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Foreword

I was nine years old when I first looked at the TV and felt seen. It was the 1992 Olympic Games in Barcelona. I was taken aback by the beautiful dark-skinned American women who ran like the wind, with a style and confidence that completely captivated me. Growing up as a young girl with sport as my guide, believing that I could be the best in whatever I turned my hand to, was so connected to that moment, because away from that space I didn’t feel seen. Black women who looked like me were almost invisible.

When I first met Michelle, she had approached me to work alongside her with some young people in London, to empower them by sharing my story. The instant connection between us and her ability to not only understand the journey I’ve been on, but also have the vision to see how it could be used, is rare. Michelle is the confidant that I turn to help me walk in my purpose. A purpose which requires deep understanding of the nuance of being Black and a woman. So the honour of being asked by Michelle to write this foreword to a book this powerful is not lost on me.

The relationship between confident women of colour and leadership is complex, because it doesn’t fit the status quo; it rides so hard against the grain that it makes things uncomfortable. The mental gymnastics of this begins at such a young age, as we navigate through overt racism, micro-aggressions and just generally having to learn things the hard way. It’s an uncomfortable truth that we exist in daily. The coping mechanisms we exercise, just to blend into environments, and the code switching in order not to be hyper visible in situations, can be exhausting.

But how do we begin to own that space and be unapologetic? How do we take control of a narrative that can only be told by us? How do we lead from the front? How do we find our joy?

In Real Wins Michelle presents her answer to these questions with compelling clarity and precision. By positioning the voices of Black people, and Black women in particular, front and centre, Real Wins transforms the conversation. This is a compelling, universal and important book filled with deep insights, humour and inspiration.

I am a two-time Olympic finalist, five-time British champion, award-winning broadcaster and mother of two. Even as write that, I feel self-conscious of my own achievements, trying to silence my inner critic. I have listened to Michelle many times persuasively, in her own unique and motivating style, counter this narrative for me and so many others. In this book, Michelle does this by eloquently sharing her experiences, wisdom, and the stories of leaders and others who have been there before, to demonstrate how to overcome your own internal barriers and define success on your terms. Real Wins goes one step further and charts the ways to challenge the status quo whilst equipping leaders with the strategies to create spaces where everyone can be seen and succeed.

As an athlete I understood that my confidence was down to my ability as a sportswoman and being one of the best in the world. It has taken years to understand that my confidence is part of my overall identity. Sporting the red, white and blue of Team GB at an Olympic Games, I felt a level of respect from non-Black peers and those in other spaces who may otherwise have not looked at me twice.

As a broadcaster, life for me now means I shine a light on stories of people who have something to share; those moments are steeped in joy and pain, and can often be challenging. I have learned to lead in my field even if at times I didn’t want to. Real Wins draws out some of these very complexities and at the same time shares strategies and potential solutions to find the courageous leader in all of us.

Michelle is unapologetic in the spaces she occupies, and I have seen first-hand the influence of her work and counsel. I remember a leading executive at major broadcaster discreetly asking me, ‘What do you think Michelle thought?’ after he nervously spoke at a media conference we both attended, he was so eager to impress. Needless to say, it would take a lot less talk and more action from him to impress Michelle. However, it made me smile inside and realize the power, authority and reach of her influence.

There is an urgency to Michelle’s words in these pages. They pull you in, inspiring you to step up and be the change you want to see in the world. Using the fascinating experiences of athletes, activists, leaders and ordinary people Michelle has achieved something special in Real Wins because this book will get you to think and then think again, providing you with the leadership fuel to win your own race on your terms.

Jeanette Kwakye MBE




Introduction

I was tired, really tired. That kind of bone-weary lethargy that is a legacy of exhaustion from those who have come before me. I’d just finished a 45-minute presentation to around seven hundred police officers, though it could have actually been a thousand. I was the last speaker on their diversity awareness day. In truth, I hadn’t wanted to be there; in reality, it was the space where I needed to be. The previous day I’d struggled to make sense of the issues that I wanted to convey in a meaningful way that went beyond the same old diversity rhetoric, which I can’t stand. I wanted it to be powerful. I’d called my brother Jean Pierre for advice; he told me to make it personal, make it about you and ‘go all in’. That was the killer line that I’d needed to hear, but to be honest I was avoiding putting it into action. I was nervous because I knew that the presentation would take a lot out of me. As a Black woman, the emotional, intellectual and physical labour involved in revealing my personal testimony to move, challenge and inspire others can come at a cost to my wellbeing.

