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For Honor, Marco, Fox, Rocco and Cruz – navigating the way into this next chapter of my life hasn’t been easy, and I know I couldn’t have done it without you




Part I



REPURPOSING




Knowing when it’s time to make a change can be the hardest thing to get right in life. Walking towards something new inevitably means walking away from what you have now. Sometimes that’s an easy decision: a better job, a bigger house. But walking away from something you value isn’t so simple. It might mean leaving a career that provides much-needed security but lacks inspiration, uprooting your family from an area you like to move jobs, or exiting a project you believe in but which isn’t playing out in the way you’d hoped.

What if it meant walking away from the role you’d spent your whole life working towards? Would you know when was the right time to call it a day and move on? Would it be the most difficult decision of your life? Or might you leave it too long, until the decision was taken out of your hands?

This is the moment that faces every professional sportsperson all too soon in their life. At a time when many people are contemplating the next step in their career, working hard towards achieving their goals, those of us in sport are contemplating the end. Will it be a career-ending injury? The dreaded tap on the shoulder from the coach? Or will we get to choose the manner of our departure? Everyone wants a fairy-tale ending: only a privileged few achieve it.

I was no different. I first thought seriously about retirement in 2013, at the age of thirty-one. Suffering from constant injuries, I felt that my body was giving up on me, no longer able to cope with the demands of professional rugby. But retirement was a dirty word to me, conjuring up the kind of images no one needs in their head: Washed up. Has-been. No good anymore. I dreaded retirement, feared it, avoided it at all costs.

So I found a way back. I became one of the privileged few. In 2015, the All Blacks team I’d been a part of for more than twelve years won the Rugby World Cup, and I had one of the best games I’d ever played in the black jersey. I got my fairy-tale ending.

You might think success at the highest level insulates you from the doubt. It would be easy to assume it makes it easier to decide when to call it a day, to draw a line under your own legacy. After all, with two World Cups and a glittering career with the All Blacks behind me, what did I have left to prove? But nothing could be further from the truth. My international career had ended, but I didn’t want to finish playing. Like anyone who devotes themselves completely to a discipline and becomes hooked on the buzz that success brings, I couldn’t imagine a life without rugby, and I had other things I wanted to achieve in the game.

Over the course of the next five years there were plenty of times when I thought I should retire – but that fear of retirement, that worry about what came next drove me to come back ever stronger. After all, what was the alternative? Washed up. Has-been. No good anymore.

In 2015 I went to play in France, for Racing 92, where we had some incredible success, winning the Top 14, France’s domestic championship, in my first season and evolving the culture of the club. But the spectre of retirement was never far away: I suffered a serious injury in my third and final season with Racing 92, at the age of thirty-six. Was it time to go?

No amount of physical pain could match the depths of my dread about retirement. I knew I could do the rehab because I’d done it so many times before; I didn’t have that same certainty about life after rugby. So I went through a brutal rehab regime and came back.

When I returned, I’d lost my place in the team and had to settle for a spot on the bench. But I learned to adapt to a new role within the squad rather than face up to the writing on the wall. And then I joined Kobe Steelers in Japan, on what I knew would be my final contract, where I was reunited with my coach and mentor Wayne Smith. We won the Japanese Top League in my first season, and I felt I was playing great rugby again.

By now I knew the inevitable was just around the corner, and it was all about finishing on my terms. So when the opportunity to return to France as an injury replacement came up, I jumped at the chance. Any excuse to continue playing. And when I failed the medical and learned I needed surgery on my neck, my immediate thought was, It’s time to give up. It was a thought shared by the people closest to me. ‘What have you got left to prove?’ they asked.

Washed up. Has-been. No good anymore.

I found a way back again. Bowing out to an injury like this wasn’t me controlling my destiny. And even as the doubts filled my head once again when I returned to Japan for my second season, leaving my family behind in New Zealand, I was determined to have an even better year than my first. To finish on a high.

Then the pandemic struck.

