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Introduction

Wembley Stadium, Sunday 31 July 2022

England 2–1 Germany

Chloe Kelly scored what looked to be the winning goal of the 2022 Women’s European Championship, tore off her shirt and sprinted towards the bench. The noise ricocheting around Wembley Stadium was deafening, the mood euphoric. With that one goal in extra time, the Lionesses looked set to topple Germany, saving the nation from the stress of an excruciating penalty shootout. A major international tournament win, England’s first since the men’s World Cup victory in 1966, would also assure them a place in football history.

Well, maybe.

Despite the late strike, a goal poked in from close range, the Germans were an experienced side and couldn’t be written off, especially as they’d already shown the emotional resolve to come back from a goal behind. Meanwhile, the England players, plus subs, were celebrating on the pitch. Chloe was surrounded by her teammates at the sidelines as Sarina Wiegman, the England head coach, attempted to instil some sense of order. At the very moment when cool heads were needed to secure the win, England were in danger of losing theirs.

It was hard not to get caught up in the euphoria, but from my position in the stands a feeling of excitement soon turned into apprehension. As the head of women’s psychology at the FA, I understood the dangers of emotional turbulence all too well.

‘We haven’t won it yet,’ I thought. ‘Get your shirt back on, Chloe.’

Then I looked down at my watch. Ten minutes to go, plus stoppages. ‘Stay in the present. Manage the game.’

I needn’t have worried. Chloe was soon back in full kit, the team steadied and I tried my hardest to appear composed. In my job it’s important to at least look like a picture of calm, even when my heart rate and rising adrenaline levels are telling a quite different story. That’s because there was little doubt that the fate of England’s tournament hinged on the players’ emotional control during the remaining ten minutes, although if they could echo their resolve from the previous five games there was every chance that the final was over. Throughout the tournament, the team had performed with grit and resilience. There was a powerful sense of self-belief within every member of the squad. And despite them living in team hotels and training venues for the best part of nine weeks, their spirit and camaraderie remained undented. Every single player was committed and driven, even the ones who hadn’t experienced a minute of competitive action. Those individuals were just as impressive as the headline grabbers. They’d showed up in training; they’d pushed the starting XI to work even harder; and they’d given 100 per cent in every aspect of preparation, ensuring they were ready if and when their time came.

Up until the final’s 110th minute, the vibe permeating the Lionesses’ camp had been relaxed and emotionally controlled. The team had progressed through the group stages and knockout rounds with conviction, and behind the scenes everything was calm. Sure, we celebrated the wins as they happened, but for the most part there was an air of business as usual. The atmosphere around the squad had shifted a few times, most markedly on the bus journey into the stadiums as the tournament progressed, and then only for a few brief moments. The roads leading to Wembley on the day of the final had been lined with tens of thousands of fans. The national mood was revved up, the country sensing that we were on the verge of achieving something special, and every now and then we caught a glimpse of what had been happening outside the walls of our team hotel. In such an atmosphere I briefly found it hard to suppress my emotions – excitement, pride and unity hit me all at once. But then, when I looked around at the players, they appeared relaxed. Their nerves had been reframed as excitement, and they accepted the emotion as a cue that their bodies and minds were ready.

This tone had been set by Sarina’s final team briefing, where her delivery was characteristically calm but focused. The determination in her voice was palpable as she reiterated the fact that we didn’t have to win the European Championship, but that we really wanted to. Achieving that feat required the players to stick to their processes and to remain engaged with the game plan. During that crazy, excited minute following Chloe’s goal against Germany, the Lionesses quickly reverted to an almost default setting of composure, and the remainder of the game was pretty much played out in one corner of the pitch. When the final whistle blew after what felt like a lifetime, I became choked up with emotion. Having worked with the team for a little under a year, I’d had the great privilege of hearing their stories and I’d learned about their journey to this point, while experiencing their passion, determination and work ethic first hand. They were a special group of players and staff, and I really wanted them to achieve their dream. But that’s the thing with sport: as with any activity rooted in performance – work, personal challenges, even family life – there are no guarantees. And it’s not enough to want to win. A team or individual must also know how.