As I finished my last sentence on stage there was a moment of quiet, stunned silence before the polite applause. I’ve come to expect this now when expounding hard truths and calling out injustice: people are challenged, uncomfortable. My presentation was hard-­hitting. It asked challenging questions of the police both as individuals and as an organization. I’d made it ­personal: Why did my ten-year-old nephew think it was normal for his dad to be stopped by the police? Why had so little changed in the police force in the decades since Stephen Lawrence’s death in 1993? I’d shown them images of Serena Williams, Tommie Smith, John Carlos and Black athlete activists standing up in the pursuit of equality. I played them emotive and disturbing videos showing the harsh realities of living in 21st century Britain as a Black person: overrepresented in the criminal justice system, in mental health institutions and school exclusions. I knew I was leaving an impression; I could feel it – the tension, the anger at someone calling it out, some of the gasps. I felt the heat. A sea of white faces stared back at me from an audience that I could see included just one Black woman. Afterwards, she approached me, tears brimming in her eyes but not falling – such was her willpower. She expressed her heartfelt thanks, explaining that I’d said words that she couldn’t say. This often happens in white spaces where there are lone Black folk; you become a party of two, if you’re lucky. I always offer a listening ear in those snatched moments because we all want to be seen and understood, and never more so than by people who look like us. It took me weeks to recover from that presentation. I’d put everything I had into it, all of my experiences as a Black woman navigating the world.

John Carlos – the African American sprinter who at the 1968 Mexico Olympic Games who, alongside Tommie Smith, raised his fists in solidarity with the Olympic Project for human rights against the oppression of Black and Brown people worldwide – was once asked: ‘How can athletes prompt change without jeopardizing their careers?’ He replied: ‘They can’t. You have to lay it all on the line.’

***

Why did I write this book? The legacy of my ancestral oppression has given me a deep-rooted belief that my purpose is to challenge the status quo, and unapologetically so. To call out injustice. I’ve a lot to say but often feel censored – either by myself or externally.

At times there is a simmering anger to my words and in that an abject rejection of societal ills, and it’s this combination that fuels my voice throughout this book. This creates a sense of urgency to my calls for action for each of us to take a stand and use our personal agency to unleash our best leadership qualities to contribute to making the world a better place. A healthy dose of realism, hope and inspiration are thrown into the Real Wins mix for good measure because that’s my style as a sportswoman.

I talk about sport a lot. I use sport to explain life. I love sport. Not all sport but most sport. I play sport and, above all, am inspired by sport and the history of sport. Sport was the part of my childhood education that continues to give and give. Sport is escapism. It reflects you, and it reflects me. It has power, grace and wonder. Even the hardcore non-sport fan can’t fail to be moved by the wildcard fairy-tale story of an unheard-of talent playing out their dream, defying the odds to beat the favourite to take the winning shot in the dramatic dying seconds. Sport crosses divides of time, place and peoples. Sport is my elixir; it both wipes the slate clean and holds an almost blinding light up to global injustices. Sport has gifted the world stand-out moments of protest, but I want more from sport, more specifically from the leaders of sport. Sport should and could be leading the way in fighting racial inequality – but it’s not.

With age and experience, I’ve become more impatient for change, less forgiving, more strident and present to the harsh realities of racism and oppression that reduce the life chances of Black people, of women and of other people with marginalized identities. This injustice serves to fuel my journey as an activist, consultant, speaker and coach, working in sport and beyond to try to present solutions to age-old systems of oppression and bias.

There are many different faces to activism and its impact. I acknowledge that as a Black woman of mixed heritage my lighter skin affords me extra privilege compared to darker-skinned Black women when calling out bigotry and injustice. I intend to use my agency and influence for myself and this is my own offering of activism to the world. While societal ills can often make some of us feel like they are insurmountable, we all have personal agency and power that enables us to progress in life as individuals and thus, in turn, to build better societies that work for all of us. Learning how to utilize and ­harness that power and ­agency is what underpins much of this book.