When the decision was eventually taken to cancel the Japanese Top League season I was distraught. In that moment, I lost all perspective. I didn’t think about the bigger picture – the people going through much worse around the world, my privileged position to be insulated from the worst of it with my family in New Zealand. I’d lost my head and all I could think was that I wasn’t going to be able to finish on my own terms. I was in a state of red – angry, confused, unable to take it in.

I stormed into my boys’ bedroom, and my son Fox, five at the time, who is a sensitive soul and has a huge heart, knew immediately that something was up.

‘What’s wrong, Daddy?’ he asked.

‘They just cancelled the season on us,’ I said.

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means I’m not going back to Japan.’

I was expecting him to say, ‘Ah, that sucks, hard luck.’ But instead a smile broke out across his face. ‘That’s the best news I’ve ever heard,’ he said, and gave me a huge hug.

Suddenly, everything was put into perspective for me. Hearing this from my son, a five-year-old whose only take is that he gets to have his dad around again, crystallised the thoughts that had been swirling around my head for years now. When is the right time to go? I was an ageing athlete who had achieved everything I’d wanted to in the game. What exactly were my reasons for wanting to continue playing?

I thought back to myself at the same age, falling in love with the game during the inaugural Rugby World Cup. And I thought to my place now, to have spent so many years pursuing my goal to be the best player in the world. First to training, last to leave: if you want to be the best you have to do these things. But how do you reconcile that with trying to be the best parent you can be too? You have to be around, for starters.

I found the decision to retire so difficult, despite all my success, that it took an unprecedented set of global circumstances and the unvarnished truth from a five-year-old boy to make me see that I was finding any excuse to keep playing to avoid retirement. But there was nowhere to hide anymore, and over the course of that year I came to accept that my days as a professional rugby player were over.

I’m prone to introspection. Time without purpose is dangerous for me. I’d worked with some of the top mental skills coaches in the world, but always on the pursuit of greatness in the rugby environment. Never on the small matter of what I was planning on doing with the rest of my life after rugby. I hadn’t had this much time to think since the injury lay-offs I’d experienced during my career, when it becomes a daily battle to put the dark thoughts to one side, to stop yourself becoming overwhelmed by the enormity of the road ahead and simply focus on the process. Do the next thing. Then the next thing. But at least with injuries there was always a destination, a goal I was working towards. With retirement there was nothing but the long road ahead, and I had no idea where it was leading.

I wasn’t even thirty-eight yet. I still felt vital, that I had much to contribute to the world. But I was weighed down by that word, retirement. The whole foundation of my identity had been taken from me. If I’m not Dan Carter, rugby player, then who am I?

Throughout my playing career I’d always known what my purpose was. When I got out of bed each day I was striving to improve upon the player I was yesterday, to be the best rugby player in the world. My purpose involved being first to training, last to leave. It meant setting relentless standards for myself. And it also demanded great sacrifice: at times putting my career and my pursuit of excellence first, and my family second.

That feels like quite a shocking thing to write, especially as a dedicated family man and father to four, but it’s a truth that anyone who has walked the road in pursuit of high performance will know. Alongside this purpose, I had everything structured: training, meetings, nutrition, exercise, travel, doctors and health and wellbeing staff from across the spectrum, all laid on for me. I had teammates and camaraderie, coaches who challenged me and supported me. My years were a packed calendar of matches and tournaments. Even my time off was scheduled, monitored, structured.

And then it all just stops.

I know I’m in a fortunate position to have had a long and successful career, to be in good health and not face the financial and physical troubles many players face upon retirement. But it is still a huge social adjustment to make to my perceived ‘normal’ life – similar to what I imagine those in the armed forces make when they retire from service. And, if I’m honest, I have to say I struggled with it.

I felt rudderless without a purpose driving me. There was a huge void inside me that rugby had filled, and I looked forward and wondered, What is going to replace that over the next ten, twenty, thirty years? Having achieved so much on the rugby field, how could I hope to come close to matching that in the next stage in my career?