The Building Blocks of Success is a framework I’ve developed over a 20-year career as a sport psychologist, via a series of elite-level breakthroughs and mistakes, and a number of collaborations with some of the greatest minds in UK sport. During this time, I’ve practised alongside some of the world’s greatest athletes and coaches. While at the English Institute of Sport (later renamed as the UK Sports Institute, or UKSI), I led the psychology team through the Rio and Tokyo Olympic and Paralympic Games and worked as the headquarters psychologist for the British Olympic Association in Tokyo. Over a 14-year period I was also part of the team that supported several Team GB divers as they secured Olympic medal success, including Tom Daley. During his career, Tom won five Olympic medals and recently retired as one of the most successful divers of all time. Elsewhere, I was part of the staff behind the successful professional rugby union team Harlequins and in 2012 supported them towards a Premier League title for the first time. I also worked from 2015 to 2018 with the Cambridge Women’s rowing team, who were unbeaten from 2017 to the time of writing.

Over this period, The Building Blocks of Success became a transformative programme for developing a winning mentality in both an individual and group setting. Comprising four easy-to-follow stages, the process, if executed correctly, has the power to transform good teams into great teams, while turning underperforming or misfiring athletes into title-winning forces. Meanwhile, I arrived at a clear idea of how to achieve success through tactics, management, instruction and reflection, and focused on the way that victories arrived. The athletes’ mental health was an important consideration, every bit as important as team selection and tournament prep. Yes, it was important to win. But it was more important to thrive. The priority focus was creating a sustainable culture that enabled the people within our care to succeed, over and over again.

Importantly, The Building Blocks of Success isn’t a resource solely reserved for elite Olympians or international football teams. In fact, anyone can find long-term and sustainable success using the methods contained within it because the blueprint is so simple to understand. Really, all that’s needed is for the user to work through the four building blocks, while defining the very important, but often overlooked, questions contained within:


	Who are we?

	Why are we here?

	How do we play?

	How do we win?



[image: Illustration of four building blocks: How do we win? How do we play? Why are we here? Who are we?]

On the surface, the answers might seem painfully obvious. For example, if you were to ask a potential gold medal winner their why on the eve of an Olympic Games, the answer would be predictable: To win gold. Likewise, if you were to press a business entrepreneur, doctor, creative or charity organiser for their why, they might answer in a similar fashion: I want to be the best. But while these are legitimate answers, they often crumble under pressure. For example, what happens to a person’s attitude and motivation when they don’t win the Employee of the Year Award or if they’re not the very best creative in their field? Does that crush morale and reduce desire? And if so, does that realisation then prevent the person or team from succeeding in the future?

Rather than relying on these surface-level answers, each building block motivates the participant to dig much, much deeper by working through a series of easy-to-understand psychological exercises and challenges, each one devised at the top tier of elite sport. The next step is for the participant to apply the learned lessons and skills to their environment, whether that be in sport, business, family, or any individual or group endeavour, such as a charity drive or expedition. Anyone following the processes set out by The Building Blocks of Success can then create a greater understanding of self and of the people working, playing or striving alongside them. That in turn will develop into a clearer understanding of purpose, identity, clarity in performance and results:


	Who are we? Do we truly understand who we are as a group and individually?

	Why are we here? Are we aligned on our shared purpose?

	How do we play? Do we have absolute clarity about our methods?

	How do we win? Do we have the tools and an environment that will enable us to perform to the best of our abilities?



While conducting this work and seeing its impact, I learned two very important truths:


	People function at their optimum when they’re valued for who they are and treated with respect. Performance environments are challenging, and that challenge should be met with support. Because of that, leaders have a responsibility to facilitate environments that are conducive to performance (the results business), but also to mental health (the life business). It’s not about screaming from the sidelines, and success shouldn’t come at the cost of someone’s well-being. That approach leads to burnout. The Building Blocks of Success are all about sustainability. The aim is to perform in such a way that it’s possible to win, over and over and over again.

	Sport psychologists, as well as many coaches and support staff, don’t generally have the opportunity to talk about their work or share the things they’ve discovered during their journey. Most often we work at an individual level and then must learn how to apply psychological principles to a team, organisation or system. I was lucky that when I first started working in professional sport I didn’t need to have all the answers, because I was working in a collaborative team where the aim was to problem-solve together, and I was given space to learn how to apply my ideas and theories to both the team and the individuals working within it. This was the start of a journey of discovery about how to support an athlete or a team, and how to create systemic change – as this book strives to do. Everyone should have the same opportunity, including you. (And I would have loved a book like this to provide a framework for my thinking back then.)



