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    Introduction


    On 6 July 2008, I – along with millions of other people around the world – looked on, spellbound, as one of the greatest tennis matches of all time unfolded. I was working for Radio Wimbledon at the time, and after two weeks of running around the grounds of the All England Lawn Tennis Club armed with a microphone, I sat back and watched with increasing incredulity as the two masterful rivals, Roger Federer and Rafael Nadal, battled it out over five sets for nearly five hours on Centre Court.


    That final was a truly transcendent piece of sporting theatre. Something extraordinary was unfolding on the green lawns of SW19, and the sense of awe I experienced was palpable. As the level of play reached unprecedented heights, I was so engrossed by the display that it was as if time stopped. Thoughts about past and future dropped away. The only thing that seemed to exist was what I was witnessing take place in front of me.


    It was obvious that both Nadal and Federer were also utterly absorbed in the moment, such was the sublime level of their play, and they gave millions of viewers access to a transcendent place within themselves too. The match ebbed and flowed, prompting periods of stunned silence from the crowd as well as spontaneous outpourings of delight, before eventually finishing in gathering darkness when a Federer forehand clipped the net, prompting Nadal to collapse to the ground in celebration of his epic victory. It was a joyous, exhilarating – even ecstatic – experience.


    While the Spaniard won that day, snapping the Swiss’s five-year winning streak and capturing the first of his two Wimbledon titles, it was the masterpiece that the players painted on the court together that was the real treasure. And that, I would argue, is where the true beauty of sport is to be found. It is more than simply a question of winning and lifting trophies. It is when the unscripted drama reaches sublime heights, giving rise to a deep sense of fulfilment in players and spectators alike. (Case in point – few people reminisce about Nadal’s second Wimbledon victory two years later, when he defeated Tomáš Berdych in straight sets in the final.)


    Fourteen years after the greatest Wimbledon final of all time, Roger Federer played his last match as a professional, fittingly in a doubles match alongside Nadal at the Laver Cup in London’s O2 arena. As the two players sat next to each other after the match was over, occasionally holding hands and with tears in their eyes, the seemingly perennial question about who was the greater player was revealed to be comparatively meaningless: a mere talking point when faced with the unquantifiable joy they had provided over two sensational decades.


    It was clear that the real beauty of their rivalry wasn’t actually about bragging rights, or even necessarily personal glory. It had been about the majesty of what they had been able to create together, in those limitless moments when they pushed each other to ever more inspired heights. Something that had allowed them, and us, to briefly step out of time and taste the beauty of unfiltered reality itself.


    ***


    Why do we like sport? Why do people spend four hours trying to hit a small pimpled golf ball into a hole 11 centimetres wide, or head out onto a river at the crack of dawn to row downstream facing backwards? Let’s face it, there are millions of people around the world who feel happiest when they are engaged in pursuits that – on the face of it – are essentially pointless.


    For the elite competitors, sport certainly seems to be serious business. ‘Winning isn’t everything: it’s the only thing.’ That was how Vince Lombardi – one of the most successful coaches in American football history – saw it. And he’s far from alone in expressing what is a widely held view. Jamie Carragher and Declan Rice are two English footballers who have said their sport is ‘all about winning’.


    In an advert featuring Tiger Woods, one of the two greatest golfers of all time, Woods declared ‘winning takes care of everything’. That was soon after his private life had imploded in dramatic fashion. As a marketing slogan it was memorable, but it was a comment that didn’t ring true, not least because Woods continued to be engulfed by numerous well-publicised off-course issues over the following years.


    But does anyone actually fall in love with sport purely because they spotted a route to becoming a ‘winner’? Initially, at the very least, it’s not about a desire to be perceived as a champion. People love playing sport for its own sake. It is its own reward, and is frequently intrinsically enjoyable for reasons we will explore.


    As the sports reporter for BBC Radio 1 for the best part of a decade, I was incredibly fortunate to be on the scene at some of the most high-profile sporting events on the planet. World Cups, the Olympic Games, Formula One Grand Prix … the list goes on. It was often thrilling and on numerous occasions unforgettable, yet when I went on air to report on what was happening, over time it increasingly felt like something was missing.


    The emphasis always seemed to be on the result. I was repeatedly asked: who had won? By how much? And how much were they going to be worth after winning? The fixation with results, tactics and the score was subtly frustrating; it didn’t accurately convey the beauty of much of what was actually taking place. Compared to the sometimes magical depth of what I was witnessing, it felt shallow and lacking. I wanted to go deeper.


    Sport is often described as a metaphor for life, which is a sentiment I agree with. In this book, I want to use it as a vehicle to explore where joy and peace are actually to be found; things I would suggest we all crave whether we know it or not, and which we frequently experience during sports’ best moments. I want to question some ‘truths’ that have been uncritically accepted and widely internalised, but that I would suggest are pointing in the wrong direction and could do with an upgrade.


    I am going to explore eight universal themes that are highlighted in the heightened world of sport, but that are all too easily overlooked in favour of the simpler, shallower narratives about winning, trophies, results and ‘success’.


    Over the last fifteen years, and in particular during the last five years of hosting The Life Lessons Podcast (previously called Don’t Tell Me The Score), I have spoken at length with hundreds of the world’s top sporting performers. It has been a privilege and a joy to spend time with each and every one of them, and while their stories always differ, I have sensed many of the same deeper themes emerging time and again.


    For example: the frequently illusory assurance of success that is seductive for so many of us, elite sportspeople or otherwise. It is a promise of fulfilment in the future that drives many of the world’s top-performing athletes. The dedication required to reach the top in any profession, but particularly in sport, is immense. Elite competitors frequently forgo time, relationships, and balance in the pursuit of sporting excellence. For some, it may be driven by inner disquiet and a belief that achievement and trophies will change how others see them, and also how they feel about themselves. Salvation can – it seems – lie in the future.


    But doesn’t our direct experience suggest that is a fundamental misunderstanding? Sport is at its most captivating and enjoyable when thoughts about past and future drop away. The same is true in life more broadly. You could say that the very act of chasing happiness obscures happiness.


    On that basis, I want to challenge the idea that success is synonymous with peace of mind and fulfilment. When we see someone being lauded for their sporting achievements, it can be hard not to look at them with a sense of envy and awe. It can seem like they have it all, and outwardly, that may frequently be true. Typically when it comes to the most popular sports, athletes are rewarded with status, fame, wealth, and approval – all of which are understandably highly seductive.


    However, all the external trappings that ‘success’ can provide do not, I would argue, guarantee what everyone is really looking for – which is to feel content and fulfilled internally. After an athlete has won a big title, typically the first question they will be asked is ‘how do you feel?’ The implication is that they should be experiencing a deep sense of satisfaction and delight; it would be jarring if they replied that – in fact – victory left them feeling miserable. Trophies, vast financial rewards, and external approval can therefore appear to go hand-in-hand with inner contentment – but there are numerous examples that show that is not the case, particularly once the initial thrill of victory has passed.


    Nor does success fundamentally change who someone is, whatever it is that they have achieved. Being labelled ‘a great’ doesn’t actually mean an athlete has suddenly been transformed in any deep fundamental way, or become intrinsically more valuable than the person they were at the very start of their sporting journey. The human mind loves to judge and categorise – ourselves, other people, and events. Automatically buying into those sweeping narratives and beliefs is certainly easy, but that doesn’t mean it is sensible, as we shall see.


    It is also inevitable that the highs of victory will be followed by a dip. After all, what goes up eventually has to come down. And a question to consider is – what is the motivation for someone to chase ever more extrinsic success? If it is out of a joyful sense of exploration or as an expression of the fulfilment they already feel, then fantastic. But if someone is chasing achievements in the perhaps unconscious belief that it is the way for them to finally feel ‘enough’ – in other words out of a sense of lack – then that isn’t so ideal. External attainment cannot plug an internal void.


    Numerous people have won the biggest and most prestigious prizes in the world, only to be left feeling miserable. So, if success isn’t actually the panacea that we are led to believe it to be, where is lasting satisfaction really to be found? Could it be that we are looking in the wrong direction?


     

    Fundamentally, this book is about seeing through some of the shallow myths about where genuine fulfilment exists. In a culture that frequently worships at the altar of productivity, growth, ‘self-improvement’, and ‘success’, I would like to suggest that the contentment we are all looking for isn’t actually somewhere out there – but is actually so close that we tend to overlook it.


    To help illustrate this point, I am going to be exploring the stories of some of the very people who have reached the loftiest sporting heights – elite athletes who have enjoyed huge success and acclaim. Their journeys, and the lessons they learnt along the way, hopefully help show that we may just have it the wrong way round. Seeking to have your status and sense of self puffed up, which is a difficult trap to avoid in a culture that likes to put ‘successful’ people on pedestals, is not the path to fulfilment. In fact, the opposite may be true.


    As well as questioning some of the cultural myths that have developed around sport, life and success, this book shares some of the tools and techniques that competitors and teams have embraced to help them thrive as athletes and people. From how to cultivate a skilful way of relating to our thoughts and feelings, whatever their content, through to developing togetherness and a deep sense of belonging, all while avoiding burnout – there are golden nuggets galore. I hope you enjoy.

  


  
     

    1 Thoughts aren’t facts


    Can you stop thinking whenever you want? Of course not. We are all inundated with thoughts, all day, every day. They arise without any effort on our part.


    While we tend to believe we are in control of our thinking, on closer inspection that’s just not true. Thoughts pop up and we assume that we chose them, but we don’t actually know what our next thought is going to be. In much the same way as our heart keeps beating without any effort on our part, so the stream of thoughts continually flows, whether we want it to or not. And when we identify ourselves with thoughts that can take off in any direction at any moment, and we uncritically take the voice in our head to be who we are, we can run into trouble.


    Among other things, the mind likes to judge ourselves and other people. It can’t help but continually make comparisons and leap to conclusions. The result is that we often create mental hierarchies that can make us feel better or worse than other people, based on an arbitrary story in the mind: but we don’t have to take these hierarchies to be real. When a notification pops up on your phone, you have a choice as to whether to ignore it or not: you can do the same with thoughts. To illustrate this, I am going to take you into the world of rugby.


    My parents – who are both sporty – agreed that I should start playing mini rugby at a young age. My father is a rugby fanatic who, family legend has it, could have played for Scotland had he been just a couple of inches taller. (That was one thought I took to be true for way too long.) He had been a decent scrum half for his school in Edinburgh, and when he moved south of the border to work as an engineer, one of the first things he did was join a rugby club – Esher RFC. As luck would have it, that was where he met my mother too, when she slipped her business card into his hand on the dance floor.


    When I was around seven, Dad persuaded Mum that it was time for me to carry the family torch forwards and start playing for Esher too. To be honest, I can’t remember a huge amount about the actual mini rugby in those first few years. I know I wasn’t particularly fond of tackling, and initially the best part of those Sunday morning sessions was finishing training and getting into the clubhouse where I would be rewarded with a glass bottle of Coca-Cola and a Mars bar while my dad dusted off a pint or two with his mates.


    But within a few years, by the time I was ten or so, I had started to enjoy playing rugby even more than the post-training treats. Winning the ‘most improved player award’ one year, sometimes considered something of a backhanded compliment, definitely helped my enthusiasm. As my enjoyment of playing rugby increased, so did my interest in watching the sport. Fortunately, this coincided with a surge in interest in the sport in England as the 1990s came into view.


    My dad was adept at getting his hands on tickets for matches at both Murrayfield, in Edinburgh, and at Twickenham. While my father is Scottish, my mother is English, and so, depending on how you look at it, I was either caught in the middle or able to spread my bets by supporting two teams. That said, back then, there was one English player in particular who I felt an affinity with above the rest. His name was Will Carling.


    Carling was the son of an army officer and a former public schoolboy. He had been begrudgingly sent to Sedburgh – renowned as one of the best rugby boarding schools in the country – when he was just six years old. His talent for the sport was obvious, even at such a young age, and despite feeling very lonely while at school in Cumbria, his rugby skills were honed and he increasingly thrived on the pitch, going on to represent England Schools.


     

    Initially, though, Carling was unable to foresee a future playing senior rugby for his country. Full England internationals were a different breed altogether, or so he thought, and Carling didn’t believe that he was cut from such lofty cloth. He planned instead to follow his father in pursuing a career in the military, and headed to Durham University on an army scholarship. However, when he was told that being fully commissioned would mean he would also have to give up playing the sport he loved for six months, Carling chose to forgo a career in the army and return to playing – which proved to be an inspired decision.


    The 1980s had been a particularly lean period for English rugby. Victories were hard to come by, and their style of play was typically dour and uninspiring. Things hit a nadir in 1987, when England finished last in that year’s Five Nations Championships and were knocked out in the quarter-finals of the year’s inaugural Rugby World Cup by Wales. (Thankfully this was all before my interest in the sport had been piqued.)


    At the end of 1987, Geoff Cooke was appointed England’s new head coach and tasked with turning the underachieving ship around. He soon handed Carling his first international cap, for England’s opening game of the 1988 Five Nations Championships against France. Carling told me he had been ‘blown away’ just to be selected, and despite defeat in that match he retained his place in the team for the remainder of the championships.


    However, when Cooke rang ahead of England’s match against Australia in November 1988, Carling felt a sense of foreboding. Having lost his confidence again, he was certain that England’s head coach was only taking the time to pick up the phone and call him out of courtesy, because he was about to be dropped. And so it came as a huge shock when Cooke told him – the youngest member of the team – that in fact he wanted him to be his new captain.


    While the appointment came as a shock to the 22-year-old, it stunned his still-new teammates even more. When Cooke told the rest of the squad of his decision, the announcement was met with an awkward silence. That moment, Carling told me, felt little short of excruciating.


    At first, Carling felt overawed at the prospect of captaining the same players he had watched on television as a schoolboy, just a few short years earlier. Many of the faces looking back at him had been his heroes. Having previously believed he would not be good enough to be selected for England, there he was, suddenly being crowned the youngest rugby captain since 1931.


    Despite his initial trepidation, Carling recognised that England had been underperforming for too long. He was determined to unlock the team’s potential and understood that to do that, he needed to tap into his teammates’ depth of experience.


    Carling’s leadership style had been influenced by his time with the army. He had been in training to be an officer while still at university: acutely aware of his youth, he felt out of his depth and like he was blagging it throughout training (‘Story of my life!’ he told me.) And so, on one three-week exercise, Carling persuaded the commanding officer to let him go and spend some time with the actual soldiers he was being trained to lead.


    After a few days together, the soldiers eventually started to let their guard down. Carling took the opportunity to ask them what, in their opinion, made a good officer. What was it that made them actually want to follow a leader?


    It was about honesty and fairness, one Welsh soldier explained. The best leaders outlined how they wanted people to behave, and then treated every soldier the same within those parameters. Those officers were cherished, he said; the others – who had favourites and weren’t always true to their word – not so much.


    That attitude informed his approach to captaincy. When he sat in selection meetings, Carling resisted the urge to pick the players he liked and drop those that he didn’t. He was determined to do the best for the team and to treat the players fairly. He sought to rise above the personal preferences that his mind came up with, and to make truly informed, objective decisions.


    Carling’s appointment in 1988 marked the beginning of a long-overdue change in fortune for the England team. In his first game in charge, Carling led his team to victory over Australia for the first time since 1982, before steering England to a second-place finish in the 1989 Five Nations Championships.


    The following year, just as I started to really take a dedicated interest in following rugby, England raised their play to new levels. They easily beat Ireland and France before thrashing Wales, setting up what appeared to be a gilt-edged chance to wrap up their first Five Nations Grand Slam in eleven years at Murrayfield. Their opponents were a Scotland side who were also unbeaten, but whose matches had been far less one-sided.


    That year’s Grand Slam decider is the first rugby match I can remember being utterly transfixed by. England were the first team to head out onto the pitch and the television cameras quickly focused in on Will Carling, who stood front and centre shouting words of encouragement to his teammates around him. It was clear that Carling was England’s leader and figurehead; someone for the Scottish fans to direct their ire at – a posh well-spoken public school lad who apparently personified English arrogance.


    Having a Scottish father and an English mother with contrasting views on many things gives me, I believe, a bit of insight into the accusation of English arrogance that is often brandished by Celtic nations. My dad was prone to buying into the English arrogance narrative, which was somewhat confusing for me growing up, although having accompanied him to numerous matches at Twickenham and Murrayfield over the years, I can see why he did, at least to an extent.


    Some of Dad’s English mates came across as gently condescending as they poked fun at his Celtic roots, and certain sections of the English press in particular do appear to get carried away with how good (or bad) English sporting teams can be too. But other than that, my sense was that continually falling back on the old ‘England are arrogant’ narrative was simplistic, and an example of identifying with black or white thinking, particularly when directed at the players themselves.