At the heart of my work, I’m an educator. My first job 26 years ago was a primary school teacher and the elements that involved – of educating, supporting others and sharing – will never leave me. Through my leadership career in sport and education I have found myself giving advice. In the majority of my job roles, managers would ask me to support employees who were unhappy in their work environments. On top of this, I began collecting more and more mentees who seemed to benefit from my advice and words of encouragement. Today, based on my eclectic intersecting life experiences of leadership, sport and race, my leadership seminars and consultancy lay out the impact of oppression and life-limiting opportunities for those of us from Black and marginalized communities. Along the way I’ve been nationally recognized for my achievements, which has increased my visibility and therefore amplified the reach and power of some of my work.

In this book I want to challenge you to consider new ways of being and thinking when it comes to your own personal leadership growth and issues of race inequalities. In my professional capacity parts of my leadership coaching programmes are specifically for Black individuals while also providing strategic counsel to white conscious leaders to shine the light on the workplace inequities experienced by Black individuals as part of the workforce. This gives me a unique perspective while at the same time the experience of translating between the two. For my Black readers, some of the issues presented in this book will be well rehearsed, but they are framed within a self-leadership perspective which will serve to fortify and embolden you. For the white conscious reader, providing a lens for these issues and experiences will provide the nuance and potential solutions to uncover and unravel individual and collective responses to racism and oppression. This includes how to adopt effective inclusive leadership practice, although this book is categorically not a Diversity and Inclusion manifesto. This book is for anyone who cares about tackling racial injustice and is interested in leadership from both an individual and organizational perspective. I hear organizational leaders, especially those working in sport, say that when racism and discrimination are gone from society we won’t have a problem in organizations. As banal as this sounds, it’s worth highlighting: organizations are made up of people who make up society and people spend a lot of their time in organizations, so it stands to reason that we have to tackle the issue at an organizational level. By organizations, I mean corporations, sports, education, politics and community. I mean both the people and the leaders.

This book might be a wakeup call for some, but for everyone it’s an opportunity to ask a different set of leadership questions. There is a vital need to have more nuanced and informed conversations about race. I use the word ‘vital’ because it is life and death. We need only remind ourselves of the alarming statistic that, in 21st century Britain, Black women are four times more likely to die from childbirth than white women. It’s a statistic that never fails to take my breath away.

Throughout my professional career I’ve learned about compassionate, ethical and conscious leadership of oneself, teams and organizations, yet so much of my journey is rooted in the lessons I’ve learned from sport and experiences of exclusion.

My perspective is very simple. I am Black. I am also mixed. Some people would refer to me as ‘mixed-race’, but the term has never resonated with me. My dad was born in Guyana, South America. Guyana is classed as part of the Caribbean region because of its history under British colonial rule. My mum is from a leafy English town called Whyteleafe in Surrey. My mum met my dad in the 1970s. My paternal grandparents had travelled from Guyana in 1957 to make a new life in the UK. My nan who made this voyage was following her eldest daughter, my awe-inspiring Aunt Vilma, a nurse who had sailed to England as part of the Windrush generation. My nan travelled without her husband and with two young children, one my dad and the other my aunt. My family is filled with inspirational trailblazing women, and my nan Olga Moore paved the way. She survived the turmoil of a well-worn life to live to 93 years. My nan is my inspiration. I stand in her truths and on the shoulders of her history and rich heritage. I wrote and performed as a spoken-word piece at an event in 2018 to honour my nan’s legacy: ‘I feel the weight of injustice and oppression she endured. The harsh beauty of her courage, her resistance and, ultimately, her empowerment has been passed down to me.’ It is this legacy that I believe emboldens my activism today, to call out injustice and speak the uncomfortable truths to those in powerful positions who knowingly or unknowingly uphold ­centuries of oppression and division.