Implementing The Building Blocks of Success is a challenging but rewarding experience, as I have discovered alongside the many staff and athletes I’ve worked with over the years. Together we’ve learned that no elite team can truly strive for their common cause without an understanding of those four building blocks. Nor will they fully support themselves in times of stress. Experience has also taught me that without an affinity for the characters and personalities within their group, athletes are unlikely to discover the confidence to call out a drop in standards. Likewise, they will find it hard to inspire a struggling teammate in tough times.

When I joined Sarina and the Lionesses at St George’s Park at the end of 2021, we knew that if England were to go on and succeed in the European Championship the following year, the coaching staff and I would have to create a safe environment, somewhere the squad could work through the four building blocks in stages, a place where the players would feel comfortable enough to speak without criticism and to make mistakes knowing that they would be allowed to grow as a direct consequence, rather than fail. Together with the rest of the staff and the players, we brought this process to life.

Sarina Wiegman, Lionesses head coach

Kate and I connected in our very first meeting. When I started as the Lionesses head coach in 2021, I wanted to bring in a psychologist who shared the same vision for sporting success as me. When it was agreed that Kate and I should meet, I brought in some slides, she brought in some slides, and there was an immediate click. ‘Wow,’ I thought. ‘I’m from the Netherlands, Kate is from England, and we share the same vision for how people can succeed sustainably.’ That was important because as a coach I must make a lot of tough decisions. I want to be high-demanding and honest, but I also want to be kind, caring and supportive. Kate’s ideas on sport psychology reflected that attitude.

I believe that everyone can benefit from these four building blocks, whether they’re focused on their work, or a personal challenge or life moment. By working through them, it’s also possible for a person or team to see progress and to know exactly where they are in their journey, which is brilliant. That’s because the work is systematic, and the processes and techniques involved are easy to implement. From time to time I’ve checked which parts of the building blocks we’ve covered and where work still needs to be done, and this has provided me with structure and affirmation. That’s because the building blocks give me clarity. I know how I want to coach. I understand how my workflow should be. My environment must be structured in a certain way. And I have a vision for how I want my team to play – and make the chance of winning as great as possible. Kate’s ideas and processes allow me to manage these factors without taking away my spontaneity. I believe they will do the same for you too.

Exactly how The Building Blocks of Success can be applied to just about any person in any environment is laid out in detail for the first time in How to Win. Organised into four parts (every building block in the programme gets its own section), the book is made up of a series of instructional chapters. Each one consists of easy-to-follow theory and anecdotal evidence that will help you to develop as an individual or a group, all while delivering an insight into the working practices utilised by a series of elite athletes and teams. Meanwhile, every chapter carries a series of battle-tested exercises, tasks and bullet-pointed takeaways, so that anyone reading this can experience a tangible sense of progress as they commit to putting The Building Blocks of Success into practice.

I hope you enjoy the journey.

Dr Kate Hays, 2025








Building Block #1

Who Are We?
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Introduction

No elite team, in any context, can truly strive for success without first answering one simple question: Who are we? That’s because all of us carry around a system of personality characteristics and personal values – our definitions of right and wrong – as well as a subconscious hard drive of the things that matter most to us. These values vary widely from person to person, and no two individuals are the same. For example, one team member might cherish self-sacrifice, brutal honesty and team effort, while the person working alongside them might place more importance on self-care, diplomacy and individuality. There are, however, no set rules on what these values need to be or how many a person should have.

Most importantly, these personal values are intrinsically linked to our behaviours and decision-making, which means that with an understanding of our who, it’s possible for us to control our emotions, rather than having our emotions control us. The knock-on effect is that we can then better understand and interact with the people we’re working with. This information is particularly powerful when gathered within a team setting and then shared, because during pressurised situations like a major football tournament or a boardroom negotiation, this understanding works like a cheat code, and in three ways.