    For example, I couldn’t understand why Will Carling was accused of being the personification of said English arrogance. Clearly, he sought to project an air of confidence and control while leading England onto the field, or when being asked questions by the press in his role as captain, but that was a sensible approach for a leader to take. It would have looked far more jarring if he had come out with his shoulders stooped, acting all shy and retiring.


    Back to the match. While England started the Grand Slam decider as favourites because of their convincing performances during the tournament, the Scotland team were quietly confident. They grabbed an early psychological advantage by choosing to walk out onto the pitch, rather than run as was the norm, which elicited a huge roar of approval from the home fans.


    That advantage was soon turned into points, with Scotland kicking two early penalties to grab a six-point advantage – which would ultimately prove to be the difference. Both sides subsequently scored one try each, and England’s was an absolute cracker.


    Having won a scrum on the halfway line, England’s forwards drove the Scottish pack back before releasing the ball. Scrum half Richard Hill sensed an opportunity and pinged the ball out to Carling, who exploded onto it at blistering pace. Watching from my sofa at home, I was electrified. The England captain flew past Scotland’s Scott Hastings as the noise levels within the stadium shot up, causing mayhem in the Scottish backline. The remaining defenders in blue were drawn to the English captain like moths to a flame, creating an overlap which Jeremy ‘Prince of Centres’ Guscott deftly capitalised on once Carling passed him the ball.


    England looked ready to kick on but ultimately failed to do so, and were eventually undone by what has become the most famous try in Scottish rugby history: Tony Stanger plucking the ball out of the air to touch it down and extinguish any hopes of an English comeback. (When I spoke to Stanger over two decades later, he confirmed that he had no internal recollection of scoring that try, which is highly revealing – as we shall find out later in the book.)


     

    Thereafter, Scotland held on to win a famous Grand Slam. In the words of their anthem ‘Flower of Scotland’, which the team had only started singing before matches that very season, they sent England ‘homeward, tae think again’. The following morning, a bitterly disappointed Carling headed to catch an early flight back south, where he was told by an Edinburgh airport worker that he was, among other adjectives, ‘arrogant’ and ‘smug’. That narrative clearly ran deep north of the border.


    The defeat scarred England, and thereafter their style of play was less expansive. A more cautious approach still served them well, though, as England finally won a Five Nations Grand Slam the following year (1991). Their first Championship clean sweep under Carling culminated with a tense victory over the French, after which the Twickenham turf was swamped by delighted English fans, whose view of Will Carling was altogether more positive.


    An abiding memory of those 1991 post-match scenes is of Carling being hoisted onto the supporters’ shoulders after the full-time whistle. He had a big smile plastered across his face, as fans stretched out their hands in an attempt just to touch the man who had become the face of England rugby’s resurgence. Pictures capturing the scene made Carling look like something of a Messiah figure.


    Being idolised in this way is clearly a lot for anyone to live up to, and it certainly wasn’t something that Carling had sought out. His only intention had been to play rugby and explore his potential, and yet he found himself thrust into a high-profile position, without much in the way of preparation for what his role would entail.


    1991 was probably England’s best year with Carling as captain. Along with that first Grand Slam triumph, England also reached the World Cup final for the first time, losing to an outstanding Australian team at Twickenham in a match I was fortunate enough to be at.


    England won two more Grand Slams under Carling’s captaincy, in 1992 and 1995. 1995 was also the year that England were brutalised in the semi-finals of the World Cup by New Zealand – or more specifically their unstoppable wing Jonah Lomu. He scored four tries in the match, rampaging over England players as if they were little more than cardboard cut-outs. In his post-match interview, Carling memorably described the towering Kiwi as a ‘freak’.


    It was an attention-grabbing comment, although it didn’t have the same impact as a quip Carling had made just a few months earlier when, prior to the South Africa World Cup, Carling had been briefly sacked as England captain for describing the Rugby Football Union general committee as ‘fifty-seven old farts’.


    He had been interviewed as part of a Channel Four programme exploring whether rugby, an amateur sport at the time, should turn professional, as it was soon to do. During the interview, Carling had made the point that while the sport was generating plenty of money, the players themselves weren’t officially benefitting financially. After taking his microphone off, Carling came out with his wisecrack about the RFU committee, seemingly unaware that his off-the-record comments were being picked up by the interviewer’s mic and would soon be made public.


    When news of Carling’s comments broke, the committee reacted furiously and in a knee-jerk fashion that ironically gave credence to Carling’s comments. They decided to sack the England captain, before awkwardly reinstating him a few days later when it became clear how out of touch they were with public opinion. While the whole episode soon blew over, it further strengthened the view that Carling was unafraid to speak his mind, which some people appeared to take as evidence that he saw himself as somehow superior. That narrative couldn’t be further from what Carling actually thought about himself inside.


    By that point, Carling had been one of the most famous people in England for several years. He had played a significant role in lifting rugby into the mainstream. It didn’t hurt that he was eye-catchingly handsome too. In an at times brutal sport where good looks rarely last for long, Carling stood out with his black hair, twinkly eyes, cheeky grin and endearingly dimpled chin.


     

    Such was his star status that Carling was even deemed suitably high-profile to be worthy of a ‘Gotcha’ courtesy of Noel Edmonds, the 1990s king of British Saturday night television. Noel’s House Party was watched by as many as 15 million people per episode at its height. In one poll, it beat Strictly and X-Factor to be crowned the greatest Saturday night TV programme of all time. Prior to Carling’s captaincy, the suggestion that a rugby player could have enough star power to fit the House Party bill would have been laughed out of Noel’s production office.


    Part of House Party’s appeal was the Gotcha: during a Gotcha, high-profile celebrities were put into largely absurd scenarios, during which they would typically express bemusement (or irritation), only for Noel Edmonds to burst onto the scene and revel in the fact that they’d been had. Carling was persuaded that he was due to film a piece for children’s television, explaining some of rugby’s many inaccessible intricacies. There to help him, the ruse went, was Mr Blobby – a large latex pink creation covered in yellow spots, with a bow tie, toothy grin and wobbly plastic eyes who was, remarkably in hindsight, also a big star in the 1990s.


    Carling was wholly unaware that he was being set up, which explained his potty-mouthed response (eventually bleeped out during the official broadcast). His frustration and boredom led him to kick Blobby up the backside at one point and after several such slapstick moments and amusing asides from Carling, the big reveal happened – with the luxuriously bouffanted Edmonds popping out from the Blobby costume to reveal that he had been stitched up like a kipper.


    The House Party episode was clear evidence that Carling was the first rugby player who was also a bona fide celebrity. He was described as ‘rugby’s first superstar’, while others called him ‘Darling Carling’. Speaking about Carling in 2011 while reflecting back on the Anglo-Scottish rivalry, the Scotland prop Paul Burnell was quoted in an article in the Daily Mail saying, ‘There was a lot of stuff being written about this smart young guy with a bit to say for himself and we hadn’t really seen that kind of thing around rugby before.’


     

    But did Carling really have a bit to say for himself? The truth, as I see it, is that he was thrust into a spotlight where he had no choice but to speak up, whether while representing England as captain in interviews or on primetime Saturday night TV shows.


    The buzz around Carling invariably exacerbated the view people had about him – in any direction. For those people (particularly from the Celtic nations) who saw him as a posh, arrogant, aloof Englishman – born of his public school background, innate shyness, knack of coming out with a cutting quip and desire to project confidence as captain – it served to reinforce their appraisal. For many of his adoring English fans meanwhile, Carling was Captain Fantastic. Neither assessment was actually true, but both reflect the mind’s tendency to leap to judgements based on our own conditioned biases.


    Underneath Carling’s apparent swagger and bluster, there was in fact a deep-rooted sensitivity. But at that time he had no desire to show weakness or express vulnerability: his priority was to try and win rugby matches. Those inner emotional excavations would come later, when his private life began playing out in the public arena.


    The mind often enjoys condemning other people, not least because to do so elicits a sense of subjective superiority. In deciding that someone else is bad, the implicit implication is that we are good. (This is a particularly common phenomenon on social media. When someone posts ‘If you believe/think/do X, then you are part of the problem’, the inferred suggestion is that they are part of the solution.)


    Society, broadly speaking, has a tendency to aggrandise and even deify certain well-known people. Typically, after enjoying success of some kind, people are seen as actually being ‘extraordinary’ or ‘special’ and are then duly treated with deference. But someone like Will Carling didn’t ask to be treated like that. He was just doing a job he hadn’t expected to get as best he could, and people were filling in the blanks to form a caricature of the man himself. Clearly we cannot control how others think of us, and taking such opinions too seriously is a recipe for either self-congratulation or flagellation.


    Status hierarchies are nothing new. It is said that we evolved in an environment where our ability to thrive – and even survive – depended on paying attention to who was top of the pile. However, over recent decades, the cult of celebrity has gathered speed and intensity because of the rise of different forms of media, which give us unprecedented access to what famous people are up to and how to measure their ‘success’. In 2002, a study that looked at the ‘conceptualisation and measurement of celebrity worship’ was published in the British Journal of Psychology. One of its authors, the psychologist James Houran, suggested celebrity worship can give people ‘a sense of identity’.


    Put another way, we want to be like the people we idolise. But the thoughts we have about such people bear little resemblance to reality. One of Hollywood’s original leading men, Cary Grant, pointed to this when he said, ‘Everyone wants to be Cary Grant … even I want to be Cary Grant.’ In the early 1990s, many people wanted to be Will Carling (while others queued up to lambast him) based on a superficial and wildly inaccurate image their minds had created of the man himself.


    We are prone to creating thought-based narratives about well-known people – narratives that they can’t possibly live up to, or that are one-dimensional and wholly unreflective of reality. That was certainly the case with Carling, who at the end of the day was simply an ordinary man with strengths and weaknesses. It just so happened that his life was playing out in the public eye.


    It’s true that in some cases a celebrity may well have a particular skill that is extraordinary, and that is certainly the case with elite athletes. Carling was capable of playing rugby with eye-catching verve and skill. Such moments of inspiration are a delight to witness, but to project them onto a person and then expect them to live up to the shallow conceptual image we have created about them is foolish. Whatever they manage to achieve, every athlete is still just a fallible, normal human being. They can never live up to a superhuman projection, and worse, if they actually believe the assessment that they are special and act in accordance with it, they can become self-important and detached from reality.


    It’s important to remember that our thoughts about other people, based on the status they have been conferred or what they have achieved, are not reflective of reality. Our thoughts are not facts. And when we remember this, we see fewer judgements and more compassion and tolerance as a result.


    There is a parable told in Zen Buddhism that illustrates what I am trying to say here. In it, a monk called Kasan is asked to officiate at the funeral of someone with high social status. Shortly before the ceremony was due to start, the monk noticed the palms of his hands were sweaty. He realised he was nervous at the prospect of meeting a dignitary. The next day, he told his pupils he was not yet ready to be a teacher, because he hadn’t yet set aside his preconceptions about social status: he hadn’t fully seen through the illusion of conceptual identities. He couldn’t yet fully recognise the innate sameness of all people, and so he resigned and became a pupil once more.


    RECOGNISING HOW OUR MINDS RUSH TO JUDGE … AND LETTING IT GO


    I first met Will Carling in person at the BBC’s New Broadcasting house in 2019. Thirty years on from his appointment as England captain, he looked much the same, albeit perhaps a little softer round the edges. It was clear that he was a sensitive, reflective, somewhat bashful man – a far cry from both the ‘arrogant Englishman’ and the ‘Captain Fantastic’ personas that had been applied to him all those years earlier. ‘I would say a theme of my life is when people get to know me, they go “you are very different to what I thought you would be”,’ he said.


    Carling talked about how he had been sent to boarding school at just six years old. There was something of an ‘inherent snobbery’ that goes with elements of the army, he explained, and within that world it was the done thing. That didn’t make it any easier for him to accept, or any less upsetting. That decision to send him away at such a young age, against his wishes, had a profound and long-lasting impact.


    As a doting father and family man, Carling expressed incredulity that someone could send their child away when they were just six years old. As we spoke, I could still sense a deep-seated hurt about his own parents’ decision, which he simultaneously accepted had been made in good faith and with the best of intentions.


    Although he admitted that he was personally highly sensitive, at boarding school he had quickly learnt to hide his feelings of abandonment as a way to survive. At the age of six, as a result of decisions over which he had no control, he learnt to detach from some of his powerful emotions simply as a coping mechanism.


    ‘You didn’t show any weakness because weakness got bullied,’ he explained. ‘And so, for the first four or five nights I crawled to the bottom of the bed under the covers and cried because I didn’t want anyone else to know. And after that you just sort of got on with it.’


    To survive in what was an unforgiving environment, Carling had to develop a façade, or persona. The Swiss psychologist Carl Jung described a persona as ‘a kind of mask, designed on the one hand to make a definite impression upon others, and on the other to conceal the true nature of the individual’. Developing a persona is a very normal process for people to go through. It is part of the developmental process through which we learn to fit in with societal norms and expectations. The danger only comes, Jung said, when people overly identify with the mask they present to the world.


    Carling’s public-facing façade was perceived by some as self-assured and confident. Displays of sensitivity or emotion in front of any of the other boys – particularly the rest of the rugby team – were a definitive no-no. In time, he started to identify with the persona he had been forced to develop as a defence mechanism. But while he had to some degree learned to disconnect from his innate sensitivity, in truth it had not gone anywhere.


     

    By the time I had the pleasure of sitting opposite the former rugby player in a recording studio on the third floor of the BBC’s New Broadcasting House, the mask that he had developed as a boy, and which you could argue had helped see him through his years as England’s then-most successful captain, was gone. The defensive shield was down, and the man underneath was endearingly vulnerable, reflective and down to earth.


    THE SHIFTING TIDES OF PUBLIC OPINION


    Will Carling eventually stood down as England captain in March 1996, bringing an end to what was then the most successful era of English rugby. His playing career ended not long after: his final appearance in an England shirt, in what was his seventy-second appearance for his country, came during the following year’s Five Nations. Around this time, his public reputation took a battering.


    His first marriage had ended in 1996 after two years. A subsequent relationship also quickly broke down, and his friendship with the late Diana, Princess of Wales was seized upon by the tabloid press. All of this generated plenty of column inches and much frenzied speculation – with Carling labelled a ‘love rat’ and a ‘cad’ in some quarters. People rushed to conclusions about Carling’s character as a result.


    Carling had been due to have a testimonial to mark the end of his successful spell with England, but such was the negative press coverage and reaction to his private life, it was cancelled – with organisers blaming a lack of demand. One paper reported gleefully on the cancellation of his testimonial, saying Carling had become ‘a pariah inside and outside the game’.


    It was a torrid time. Having been depicted as a hero in his home country for much of his time as England captain, albeit one who seemingly rubbed some people up the wrong way because of a shallow perception of what he was really like, suddenly he was being cast as a villain.


     

    Carling told me that he rented a flat in London that he used as a sanctuary. Over the course of a year he didn’t open the blinds once. He didn’t tell anyone where he lived, neither friends nor family, and hid himself away. When he did venture out, he felt paranoid that other people were judging him.


    ‘It was horrible,’ he recalled. ‘But then the positive is that I had had smoke blown up my ass for ten years, you’re this comic-book hero, and then you are absolutely floored. And you are rock bottom. And I tell you what, it makes you reassess your values and everything else and what’s important.’


    His experience with fame is a well-trodden one. A ‘normal’ person is thrust into the spotlight and embraced until public opinion shifts. Hordes of people rush to judge someone whom they have never met, with no idea about the formative circumstances or events that shaped their lives. As seductive as public approval is, it is also highly unstable and ultimately empty.


    Carling acknowledges that he made mistakes – but who hasn’t? He hadn’t intentionally been trying to get things wrong, he told me. He also had a deep-seated desire to learn from his errors, and make amends where he could. As challenging as that period of public flagellation was for him, it served as a wake-up call. He recognised he needed to change and spent two years seeing a psychoanalyst to work through the areas of life that he was struggling with, learning a lot about himself in the process.


    ‘I was getting relationships badly wrong,’ he told me. ‘And I wanted to find out why.’ Losing the stability of his rugby career, which had been an anchor and had provided a much-needed sense of belonging since his time as a boy at boarding school, hadn’t helped. Carling described himself as ‘rudderless’, which, he told me, led to ‘three years of chaos, a lot of it self-inflicted’.