And then there was the anxiety, the self-doubt. I’d dabbled in business during my sports career, but if that was where I saw a future, where would I fit in? I never went to university, and a part of me had always thought, I don’t deserve to be in these important business meetings. I’m not smart enough. My input doesn’t matter because I’m just a rugby player. I questioned whether I was good enough – whether I even deserved to be in a boardroom – because I wasn’t educated to what I imagined to be a high enough standard.

I knew I had to get some help to deal with this transition in my life – I couldn’t do it on my own. I was in the privileged position of being able to call upon a lot of great people to talk to – including many former teammates who had gone through the same transition, and some former sports people who had gone on to have great success in their second careers. Perhaps the most important connection I made during this time was with Kevin Roberts, a former CEO of Saatchi & Saatchi who does a lot of consultancy work with top sports teams and players, including the All Blacks in the past.

Kevin had a process that could be of great value to me, he told me: ‘It will be confrontational, hard work and challenging. Are you going to commit to this?’

‘You’re damn right,’ I replied. ‘I’m all in.’

And so began a process that is still ongoing in my life, a process that has forced me to look inwardly in a way I’ve never had to before, that has proven challenging, frustrating, rewarding and left me full of gratitude. It’s a process that I’ve given name to for this part of my life:

I’m not in retirement. I’m in the process of repurposing.

Through this process of repurposing, firstly through Kevin’s help and then with that of others and on my own, I have tried to establish my own set of beliefs and values, looking back through my life so far and finding what really resonated with me. In particular, I looked back at my career in rugby and asked myself, What exactly is it that you love about this game and want to take into the next chapter of your life?

There was the strong work ethic, of course – players love getting their hands dirty. The teamwork, team ethos – I wouldn’t want to be a player in an individual sport – the idea of no individual being bigger than the team. I loved the value of always wanting to give back to the game: grassroots rugby, community rugby, youth rugby. The idea of never forgetting where you came from. It’s why I love going back to my home town of Southbridge.

Then there was the spirit of rugby: to go to war for eighty minutes and build friendships after – some of my best friends now are opponents from my playing days. I don’t think that happens in all sports. That’s because of the respect. No egos, just respect for your teammates, opponents, fans and refs. And I loved the social diversity: the fact that everyone can play the game – different shapes, sizes, religions; boys and girls, old and young. It’s a very inclusive sport, I feel.

But what really came to me was remembering myself as a five-year-old boy, watching the inaugural Rugby World Cup on TV in 1987. I remember going straight out into the garden and copying the feats of players like John Kirwan, Michael Jones and David Kirk, images of them on the TV stamped on my memory even now. And then later, as a young player looking up to players like Andrew Mehrtens, Christian Cullen and Jonah Lomu. I look back at the impact those icons had on me as a kid, and now, when reviewing my own career, it isn’t the three World Rugby Player of the Year awards or two World Cups I’m most proud of, it’s the impact I’ve had on the next generation. The idea that somehow I might have inspired a young person the way these players did for me is incredible.

So, through the process of taking a journey through my career and all the ups and downs I’d seen through eighteen years in the game, the idea for this book was born.

I began to realise that my anxieties about my education existed only in my mind. I had an education of another kind to draw upon, as part of the unbelievable culture of excellence in the All Blacks. I’d experienced the thrill of winning the World Cup and playing a Test match back in 2005 against the Lions that people still talk about to this day, but I’d also tasted the kind of defeat that never quite leaves you, suffered with injuries and made regrettable mistakes off the field. I’d executed skills and held my nerve in high-pressure situations in front of thousands of spectators in stadiums, with millions more watching at home on TV. I’d developed from being a naïve, quiet kid at the start of my career to taking on one of the key leadership positions in the team. I’d grown and evolved. I’d fought back from setbacks, becoming incredibly resilient in the process. My experiences held value not only in rugby, but beyond.