A greater understanding of who both strengthens the connections between individuals and reduces any assumptions. As human beings, we can be very quick to judge. We see someone crying after a minor dispute and dismiss them as being overdramatic. When someone is late, we brand them as unprepared. If a person expresses their requirements directly without sugar-coating things, they become known as blunt or aggressive. Of course, while there’s a chance that some of these assumptions might be true, it’s probable that there’s a more deep-seated reason for these reactions. The overdramatic person values acceptance and feels judged during disputes. The late person has a sick parent at home and it’s their responsibility to provide care in the mornings. The blunt person needs straightforward communication to function effectively and feels that others deserve the same.

Knowledge of who generates a certain level of predictability. If everyone in a group is aware of their selves, plus the characteristics and values of those people around them, it’s possible to predict the responses to certain events. This information then helps to avoid any flashpoint situations. So, if there’s a player who regularly ruminates after a mistake, they can be cajoled and encouraged, both on the pitch and at half-time. The individual who reacts strongly to what they perceive as unfairness can be calmed and reassured when a refereeing decision doesn’t go their way. The CEO who goes quiet before a presentation can be given the time needed to reflect and prepare. This understanding and empathy within a group is incredibly important in circumstances where the stakes are high, deadlines are tight and stress levels are rising.

When differences are understood and valued – and deep connections are formed – the impact upon performance can be positive and profound. Organisations that take the time to understand their people often foster environments that celebrate difference and uniqueness. They encourage learning and growth through considering multiple perspectives, rather than being led by groupthink. Also, with high levels of self-awareness and humility, a team can make incredible demands of one another, they can hold each other to account when it’s really needed, and they can drive overall standards to a much higher and more sustainable level, all while amplifying the strengths of the individual. We all know the saying: a team is greater than the sum of its parts. This rings particularly true when taking in the concept of who.

This understanding is just as powerful away from sport, although a common mistake made by a lot of companies and/or collectives is that they don’t spend enough time truly learning about the people under their employ. They fail to understand the individuals in the room – the characters that make up their team, and their stories and values. By ignoring this information, these groups never fully comprehend their driving forces or effectively manage their team’s strengths and weaknesses. Imagine if a mechanic failed to learn about the latest updates within a hybrid engine or the intricate advances in a new steering or braking system. The cars in their care would never leave the garage forecourt and the business would fail as a result. It’s the same with any team.

I’ve also learned that if a group fails to understand their who it becomes much harder to fully support itself in times of stress. Without understanding the characters and personalities contained within, a collective of individuals won’t know how to react if one person begins to struggle emotionally. Equally, by not learning about the personal values and characteristics within the group, it’s much harder to call out a drop in standards, because the circumstances leading to that drop will be unclear. To avoid these scenarios, it’s important to create a safe environment in which a team of very different people can work together.

Because if done correctly, learning about the who can establish a team’s individual and collective strengths, their super-strengths and their weaknesses, so that when working at the highest level, they can amplify the positives and minimise their flaws. It also helps to brand the overall identity of a collective. With a clarified understanding of a team’s who, the individuals working within it are more likely to uphold its values, using them as an inspiration in tough times. It’s why the UK Special Forces have empowering mottos that amplify the belief they’re working to a much higher standard than anyone else in the military, especially when operating from the shadows in some of the most hostile environments on earth. The SAS fight to the code of ‘Who dares wins’, while in the SBS it’s ‘By strength and guile’.

The only way of achieving this state of collective unity is to ensure that everybody striving for a shared cause knows exactly who they are and is able to align to the higher purpose of the group.

The path to successfully reaching that understanding is detailed over the following chapters.






Chapter One

Deciphering Your Values

One of our basic psychological needs as human beings is to feel a connection with others. Not only are relationships vital to our physical and emotional well-being, but in sport – and in all organisations or group settings – a healthy relationship between a team’s members can provide the foundations for sustainable levels of high performance. I strongly believe that the individuals in any organisation will perform to their optimum when they feel supported, understood and valued.