    A subject that came up with the psychoanalyst was, unsurprisingly, his parents. Carling told me that his relationship with his parents, and his mother in particular, had been deeply impacted by the decision to send him away when he was six years old. The psychologist John Bowlby – who developed the pioneering attachment theory which states that our relationship with our primary caregivers shapes our ability to enjoy successful relationships later in life – recognised that a deep sense of abandonment, and a subsequent ‘survival persona’, were very typical of people sent to boarding school at a young age.


    In time, working with a therapist, he recognised that the pattern of being unwilling to show weakness, which he had developed as a way to cope and ‘survive’ when he was still a small boy in a hostile environment, subsequently affected his ability to connect authentically in intimate relationships. A mask was all he was capable of presenting at that time, while the authentic sensitive part of him – which actually craved deep connection and love – remained hidden and out of view.


    Having hated the idea of being thought of as ‘soft’ by his peers, Carling recognised that he needed to understand how his defence mechanism had come into being, and then reconnect with his underlying vulnerability – and be willing to share it. In his second wife, Lisa, who he married in 1999, Carling found someone who he was able to do that with and who, he says, ‘transformed my life’.


    He isn’t one to get misty eyed about his hugely successful international rugby career. His house isn’t adorned with any rugby memorabilia from his playing days, nor does he make a show of his outstanding achievements as England captain. For a long time his children were wholly unaware of the lofty sporting heights he scaled. He loved playing for his country, he told me, but it pales into insignificance when compared to the meaning and belonging he derives from his family.


    Carling tells a funny story about his oldest son Henry asking, when he was nine years old, whether his dad had played rugby for England, having been told that he had by a friend from school. Carling acknowledged that he had indeed represented his country, but his younger son Jack wasn’t having it. ‘He basically didn’t believe it, because, he said, “you’re too fat, you’re my dad”,’ he told me, adding, ‘I prefer to live now than live in the past, you know?’


    It was clear to me sitting opposite him that he is not someone who believes he is special because of what he once achieved on a rugby pitch. On the contrary, he is not a fan of the propensity some people have to dine out on past glories. His priority is to be a loving dad and husband in the present.


    I asked him to share his view of what he thought was really important in life. ‘It’s the quality of your relationships. It’s the people you love: family and friends,’ he said. ‘We’re all going to die, so when you go, what is it? For me, I would like the kids or my friends to think, “He made me laugh, he made me smile. He was a good guy.” That’s it. The rest of it is irrelevant.’


    I admired how Carling was able to recognise that his stint as England captain, which at the time was the most successful period in English rugby history, had no bearing on his worth as a person now. Just because he had played rugby to an elite level didn’t mean he was any better or any worse than anyone else. The thoughts we have about public personalities and celebrities are similarly empty. ‘I think a lot of fame is bullshit,’ was how he succinctly put it.


    He acknowledged that the challenging years he had gone through at the end of his international career had in fact taught him a tremendous amount. Perhaps, he told me, if his testimonial had gone ahead and the plaudits had rolled in, he might have thought, ‘Do you know what, I really am very special.’


    While Carling never actually thought that, he assured me, he was also making a valuable point. It can be easy to think that success makes us special. But the truth is, we are not defined by other people’s thoughts, nor are we defined by our own.


    THE ILLUSION OF ‘SPECIAL’ PEOPLE AND SEEING HOW THOUGHTS WORK


    This attitude isn’t always the case among ‘successful’ people, including both top sporting professionals and the broadcasters working alongside them. The same is bound to be true in any industry: the higher you climb in the pecking order the more you get treated as if you actually are someone special, and the more likely you are to believe it. This has been my experience on occasion over the last nearly two decades working as a sports broadcaster.


    There is what is known in broadcasting as ‘talent’, which basically means anyone appearing on-air, such as a presenter, pundit or reporter. People judged to be ‘talent’ are sometimes treated differently, which does them a disservice if they are prone to believing the hype and is also unfair to the people working alongside them. The implication is that everyone that works around them – from editors to cameramen to sound engineers, i.e. anyone keeping the whole production afloat – are not similarly talented. Which is clearly not true!


    And why should we treat a sporting icon, or any celebrity, differently than we do someone doing a ‘normal job’ – like a waiter in a restaurant or the people who deliver our post? Without the mind-made narratives we hold about them, they are still all just people, and are fundamentally the same as everyone else.


    As humans, we have the capacity for ‘meta-cognition’ – which is thinking while being aware that we are thinking. We have the freedom to choose whether to believe the status assessments our minds conjure up to make sense of the world. The fact that social status changes so readily shows that it is a conceptual construct: meaning we don’t need to buy into the thought-created story that we are superior – or inferior – to anyone else.


    A simple recognition can be life-changing: we are not our thoughts. We are aware of our thoughts. Because we are the witness of our thoughts, we don’t have to attach our identity to them, or buy into their content so uncritically.


    WHEN OUR THOUGHTS TORMENT US


    The 1991 Rugby World Cup was jointly hosted by the countries that made up the Five Nations Championships: England, Scotland, Wales, Ireland and France. The tournament kicked off at Twickenham on 3 October, with Will Carling’s Grand Slam Champions facing the defending World Champions: the New Zealand All Blacks.


     

    The All Blacks have frequently been described as the most successful sports team ever. They were the first team to win three rugby World Cups, and since world rankings were introduced, they have held the number one ranking longer than all other teams combined.


    Back in 1991, the All Blacks’ air of invincibility was particularly pronounced. Satellite television was yet to take off, and even when it did my parents refused to fork out for it. The only way I could stay abreast of their otherworldly heroics was by reading my monthly copy of Rugby World magazine.


    While I idolised the likes of Will Carling and Jeremy Guscott, players from New Zealand seemed to exist on another plane entirely. This was particularly true of John Kirwan, undoubtedly one of the game’s all-time greats, who was arguably the standout player during the first rugby World Cup in 1987, scoring a tournament-leading six tries as New Zealand won the tournament. I had read all about Kirwan’s incredible feats of sporting excellence in my rugby magazines, and was thrilled at the prospect of watching him in action in Britain.


    Kirwan looked like my favourite childhood cartoon character, He-Man. He had the blond hair, the towering physical presence and appeared to be utterly fearless. Having been an apprentice in his father’s butchers shop, Kirwan had been selected to play for one of New Zealand’s top regional sides, Auckland, at the age of eighteen in 1983. The man who handed him his chance, Auckland head coach John Hart, said the winger was mature and confident without being cocky. Within a year, Kirwan made his All Blacks debut, quickly establishing himself as an automatic selection.


    In the opening match of the first rugby World Cup in 1987, Kirwan had scored one of the best individual tries the game has ever seen. He had been passed the ball in the shadow of his own posts and proceeded to shimmy and sidestep through virtually the entirety of the Italian team, sprinting the length of the field to touch down and give the fledgling tournament a huge boost.


    Kirwan was a player who, like Carling, seemed to me to be ‘superhuman’, the epitome of self-assuredness. But again, the perception I had about Kirwan didn’t accurately represent reality. At the height of his All Black fame, Kirwan was suffering with anxiety and depression. While one of Carling’s most challenging periods came when public opinion turned against him, for the World Cup-winning Kiwi it was his own thoughts that caused him the most distress.


    I first spoke to Sir John Kirwan early during the first COVID lockdown in 2020. One of his team at Groov, the mental health company he co-founded to help other people who were struggling just as he once had, got in touch with me to see if I would be interested in having Kirwan on as a guest. Instantly I was transported back to my youth. Conditioned thoughts entered my mind – questioning who I was to interview someone who I had long been in awe of. Some people would call that imposter syndrome, but I would suggest it’s just the mind doing what it is programmed to do. Such thoughts are only a problem if we buy into them.


    Like Will Carling, John Kirwan is not someone to take himself seriously. When I told him how I had perceived him during his playing days and in the years afterwards when he was the international coach of Italy and Japan, he found it amusing and even a little uncomfortable.


    For example, when I pressed Kirwan to acknowledge he realised that his try against Italy in the opening game of the inaugural World Cup was one of the greatest tries ever scored by anyone, he laughed. ‘No, of course I don’t! In fact, I’m sitting here thinking I wish you’d stop talking about me,’ he said. ‘Because I went through a mental health episode, I don’t really think about yesterday. So, my rugby personality – or persona – is so far back it’s like it is someone else.’


    Kirwan had been a shy kid growing up. On one occasion, he told me, he had been awarded a sports trophy at school but had been too embarrassed to go up and collect it. As well as being prone to bouts of anxiety, which he largely ignored until they threatened to overwhelm him, Kirwan was written off academically by teachers and classmates: he now suspects he was mildly dyslexic. That academic rejection provided fuel and motivation which he channelled into his rugby when he left school aged fifteen, having never passed an exam.


    It is not uncommon for people who achieve great ’success’ to be driven by a sense of inadequacy in other areas. Kirwan had internalised a belief that he was ‘dumb’. It didn’t matter whether anyone else agreed or disagreed with that thought: it was something he took to be true. The upside to that sense of shame and academic inadequacy was a deep drive to succeed on the rugby pitch. ‘I always remember saying, “I’ll show you assholes who called me dumb at school”,’ he told me. ‘“I’m going to play for the All Blacks.”’


    For many people who are considered to be ‘special’, it is not unusual for their fierce drive to come from a place of internal disquiet. When I put this to Dr Amy Izycky, a clinical psychologist and psychodynamic psychotherapist who wrote a book on what drives high achievers called Skewed to the Right, she agreed.


    ‘I like that terminology. There’s an “internal disquiet” about this,’ she said. ‘If people are motivated to be elite and go to the lengths that’s required for them to be elite, then there is something underneath that that’s motivating that level of engagement.’


    While that ‘internal disquiet’ can drive sportspeople to achieve great things on the field of play, it often comes at a cost in other areas of life. Izycky describes it as ‘personality traits that both help and hinder simultaneously’.


    Kirwan referred to the belief that he had about his academic prowess as one of his ‘sharks’ – or emotional baggage. Patterns of thinking, feeling and behaving are adopted and internalised, often through early life conditioning. ‘A lot of our sharks are also our strengths and motivations,’ Kirwan told me. ‘But what happens is, your sharks start eating you.’


    ANXIETY, DEPRESSION … AND A WAY OUT?


    But back to the 1991 Rugby World Cup. I was in school when it got underway with England hosting the All Blacks – Captain Will Carling against the Kiwi superstar John Kirwan – at Twickenham. Such was the buzz around the match, we were allowed to watch some of the action in class. Despite England having been crowned Five Nations Grand Slam Champions earlier that year, the Southern Hemisphere rugby dominance again shone through and the All Blacks ran out 18-12 winners.


    Both teams won their remaining group matches to advance to the knockout stages. England went on to reach the final, where they were beaten by Australia, who had ended the All Blacks’ hopes of defending their trophy in a blockbuster semi-final in Dublin.


    John Kirwan had arrived at the 1991 World Cup surrounded by expectation, but neither he nor the rest of the All Blacks team quite lived up to the high hopes. Kirwan only scored one try during the tournament, five fewer than he had four years previously. There were, however, good reasons for Kirwan not being at his world-beating best.


    ‘When you talk about the ’91 World Cup, I think about being on anti-depressants,’ Kirwan told me. ‘But it goes back a bit further.’


    Just a couple of months prior to the 1991 World Cup, Kirwan had been in a particularly bad way. His anxiety attacks had become ever-more frequent and intense. For years, Kirwan had been battling to hide his deteriorating mental health from everyone around him. It was on tour with the All Blacks in Argentina in the summer of 1991 that he hit rock bottom.


    ‘My anxiety attacks were based around a thought that my mind would run with,’ he told me. Kirwan was tormented by intrusive, upsetting thoughts – including the idea that he might go and attack someone unprovoked. He would be left sweating, crying and – as he told me – ‘shaking because I had so much tension inside me’.


    Being besieged by unwanted, intrusive thoughts can be a frightening experience, but it does not make you a bad person. A thought is just a thought, irrespective of its content. Who doesn’t have thoughts that are jealous, bitter, vengeful (or similar) from time to time? ‘Bad’ thoughts only become problematic if we choose to give them significance, take them too seriously, overly identify with them, or act them out. The fact that such thoughts pass through our mind does not mean there is anything wrong with us. After all, we didn’t choose them.


    Thoughts arise on their own, and research suggests that they show up in the brain long before ‘you’ are aware of them. In a study published in Nature Neuroscience, researchers using brain scanners could predict when a decision had formed in the brain a full seven seconds before the person was aware of it. A thought simply arises within us, and we typically automatically identify with it – but really, we never know what thought we will have next.


    John Kirwan was rooming with teammate Michael Jones on the tenth floor of the Hilton Hotel in Buenos Aires on that tour of Argentina in the summer of 1991, desperately trying to conceal the extent of the mental and physical turmoil he was in. ‘I would normally try and hide it under the sheets or go to the toilet and hide,’ he told me. On this occasion, while lying in his bed after another anxiety attack, Kirwan looked across the room.


    ‘The window was open, the curtain was fluttering,’ he recalled. ‘I wanted to run and jump out of the window, and right then Michael Jones said to me “JK, you’ve got a good heart.” I don’t know why he said it, he doesn’t know why he said it, but it saved my life.’ Those words made Kirwan stop and recognise that things had got so bad that he had no choice but to seek help.


    The next day, despite not having slept a wink, he went out and played a Test match for the All Blacks against Argentina. He even scored two tries, but such was the perilous state of his mental health they barely registered. Outward ‘success’ was meaningless to Kirwan at that time, as his internal peace of mind had disappeared.


    As soon as he had flown home to New Zealand from that tour he reached out for help, even though the prospect terrified him. ‘I thought if I told someone, I was going to get locked up in a straitjacket with Jack Nicholson, and the big American Indian guy the Chief, like in the film One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest,’ Kirwan told me. ‘I can sort of laugh and talk about it now, but that was a real fear that drove me not to talk about it.’


    When the doctor assured Kirwan that there wasn’t anything fundamentally wrong with him, and that he had anxiety and depression and was simply unwell, it came as a huge relief. ‘It doesn’t get rid of it, but you stop feeling alone,’ he told me. ‘The thing about anxiety and depression is you can be in a room with 100 people, or you can be running onto a rugby field like I did with 65,000 people watching, and feel incredibly alone. So once you stop feeling alone, it’s this massive relief.’


    And so began what Kirwan sometimes calls his long ‘journey to wellness’. A conversation with his mother, shortly after his diagnosis, in which she urged her son to ‘start smelling the roses’, was revelatory. Depression had sapped his life of all joy, and he had nothing to look forward to. That comment from his mum prompted Kirwan to recognise that he needed to start recognising, acknowledging and appreciating the small things in life, and he started the very next day with a hot shower.


    ‘Most people in the shower think about the past or the future, and I was no different. So, I decided to spend those three minutes or four minutes in the shower enjoying it for what it is,’ Kirwan explained. ‘I felt the water for the first time, and I enjoyed the sensations. That was the first time I had had enjoyment in years.’


    By enjoying the feeling of the water on his skin, Kirwan was withdrawing attention from his mind. Anytime you turn your focus to your bodily sensations, you are experiencing reality directly rather than through the conceptual filter of thought. And so that shower gave Kirwan a break from the incessant stream of thinking for a few minutes.


    Soon after he began looking for a variety of ways to give his brain a rest. He tried mantra meditation, but found that rather than relaxing him, his mind revved up even more. Kirwan felt like a failure as a result, but his psychiatrist, Dr Louise Armstrong, who had been fundamental in helping Kirwan to ‘accept his illness rather than fighting it’, explained that he had a ‘ruminating mind’. In other words, repetitive thinking patterns would loop in his mind, a not unusual phenomenon for most of us, causing him distress.


    And so, with Armstrong’s encouragement, he sought other ways to allow his mind to disengage and the incessant stream of thoughts to slow. When we spoke, Kirwan explained that he had come to recognise that he was an ‘active relaxer’. Rather than finding peace by sitting in the lotus position, Kirwan found other ways to unwind.


    Because of the time-difference, it was early morning in London and evening in Auckland when we had our first conversation. Kirwan was looking forward to making dinner for his family – New Zealand snapper with scallops cooked with butter and capers in an Italian style – once we had finished chatting. Cooking, Kirwan explained, was one of those activities that helped get his mind off the treadmill.


    He had a plethora of other ways to ‘actively relax’ that he made sure he peppered throughout his days – swimming, going for a walk, surfing, stretching, reading and diaphragmatic breathing to name just a few. Kirwan also told me that he had taken up playing the guitar during lockdown and sounded ‘like I was strangling a cat’. When I interjected to try and reassure him that I was sure he wasn’t that bad, Kirwan quickly replied that it didn’t matter. It wasn’t about judgement – it was simply about finding something you enjoy, that helps you switch off.