My identity and sense of self were firmly cemented in some of these earliest childhood experiences of cultural traditions and love. As a young girl I saw myself – and still see myself – as Black. There is no confusion or equivocality about this, despite other people not always recognizing my Black identity because of my lighter-brown skin tone. Later on, the terms ‘mixed-race’ and, more latterly, ‘Brown’, which I have used at times (it’s all about context), have become more commonplace. The politics of exclusion based on identity are heightened when they are so close to home that they form part of your own family dynamics. There were white members of my family who rejected my twin sister and me from an early age because of our paternal Guyanese heritage. This is very common in mixed-heritage families.

In the 1980s my dad’s passionate urging that we boycott South African goods by not opening a Barclays bank account was cemented in my mind as an act we had to adhere to. Unknowingly as little Brown girls we were politicized. The writer and hip-hop artist Akala highlights in his book Natives: Race & Class in the Ruins of Empire how society racialized him as a Black mixed-race boy, just as it did my sister and me. Our dad was merely preparing us for that world while at the same time planting those early seeds of personal agency and protest, instilling the idea that our individual actions had meaning and impact. It’s in that racialized world that from as young as four I remember my mum being abused in the street for having Brown babies – my twin and me. The campaigning work I lead today is born out of a deep-rooted sense of racial injustice and a desire to honour the immense sacrifices and turmoil my mum endured. I slipped something in there – I hope you didn’t miss it. I am a twin, and feel seriously extra special to have been included in the 1970s statistic of one in 250 births.

In the 1980s it was clear in my young mind that politically you were either White or Black. I was certain from my early experiences that I was not White, and that no ‘Other’ box on a census form would ever dupe me. When filling out a form to apply for a bank account, I remember being perplexed and angry over how ridiculous it was that it failed to provide a category for mixed people and in doing so demonstrated who belongs and who doesn’t. Even at a young age I was not interested in submitting myself to government ‘othering’. Under my dad’s guidance and with my mum’s support, a sense of individual agency was taking hold and becoming ever more firmly rooted as part of my identity. As a lighter-skinned Brown woman, I acknowledge that my experiences of racism and sexism are not as outwardly harmful as they would be for darker-skinned Black people. There are many different versions of Black, and I happen to be one. Contrary to what some people believe mixedness to be, my identity has never felt like a choice; it was and is a part of my experience of being in the world. I’ve never fitted in (sometimes quite literally, being six foot one) and have always been an outlier in all sorts of ways with my identity routinely
















‘In the aftermath of a global pandemic and murderous police brutality – both of which continue to have a disproportionately adverse impact on Black people – there is an urgent, as yet unfulfilled, need. We seek clarity and insight about what it means to be minoritized Black people in leadership positions, in the 21st century. Michelle Moore’s in-depth exploration represents a substantial contribution to the literature that addresses that need in an elegantly written, intelligent and accessible form. Michelle helps us to develop an understanding of how we can grow through our failures and recognise our successes. It’s a manual to support us not just to survive, but also to thrive.’

Baroness Young of Hornsey OBE

‘Michelle has written something that could simply change your life, views and old perceptions. Think, cogitate, discuss, reframe and reimagine; I dare you! Real Wins will deliver hard outcomes if implemented, but they do not dwell in the comfort zone. Be warned and be excited. Michelle explores mindsets, the effects of lessons learned, the power of sport and leadership and so much more. I picked it up and simply couldn’t put it down as she weaves a rich tapestry from her own life and the insights and wisdom of those who have nourished her on the way. Real Wins will help us to unearth our ability to lead; it starts with ourselves and then the rest will be a new history.’

Colin Salmon, Actor

‘This is a stirring, inspiring and precise guide to personal development, with many essential lessons on leadership and life itself.’

Musa Okwonga, writer

‘Michelle Moore is an impactful force in conscious leadership and I am privileged to have been a beneficiary of her leadership influence, both in my life and in my career as a Black female professional athlete transitioning off the field into a new path of leadership in sport. Real Wins gives us insightful wisdom in how to navigate identity, inequality and success with the tools of self-awareness and resilience to run your own race.’

Eniola Aluko, Sporting Director, Angel City Football Club and former professional footballer

‘Michelle’s formidable passion and thought-provoking style of leadership has helped redefine organisations in business and sport for several years. Her long-awaited book will not only inspire but challenge your way of thinking to bring out the best version of you.’