This notion was put into action when I started working as head of psychology with the Lionesses in 2021, approximately nine months out from the upcoming European Championship. At the time I wasn’t planning on working in football. I was also unsure if I wanted to work on the frontline of a major sporting team again, especially as I’d been overseeing the psychology team at the UK Sports Institute, an organisation dedicated to delivering ‘outstanding support that enables sports and athletes to excel’. But when Kay Cossington, the FA women’s technical director, called me out of the blue to talk about sport psychology for the women’s teams, I was inspired by her passion and stories of the game. Kay had a clear vision for success and told me all about Sarina Wiegman, the new England women’s football team head coach, and her staff.

When I was eventually introduced to Sarina, I presented the ‘How to Win’ framework – and the four building blocks – to her, and throughout our discussion found that our philosophies on sustainable performance were intertwined. The way in which she managed her team felt quite different from anything I had experienced before, and from the moment we met I connected with her. The thought of bringing the framework to life together felt exciting.

Once I’d arrived, I learned that Sarina had already made one or two inroads into understanding her players and their stories, while sharing her own values with the group. As a result, the squad and its support staff were becoming aligned to the concept of their who. This was an incredibly important first step, because if the England women’s football team were to succeed in the European Championship they would require an environment in which they could a) fully support themselves in times of stress, b) drive one another to even greater heights, and c) have the confidence to call out a drop in standards in both the group and the individual. To achieve this, the players had to come to an understanding of what was important to them – both within their own value systems and in those of the people around them.

To advance this process, the coaching staff and myself needed to create a safe environment, one in which the players would feel comfortable enough to take risks, express their ideas without criticism and to admit mistakes – all without fear of negative consequences.

But how?

I’ve found that one way to build connections within a mixed group of personalities like the Lionesses is to first carve out some time where everyone can share their stories on a one-on-one basis, and discover one another’s likes and dislikes, preferences and values. This process, if done correctly, helps to form connections on and off the field, though it isn’t as simple as gathering everyone together in a meeting room and instructing them to deliver CliffsNotes on their personalities. Instead, what’s needed is an environment in which people can be themselves without feeling judged, especially when displaying vulnerability.

To get the ball rolling on this idea, I organised a value-sharing exercise where I set the team two tasks. The first was an icebreaking exercise – the players took turns to answer a set of ten questions posed to them by their teammates. Each one was taken from ‘36 Questions That Lead to Love’ – an experiment conducted by Arthur and Elaine Aron in 1997, during which the two psychologists tried to establish whether strangers could develop an ‘intimate connection’ by answering a list of personal questions, such as:


Given the choice of anyone in the world, who would you want as a dinner guest?

What do you value most in a friendship?

What is your most treasured memory?

What would constitute a ‘perfect’ day for you?

Share with your partner an embarrassing moment in your life.



Once these questions had been answered, the players were asked to partner with someone they didn’t know very well at that point and work through a timeline of their life, represented by a piece of paper with a line drawn across the middle. The starting point on the left marked a person’s birth, the end point on the right, the current day, and each player had to draw on any important or pivotal experiences they’d had over the course of their life. The secret to gathering this information, I’ve learned, is to bring nuance to the exercise. So, rather than simply writing down an event and moving on, every participant was encouraged to recall its emotional impact at the time. Why? Well, if I were to ask someone to describe themselves, they would probably provide the basic facts in short order, about who they are, where they work, what they’ve experienced, who they spend their time with, and some of their likes and dislikes. There would be very little insight into what truly makes them tick. However, if I were to ask that same person to retell their life story, while highlighting its highs and lows – and then dig into why they were highs and why they were lows – a distinct collection of themes and values tends to emerge.

For example, I would probably answer the first style of questioning by describing myself cognitively before expanding on the fact that I was brought up in Croydon. I’d then talk about my family, education and career path. Anyone wanting to learn about my values wouldn’t have much to work with based on those facts alone, because there’s not a lot of context or emotion involved. But, when working with the second style of questioning, my answers would likely reveal the peaks and troughs of that same journey, while exploring why those extremes were so impactful. From then on, it would be possible to draw several accurate conclusions about who I am and why I behave in the way I do: that I’m someone who values care, clarity, exploration, togetherness and family. And because of that, I feel empowered in a person-centred team environment in which positive action and solution-focused approaches lead the way.