    He shared an analogy to illustrate his point. Imagine you are at work when your computer freezes. You ring the IT department and ask them what to do. What is invariably the first thing they will tell you to do? Turn it off and turn it on again. And the vast majority of times, that one simple act does the trick. The same is true of our brains.


    ‘What’s happened is we get more inputs today than we had in a lifetime one hundred years ago. This whole barrage that our brains have not been taught to cope with,’ Kirwan explained. ‘We’ve got to unplug our computer five or six times a day to make sure we stay balanced because our brains are getting tired.’


     

    We live in a world where hustling and ‘the grind’ have become increasingly glorified. I remember reading one newspaper article at the end of 2022 in which psychiatrists and other experts were asked to share their one daily hack they would recommend to readers to thrive. Every suggestion was about doing something – standing on one leg was one tip that stuck in my mind – rather than simply being.


    This widespread habit of continually doing, coupled with the propensity people have to reach for their smartphones and start scrolling whenever a quiet moment presents itself – when waiting in a queue, for a train or even while sat on the loo – means our brains are continually ‘on’. And people are not good at recognising the signs that they need to take a step back.


    ‘Stress and anxiety have become the new norm,’ Kirwan told me. He pointed out that while we know the symptoms of the common cold – a runny nose and a sore throat for example – people are less adept at recognising the signs of mounting stress.


    ‘You take yourself to work and by the time you get home, you want to kill a cat. Or you’re in the car and you end up abusing the person next to you at the lights,’ Kirwan said. ‘And what do we do about that? Nothing. We might have a few drinks on Friday night. And the way our modern world is, it’s not going to slow down. We need to get some tools to get back to thriving rather than just surviving.’


    When John Kirwan was working with Dr Louise Armstrong shortly after the 1991 World Cup, she had introduced him to self-hypnosis as a way to relax and unwind. She taught him how to put himself into a trance and imagine that he was in the water, surfing. During one hypnosis session, he imagined he had paddled out on his board when suddenly he was surrounded by sharks. ‘I shit myself and got straight out,’ he told me.


    Those sharks, Armstrong later explained, were his baggage. One was that sense of being dumb, and another was wanting to be liked. Kirwan explained that when those sharks started to reappear – for example if he was going into a business meeting and thoughts appeared, telling him that he was not clever enough to be there – then that was a sign that he needed to step back and slow down.


    ‘When I look after my mental health, I’m a better husband, a better father, a better work colleague,’ Kirwan told me. ‘So I put my mental health tools and techniques first.’


    That is why Kirwan has what he calls a ‘daily mental health plan’. As well as ensuring that he ‘switches his computer off’ several times a day, Kirwan also makes sure he always has something to look forward to – whether it be a surfing session or simply knowing that he will read a book before bed. He also prioritises authentic connection.


    ‘When someone comes into my heart, I action it,’ he explained. ‘You’ll be sitting there and think of someone. So what I try and do when I think of that person, is either ring them or reach out to them and just say “Hey”. And that is a really beautiful thing to do, because you get so much back for yourself.’


    YOU ARE NO BETTER OR WORSE THAN ANYONE ELSE


    In the mid-noughties, John Kirwan ‘came out’ about his mental health as part of the New Zealand Government’s Like Minds, Like Mine campaign. Just as when he first spoke to the doctor about his anxiety over a decade earlier, he was terrified about the possible repercussions of sharing his vulnerabilities. But such thinking was way wide of the mark.


    ‘I thought, Simon, that it was going to completely ruin my life and my career. And the exact opposite happened,’ he told me. ‘I was in the supermarket the other day, and this lady said to me, “J. K., can I give you a hug?” I said, “Yeah, that’d be awesome. Thank you.” And this woman whispered in my ear, “Thank you, you saved my son.” Compared to that, who cares about the sixty-three caps I got playing for the All-Blacks?’


    In 2012, Kirwan was knighted for services to mental health and rugby. Humbled is a word Kirwan often uses when talking about his important contribution to the mental health conversation. Humble is how I would describe him too. There is little in the way of self-importance.


    ‘A lot of sportspeople identify success and failure through their sport, and I was no different. So I identified who I was through my sport until I got some balance through my mental health,’ Kirwan told me. ‘I used to strive to be perfect, but now I strive to be imperfect.’


    Whatever the persona we outwardly adopt, if we overly identify with it, or the thoughts we have about ourselves or what we do – whether it be professional sport or any other job or activity – it can be a recipe for suffering. What we are able to do continually changes throughout life. A career at the top of elite sport, for example, typically only lasts a decade or two. Whatever heights you attain, eventually you will be overtaken.


    I have spoken to so many sportspeople who linked their worth as a human being to their athletic performance. Swimmers told me that when their times were good, they felt great about themselves, but when those times dropped off, or when they retired, so did their sense of self-worth. Footballers, rugby players, golfers … the list goes on.


    When I was a young boy watching the 1991 Rugby World Cup in rapt attention, I idolised John Kirwan and Will Carling. But despite the sporting gifts they were blessed with, they recognise that thoughts about being better or worse than anyone else are illusory. Success does not actually make you special.


    For Will Carling, his life was buffeted by the temperamental thoughts that other people had about him. For Sir John Kirwan, it was his own thoughts that caused him the most distress. In both cases, they came to recognise the ephemeral and often misleading nature of thought. Neither other people’s thoughts, nor their own, define who they are.

  


  
     

    2 Relax, you are not in control


    We like to think we are in control of our lives, but this is an illusion. As discussed in the last chapter, we don’t even know what thought we are going to have next. And however detailed someone’s five-year plan is, the truth is we don’t actually know what is going to happen five minutes from now.


    When we look back, it is clear that our lives are a result of a vast web of arbitrary but interconnected events and circumstances. We don’t choose the family or time that we are born into, or the conditions of our life. We have no say in how we look, how intelligent, fast or strong we are, or even what our general disposition is. We have very little control over the formative experiences of our lives while growing up, and our character is fundamentally shaped by forces outside our sphere of influence.


    So how much personal credit can you really take for your blessings, attributes, aptitudes and character traits – and how much blame do you (or your parents) actually deserve for your less appealing patterns of thinking and behaving?


    Life has a tendency to throw curveballs that we can’t plan for. Invariably, we will face challenges, misfortune and tragedy. While we can rarely predict what the most difficult moments of our lives will be, we equally can’t be sure that the very moments that make us despair won’t actually be catalysts for us to evolve. Few people illustrate this better than John McAvoy and Henry Fraser, two remarkable men I have been fortunate enough to speak to.


     

    HOW OUR ENVIRONMENT SHAPES US


    John McAvoy is proof that the saying ‘a leopard cannot change its spots’ is far from true. He is a Nike-sponsored elite triathlete who has broken several world records in rowing, and who channels the power of his extraordinary story and the lessons he has learnt to help other people improve the circumstances of their lives. There is no way that McAvoy could have envisaged how his life has panned out when he was growing up alongside some of the most high-profile criminals in Britain.


    Like the rest of us, his story starts before he was born. His father, he told me, was a workaholic who spent all hours running numerous businesses from property development to nightclubs. Along with a ferocious work ethic, he had an undiagnosed heart condition: one month before his son was due to be born, he went to sleep alongside his wife and never woke up.


    As a small child, McAvoy was doted on by the women in his family. To his single mum, his aunties and his big sister, he was an innocent, lovable blue-eyed boy who could do no wrong. It was a happy childhood, he told me, but at primary school he began to notice that the circumstances of his life were not entirely typical. The other kids had fathers, and some of them teased him about the fact that he didn’t.


    That prompted McAvoy to want to find out what had happened to his own dad. He was an intensely inquisitive boy by nature, always wanting to understand why things were the way they were. He was soon grilling his mother, who explained that his father had died. And so, from a particularly young age, McAvoy was acutely aware of mortality, which had a big impact on him.


    When McAvoy was around seven years old, he discovered a passion for history. He immersed himself in stories about figures like Henry VIII and Napoleon: people who were remembered long after they had died. Their stories lit a fuse within McAvoy. He didn’t want to fade into obscurity like the overwhelming majority of ‘normal’ people. He was determined to leave his mark on the world too, and began scoping out ways to do that.


     

    At that time, in the early 1990s, British Telecom was a particularly prominent part of the national cultural landscape. They had phone boxes on every corner and landlines in most homes, and their frequently amusing television adverts were ubiquitous.


    McAvoy’s interest in the company was pricked, and he wanted to know how much money a company like BT would make each year. When he found out that the answer was likely billions of pounds, his eyes lit up. From then on, when someone asked him what he wanted to do when he grew up, his reply was that he wanted to own BT. He had no interest in sport as a kid and instead was determined to be a successful businessman, because he saw that as his path to earning a fortune and leaving a mark.


    With each passing year, McAvoy increasingly equated wealth with success. It was a way of keeping score in the game of life. This is not an unusual phenomenon. Many people appear to think the size of someone’s bank account is an important barometer in establishing their actual worth as a person, and McAvoy fell into that camp. The more money someone had, the more intrinsic value they had – or so he thought. That belief that money was all-important, allied with his deep awareness of mortality, meant that the subsequent events of his life were the ‘perfect storm’ for McAvoy to ‘go down the wrong path’.


    When he was eight years old, a father figure walked into his mum’s flat and his life. The stranger made a big first impression. His name was Billy Tobin, a charismatic man with slick black hair, white teeth, an expensive watch on his wrist and immaculate clothes. As he went to leave the flat, he patted McAvoy on the head and handed him a twenty-pound note. It was the most money he had ever been given.


    When McAvoy asked his mother who this stranger was, she explained that Tobin was her ex-husband: they had grown up together on a council estate and got married while they were still teenagers. They also had a daughter – McAvoy’s older sister. What his mother did not mention on that occasion was that Tobin was also one of the most high-profile criminals in Britain, who had just been released after serving sixteen years in prison for armed robbery.


    Tobin began visiting their family home ever more frequently, taking more and more interest in McAvoy. He began taking him out on trips, and McAvoy grew increasingly in awe of the man he came to see as his stepfather. As well as being impeccably dressed, he was treated with deference. And when it came to conversation, McAvoy told me, the subject always invariably returned to one thing: money.


    It was when McAvoy’s maternal grandfather passed away that he became aware of his stepfather’s background. He was helping clear out his grandad’s flat when he stumbled across a selection of newspaper clippings detailing his unofficial stepfather’s criminal activities. This man was on the front pages of all the biggest tabloid titles – named as one of the most prolific armed robbers in the country.


    Tobin exerted an ever-stronger influence on McAvoy’s life, conditioning his way of thinking by weaving a compelling and persuasive narrative about society’s innate corruption. The system was rigged against normal people, the story went, and he was simply refusing to be similarly exploited. One day, while driving around in his limited-edition Porsche 911, Tobin pulled up at a set of traffic lights and told his young passenger to look out of the window, at all the normal people going about their business. They – he said – were ‘sheep’, getting screwed by the system.


    The narrative increasingly seeped into McAvoy’s consciousness. How could it not? He was spending his time around men who were incredibly wealthy – something he wanted for himself – and not as a result of playing by society’s rules. His role models had all the symbols of vast wealth – huge mansions, fast cars, expensive clothes and wads of cash – that McAvoy had come to associate with success. They were showing him a clear path to the riches he craved, all while actively encouraging him to follow in their footsteps.


    In time, school increasingly lost all meaning for McAvoy. Some of the teachers were aware that he was veering off course, but those who tried to persuade him he was taking the wrong path were fighting a losing battle. The same was true of McAvoy’s mother, who was deeply upset and worried about the route her son was taking and where it might lead. She tried to get him to see sense before he was arrested, or worse, but she stood little chance in the face of the other charismatic role models he was surrounded by.


    It wasn’t long before his mum was proved right. At the age of eighteen, McAvoy was arrested for armed robbery and sent to jail for the first time. Because of his criminal connections, he was considered to be a high-escape risk, and so the prison officers wanted him to wear a bright yellow and blue jumpsuit to make him stand out from the other prisoners. McAvoy refused and was promptly sent to solitary confinement.


    Being locked up in solitary is considered the worst punishment that can be inflicted on a prisoner. The psychological effects, including anxiety and paranoia, can be profound and sometimes permanent. In 2011, experts from the UN said that prolonged periods locked up alone were a form of torture and should therefore be banned.


    However, such was McAvoy’s disdain for the prison authorities that when the time came for him to be released from solitary after seven days, he refused. To the shock of the prison guards, he told them he wouldn’t be returning to his prison wing and would stay confined to his tiny cell. Rather than allow himself to be told what to do, he chose solitary confinement for the whole of the next year of his life.


    It was while in this tiny, dilapidated cell, with its cardboard chair, cobbled-together table and metal bed, that McAvoy felt a sudden unexpected compulsion to start exercising. He had never previously shown any interest in sport or exercise. At school, he had hated PE and never for a moment considered that he might have any athletic talent. Looking back, he told me he had no idea what triggered him to start exercising – like an itch, it just cropped up of its own accord.


    Alone in his prison cell, it wasn’t about getting fit or looking good; he just knew that once he had finished, he felt alive. The feel-good hormones would pump around his body, lighting him up in what was an otherwise dark and barren environment. And so, he began doing daily bodyweight circuits, gradually building up the intensity until he was doing one thousand press ups, one thousand squats and one thousand burpees for 90 minutes each day. It was a way of showing the prison guards that they could control the space he lived in, but he was still master of his mind and body.


    ‘And after a year, they opened up the cell door and let me walk straight back out onto the street,’ McAvoy told me. ‘And I can be completely honest with you now, I was one hundred times worse than the eighteen year old that they locked up when I got released.’


    McAvoy soon left his newfound interest in exercise behind and returned to his criminal ways, but by this point word of his prison rebellion had got out. His status among his criminal peers had been enhanced by his remarkable show of defiance while inside. He was a man of character, someone who could be trusted to defy the authorities and who had the mettle to not break under pressure.


    Soon after his first stint in jail, while still in his early twenties, McAvoy found himself living what seemed like the high life in Northern Spain. He was invited back to England for a friend’s birthday, and when he got on the plane to London, McAvoy only expected to be away from the Spanish sun for a week.


    But once he was back in Britain, he was offered what looked like an easy, lucrative payday: a big heist. The plan was to hold up a security van full of cash in South-East London. After initially declining the opportunity, McAvoy agreed to take part: it was to prove to be the most significant decision of his life, albeit not in ways he could ever have predicted. As it happened, his accomplice was already being closely monitored by a huge team within the Metropolitan Police’s organised crime command.


    On a September morning in 2005, a legion of police cars and armed officers swooped. His accomplice was arrested, but McAvoy made a dash for freedom, and was soon involved in a high-speed car chase.


     

    ‘I remember having this car chase with these undercover police cars chasing me, and I’m being deadly serious with you now, this is not an exaggeration, I was fully prepared to die trying to get away from them,’ McAvoy told me. ‘I knew what was coming. I was not going back to twenty-four hours a day locked in a cage. I would have done anything to get away from them.’


    The thought of prison filled him with such dread that death actually seemed like a preferable option. Inevitably, his escape attempt was unsuccessful. He was eventually captured by a pack of armed police officers. As they ran towards him with machine guns pointed, McAvoy felt certain that his life was about to be snuffed out.


    Instead he was arrested and handcuffed, and shoved in the back of a police car. As they drove to the station, one of the arresting officers urged McAvoy to look out of the window. The people he had previously written off as sheep were walking free. Filled with a mixture of despair and envy, he wished that he could trade places with any of them, aware that he wouldn’t be able to enjoy such freedom for a very long time.


    Despite his young age, and because of his criminal connections, McAvoy’s chances of rehabilitation were considered to be essentially non-existent. He was sentenced to life in prison and sent to Belmarsh alongside some of the world’s most-wanted criminals and dangerous terrorists.


    Unlike his first stint in prison, when he knew when he could expect to be released, this time there was no guarantee that he would ever get out. His only hope would be to be on best behaviour – attend every workshop and rehabilitation course going – and show that he had changed his ways, even though he had no actual intention of doing so. McAvoy’s identity was so bound up in his criminality, and the approval of his peers was so important, that the idea of genuinely turning over a new leaf was out of the question.


    But when he was twenty-six, everything changed. Three years into his prison sentence, McAvoy happened to be watching the news in his prison cell when a report of an armed robbery that had gone wrong flashed up on the screen. A young British man had died in the Netherlands after falling from the getaway vehicle. Some of the last moments of his life had been captured via CCTV footage and were played during the report. Even though the man’s face was covered, McAvoy could tell from his eyes that it was his best friend. He was hit by a huge wave of emotion.