My confidence grew when organisations like AstraZeneca, who were trying to develop a Covid vaccine at the time, and a team at the Nuffield Department of Surgical Sciences, part of the University of Oxford, wanted to hear my thoughts on managing pressure. I also spoke in Paris with the general managers of Louis Vuitton, at the invitation of their CEO, Michael Burke, about the importance of humility in a team environment. And then when organisations like the Oxford Foundry asked me to get involved in helping to mentor their next generation of leaders, when people showed interest in learning about the kind of resilience I’d built up through coming back from setbacks in my career, I felt certain that I had something to offer after all.

That ‘something’ forms the content of this book, ten high-performance lessons – and, having played as number 10 for most of my career, it had to be ten – I’d like to share from my time in rugby. These aren’t my Ten Commandments inscribed in stone, but rather ten chapters of insight and experience I’m offering in the hope that, no matter what walk of life you’re in, you can take something from. Whether you’re a business looking to work on your culture, a leader on a steep learning curve, a person navigating change in their life or just someone of any age trying to get that little bit better every day, I hope that my experience can spur you on to greater heights, just as the people I grew up admiring inspired me.

Through the ten chapters we will look at:


	The power of personal and collective purpose, and how the All Blacks environment produced the perfect synergy of the two to deliver back-to-back World Cups.

	Using the knowledge of your past to create meaning in your culture and success: in where you’ve come from lies the key to where you’re going.

	Why pressure is a privilege and walking towards it is the only way to tame it.

	Focusing on the process to help stay in the here and now.

	How going from good to great is tough, but great to great is even harder.

	Why mind control is the key to winning on and off the field.

	How setbacks help build the resilience of winning cultures.

	Empowering your people to make their own decisions and drive their own culture.

	The importance of humility and bringing your real self, not ideal self to play, whether on or off the pitch.

	Gratitude, and why it pays for us all to smile and say thanks once in a while.



One idea that I kept returning to during this time was the idea of winning being an art. It isn’t a science – there’s no exact formula you can concoct to guarantee success. And yet you don’t just stumble across it. You have to learn as you go, try new things and evolve – I was a very different player at the end of my career than I was at the beginning, finding new ways to win and to lead. For me it was more an art than a strategy, and with this book, The Art of Winning, I’d like to open the doors on the culture of excellence that is the All Blacks and share with you the tools and lessons I took through my eighteen years of playing professional rugby. I’m at the starting line of the next stage of my career, not the finishing line, and I’m excited about what the future holds. It’s a challenge I’m thrilled to walk towards – so come and join me as you navigate both your present and your future, and use the Art of Winning to inspire your next step.




Part II



THE TEN LESSONS
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CHAPTER 1

Purpose

When I look back on my career, I keep returning to an image I have of myself as a five-year-old boy, out in the backyard kicking goals. That boy fell in love with rugby properly for the first time during the 1987 Rugby World Cup in Australia and New Zealand, sitting with his dad and watching heroes like John Kirwan scoring a try, Grant Fox directing the play with his kicking and David Kirk holding aloft the Webb Ellis Cup. That five-year-old was straight out in the back garden, replicating Kirwan’s magic with the ball in hand, kicking vital goals and sowing the seeds of a dream that would endure throughout his childhood – to be an All Black.

In 2003 that dream became a reality. I never actually thought it would, growing up in a country town of only 750 people. But at the age of twenty-one, I played my first game for the All Blacks, against Wales in Hamilton, and I came off the pitch at the end of the game having scored twenty points, a dream debut. It would have been easy at that point to simply walk off the pitch, give myself a pat on the back and think, OK, cool, what’s next? But, instead, I was filled with the feeling that this wasn’t enough. It wasn’t enough simply to achieve my dream.

This experience of being an All Black was so special, so unique that I didn’t want it to stop. I knew as I walked from the pitch, shaking hands with the opposition, congratulating my teammates and soaking up the atmosphere, that it was never going to be enough for me to play a few matches or just a season or two as an All Black. I knew I wanted more. I’d never been more sure of anything.