This information can be vital in a team setting, where so many differing personalities and values are brought together to challenge for the same prize. That’s because as human beings we tend to judge the people around us on their behaviour rather than their intentions. Worse, we make assumptions. We see people as being difficult, arrogant or lazy, and write them off without ever hearing the backstory to their actions. But what would happen if we were to explore the narratives informing this behaviour? We might learn that the rude person has been crippled by social anxiety; that the arrogant person feels inferior to their peers and uses standoffishness as a defence mechanism; and that the lazy person has become so stressed about their performance levels that they deflect by pretending not to care. Every single behaviour is understandable with context; we only need to discover what that context actually is. From there, powerful connections can grow.

When putting this exercise to the Lionesses, any positive events that took place were written above the timeline running across their page; the more difficult events were written below it; and everyone had total control over what they were willing to share. When the exercise began, the players – and coaching staff – were encouraged to explore the feelings attached to any positive and negative events. By doing so, everyone was able to learn of their teammates’ values naturally, while gaining a deeper understanding of the context behind each one. Meanwhile, as the team workshopped, the support staff restaged the meeting room to create a welcoming, campfire vibe. Beanbags were set out on the floor and fairy lights were strung from the ceiling. Someone even projected a digitised roaring fire on to the wall.

When the squad returned, mugs of hot chocolate were passed around. I noticed that, while the players looked relaxed with one another, they seemed apprehensive about being asked to share their personal stories with the group as a whole. I pointed out that this wasn’t the purpose of the exercise and that they only needed to share if they wanted to. The ideal outcome, really, was for them to enjoy the environment and to connect with one another. The response from that point on was interesting. Several team members became happy to talk and opinions were aired, although interestingly nobody betrayed a confidence; the players only spoke of their own experiences. Almost immediately, the squad felt safe and relaxed in an environment where they could express themselves without fear of repercussions or judgement.

Most importantly, the players began forming new connections with their teammates, ones that would strengthen the group in times of pressure. They understood themselves better. Everyone was on their way to finding a deeper and much stronger psychological power, and one player even commented: ‘I’ve spent years going on England camps with the person I spoke to during this exercise, and I didn’t know any of the things they told me today.’ I wholeheartedly believe that robust connections on the pitch can only be made when there are connections off it. Without a shared understanding – and a sense of respect – it becomes impossible to drive standards upwards and hold one another to account. People will accept challenges from those they respect and trust, and they will hear their messages, even when they are clumsily conveyed – which is quite often the case in the heat of the moment.

Interestingly, every person involved remembers that particular session. Over the past couple of years I’ve heard several players and coaches refer to it, and the comments are always positive. That’s because everyone shared in a unique exchange, probably for the very first time, which then created some extremely powerful bonds. What followed was a series of exercises – some of which will be detailed over the coming pages – that focused on the group having absolute clarity about who they were. This is something that every successful athlete, team and organisation I’ve ever worked with has spent time working to understand.

Designing A Timeline

In its basic form, timeline drawing is a form of storytelling, and I was first introduced to the concept during a UKSI workshop several years ago (though it was made famous by the entrepreneur and author Simon Sinek in his book Find Your Why). I’ve since used it on a long list of athletes and staff, both in team sports and individual disciplines, and when applied in the right way, this simple technique delivers a tactical insight into the values of an individual and the emotions that can drive them forward or hold them back.

When running through the process with an athlete, their job is to be the narrator, mine is to be the listener,* and I’ll ask them to create a timeline that starts at their childhood and runs to the present day, marking down the events that evoke the strongest emotional reactions. These, of course, can be both positive and negative. During childhood, it’s not uncommon for a kid to walk away from their parents in a supermarket and become lost, which can feel utterly terrifying at the time. A participant might become excited when remembering their first visit to the cinema, a time they attended a birthday party or the moment they were introduced to an important person, like a partner or close friend. When noting these events on the timeline, the most positive are placed farthest away from the line, at the top of the page; those that are less impactful should be positioned closer to it. This procedure is mirrored for the more difficult events, with the most powerful events being positioned at the bottom of the page.
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Once this process has taken place, I’ll ask the individual to run through their story. My job as the listener is to dig into the key events, ask questions and explore any emotional responses that might occur. I am looking to uncover what really matters to them, what inspires them and what drives their behaviour. Lines of enquiry I like to consider when picking through a story include:


How did you feel in that moment?