    As McAvoy recounted his friend’s story, he explained how he too had been seduced into a life of crime. His friend’s parents had been a black cab driver and a beautician, McAvoy told me. They had wanted to give their son the best possible chance in life, and so worked all hours to be able to afford to send him to private school. Sadly, they were unaware that the school they chose to send him to was also frequented by the children of organised criminals. Their son subsequently spent time with people who didn’t need to work nearly as hard as his own parents but who were nevertheless far more wealthy. It was a seductive alternative reality – and one that eventually cost McAvoy’s best friend his life.


    While watching CCTV pictures of the last few minutes of his friend’s life, the narrative that had formed in McAvoy’s mind over many years collapsed. He had thought he was fighting and, on some level, even winning a battle with the authorities and the police. Suddenly it was abundantly clear that the longstanding story in his head was both nonsensical and destructive.


    In that moment, he saw through his deep-rooted ways of thinking that had been conditioned through years spent around other organised criminals. He realised he was not beating a corrupt system; he was simply squandering his life for nothing. Everyone McAvoy looked up to and admired was either dead or wasting their life in jail. He immediately realised that he was done with crime.


    Despite experiencing a profound internal shift, McAvoy was still lost. He knew that there was no going back but couldn’t yet see any clear alternative, and understood that he wasn’t about to be released from jail simply because of his change of heart. He did recognise that he needed to separate himself from other inmates, who had no intention of changing their ways, and one way to do that was to spend as much time as possible in the prison gym.


    Access to the gym was restricted to a few times a week for most prisoners, but McAvoy noticed that one of the other inmates was allowed to spend significantly more time on the prison rowing machine because he was raising money for charity. He asked the prison authorities if he could do the same, and his wish was granted.


    His first goal was to row a million metres (about 620 miles) on an ergometer for charity. While on the ergometer, McAvoy would enter a trance-like state. He would cover the equivalent of twenty miles in two hours – and imagine himself outside the prison walls, on the water, free. It was like meditation, and within a month he had hit his target.


    One day a few months later, just as he was finishing rowing ten thousand metres on the erg machine, a prison guard called Darren Davis walked behind McAvoy and caught sight of the time on the dashboard. It was clear that he was seriously fast, not that he knew it at the time. A couple of days later, Davis returned with a list of indoor rowing world records, which they looked at and quickly realised were breakable.


    Mentored by Davis, McAvoy set his sights on breaking the world record for rowing a marathon – 26.2 miles – and promptly broke it by seven minutes. The sense of satisfaction he felt when slumped on the mat after having done it was immense. It was the first of three indoor rowing world records he broke while locked up.


    It was clear that McAvoy had been fortuitously blessed with incredible athletic potential, along with a remarkable capacity to endure suffering: a potent mix. It had taken two spells in jail to uncover his talent that may otherwise never have been discovered. Davis told him he was duty-bound not to squander his gifts.


    McAvoy set his sights on being a professional rower – if he was able to secure his release from prison. When he told the parole board that he planned to become a professional athlete, they scoffed. It was another two years before he was able to successfully persuade them that he had truly changed his ways, and that his athletic ambitions were both serious and credible.


    After a decade in prison, McAvoy was released and he quickly joined the London Rowing Club in Putney. It was full of exactly the sort of people he had previously dismissed as part of the corrupt system he had been fighting against, including police officers, judges and barristers. The club had elite athletes – including some of the best rowers in the country – as members too.


    It wasn’t long before McAvoy had developed friendships with many of the people he was training alongside. Initially, he chose not to tell any of them about his indoor rowing world records, because he was conscious that they might lead them to do an internet search and find out about his time in jail.


    Around four and a half months after joining the rowing club, McAvoy began to suspect that someone might have got wind of his criminal backstory, and so he decided to take control of the narrative rather than wait and be reactive. He wrote a blogpost opening up about his past which swept around the rowing fraternity like wildfire. The reception it received was overwhelmingly positive.


    ‘It was so heart-warming and touching the support I was shown,’ McAvoy told me. ‘The way I was welcomed into the community even more after the blog came out was incredible.’


    His story continued to spread far beyond the British rowing community. As luck would have it, one of Europe’s top Nike executives happened to be reading an English newspaper in an airport in the Netherlands. While flicking through the paper, he came across a report of McAvoy’s powerful story of redemption – and was so moved by it that as soon as he put the paper down, he emailed the Nike UK team and told them to track him down and sign him up.


    Let’s just take a moment to reflect on the theme of this chapter – that we are not in control of our lives, despite what we like to think. McAvoy’s route to discovering his outstanding athletic potential was unorthodox, to say the least, and definitely not planned. But the fact that this influential Nike executive happened to be reading that newspaper on that particular day and came across his story is a particularly serendipitous occurrence.


    When the email from Nike dropped into his inbox, McAvoy’s first thought was that it had to be a wind-up. By that time, after a decade in prison, he had realised he was too old to become a professional rower. If you aren’t in the British rowing system by the time you are in your early twenties – in other words, when McAvoy was a dedicated criminal – then you’ve missed the boat, no pun intended.


    McAvoy had to reassess, and soon turned his attention to triathlon – and Ironman. He had a natural affinity for endurance events and an unbelievable capacity to withstand pain and suffering, honed over all his years locked up inside a tiny prison cell. He was an ideal candidate for what is one of the toughest sporting disciplines on the planet. He set his sights on breaking records and aimed to win the biggest titles, thinking that was the ultimate panacea he was seeking.


    At this point in McAvoy’s life, while his priorities had clearly shifted in a big way, similarities in his thinking remained. When he was growing up he had believed that how much money someone had was a barometer of their worth as a human being. Wealth was equated with status, success – and fulfilment. Having been surrounded by people who had accumulated vast fortunes through nefarious means, it initially seemed clear to McAvoy that a life of crime was the best path to get everything he wanted in life.


    However, as we have seen, after his sudden epiphany in jail, he saw through that particular illusion.


    Having let go of his destructive quest to amass a fortune through criminal means and started instead to take sport seriously, his focus then shifted to athletic achievement. He still had a deep determination and fierce desire to leave a lasting mark on the world. Initially, the answer appeared to lie in winning races, collecting medals and breaking records. Clearly this is a far healthier goal than pursuing a life of crime. However, the subtle similarity in his thinking was in viewing the accumulation of objects, high status and personal aggrandization as the path to creating a legacy – and therefore fulfilment.


    It was another serendipitous occurrence that prompted McAvoy to rethink his outlook yet again. As news of his transformation from high-level organised criminal to elite athlete spread, he was increasingly invited to give talks and share his story. Despite not feeling as if he had done anything extraordinary that warranted the attention, he accepted many of the invitations.


    On one occasion, after he had given a talk in a school about his life, one of the pupils who had been listening came up and asked to speak to him. The teenager said that McAvoy’s story had hugely resonated with him. He wept while explaining that his own father was soon to be released from jail, and how fearful he was that he would end up following him down a similar path to criminality.


    McAvoy was so moved by what he was hearing that he offered to stay in touch with the pupil, with the school headmaster’s help. He recognised that it was an opportunity to impact someone’s life in a positive way, and to steer them away from making some of the mistakes that he had made. And so he checked in from time to time, offering advice and lending an ear. The influence that McAvoy went on to have on this young man was profound.


    And so he had another epiphany. Creating a legacy didn’t have to be about winning or being the best at triathlon or rowing. Personal glory wasn’t actually that important. By sharing his story and helping young people to make healthy choices in life, as he had done with that young man, it could create a ripple effect. If he could help steer someone away from being sent to prison, the impact on that person’s family, and potentially subsequent generations, could be profound.


    ‘What I have come to realise is actually legacy is about the impact that you have over other people’s lives. Because when I am gone, times on a wall don’t mean much,’ McAvoy told me. ‘But when I am gone, if I’ve positively impacted someone’s life, their life is then better, and their children’s lives become better.’


     

    This is a valuable sentiment. Even if, for example, you are lucky enough to break a world record, the chances are someone else will overtake you one day and your efforts will eventually be forgotten. Consider the most high-profile event at the Olympic Games – the 100 metres sprint. You may be aware that Usain Bolt has run the fastest time in history. But do you know whose record he broke? Or who was the quickest man in the world 40 years ago?


    If we are able to impact other people in positive ways, that may then ripple out and down through time in ways that we cannot predict. Instead of serving the idea we have about ourselves, and trying to preserve and control how other people view us, we are serving the whole of humanity and life. That is a legacy of real value, as McAvoy came to realise, albeit one that is not personal.


    McAvoy has embraced this way of being in the world. He is an ambassador for Greenhouse Sports, a charity that uses sport to positively impact the lives of under-privileged young people, which I have been lucky enough to do some work with. The impact that mentors like those that Greenhouse provides can have on young people who might not otherwise have positive role models can be truly profound. The stories of transformation that I have heard have been incredibly moving.


    It can be easy for people to look down on those who are less privileged, perhaps for not ‘pulling themselves up by their own bootstraps’, while overlooking their own advantages and opportunities. As we saw in the last chapter, it can be easy to accept the judgements that the mind is prone to making about other people and to assume a position of moral superiority.


    But we do not know the circumstances of people’s lives that left them in a difficult place. We don’t choose our genes, our parents, the environment we grew up in or the events that happened to us as a child. To bathe in personal pride at where we are in life, or to drown in shame and blame, overlooks this important truth.


    People like to take personal credit for their ‘success’, but actually we are not in the driving seat as much as we would like to think. Most people are just doing their best given the conditions that led them to where they are, and with the thinking that seems real to them at the time, just as had been the case with McAvoy before his prison epiphany. Keeping that in mind can lead us to develop compassion – even for those we might find entirely unpalatable.


    Having listened to McAvoy’s story at one of his talks, one woman went up to tell him what she thought of him. ‘She said to me “I really thought I was going to dislike you today,”’ McAvoy told me. ‘ “But after listening to what you’ve said, I totally understand how you’ve ended up in that situation because I don’t know whether I would have made the same decisions that you made, if I was put in the same situation as you.”’


    McAvoy’s story is remarkable, and yet even the key moments along his journey that helped him turn his life around largely happened of their own accord. Certainly he had to make the most of them, for which he deserves huge credit, but even the decisions – the thoughts – that led to him recognising that he was wasting his life came about on their own. He didn’t choose them. The drive to make the most of his athletic aptitude was also largely innate.


    What are the implications of this? Firstly, the importance of compassion and humility. Before rushing to judge someone, consider that you do not know, nor can you know, the circumstances and deeply entrenched conditioning that led them to where they are. The same is true of ourselves – we deserve self-compassion, too.


    This doesn’t mean that we should not try and better our lot, or seek to understand the conditioned patterns and beliefs that are holding us back. McAvoy had to work incredibly hard, and draw on immense reservoirs of determination and drive, to break away from his previous life. We are all called upon to bring our own patterns of dysfunction and shame out of the shadows in order to heal and grow. If we don’t, we risk remaining caged by the flawed, unconscious distortions that the mind superimposes on reality.


    Another lesson to take from all this is that we can also relax – to a degree. If we are not in control of our lives anywhere near as much as we like to think we are, then we can accept that life will take us off on unexpected tangents. Rather than being racked with worry about how things may or may not transpire, we can focus on doing our best in this moment while accepting that life itself is ultimately in the driving seat. Instead of believing that we need to hold tight to the steering wheel, we can begin to let go and surrender to what is.


    What is also interesting about McAvoy’s story is how challenging circumstances forced him to evolve. As we saw in the last chapter, with both Will Carling and John Kirwan, this isn’t a wholly rare occurrence. After letting go of his criminal ways, as a result of the intense suffering he experienced in jail not least when his best friend died, McAvoy was fortunate enough to discover a hidden athletic talent and passion.


    McAvoy’s may be an extreme example, but it shows that while we may go through things that are not what we want, they might be just what we need to become more conscious of how we have been conditioned and where our values lie. If we are able to recognise that challenging moments may end up a blessing, we may save ourselves and others from unnecessary suffering – by refusing to resist reality as it is.


    EVEN TRAGEDY CAN BRING GIFTS


    Going to prison is clearly one of the most challenging experiences anyone can go through. But for John McAvoy, it was a crucial step towards becoming more conscious of what was truly important. It was a painful catalyst that enabled him to drastically change the course of his life.


    For many people, perhaps an even more terrifying prospect than jail would be an accident that left them paralysed. The thought of losing the use of your limbs can seem unbearable. The mind may be adamant that such a fate would be simply unacceptable. And yet, there are those who have faced such a tragedy – and emerged enhanced.


    Henry Fraser is one such person. As a teenager, he was a very promising rugby player who trained alongside the future England captain Owen Farrell in the Saracens Academy, which finds and develops some of the best young talent in the country with a view to moulding them for a professional career playing for one of England’s top teams: Saracens themselves have won the Premiership title six times to date, most recently in the 2022/23 season, and lifted the European Rugby Champions Cup three times between 2015 and 2019. Fraser’s older brother Will was a key member of the Saracens team that won both the Premiership and back-to-back Champions Cup triumphs.


    While Fraser was physically athletic and strong during his teenage athletic peak, and had an eye on following his brother into English rugby’s elite, he told me that mentally he tended towards pessimism. He spent a lot of time stuck in his head ruminating and was continually preoccupied with worries about what could potentially go wrong.


    After finishing his AS levels, Fraser celebrated by heading to the Algarve on a holiday with a bunch of schoolfriends. He was seventeen years old. It was the usual drill for a bunch of lads abroad: the days were spent on the beach messing about in the sea and soaking up sun, before painting the town red at night. Then they would sleep their late nights off with a lie-in, before repeating the whole process.


    The day on which everything changed for Fraser – 18 July 2009 – had shaped up like every other on their holiday: a lazy morning followed by a trip to the beach. That day, unlike some of the anxiety-inducing moments in his life, Fraser barely had a care in the world. With the sun beating down, he felt an impulse to cool off by running into the sea for a dip, just as he had done on numerous previous occasions. He dived into the Mediterranean Sea, expecting the water to extend out below him. Instead he crashed headfirst into a sand bank hidden just below the waterline.


    While the impact was clearly forceful, Fraser expected to be able to get up and tried to do so. He quickly discovered that he was unable to move. He was stranded, staring at the seabed while face down in the water, with his arms floating in front of him. He felt a rising sense of panic that he was about to drown, helpless to do anything about it.


    Fortunately for Fraser, one of his mates ambled over to where he was floating. Noticing a pair of legs next to him in the water, he managed to turn his head just enough to lift the side of his mouth out of the water. His friend asked him if he was okay, and he summoned just enough strength to be able to say that he wasn’t.


    His friend acted quickly, and Fraser was lifted out of the water and dragged back onto the beach. He was lifted into an ambulance before being put into a helicopter and airlifted to a hospital in Lisbon. His parents flew out to join him the next day, although they were powerless to help. Over the following three and a half weeks they looked on as their son’s heart stopped beating on seven occasions, teetering on the brink of death.


    In that split second when he had dived headfirst into a sea bank, he had dislocated the fourth vertebrae in his neck. The vertebrae had slid out of place, dragging the spinal cord with it, crushing the nerves below in the process.


    Major surgeries followed to realign his neck, but it was quickly clear that the damage was extensive – and beyond repair. Fraser was paralysed from the shoulders down. While his parents knew this, he was unaware of his prognosis for the first week and a half in the hospital in Portugal, until a senior male nurse – without warning – told him that he would never regain the use of any of his limbs.


    Despite the blunt way he was told, which he resented at the time, he was eventually able to look back and be grateful that he hadn’t been given any grounds for false optimism. While it took him many more months to accept his situation, at that moment he was given a clear view of exactly what he was facing.


    ‘I was an extremely fit and healthy seventeen-year-old boy who loved going to the gym, who loved playing sports, who loved being outside, being active with his family and his mates,’ Fraser told me. ‘To have that taken away in a few words is brutal.’


     

    From Lisbon, he was transferred to a hospital back in the United Kingdom, where he spent another two and a half weeks in intensive care. Once he was finally out of imminent, life-threatening danger, he was moved to another part of the hospital in order to begin the next stage of rehabilitation.


    As well as slowly learning to breathe without the help of a machine, Fraser had to master operating a wheelchair. Having been stuck in bed for two months without respite, when the day came for him to finally escape the confines of his hospital room and get outside in a wheelchair, he was excited. It was a big day for him and his family.


    Having enjoyed some fresh air and the sun on his face outdoors, it was soon time to head back into his room. As he made his way inside, he caught sight of his reflection in some big glass doors. What he saw sent him into a tailspin of despair.


    Previously, Fraser explained, there had been an element of denial in the back of his mind. Part of his psyche still clung to the idea that he might still walk out of the hospital. But the sight of his reflection shattered that illusion. Having been a strapping, fit young man a couple of months previously, setting off on holiday with friends, the image staring back at him was very different.