I didn’t just want to be an All Black. I wanted to strive to be an All Black great.



THE POWER OF PERSONAL PURPOSE

It’s only now that I look back at my childhood and understand that the boy I was then was, without even knowing it, playing with purpose. All of the hours spent ‘practising’, if such a word is even accurate for doing something you love – kicking in the garden until only the fading light or bedtime stopped me, playing age-grade rugby, spending weekends at Southbridge Rugby Club – were all because I loved rugby. But that dream to be an All Black was always there, without me really thinking too much about it, and that purpose subconsciously guided me. As a child, it comes naturally to have a beginner’s mindset, to embrace new challenges and constantly seek growth. I’ve had a lot of great coaches in my time, but during the hours I spent kicking, making adjustments, trying new techniques, making my own kicking tees, it was all pure pleasure, but I was also coaching myself. Improving as a kicker each and every day.

For me, a growth mindset is simply the idea that we believe we are capable of being better than we were yesterday, and that we strive to make that improvement each and every day, so that it becomes habit. It often seems to come naturally to us as children, but as we get older, we need a growth mindset just as much if we’re to constantly evolve and improve. If we’re at all serious about achieving our potential then it’s absolutely vital. But without our childhood innocence, that natural learning curve we’re all on as children, it can be more challenging. We have to approach it in a more conscious, concerted way. So, when I walked off the pitch with that thought, I want to be an All Black great, I needed to also ask myself: OK, so what does an All Black great do?

Through exploring the answer, I was able to create a set of values that would remain consistent throughout my career, even as circumstances and my style of play changed. I decided that an All Black great:


	Has to play consistently over several years – potentially more than a decade – not just a couple of Tests or seasons.

	Needs to constantly evolve his game and improve to develop as a player and beat off all challengers.

	Adheres to world-class standards and works harder than his teammates and opponents.

	Makes sacrifices in his life to make sure his purpose comes first.



The discovery of this sense of personal purpose was an incredibly liberating and focusing moment for me. It would provide a constant torch for me to follow, a guiding light through which to filter any major decision, setback or distraction in my life. I would come to think of it like swimming in a lane of a pool. Either side of you are the lane markers and along the bottom is the centre line, which would function as my purpose. You might be swimming your heart out but find yourself veering off course without realising, so the lane markers either side of you would remind you that you were heading towards the other lane, and the centre line would bring you back to where you needed to be.

But more than this, my purpose provided a higher calling, something beyond simply winning the next game, playing the best I could in the next Test – it allowed me to strive for greatness. And, as I would discover later, this purpose is what kept me going when life intervened and moved the goalposts in my career – which happens to all of us at some time or another – and my ambitions seemed impossibly far away.

One thing it didn’t allow me to do was cruise. I might wake up one morning, feeling a little sore and tired from the day before, thinking maybe I’d skip my recovery that day. But through asking, What would an All Black great do? I would quickly see that wasn’t an option.

Of course, it’s one thing to discover a purpose, but it’s quite another to strive towards it every single day. To do that requires dedication, consistency and vast reserves of self-belief. But first and foremost, it requires patient and meticulous planning.



FAIL TO PREPARE, PREPARE TO …

With my long-term purpose in place, and the values I needed to aspire to in order to achieve that purpose – the why, if you like – I then had to look at the how: exactly what I needed to do. I had to break that ten-year-ish aim down into smaller parts, with their own individual goals, starting with the year ahead.

I would set goals I wanted to achieve for the year and look at the campaigns I needed to be a part of to achieve those goals. So, in a typical year, I might sit down in January and look ahead: I knew that to achieve my goals I needed to be on the end-of-year tour, part of the Tri Nations, the June or July series for the All Blacks, but first and foremost to have a good Super Rugby season with the Crusaders. I would look at it with a really broad overview, and I would then look at the campaign directly in front of me: Right, it’s January. Super Rugby: forget all those other competitions.