Who else was there and how did they react?

Why was it so powerful, and what did you learn?



It can also be useful to ask additional questions, particularly if the participant is struggling to clarify what is important from their timeline:


When did you first get into your sport?

Did any of your family play?

What do you like doing for the sake of it (doing something just for fun)?



Every answer should be explored further and there must be follow-up questions, so it’s not enough to accept a statement and move on. If someone’s earliest childhood memory is overwhelmingly positive or negative, I’ll explore their reaction to the event and note it down, because it’s important to know how they responded. Through this process, key themes will emerge. I might notice that one person’s happiest moments are connected to personal achievement, while another individual might be at their happiest when sharing experiences with friends and family. Some participants might experience shame after failing at something, others might tend to quit if they receive criticism. Quite often, the same themes will emerge repeatedly from multiple stories, and once that happens the heart of what someone is all about can be revealed.

Of course, it’s possible for an individual to run through this exercise on their own, but I’d maintain that a second pair of eyes is invaluable, mainly because we’re often unable (or unwilling) to identify the events that have shaped us in life, especially if they’re emotionally painful. Skilful questioning often encourages people to reflect in greater depth than they have previously. Also, the beauty of doing this exercise with another person is that both participants can witness the reactions in their colleague’s face as they talk. Sometimes, the answer lies not in a person’s words but in their physical expressions. It’s possible to see someone light up whenever they talk about a certain person, place or activity and notice that they shut down when describing situations where they had to perform in front of others, assume leadership or take financial risks. (What I find most often is that the clearest themes are not things that have previously been identified by the storyteller. It’s a great privilege to be trusted with a person’s narrative, as well as being deeply fulfilling to witness them learn something new and powerful about themselves.)

There is a great power in identifying themes within a person’s timeline because these serve as a predictor for how they might react in future events. Values form the basis of our thoughts, behaviours and actions, and this is potent intelligence to have when approaching crunch situations. It can be applied equally well to events not associated with sport: deadlines and financial pressure; public speaking and networking; rejection and praise; and so on. I’ve also adapted this technique when trying to discover when and why an athlete feels at their most confident, especially if they’re struggling to perform tasks in games that they ordinarily deliver in training without too much trouble. In such cases I’ll ask them as many questions as I can about how they think, feel and act when they’re at their most confident. Once I’ve highlighted the psychological factors occurring in practice, when they’re able to perform comfortably, I’ll help them to transfer those same factors over to higher-pressure situations. (We’ll discuss this process in more detail in Building Block #3.)

When a person becomes aware of their values, they can thrive both in moments of adversity and periods of success. They’re less likely to be shocked by their reactions to certain events – positive and negative – and they’re able to plan and make decisions that are aligned with what’s truly important to them. As I mentioned earlier, I’ve learned through this process that one of my key values is the importance of family, but I’ve often been separated from my husband and kids for several weeks in the year, due to working commitments at the World Cup, European Championship or the Olympic Games. I now know to prepare in advance so I can counteract any negative feelings that might occur during those moments of disconnection. I ready my mind by spending as much time with my family as possible before I leave, and at the event I make sure to find the space and time to connect with everyone at home during the day, via the phone, Zoom or text. I’ll also foreplan self-care into my routine, so that if I do feel down about being away from the family unit, I can look after myself emotionally.


[image: Decorative illustration]ASK THE QUESTION

Who would you feel most comfortable sharing your timeline with?

Ideally it will be someone that won’t be afraid to ask questions, or to dig into your backstory. A trusted work colleague or even a therapist would be a good someone to progress this exercise, rather than a partner or close friend. Remember: they must be trustworthy, and you must feel comfortable in showing vulnerability around them.




[image: Decorative illustration]LIGHTBULBS


	A team that knows itself can support its members in times of stress, confidently call out a decline in standards and help the individuals within to maximise their potential.

	As human beings we judge the people around us on behaviour, rather than intention. Everyone’s behaviour is understandable with context – we just need to discover what that context is.

	It’s not enough to know the positive and negative events in your story. It’s enlightening to explore why they made you feel the way you do. Explore these emotions by running through a timeline of key events in your life.
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