    ‘I was in this huge, bulky wheelchair with these big armrests to help me balance. I had a headrest because I couldn’t even hold my head up at the time,’ he told me. ‘I had the tracheotomy still in my throat with an oxygen tank attached to it. I’d lost nearly four stone in weight. I was just a completely different boy, and the moment I go back to my hospital room, I lost it. I just broke. I’d cried a lot in situations until that point, but that was the first time I’d asked the question “why me?” ’


    Once back in his room, a torrent of emotion came flooding out. Over the next twelve hours, Fraser cried uncontrollably. His mother was alongside him in hospital and drew the curtains around his bed to try and allow him to grieve in private. Even having his mother there as support was a reminder of just how much he had lost. ‘All I wanted to do was be able to hug my mum and I couldn’t even do that,’ he said.


     

    Fraser’s family were alongside him as he wept uncontrollably, plumbing the unfathomable and seemingly never-ending depths of his grief. Eventually though, they had no choice but to depart the hospital for the night, leaving him alone with a blizzard of painful thoughts and feelings. He had been prescribed strong sleeping pills, but that night they had little effect, such was the ferocity of what he was experiencing.


    After having cried without pause for hours, and feeling like the grief would never end, suddenly – at three in the morning – there was a shift. It was as if he had felt everything he needed to feel. He had a moment of clarity and calm, and the storm cleared. A thought entered his mind. Clinging to regret, sadness or anger – entirely understandable feelings in the circumstances – was not going to help him, he recognised. It wouldn’t change his situation or prognosis. This was now his life, and resisting that reality was futile.


    ‘It was a huge step forward for me,’ Fraser explained. ‘And as hard as that day was, as hard and brutal as it was, I don’t think I’ll ever experience a day like that ever again in my life. But it was a day that I needed.’


    From that point, he focused on putting all his effort into his rehab work, to get out of hospital in the fastest possible time so that he could get back home to something resembling normality. After having been told that it would take him eighteen months to be ready to leave hospital, he eventually managed it in six. When the day came for him to be discharged, he was cheered out by the hospital staff who had spent time with him over the preceding months. Many were in tears as they said goodbye to a young man who had made such a deep impression on them.


    Having left hospital there were still numerous hurdles to overcome. That day when he had broken down after seeing his reflection a couple of months after his accident had been of fundamental importance in terms of processing his grief and looking forwards. However, Fraser says that it took him thirteen months in total after breaking his neck to fully come to terms with his situation. When sadness arose, he didn’t resist it but gave himself full permission to feel everything that needed to be felt.


    Fast forward a few years to 2015. Fraser, now living permanently with his disability, had been left bedbound for a few weeks by a pressure sore on his back – a common occurrence in people with spinal injury because they frequently spend long periods in one position, putting their skin continually under pressure. He was bored out of his mind, and so began scrolling on his iPad for something to keep him occupied. That was when he stumbled across an app that allowed him to draw using a stylus pen in his mouth.


    When Fraser had been a kid, he had both a passion and a talent for art. It was a gift that he had not fully been able to explore and enjoy as he got older because his mind had a habit of getting in the way. If a thought popped up suggesting that he might not succeed with a particular project, then he was prone to avoiding it. He frequently wanted things to turn out perfectly, which denied him the sense of freedom that we all crave.


    On this occasion, stuck in his bed, he decided to give the app a go and really enjoyed it. Thereafter he spent extended periods honing his skills, before eventually starting to experiment with pencils on paper and then with paintings – again using only his mouth. It soon became clear that he had a gift. The more he was able to let go of the need to know that things would turn out perfectly, the better he got.


    Fraser’s first ever mouth painting was of his schoolboy hero Jonny Wilkinson. His website is now full of stunning paintings of wildlife – from lions to zebras – and there are self-portraits too, including one of him in his wheelchair looking out to sea, which graced the cover of his first book The Little Big Things.


    He also likes to paint uplifting quotes that have formed the basis of his own philosophy. ‘Be grateful’ is one, ‘always look at what you can do’ another. Fraser has staged several successful exhibitions and his work is in high demand. Truly, his artwork is superb.


     

    Spending time drawing or painting is what Fraser describes as his ‘comfort zone’. He has round-the-clock live-in care, and they come and check that he is okay each hour: when he is painting, it is not unusual for that time to fly by. An hour can feel like five minutes. Painting allows him to lose himself in the activity: an inherently enjoyable experience, which replenishes him for some of the other activities that he was inclined to shy away from pre-accident.


    At school, Fraser recalls, he once faked illness to get out of having to do a presentation in front of his classmates. Public speaking was something that scared him witless. Since the accident, that too has changed. He was first asked to speak publicly by his old rugby club Saracens, and despite feeling anxiety and nerves beforehand, he grabbed the opportunity. Once he had finished speaking, the sense of satisfaction he experienced was exhilarating.


    One piece of advice that the Chief Executive of Saracens gave him ahead of that first talk was hugely valuable – and is well worth keeping in mind. After all, a fear of public speaking is one of the most common social anxieties, estimated to affect around three quarters of the general population.


    The advice that he received was this: to remember that the talk wasn’t for him, it was for the audience. That shift in focus had a profound impact. Instead of being inwardly focused and worried about how he was being perceived, Fraser’s attention was on the people listening. It took the pressure off.


    This advice can be applied in so many anxiety-inducing situations. For example, if you happen to be someone who experiences a sense of unease and even dread in social situations – at a party where you don’t know many people perhaps – shifting your focus from yourself to other people can have a profound effect. Instead of being preoccupied and distracted by thoughts about how you are being perceived, you may start to become interested in the people you are meeting, thus reducing your self-consciousness.


     

    Today, Fraser is an accomplished and in-demand motivational speaker. The former England head coach, Stuart Lancaster, showed one of his talks to his team ahead of a match with the New Zealand All Blacks. Getting out of his comfort zone and speaking publicly provides a nice juxtaposition to the replenishing ease of his painting. Between the two activities, Fraser relishes the balance of his working life.


    But for his accident, would he be an acclaimed artist, bestselling author and in-demand public speaker? It’s unlikely. And we can confidently assert that his life story wouldn’t have been turned into a musical, as it was in 2023. What Fraser had to say after news of his musical was announced speaks volumes about the essence of this chapter. ‘There have been many things that have happened since my accident that I never thought about in life, never planned and really surprised me, in a great way. This musical is one of those moments.’


    But it is the contentment and joy that he experiences on a daily basis that is one of the real treasures. Having been a young man prone to anxiety and pessimism, he developed a deep sense of gratitude and was increasingly able to recognise the simple but profound ‘joy of being’ following his accident. Similarly, the way Fraser has embraced what happened to him is a huge inspiration to other people.


    In the UK, it is estimated that around 2,500 people will sustain a spinal cord injury each year. No one thinks it will happen to them, but when it does, the challenge to accept and adjust physically and mentally is understandably huge. Seeing how Fraser has been able to adapt and thrive gives other people who are struggling hope. It is also why he was awarded the Rugby Players’ Association Blyth Spirit award in 2016, which recognises tremendous courage in the face of adversity.


    But it is not just those who have sustained a spinal injury who benefit from his example. I have friends, some of whom tend towards pessimism, who read his social media posts in order to remind themselves to keep the challenges in their own lives in perspective and to recognise that there are always things to be grateful for. And so, in much the same way as John McAvoy, Fraser is able to positively impact the wellbeing of so many people.


    Of course, he deserves huge credit for the way he embraced his situation and developed these fundamental traits, but it was not part of some grand plan. He was simply doing what needed to be done in the face of his dramatically altered circumstances and abilities. Having believed that the doors of opportunity were shut following his accident, the opposite proved to be true. His life is rich and full of joy.


    When asked what he would likely have been doing had he not had his accident, Fraser said he would probably still be playing rugby – but thinks that he would have been unlikely to have made as much of his life as he has done. Despite his physical limitations, he told me the years since his accident have been decidedly happier than before.


    Take a moment and reflect on how remarkable that is. There are numerous examples of people who achieved incredible things – including Olympic Champions and elite and celebrated sportspeople the world over – but who have been left feeling miserable, empty and full of psychological suffering.


    On the other hand, a young man who lost many of the things he treasured most – not least his physical capabilities – has thrived and is happier than a significant proportion of people. How can that be? Could it be that the mind frequently misjudges the events of our lives and where happiness is to be found?


    Being sentenced to life in prison and being paralysed from the shoulders down as a result of an accident. Who would choose to go through such things? And yet, for John McAvoy and Henry Fraser, not only did they endure these events, but they also prospered as a result. It was as if life provided them with circumstances which on first impressions appeared to be utterly catastrophic, but which went on to be enlightening.


    The mind always rushes to make judgements. Thoughts continually arise, judgements upon ourselves and other people, as well as external events and circumstances. So many of us take these judgements to be absolute truths – for example by believing that we shouldn’t face challenges or limitations in our lives, and by assuming that ‘bad’ events are definitively negative, which causes us to suffer. But it is clear that we just cannot know where the events and difficulties in life are leading us. Something that appears to be a devastating low can signal the start of a journey that ends up being worth more than a trophy.

  


  
     

    3 The power of we, not me


    My broadcasting career started out in news, but once I made the switch in 2008 sport essentially became my working focus for the next decade. And could there have been a better ten-year stretch to cover sport for the BBC? I got to spend every day in the Olympic Park during the home Games of London 2012, whizz up and down Copacabana beach while covering the 2014 World Cup in football’s spiritual home of Brazil, and sit courtside as Sir Andy Murray became the first British man to win Wimbledon in 77 years. Basically, if there was a sporting event taking place anywhere in the world that was considered newsworthy, my BBC bosses would pack me off to it, microphone in hand. Looking back on everything I got to experience, I was extremely fortunate.


    I’m often asked what my highlights of that period of my working life were, and the three events I’ve just mentioned certainly stand out, but the truth is I could talk all day about the various epic moments that I got to experience. However, there is one story that I have found to be increasingly captivating, and which happens to be chock-full of valuable lessons that anyone can take things from. That old adage, ‘sport is a metaphor for life’, is particularly prescient in this case.


    That story climaxed at the Rio Olympics in 2016, when Team GB won their first ever gold medal in women’s hockey. Ten million people tuned in to watch the final against the double defending Champions and the world’s top-ranked side, the Netherlands. The match was decided in a penalty shootout – not historically a happy hunting ground for British teams.


     

    There are so many aspects to the story that I admire. It was a team that rose from humble origins, when the sport in this country was at a low ebb and facing serious financial pressures, to reach the top of its proverbial mountain. The individuals involved – three of whom I’ll be focusing on in this chapter – went on fascinating journeys of self-actualisation, helped along by the highs and lows that give life its richness. The sport itself, which typically has to fight for media coverage in a landscape dominated by football in particular, burst into the wider public consciousness as a result of the way the squad went about their business, which rippled out well beyond their Bisham Abbey base. And crucially, the team’s triumph was all about the power of embracing belonging, togetherness – and a vision of ‘we’ not ‘me’.


    Prioritising the collective common good isn’t a new idea, but the way the Rio 2016 squad went about it is particularly noteworthy. Their ‘we’ wasn’t just about the team of sixteen players who were awarded gold medals after winning the final. It very much included the fifteen squad members who had worked incredibly hard in the run-up to the Games only to be told that they hadn’t been selected to go to Brazil, as well as all the players, staff and supporters who had laid the foundations over the preceding years. Their ‘we’ even included future generations of players, people who perhaps hadn’t even picked up a hockey stick at that point, as the squad set out with a clear aim to ‘inspire the future’. It speaks to the power of serving a cause bigger than yourself – and points to an understanding that there is no limit to how big the sense of ‘we’ can actually go.


    Human beings are social animals, seemingly hardwired to divide the world into a dichotomy of ‘us’ and ‘them’. The general consensus is that because so much of human history was spent living in small tribes, where being rejected by the group could effectively be a death sentence, we are hyper-sensitive to fitting in with the ‘in-group’ and prone to being deeply suspicious of anyone else. The effects of this are easy to see, from football stands to the world of politics and social media discourse.


     

    Many people are seemingly happy to write off whole swathes of the population – despite never having actually met them – while remaining certain that the group with which they identify are the ‘good guys’. Clearly, this is absurd. While the impulse to act in a tribal way may be ever-present, human beings are capable of rising above it. Unlike the majority of our mammalian relatives, we don’t have to be ruled by our base impulses. Whatever thoughts spontaneously rise in our awareness, we have a choice as to how to respond to them.


    That’s not to say we can’t enjoy some of the aspects of tribalism. Watching elite sport wouldn’t be as entertaining if we didn’t care who won. However, it is when we take these tribal instincts too seriously that they become problematic. We do have the power to recognise our base impulses for what they are, and not let them spill over into destructive behaviours. We can be aware of our tribal tendencies without being totally taken in by them.


    But, while our tribal impulses are easy to spot, so is our desire to stand out as separate individuals. Nowhere is this more obvious than in the cult of celebrity, as we saw in


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 1. While individual acts or performances can undoubtedly be transcendent, the reality is every person on the planet remains utterly fallible. Furthermore, the desire to stand out as someone ‘special’ often stems from a deep-seated fear of not being enough. Someone who truly recognises their innate worth doesn’t need to have it affirmed by the world outside them.


    Perpetually acting in a self-centred manner tends not to be the most satisfying way for most people to live. Evidence shows that helping others boosts our own wellbeing, improves mental health, and can even help slow the ageing process. Obviously there is a balance to be struck – being overly self-sacrificing can be destructive – but research also suggests that altruism is innate – and makes us feel good.


    I’ve spoken to a number of elite performers, including two of Britain’s greatest Ironman triathletes, Chrissie Wellington and Lucy Gossage, who explained that they noticed a – sometimes subtle – sense of emptiness when pursuing their own individual glory while not contributing to the wellbeing of others. Conversely, many of the most memorable conversations I’ve had have been with those people who have transcended the egoic pursuit of self-glorification and recognised the beauty in serving something bigger than themselves.


    Abraham Maslow was an American psychologist who is best known for creating a template of a hierarchy of needs to explain human motivation. Once basic needs – like food, shelter and safety – are met, human beings are free to pursue loftier aims, including social connection and a sense of belonging. In Maslow’s last book on the hierarchy of needs, he concluded that the highest form of self-actualisation is when people contribute to something purposeful that is greater than themselves. He described this as ‘transcendence’.


    ‘BE THE DIFFERENCE. CREATE HISTORY. INSPIRE THE FUTURE.’


    Kate Richardson-Walsh was painfully shy as a child. She was prone to blushing when speaking to other people, and as soon as she sensed that she was blushing she would feel increasingly self-conscious, which would of course only make the blushing worse. At school, Kate Walsh – as she was then known – felt like she didn’t quite fit in. That all changed when she discovered a passion for hockey at the age of eleven. The sport provided her with a profound sense of belonging.


    Hockey helped her find her voice too. When the girl who might have ordinarily appeared timid had a hockey stick in her hand, she had no qualms about confidently directing the players lining up alongside her. She made her international debut at the age of nineteen, played in her first Olympic Games in Sydney in 2000, and was chosen by her fellow international teammates to be their captain when she was just twenty-three years old.


    Kate Richardson-Walsh was the first member of the gold-medal-winning team of 2016 that I was fortunate enough to speak to at length. Talking to her, I could quickly understand why she had been chosen to be captain by her peers at such a young age. One thing that is abundantly clear about her is that she really cares about other people. She extols the power of vulnerability, and while she happily acknowledges being an emotional person, you can sense a fierce competitive fire smouldering just beneath the surface. It is a powerful combination for a leader to have.


    The woman who was to become Kate Walsh’s wife made her Olympic debut in Sydney in 2000 as well. For Helen Richardson, hockey was her ‘safe space’ too. Whether it was dealing with the emotional fallout from her parents’ divorce when she was five, or later grappling with her sexuality, when she was on the pitch she was free. ‘No one could ask me questions, no one could talk to me,’ she told me. ‘I didn’t have to do anything other than just be myself on that pitch.’


    At the age of eighteen, Helen Richardson was the youngest woman to represent Great Britain at an Olympics, but soon after the Sydney Games she ruptured the tendons in one of her ankles. It was the first in a long line of injury setbacks that she would endure over the course of her journey to Rio 2016, some of which precipitated periods of debilitating depression. Richardson had surgery three times on her ankle after Sydney. As a result she was unable to play hockey for two years, which meant she missed out on the crucial qualifying matches for the 2004 Olympics.