What are my goals for Super Rugby? I’d ask myself, and then I’d work my socks off to achieve them, which would then give me the best chance of being in the next campaign. The key to this, however, was to be upfront and completely transparent with my coaches about the Super Rugby season, so that I became accountable for my goals.

I’d always start with the individual campaigns: if it was a World Cup year, for example, or that season’s southern hemisphere Tri Nations or autumn Test series. I’d set goals for each campaign, so that everything I did leading up to and during the competitions would be focused on achieving these, and then I’d look at goals for the individual matches.

So, for one game the goal might be to ‘be an attacking first five-eighth’. How do I go about that? I’d need to play flat on the line, do extra speed work, analyse the opposition through this prism.

Through having these goals I’d be able to plan what I needed to do every week, then every day within that. Every Sunday evening, I would sit down with my notebook and plan out the week ahead, all with my goals and purpose in mind. Training was regimented of course, but I would map out the extra work I did beyond that: my extra kicking sessions three or four times a week, which varied but sometimes meant a hundred kicks a week; my pool recovery and massage the day after a game; meetings with the physio, the nutritionist. I would even plan my days off. I didn’t want to waste a single day of my week, and I’d put in family time for the morning, perhaps a thirty-minute swim in the afternoon: planning each day so that I could say from that first long-term purpose I was breaking things down by year, month, week and day to give manageable, achievable tasks that allowed me to concentrate on what I was doing in the moment and yet build eventually towards that long-term vision.

Purpose → Goals for the year ahead → The competition ahead → The game ahead → The day ahead

One thing to be clear about, though, is that I never wanted to plan too far ahead. There’s no point sitting down in January to map out your goals for a Tri Nations series in August, when you still have the Super Rugby season to come first. If you’re not fully focused on the next thing in front of you then it can have an impact on your performance, it can mean you take things for granted, you take your eye off the ball – and you just can’t afford to do that if you’re on the path to high performance. Play poorly in Super Rugby and there’ll be no Tri Nations. And that’s before you factor in things like injuries, which can derail the best-laid plans of anyone and force long-term aims to be adapted.

So, I would break down my preparation for Super Rugby, and if I achieved my goals and the team achieved its goals, I would then be in a position to get selected for the All Blacks. It’s like step one of a five-step process for the year. Super Rugby, my first step, is done, and now it’s time for step two, the June/July Test series for the All Blacks. And I’d go through the process again: ask myself, what do I want to achieve in this competition? Then I’d share that aim with my coaches, hold myself accountable to it, and then plan it out. And on it goes, planning each step but with the knowledge that none of it means anything if you don’t deliver on the next thing in front of you.

This level of preparation appeals to my nature: I love planning and being super-organised, and it was a quality that was fully encouraged in the All Blacks environment. When head coach Graham Henry and his team, including his assistant coaches Wayne Smith and Steve Hansen, took over in 2004, they pushed for us to get planning and be prepared. ‘Why do you think you can come to a meeting and remember everything?’ Wayne Smith would say. ‘You need your book to write things down and do your homework.’

This might all sound a little prescriptive, a bit like school, and some players would certainly use their books and write and plan more than others. But I believe the discipline required to do this is what allowed me to be the player I was. If I did all the work in the week, from the planning to the training and everything in between, then it allowed me to go out and play at the weekend with freedom. Yes, there’d be nerves, but I knew I’d done the work, which gave me confidence, and now it was time to go out there and just play – I had the confidence to express myself and trust my instincts.

Of course, this level of planning is itself open to the temptation to cruise sometimes. At eight o’clock on a Sunday evening it’s often easy to think, Do I really want to spend my evening planning the week ahead? Maybe I could sack it off, spend some time with the boys …

And that’s when revisiting my personal purpose would come in: What would an All Black great do? An All Black great would do his preparation. And by doing it consistently it becomes a habit rather than an unwanted distraction.