Denise Lewis OBE, Olympic heptathlon gold medallist

‘Michelle writes a visceral and unapologetic book that lays bare truths that will help people to become the inclusive colleagues, leaders and community members that the world needs right now. Brace yourself and dive in.’

John Amaechi OBE, Organisational Psychologist and Founder of APS Intelligence

‘In Real Wins, Michelle Moore provides a powerful and refreshingly honest account of what conscious leadership in the 21st century should look like. Blending personal anecdotes, interviews with leading figures from the world of sports, and critical thinking on effective and inclusive leadership, Moore has written a deeply humane and optimistic book. Moore demonstrates that when people inside organisations care enough to make sustainable change a priority, real change is possible. Real Wins is thus a must-read for those who want to become conscious leaders, both within sports and beyond. More than just a survey of leadership styles, Real Wins outlines practical strategies for success, including the necessity for self-care. As Moore argues, “effective leadership is grounded in authenticity, self-awareness and empathy for yourself and others”. This brilliant and, at times, moving book provides a new model for leadership that will reshape the world of sports for years to come.’

Professor Ben Carrington, Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism, University of Southern California

‘This is an important and exciting book that is truly of its time. Michelle captures the opportunity for an enhanced style of leadership and a better world for everyone where everybody wins. Who wouldn’t want that?’

Kate Richardson-Walsh OBE, Olympic hockey gold and bronze medallist, former England Captain

‘These dispatches draw on Michelle Moore’s unmatched experience at the front line of social change, where sport meets education meets leadership. They provide an invaluable resource for anyone wishing to understand and to bridge the gap between easily-made statements of intent about fairness and the real, lived experiences of too many people.’

Chris Grant, former CEO, Sported and independent board member, Sport England

‘Michelle uses her sporting experiences, deep empathy, unique perspectives and solid leadership skills to inform and educate. It’s exactly what we need right now. A no-nonsense approach to empowering us to lead with dignity, emotional intelligence and embracing our unique identities. Fabulous!’

Reshmin Chowdhury, journalist, broadcaster and event host, BT Sport, Talksport and the BBC

‘Michelle has been one of the most inspirational figures in education and sports leadership for over two decades now. Real Wins – exploring the intersection of race, sport and leadership – offers Michelle’s wisdom, which has transformed the lives of young people, the careers of athletes and the culture of many organisations. A powerful and nurturing book and voice in the world of sport.’

Derek A. Bardowell, author of No Win Race

‘Real Wins is a must read for anyone seeking an authentic leadership journey. Michelle uses her vast experience in sport and business to provide practical and insightful learning that will be invaluable in any leader’s tool kit.’

Tunji Akintokun MBE, business leader and philanthropist

‘Written with passion, Real Wins is a personal and yet universal book filled with fascinating insights on identity, leadership and sport that will leave you challenged, uplifted and inspired to take action in new ways. It is a superb book by a remarkable woman, and is both courageous and timely. A must read.’

Ebony Rainford-Brent, World Cup winning cricketer, broadcaster, Director of Surrey County Cricket Club

‘Michelle’s indispensable wisdom and guidance will leave you inspired and empowered as she takes you on a journey of self-discovery to unravel, enhance and unleash your leadership potential. Real Wins is an important and compelling book packed with rich and universal lessons on motivation and success. Essential reading.’

Ama Agbeze MBE, International Netball player, commonwealth gold medallist, former England Netball Captain

‘Real Wins is a riveting timely must read and call to action for anyone and everyone leading or wishing to lead in the global sport industry and beyond. Michelle Moore’s raw, rich and reflective approach draws strength from her courageous honesty and vulnerability as she shares her experiences in and perspectives on the world of sport’s battle with racial inequality and social justice. A book that challenges the reader to reflect on their own identity, sense of being and belonging.’

David Grevemberg CBE, global sports leader and innovator

‘Packed full of valuable leadership lessons, Real Wins is an inspirational and engaging read that left me exhilarated and motivated in new ways. Michelle shows us how to overcome challenges and find your way to be victorious.’

SSgt Clarence Callender OLY retired
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