    That year was arguably the lowest point for British women’s hockey, and it was a miserable start to Kate Richardson-Walsh’s time as captain. Her team were in Auckland for an Olympic qualifying event, which they were expected to navigate fairly comfortably. Out of the eight sides in New Zealand, Britain were the highest-ranked team, and the top five would automatically qualify for Athens. GB finished seventh in the tournament and so missed out on Olympic qualification.


    Kate Richardson-Walsh was devastated, as much for the players she had alongside her as for herself, and even briefly considered walking away from the sport. ‘For many players, that was their last chance to represent their country,’ she told the BBC many years later. ‘When we go out and play now, we play with that in mind. We want to right those wrongs for them.’


    But following that disappointing moment in 2004, the foundations for future success started being put into place. Kate Walsh and Helen Richardson – as they were then known – were young and, injuries notwithstanding, potentially had several more Games to experience. Meanwhile, after the disappointment of Athens, Team GB were on the lookout for a new coach, and they were fortunate enough to unearth Danny Kerry. The thirty-four year old had been an accomplished player himself, captaining the men’s first team at Loughborough University, before becoming part of the England and GB setups.


    ‘When a team has had a really bad experience, it is often fertile ground for some really good change,’ Kerry told me, speaking of the decision to appoint him as Head Coach in 2005. ‘So I was, in a strange way, rather fortunate to step into the role at that point.’


    Another key moment in the British team’s long and winding arc to Rio gold took place on 6 July 2005, when London was named host city of the 2012 Olympics. Having seen their funding cut in the aftermath of the squad’s failure to qualify for Athens 2004, the London bid’s success was a lifeline for their sport. Helen Richardson-Walsh even went so far as to say that it saved international hockey in this country. ‘If it hadn’t been for then, I dread to think where hockey would be,’ she told me. ‘We saw this, quite rightly I believe, as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. We had to make the most of it.’


    That optimism and determination to grab their opportunity was increasingly reflected on the pitch, as the British team made amends for the disappointment of Athens by qualifying for the Beijing Olympics in 2008 and finishing the tournament in a respectable sixth place, which was three places higher than their official world ranking. However, for many of the GB squad, that Olympic Games was not an enjoyable experience. While Danny Kerry’s technical coaching credentials were watertight, he was – as he now acknowledges – not yet as well developed from an emotional intelligence point of view.


     

    There could be no doubting Kerry’s commitment to British hockey. Between his appointment at the start of 2005 and the Games in the summer of 2008, the job consumed his every waking moment, but there were important areas in which he was lacking. He was focused on knowing more than the opposition coach, and to some degree the players were pawns through which his tactical and technical nous would be expressed. He sought to win by relying first and foremost on his understanding of the nuances of the game on the pitch.


    It was an innocently egoic attitude, which was reflected in his vocabulary. Talking about the coach ‘owning the performance’ hinted at the fact that his philosophy in Beijing was about ‘me’, not ‘we’. He was unwittingly overlooking the importance of connection and creating a harmonious and supportive environment for the players and other members of staff.


    ‘We had an informal dispersal meeting at the athletes’ village in Beijing [after the competition was over], and I would have had to be a complete idiot not to realise I had lost the group, particularly the athletes, but some staff as well, just from the way people interacted with me,’ Kerry told me. ‘But that sort of insight I didn’t have at that time, so I was in a bit of denial.’


    Upon returning home after Beijing, he was involved in a more formal post-Games appraisal, at which point the wool was swiftly removed from his eyes. In a room at Bisham Abbey, slide after slide of direct quotes about his leadership style, taken from the players and other members of staff who had been at the Games, were displayed on a screen in front of him. Phrases like, ‘he’s grumpy and miserable’ made for uncomfortable reading.


    On the one hand he felt – having given everything to the role over the preceding three and a half years, and done what he thought was right at the time – he deserved better. ‘It did feel like a betrayal. It did feel very harsh,’ he told me. Fortunately for Kerry, and ultimately for British hockey, he was also able to recognise why some of the GB squad in Beijing might have felt the way they did. Being humble enough to recognise some of his shortcomings was crucial. ‘I think had I not reacted that way, I probably wouldn’t have kept the role.’


    That debrief after Beijing (and the days that followed, when he questioned whether he should continue as head coach) was undoubtedly one of the hardest moments of Kerry’s professional life. It would also end up being one of the most beneficial. The brutally direct feedback that he was faced with at Bisham Abbey motivated him to develop his emotional intelligence and leadership skills, which was crucial for what was to follow over the next eight years.


    EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE


    We all walk round with blind spots that the people closest to us – our family, friends and colleagues – are more aware of than we tend to be. Often they are born of coping strategies developed in early childhood which served us then, but which hinder us frequently in adulthood.


    Fortunately, life has a way of revealing the conditioned patterns we adopted in order to cope while growing up. The challenge each of us then faces is to compassionately turn towards what may feel like painful home truths and bring them into the revealing and healing light of awareness, rather than just adopting an attitude of either denial or resignation.


    When Danny Kerry first got in touch with me, I was surprised and intrigued by the restrained tone of his email. He spoke about the discomfort he felt in ‘putting himself out there’, leaving me keen to find out what lay behind his apparent diffidence, something of an outlier in high-performance sport.


    Kerry explained that, when he was a boy, he had been a gifted gymnast. At his primary school, teachers would enjoy parading him, and his gymnastic abilities, in front of assembly. Rather than join in celebrating his talents, some of the other kids at his school would use it as a rod to beat him with. Amongst other things, he was accused of being ‘big-headed’, despite having done nothing to court the attention. It was a traumatising experience: one he had zero control over, and which had long-lasting ramifications.


    The formative experiences we all go through during childhood can have a significant impact on how we behave and relate to others when we are adults. According to Dr Gabor Mate, who has written several best-selling books on the subject, trauma is far more common than many would have you believe. Trauma is the Greek word for wound, and who doesn’t carry around some psychological scars? Mate suggests that trauma ‘is not what happens to us, it’s what happens inside of us as a result of what happens to us’.


    In other words, the way we experience and interpret an event then turns into a prism through which we experience other people and the world. Experiencing trauma at a young age can therefore impact our ability to manage difficult thoughts and emotions. We may close off painful feelings as a way to cope when we are young. But the defence mechanism that once was necessary often becomes destructive as an adult. That is why bringing awareness to our deep-rooted and typically unconscious patterns of thinking, feeling and behaving can be so valuable.


    Uncomfortable thoughts and feelings tend to be more prominent during periods of stress and uncertainty. Working as a coach in an Olympic Games, where the days are long and the environment is intense, can be stressful. Competitors and coaching staff will inevitably start running on fumes before long. As you can probably verify from your own experience, when people are run down, it can be a challenge for them to put their best foot forward. Some of our less agreeable deep-rooted patterns are more likely to emerge when we are in the ‘fight or flight’ state rather than in the increasingly elusive ‘rest and digest’.


    When Danny Kerry was at the Olympic Games in Beijing, working extremely long hours for days on end in what was already an intense environment, he acknowledges that he was prone to retreating into himself and becoming introverted. He had a longstanding belief that he shouldn’t let his emotions show and needed to internalise what he was feeling. At that time there was little room for vulnerability, and the result was he could seem unapproachable to his players and staff. In light of his conditioning, it can be easy to understand why he was like that – but how often do people take the time to understand why people are the way they are before rushing to judge and condemn them?


    At the Beijing Olympics, Kerry had adopted what he calls a ‘forceful outcome-orientated approach’. In other words, he would focus on what needed to be done on a practical level, while overlooking how the people around him were feeling, which he subsequently recognised was the ‘antithesis’ of his value system. ‘I really care what people feel and I really want them to feel valued,’ he told me. ‘Under pressure … that could get lost.’


    Accepting and managing our emotions, while understanding the impact they have on other people, is the crux of what is known as emotional intelligence. In his bestselling book of the same name, legendary psychologist Daniel Goleman argues that emotional intelligence (EQ) can be more important to success in your personal and professional life than your IQ.


    Goleman’s book had a profound impact on me, and when he and I spoke I was delighted that he was himself the epitome of patience, kindness and warmth. His manner was in line with his message – not always the case among people extolling ways to wellbeing. During our conversation, Goleman summarised the four domains that make up emotional intelligence.


    ‘They are self-awareness, which is knowing what you’re feeling and how your emotions are impacting your performance right now, for better or for worse. The second is self-management. That’s how you manage your emotions, your thoughts, everything that impacts what you’re doing,’ he told me. ‘The third is empathy: how you can recognise emotions in other people; what the other person is feeling without them telling you in words, because they don’t. They tell you in tone of voice and how they’re reacting to you, and so on. And then the fourth is putting that all together to have effective relationships, and that’s everything from being a good teammate or leader, to being able to persuade and influence people.’


     

    Emotional intelligence is a skill that can be developed. Over the course of his time at the helm of British hockey, with a little help from the setbacks and challenges that life provided him with, Danny Kerry’s EQ significantly improved. He increasingly recognised that he needed a way to catch himself from slipping back into what could be self-defeating patterns. He told me that he learnt to run through a mental checklist to give himself the best chance to get back on an even keel. It is – to my mind – the best emotional intelligence shortcut I have heard and speaks volumes for his commitment to keep learning and evolving.


    Kerry would ask himself four questions that forced him to reflect on how he was showing up as well as being empathetic to the needs of others: Where am I? Where do I need to be? Where are they? Where do they need to be?


    For example, imagine it was midway through an Olympic Games and he had to take a team meeting either late at night or early in the morning. He would reflect on how he was feeling with the question, ‘Where am I?’, and the answer could be shattered and grumpy. The second question – ‘Where do I need to be?’ – would allow him to consider whether that was the right frame of mind in which to be in heading into a meeting.


    The third question – ‘Where are they?’ – would switch the focus on to Kerry’s team and colleagues and the state they might be in. The final question – ‘Where do they need to be?’ – prompted him to consider whether his players and staff needed, for example, an upbeat and cheerful team meeting. If that was the case, he might recognise that he needed to bring a light-hearted approach to the meeting, to lift their spirits. Or he might choose to delegate the meeting to someone else if he felt he couldn’t usefully get himself to the place he needed to be for it.


    I think Danny Kerry’s EQ shortcut checklist is fantastic. It can be so easy to ‘take our work home with us’, or to be preoccupied and distracted when someone close to us needs us to be attentive. When we are tired and stressed, we tend to become more self-centred. Research shows that the stress hormone cortisol is ‘linked to diminished altruistic behaviour’. Having a way to take stock in the moment and reflect on the state we are in and what would be most beneficial to the people around us can be a great way to make wise choices about how we show up and behave in any given moment. That doesn’t mean we will always get it right, of course, but as a tool to fall back on it can be powerful.


    When I asked Kerry if he used that same checklist in his personal life, the answer was a resounding yes. If he happened to be working at home, for example, stuck in his home office for hours on end, he would ask himself those same questions before coming out to spend time with his kids. While he might feel tired and preoccupied, his children might want him to be fun and boisterous, and so he would take a moment to get himself in the right headspace to be the dad that he – and his kids – wanted him to be.


    The fact that Kerry even had a checklist through which he could reflect on his state of mind and that of others, all while considering the impact he could be having on other people, speaks volumes. Having been innocently egocentric in Beijing, albeit in an attempt to help the team win gold, he has made quantum leaps forward in terms of his self-awareness and EQ. Life provided him with the necessary hard knocks that helped nudge him from an innocent attitude of ‘me’ to a more conscious all-embracing ‘we’.


    Clearly, it wasn’t only Kerry who needed to understand how he was prone to reacting when stressed, and how that would impact the others around him. The same was true of the players who would be heading to a World Cup or Olympic Games with him. Kerry and the rest of the GB coaches therefore sought to put the playing squad into challenging situations, in order for them to become increasingly aware of how they were prone to react, respond and problem-solve under chaotic and complex conditions.


    KNOW THYSELF


    After the experience of Beijing 2008, Danny Kerry recognised that the culture needed to change, which would require him to relinquish some control. If the squad were to be successful, the players needed to have a greater sense of ownership and feel a profound sense of belonging, which meant they needed to play a bigger role in shaping their own environment. Instead of the head coach simply ‘owning the performance’, everyone involved needed to have more of a stake. That cultural shift from ‘me’ to ‘we’ was deepening.


    During the run-up to London 2012, the coaching staff put into practice something that has since entered British sporting folklore, which came to be known as ‘Thinking Thursday’. It was a session that was designed to challenge the players to the max both physically and mentally. The session would be highly chaotic, rather than structured and formulaic, in much the same way that the environment at an Olympics is far from predictable or mundane.


    At the Olympics, the hockey team would need to play eight matches in just fourteen days, so being able to think clearly and make the right decisions while dealing with fatigue would be a huge factor, particularly during the latter stages. There would be eleven other teams at the tournament, and with rolling substitutes, the dynamic of each match could change at breakneck speed. And then there was the heightened environment of the Games itself – with all the fans, media attention as well as the glitzy Olympic village and the pressure of being the home team. In short, the British players needed to be able to cope with the unexpected and respond appropriately – all while running on fumes – and Thinking Thursday was a way to develop the individual and collective resourcefulness necessary to thrive in such a chaotic scenario.


    Late on a Wednesday evening, after the players had finished training with their clubs, they would receive an email from Kerry’s coaching team about the following morning’s training session with the rest of the centralised squad. Each week, the players would be put into different teams, with different captains, different point-scoring systems and a different set of rules. For example, the dimensions of the pitch might have been changed, and the number of players in each team could vary.


     

    Then, during the practice match, the coaches would ‘dislocate the expectations’. In other words, they would change the rules of the game again, without warning. A player might be sent off in the middle of the game, or a team repeatedly penalised without good reason. A team might be instructed that they could only pass the ball forwards – or were only allowed to keep possession in one area of the pitch. In the midst of this, the leaders would have to manage themselves as well as the people around them, while their teammates needed to support the leaders and, collectively, they had to try and find a way to win.


    By working together in such an intense, collaborative environment, the connection between the players grew ever stronger. They were in charge of their own destiny, and so they were developing a deep sense of autonomy, competence – and with it, intrinsic motivation. For Helen Richardson-Walsh, the sessions ‘challenged our togetherness, [and] it challenged the way we work together. We weren’t being told by the coaches [what to do]. We were doing that.’


    The intense physicality of the sessions played a huge role in the developing togetherness of the squad too. It wasn’t unusual for players to collapse in an exhausted heap at the end of sessions, but that shared hardship helped forge a deep bond between them that further created a profound sense of trust and fellowship.


    Despite the physical nature of the sessions, while the game was taking place the players would also be required to think clearly, all while having their emotional buttons pressed by the ‘dislocated expectations’. Kate Richardson-Walsh told me the sessions were tiring and frustrating – and so felt like anger management sessions. Not necessarily an enjoyable experience, in other words, but valuable in terms of understanding how she and her teammates were prone to reacting when under the cosh.


    The players involved in both the London 2012 and the Rio 2016 Olympic cycles were being stripped back to their core, and getting to see and understand each other’s patterns and conditioning. They could be accepting and supportive of someone when they were struggling. Similarly, when a player was having a good day, the team knew how to draw energy from that person.


     

    Seeing each other struggle and thrive, the whole squad were embracing the power of vulnerability – just as Danny Kerry had recognised he needed to do. There was an increasing recognition that it was okay to not hide parts of themselves. Quite the opposite, in fact. By behaving without an agenda or a need to control how they were being perceived by each other, the squad were becoming more powerful by embracing true authenticity. As the ancient Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu said, ‘When you are content to be simply yourself and don’t compare or compete, everyone will respect you.’


    ‘We were really, really vulnerable with one another. We shared all of our ups and downs within the hockey team, [including] stuff that was going on outside [the game],’ Kate Richardson-Walsh told me. ‘And that binds you together. I think there’s something human in all of us that if somebody opens up to you in that way, there’s something innate that we want to care for that person in some way. So I think that [vulnerability] was huge.’


    As she points out, understanding how we are prone to reacting when stressed or depleted is an extremely valuable exercise. For example, when you are running on fumes, what are some of the signs to watch out for? How does your body language and tone of voice change? What sort of thoughts are likely to enter your awareness? And how might you feel? Grumpy and irritable, or withdrawn and quiet? If you are able to spot the triggers and signs that you are heading into a downward spiral, then you have a better chance of catching yourself before you fall too far.


    Just by being aware of what is taking place in your body and mind, you can stop pouring fuel on the fire and allow things to settle of their own accord. You don’t need to force yourself to think positive thoughts, which can take up a lot of energy, but just bring awareness to what is already happening. An analogy I like to use is to think of a snow globe. When the snow is flying around, the best way to let it settle is to stop shaking it and put it down. Similarly, when thoughts and feelings are becoming challenging, often the best thing to do is to allow them to be exactly as they are, without resistance.


