation to Liverpool Football Club as he could see I was talented, but I didn’t get the opportunity to showcase this at school due to the teachers’ strike. I wish I’d kept the letter back from the club.

The head of PE, Mr Jenkins, loved rugby and was more into discipline than fun. Luckily for me, I was quite talented at other sports, so he wasn’t too hard on me like others in the class. At one point, I had the school record for shot put, which, for someone of my size at the time, was quite surprising. This surprised me as I didn’t think I was very good at it, but this explosive power helped me in my future sporting years.

Our cricket team was fantastic, and I think we only lost one or two games in our entire time, including against private schools that were always very good. This was mainly due to two of my teammates, James and Dave, who were two of the most talented cricketers in the county. I often batted or bowled third after they’d demolished the opposition on their own.

Our basketball team was also strong, and I was more of a playmaker than a point scorer. One year, we lost in the county final to Princethorpe School, which was quite an achievement as they’d not lost in years, but we pushed them right to the wire and only lost by a few points.

One of my worst childhood memories during my later secondary school years was how bad the acne on my face was. It made me so incredibly self-conscious as all my friends had glowing skin, whereas mine was oily and spotty. So bad I had to go to the doctors, who referred me to a skin specialist. Probably the reason there are no photos of me between 14 and 17 is that I’d avoid this at all costs. I was so embarrassed, and it knocked my confidence for such a long time.

To make my confidence worse, around the same time, a couple of friends started bullying me and leaving me out of things we used to do as a group. To this day, I’m not sure why they decided to start this. It wasn’t a nice experience, and I remember not wanting to go to school many times. There was no physical bullying, but it was a difficult time, and it wasn’t until I was much older that I realised most bullies do it because of their own lack of self-esteem and confidence. Quite ironic, really.

When it came to exams, my best results were in English and geography, and surprisingly, I didn’t do brilliantly in maths, but as expected, in chemistry, French, and history, with not particularly positive results. Looking back and reflecting on the exams, I was too focused on thinking I’d be playing football for a career. Importantly, it highlighted that taking exams is about how much you can remember at a given time. This format of being assessed didn’t really suit my style of learning, which I’d find out more about in the future.

My time at Kenilworth School was positive, although when it was time to think about what the next step of my education journey would be, I was still fixated on playing football professionally, and the PE teachers seemed to think that was a path I would follow, too.









Football Life

My first word was ball. Football has been a lifelong passion, and at the age of eight, the only reason I joined the local Cubs Group, Gatehouse, was to play football. I got so excited about putting on our blue and white kit, and I still remember how we all looked playing our first game. We had a brilliant team mixed with some older players, but collectively we were very strong, scoring so many goals and hardly losing a match across 2-3 years.

This started my passion for the beautiful game, and it wasn’t long before I started training with the newly formed Kenilworth Youth Club. Mr Pickering was my first proper coach. He was a nice guy, but didn’t really know much about football, as demonstrated by his coaching sessions, where he’d mis-control the ball when teaching us how to control it. I always found that quite funny, but he was positive with us all, despite having many poor results as we began to play matches, the first being a huge loss. It took a couple of years to start improving.

Our first game was at Beehive Road, Kenilworth, and I was ready for it like never before. I think I got changed about 10.00 for a 14.00 kick off. I was super excited until the moment the team was read out, and I was on the subs bench! I was absolutely gutted, started crying and ran all the way home on my own! Looking back at this
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