Of course, within a professional sports environment, it is easier to plan everything to the minute because it’s so much more regimented than life in other disciplines. But this structure, from purpose to goals to how, is, I believe, one of the keys to high performance and is something that can be carried over into anyone’s life, no matter what their occupation or goals. In my life now, after rugby, I still map out my week ahead and maintain this meticulous approach to planning. And at the end of each week I review the week that was before planning the next week. Sometimes I will have reached my goals the preceding week, but sometimes I won’t, and part of this review is to ask why. There might be circumstances outside of your control that are to blame – as a player things like injury or losing a game despite putting in a good performance – but it might also be because I simply have not done the things that I said I was going to do. And that’s not high performance. That’s cruising.

But as my wife, Honor, will attest, there’s a fine line between being well organised and a control freak, and it’s vital to adapt to the context, to be clear about when it’s necessary. When Covid first hit and I returned home from Japan, the schools soon closed as the whole country went into lockdown. With the kids at home I thought, Right, if we’re home-schooling, I’m going to do it to a world-class standard. I brought the full weight to bear of my eighteen years as a professional rugby player, micro-managing the week ahead with breakfast at eight o’clock, maths at nine, snack breaks, free time – scheduling it all just like a training week with the All Blacks had been for me.

Of course, it was a disaster. On the first day the kids were screaming, ‘We don’t want to do this!’ And I’d taken on the role of Sergeant Major: ‘Come on, guys – this has to be world class!’ My mindset was that I had to deliver the best home-schooling system in the world, but by the end of the day Honor said, ‘What are you doing? They’re kids. This is home – it isn’t school. Kids need to be kids.’

But while the Dan Carter method of home-schooling has been put to bed for ever, the tools I used during my time playing rugby haven’t. Being a professional rugby player means having your time planned and managed for optimal performance: gym sessions, meetings, travel, even twenty-minute sleeps are built into your daily plan. I loved that and thrived on the detail, but now, outside of rugby, I still make a lot of notes and plan, just with a bit more freedom. I still spend Sunday planning the week ahead, looking at what I want to achieve, but now it’s more with a to-do list for every day, setting goals I want to achieve for the week and scheduling my training plan. Just like when I played rugby, I like to go into the weekend knowing I’ve done the work – I’ve earned my beer. If I’ve only done 50 per cent of what I set out to do, I don’t feel that that’s achieving. It’s not high performance – it’s accepting mediocrity, which isn’t in my make-up, and if you’re serious about improving, doesn’t have a place in yours.


DO YOU HAVE A PERSONAL PURPOSE IN YOUR LIFE?

Do you have something that brings you back to the centre of your lane when you’re at risk of veering off? Can you express it in a sentence? Finding your purpose can be the easy part – or the hard part, depending on how naturally it comes to you. But once you have established your personal purpose, you need to set about looking at how you can strive towards it.

In 2021 I was appointed the first Leader in Practice by the Oxford Foundry, the entrepreneurship centre at the University of Oxford. It was a fantastic opportunity for me to share my knowledge and experiences from rugby and help inspire the next generation of entrepreneurs and leaders. And it gave me the chance to talk with Reid Hoffman, founder of the Oxford Foundry and one of the most successful entrepreneurs in the world. As part of our discussion, Reid told me about the importance of ‘poetry and plumbing’ in leadership, which he explained as ‘the poetry is the great idea and the plumbing is how we actually get it done’.

It struck me as an expression that could equally be applied to your purpose. The purpose, of course, would be the poetry: ‘to be an All Black great’, in my case, ‘to be world-class at my job’ or ‘to be a compassionate and effective leader’ or ‘to get a little better every day than I was yesterday’ could be others more appropriate for you. It might even be ‘to change the world’! For businesses and organisations, the philosophy is the same. For Adidas, their poetry is: ‘Through sport, we have the power to change lives’. For UNICEF, it’s ‘to save children’s lives, to defend their rights, and to help them fulfil their potential, from early childhood through adolescence. And we never give up.’ And while Reid Hoffman didn’t spell out his personal purpose to me in so many words, he did talk about the mission of a start-up needing founders to ask themselves, ‘Why is the world you’re trying to change to better than this one?’ This is the kind of big question that comes from big ambitions.

Once you have your poetry, you then have to look at the plumbing: How do I get that done?

For me, of course, the plumbing took the form of my planning ahead, focusing most keenly on the next task in front of me, and the discipline and hard work required to constantly follow this purpose. For you, it could be a case of looking ahead at the next six months to a year and breaking it down into your own ‘campaigns’ and setting goals for the months ahead. What are the key moments throughout your year that you need to target? What do you want to get out of these moments? If you work in a sales environment, it might mean targeting key periods of time when you can really shine – the run-up to Christmas, for example – or it could be geared towards things like an annual review, conferences throughout the year or opportunities for courses and education outside of your day job to strive towards your personal purpose.

So, you would look at these moments and then go about setting goals for them, tangible things you can hold yourself accountable for – or better yet, share with your manager or a colleague so that they can hold you accountable. Ask yourself What do I want to get out of this moment?

Always concentrate primarily on the goal in front of you and resist the temptation to divert too much focus too far ahead. Far too many sports teams to mention trip themselves up by looking too far ahead and getting complacent about what’s next, and it’s just as easy to do it in your own life. Break down your weeks and develop your own review process when you can explore what went well and what you can do to improve. I conduct mine every Sunday night, but you can find a time and frequency that works for you – and stick to it.





THE TEAM’S PURPOSE

When the All Blacks finally won the World Cup in 2011 at Eden Park, some twenty-four years since we’d last won the tournament at the same venue, it was a moment of great triumph and joy – and, it has to be said, relief. In many ways, it would have been easy to look at that moment as a finishing line of sorts, to have finally achieved something that had been beyond generations of teams before us. It’s certainly human nature to relax after a moment like that, something borne out by the fact that, historically, there are many examples of teams winning the Rugby World Cup and failing to maintain those standards the following year.

We didn’t want to be a statistic like that. We wanted to buck that trend, which demanded new goals and a new long-term vision, but we knew it wasn’t going to be easy. After twenty-four years of not winning a World Cup, we were desperate for it, but it wasn’t going to be as simple as saying, ‘Let’s go and win the next one in 2015’ and settling on that as our goal, because subconsciously you can think, Well, we won the last one, it probably doesn’t matter as much if we don’t win this one. And this goal isn’t going to provide enough intrinsic motivation on all the staging posts before the next World Cup, the Tri Nations and tours. It isn’t paving the road beyond the next World Cup.

What we needed was something longer than a four-year period to the next World Cup. Something that would likely still be in motion by the time some of us – me included – retired or moved on. We needed something that would recreate the feeling we had of being desperate to win a World Cup after twenty-four years.

When we’re eight points down with five minutes to go, what’s going to stop us from drifting towards that subconscious thought: Well, we won the World Cup last year, it doesn’t really matter if we don’t win this?

The answer lay in addressing our collective purpose. What’s the team’s purpose? Back-to-back World








	It’s a ten-year process.

	Being number one in the world for longer than anyone has been there before.

	Winning back-to-back World Cups – something no team in history had done before.

	Winning our first World Cup outside of New Zealand.

	Continuing to retain the Bledisloe Cup each year.







PERSONAL AND COLLECTIVE PURPOSE: A PERFECT PARTNERSHIP










PIVOT: WHEN YOUR PURPOSE MUST EVOLVE












FINDING YOUR PURPOSE CAN BE HARD














THREE POINTS – PURPOSE



	1. Your purpose is bigger than a goal – it must aspire to something bigger than yourself and have no end point, so that you’re always striving towards it.

	2. A personal purpose and the team’s collective purpose need to be a perfect partnership – there’s no room for division on this journey.

	3. A purpose points the way, but only through breaking it down into manageable pieces, asking how you will achieve it, can you hope to walk towards it.






[image: A culture needs to absorb the legacy of those that have gone before, and yet also point towards the future.]
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