     

    EMBRACING DIFFICULT CONVERSATIONS


    A key moment in the GB hockey journey came in 2009, when the decision was taken to centralise the leading athletes from all the home nations into a single training camp. Previously, the players would train separately with their respective national teammates, before occasionally venturing down to join up ahead of competing together under the British banner. Despite their best intentions, the prevalence of tribal allegiances was inevitable. Once they all started training together in one base, that sense of separation began to dissipate.


    One of the first things that the GB women’s hockey squad did when they all started training together on a full-time basis in the run-up to the London 2012 Olympics was decide on their vision. At that time, the team were not used to truly challenging in the biggest tournaments. That squad of players were yet to reach a semi-final in the world’s most important competitions – whether the World Cup or an Olympic Games. However, they wanted to stretch their conceptual limitations and so they set a goal of winning gold in London.


    Helen Richardson-Walsh reflected on the honest conversations that took place within the squad when deciding on that vision for their home Olympics. For some players, it provoked a fear of failure, and of striving to reach a lofty target but falling short. Certain players, she told me, couldn’t even bring themselves to say the word ‘gold’ out loud.


    The squad set their vision for the London Olympics at the beginning of 2010, and over the next twelve months the tweaks and changes that had been put in place started to bear fruit. The England squad, who made up the majority of the centralised British squad, played three tournaments that year and won bronze medals in each of them, including at the World Cup in Argentina. It was on the plane on the way back from Argentina that Helen noticed a feeling of satisfaction that had previously been lacking. There was a real sense of unity and togetherness in the group of players, and a recognition that they were moving in the right direction.


    When it came time for Danny Kerry to announce his squad for the 2012 Games, the previously reserved coach couldn’t hold his emotions back. He broke down in tears in front of the media as he revealed which of the players had made the final cut for London, and which ten players would be missing out. It spoke volumes for the empathy that had built within the group.


    ***


    It can be easy now to forget that just before the London Olympics started, there was a certain amount of pessimism about how they would go. Residents near the Olympic Park in East London were told that they could expect to have missiles mounted on the roofs of their homes, in case of terrorist attacks. The weather in the run-up to the Games had been wet, even by British standards, and ticket holders were being advised to consider bringing wellington boots and waterproof ponchos. And then, just before the Games got underway, the clouds parted, and the sun emerged. It was prophetic.


    I was fortunate enough to be in the Olympic Park for the duration of the Games: a halcyon two-and-a-half week period during which the country felt like it was being born anew. From the moment James Bond walked into Buckingham Palace to meet with the Queen, before escorting her to a helicopter so the two of them could (seemingly!) leap out and into the Olympic stadium during the opening ceremony, pessimism about how the Games would go started to evaporate.


    Each day, down in no small part to the legion of volunteers who enthusiastically marshalled the thousands of fans who were lucky enough to secure tickets to watch the action, the sense of excitement in the Olympic Park grew and grew. The atmosphere there was truly and increasingly jubilant. One thing I vividly recall is the intense noise that reverberated around the Riverbank Arena, where 16,000 fans packed into the stands to watch the hockey whenever the British teams were in action.


     

    The British women’s hockey campaign started with a 4-0 win over Japan. While the result was a terrific start, it was overshadowed by a horrific injury to Kate Richardson-Walsh, the team’s inspirational captain. With just a few minutes to go of the game, she was accidentally hit on the side of her face by a stray hockey stick while making a tackle. ‘I just felt straight away the whole bottom row of teeth on that left-hand side pop up,’ is her wince-inducing recollection.


    She was whisked away from the Olympic Park in an ambulance and found out that she had badly fractured her jaw and would need a plate inserted to hold it in place. It seemed certain, to Kate as well as the rest of her teammates, that she would miss the remainder of the Games. Remarkably, after a three-night stay in hospital, she was back on the bench to watch the team’s third victory of the tournament against Belgium, wearing a face mask to hold her jaw in place.


    After having won their opening three games, the team lost their last two group matches to China and the Netherlands. They still managed to qualify for the semi-finals, where they would go on to face the then World Cup holders and number two side in the world, Argentina. Kate managed to play the entire game despite her jaw injury: but when the final whistle blew after a 2-1 defeat, the British team collapsed to their knees virtually as one, with many of them in floods of tears.


    After the match, Kate told reporters that, despite the devastating defeat, her team would make sure that they were up for the bronze medal match, against New Zealand. She was true to her word, as they swept to a dominant 3-1 victory over the Black Sticks, in front of a euphoric crowd of 16,000 partisan fans inside the Riverbank Arena.


    While the GB squad had been unable to fulfil their vision of winning gold, their campaign at London 2012 was still a significant leap forward. It was the first time the British women’s team had won a medal at an Olympic Games in twenty years, since they returned home from the Barcelona Olympics in 1992 with a bronze. Following their third-placed finish at London 2012, national funding for hockey went up, as did the numbers of people playing the game, with a 25 per cent increase in participation among women. The signs were looking good for Rio 2016.


    Expectations were high that the squad would kick on and build on what they had achieved in London. After Danny Kerry was given a new role as Director of Performance – overseeing both the men’s and women’s teams – a new coach, Jason Lee, was brought in. He went about putting his own stamp on things, and that meant fresh tactics, a new style of play and a different culture.


    The importance of culture in elite performance is something that is spoken about a lot, whether it be in sport or business, but understanding what culture actually means can be a little complicated. Kerry came out with a nice explanation, describing it as being ‘about what you feel, sense, see, hear’ in a particular environment, and whether you feel like you belong there. Imagine walking into a local pub for the first time, for example. It probably won’t take long for you to look around and get a feel for the place, before deciding whether or not it’s somewhere you will feel at home or not.


    After Kerry was moved upstairs at British hockey, the previous culture of togetherness and unity began to fracture. Divisions started to emerge, and issues went unaddressed. Results on the pitch, however, didn’t reflect the growing sense of disquiet off it. In 2013, England won a silver medal at the European Championships, but there was a growing sense within the squad that all wasn’t well, although it was hard to pinpoint exactly why or what that was.


    Both Helen and Kate Richardson-Walsh had told me in glowing terms about how ‘selfless’ the 2012 squad had been. The players looked out for each other, and there was a deep sense of trust and togetherness running through the group. Some of Kate’s best memories were of squad players giving absolutely everything to the cause, even though they weren’t picked to be among the final group who would actually compete in the Games. But in the two years after London 2012, that altruistic, compassionate, selfless culture began to ebb away.


     

    Things came to a head at the 2014 World Cup, held in the Netherlands. Outwardly, everyone from the England camp was putting on a united front, and there was a real buzz about their chances. England were ranked third in the world at the tournament’s outset and there was an expectation that they would win a medal, and possibly even gold.


    In the event, the issues that had been bubbling away under the surface manifested on the pitch. The tournament got off to the worst possible start, with a 2-1 defeat by the USA, followed by a 3-0 defeat by China. Their third game, against the world’s twelfth-ranked side South Africa, was arguably their lowest moment. Midfielder Georgie Twigg described their 4-1 defeat as ‘truly awful’, before revealingly adding ‘everyone wanted to do something individually, it was just chaos’. The sense of ‘we’ had been lost, replaced by division and separation. England finished the tournament in eleventh place out of twelve.


    Within weeks of the end of the World Cup, during which time he had described the team as ‘broken’, Jason Lee stepped down as coach. Danny Kerry was parachuted back into the role on the eve of the Commonwealth Games, a tournament in which they had always tended to medal. England reached the final, but had victory snatched from them in the dying moments by Australia.


    It was another punch in the proverbial gut. The fractures and tensions in the squad hadn’t been addressed and dealt with. It was clear that something needed to be done, and so the leadership team decided that a ‘no holds barred’ meeting, in which the players could address the underlying issues that were having such a deep impact on their cohesion, was called for.


    The meeting took place at the end of 2014, and a new psychologist – Kate Hayes – was drafted in from outside with the specific challenge of creating an environment in which the players felt safe enough to air their grievances without fear of reprisal, after which they would seek to find a way to move forward.


    In the aftermath of the World Cup, Kate Richardson-Walsh had felt like she needed a break and stepped away from the squad for a short period meaning she wasn’t in the meeting: but her wife was. Helen Richardson-Walsh (Helen and Kate had married the previous year) had been through a particularly tough time in 2014, both physically and mentally, after undergoing career-saving back surgery that had meant she missed the World Cup. When she headed into the meeting in December 2014 after being reintegrated into the squad, she sensed what was coming.


    ‘I remember being very fearful going into that meeting, mainly because of my own insecurities and my own vulnerabilities that I knew I needed to voice,’ she told me. ‘I think I knew that I needed to apologise for my part in what we had become, and I was incredibly grateful that a lot of us did that.’


    Returning to the subject of emotional intelligence, and the difference between IQ and EQ, Daniel Goleman says, ‘If IQ is how brainy you are, then emotional intelligence is how likeable you are.’ But being ‘likeable’ doesn’t mean being submissive or shying away from conflict where necessary.


    When there are issues and things are left unsaid, we tend to rush to fill the gap with our own assumptions. We all have our own perspectives on what happens, but we can’t get the full picture until we understand how other people see things too, and what their underlying motivations are. Think back to Danny Kerry’s propensity to internalise his feelings, in the context of his experience in primary school.


    Turning towards the discomfort, rather than allowing it to exert a destructive force from below the surface, is exactly what the class of 2016 did. They got together in a room and locked the doors behind them, having agreed that they wouldn’t leave until everything had been sorted out. Danny Kerry, who also wasn’t in the meeting but was involved in organising it, recalls the then Chief Executive of England and GB hockey, Sally Munday, encouraging everyone who was involved to ‘get the blood on the wall’ and leave nothing unsaid.


    Tensions that had previously been simmering were brought out from their hiding places and aired. Grievances that had been held on to were expressed. There was finger-pointing and blame, as well as shouting, and tears. ‘It was so hideous,’ Helen Richardson-Walsh told me, ‘but it was so necessary.’


    It seems to me, and I may be speaking from experience, that within many British families and organisations there is an attitude of ‘don’t rock the boat’. You can go to a function or get-together and be able to sense the resentment, sadness and irritation – or any variations thereof – bubbling away. There is so much under the surface not being said that everyone is aware of to varying degrees, yet they have silently agreed not to discuss, because it would be too painful. The general conversation – which could be as banal as a discussion about what the traffic was like on the way there – can become a tool to keep the underlying pain from emerging out into the open.


    While embracing uncomfortable conversations can be beneficial, even though it may be unpleasant at the time, not everyone is equipped to go there. However, if people are open and vulnerable enough to face what is really going on and willing to take responsibility where necessary, moving into the area of discomfort can be extremely powerful. Once something has been brought out into the open and faced, then it is possible to move on and build a more open, authentic and understanding future. When a conversation feels difficult and there is resistance to having it, that can be a valuable sign that it may be exactly where you need to go.


    The same is true on an individual level. How can anyone expect to improve their situation and their wellbeing if they are unable or unwilling to recognise and accept that there is an issue that needs addressing in the first place? Think of Sir John Kirwan in


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 1, terrified about acknowledging and sharing his inner turmoil. And yet, once he did, his life transformed and he has since been able to positively impact so many other people.


    It takes vulnerability to face things that are holding us back, rather than distracting ourselves or taking our mind-made rationalisations at face value. That’s why so few people are willing to do the work. The mind will come up with a plethora of reasons as to why short-term discomfort is best avoided, even if we are sacrificing long-term peace and wellbeing in the process.


     

    In her book Beyond Measure; The Big Impact of Small Changes, the author, entrepreneur and professor Margaret Heffernan addresses this exact phenomenon. She points out that 42 per cent of CEOs find conflict resolution to be the most difficult area of their job, and writes, ‘While many people recoil from conflict because they fear it will endanger their relationships, the paradox is that honest conflict – doing the hard work together – makes social connectedness grow. When we avoid the argument, nothing happens. Only when we both engage in the debate is our capacity to see each other’s perspectives realised.’


    Bringing issues out from their hiding place and into the open is the key to transcending or integrating them. Feelings need to be faced if they are to be released, and that is exactly the approach that the Rio 2016 squad embraced just eighteen months out from Rio.


    That ‘no holds barred’ meeting enabled the players to take individual responsibility for their part in what had gone wrong within the team dynamic, which had been so close and powerful at London 2012. It also helped each of them to see each other’s perspective and motivations, and therefore to understand why people behaved the way they did, rather than rush to conclusions and judgements based on assumptions and incomplete information.


    After having aired their grievances – a process which was undoubtedly unpleasant, but which was also necessary – the squad could start the process of rebuilding and reconnecting afresh. The question was, how?


    FROM HAVING TO BEING


    Ahead of London 2012, the GB women’s hockey team set winning gold as their goal. But the fact is that, while gold is certainly a valuable aim for a team to have at an Olympic Games, it is also not something that a team has direct control over. After all, the GB squad could not be sure how their opponents at the Olympics would play, nor could they influence what their rivals’ goals were, or how they would play once the whistle was blown.


     

    An Olympic athlete typically trains for years for one opportunity where they hope to be able to produce their best, but any number of things can go wrong in that time. Two obvious examples would be watching your talismanic captain fracture their jaw in the opening match of an Olympics, as happened in 2012, through to having the whole Games postponed because of COVID, as was the case in 2020. As we found out in the last chapter, certainties in life are few and far between.


    Having aired their differences, the Rio squad started the process of formulating their own vision for the 2016 Games. Danny Kerry played an important role, not least by standing aside and handing responsibility for its creation to the players themselves. Because the vision was to be something they had created, rather than something that had been imposed upon them from on high, they would be better placed to take full ownership of it, and to then hold each other responsible for living it each and every day.


    One pertinent question that Kerry asked was: ‘How do you want to be remembered?’ When people talk about ways to work out their values, one method is to consider what you would like people to say about you at your funeral. It may sound a bit morbid, but there is merit in it. After all, when you attend someone’s funeral, don’t people tend to reflect on what someone was like, rather than what they achieved? Is ‘success’ what the people who matter remember when you are gone?


    That question – ‘how do you want to be remembered?’ – made a big impression on Helen Richardson-Walsh. She and her wife Kate had been with the squad for a decade and a half by that point and had played an integral role in its evolution from the side that had been unable to qualify for Athens in 2004 through to one that had been so united and had inspired so many people in the aftermath of London 2012. And yet they felt that what they had created in that time had, after London 2012, been somewhat ignored and overlooked. And so, in creating a new vision, there needed to be a recognition of what had gone before.


    As well as acknowledging the past, their vision needed to look to the future too. The squad reflected on the people who had inspired them – people like Jane Sixsmith, who had played a leading role at Barcelona in 1992 when the British women’s team won a bronze medal for the very first time – and they wanted to have a similar impact on future generations. That wasn’t just about winning medals, but about how they behaved and interacted with their fans and the public at large.


    And finally, there was a recognition that their vision needed to be anchored firmly in the present. How they showed up day by day and moment by moment. It was about seeking to produce their best, while holding each other accountable to do and be the same.


    Instead of setting a medal goal for Rio 2016, the squad came up with a mantra; ‘Be the difference. Create history. Inspire the future.’ It was an incredibly powerful vision that the squad checked themselves, and each other, against each and every day. Such was its profound impact, the players spoke about it often in interviews and conversations, even years after the tournament had finished.


    When I asked Helen Richardson-Walsh to clarify what they meant by ‘Be the difference’, she nodded to the quote, often misattributed to Mahatma Gandhi, which reads ‘be the change you want to see in the world’. In other words, don’t wait for someone else to do what you consider to be the right thing. Take the initiative and do it yourself.


    So there was a significant and important difference between the vision for London 2012 and what the squad created ahead of Rio 2016. The former was about achieving a specific outcome. It was focused on working towards a static thing – which in their case was a gold medal. The latter was about a way of being. The language they chose illustrated this clearly. Create. Inspire. Be.


    That’s not to say the squad wasn’t focused on winning, but even that had a certain fluidity to it. The players spoke about ‘being winners’, and ‘finding a way to win’. They also focused on ‘being alive’ and ‘being one team’. And even before Rio 2016 got underway, that sense of being one team, as opposed to simply a group of individuals, was firmly in evidence.


     

    SUPERCHARGED SELFLESSNESS


    The opening ceremony of the Rio Olympics took place on Friday 5 August 2016. While athletes are loath to miss what may be a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, that is exactly what the GB hockey team decided to do in Rio. The opening match of their tournament was scheduled for the following day, and they didn’t want to take any chances with being well-rested and mentally prepared.


    That wasn’t the only sacrifice that the British team made while at the 2016 Olympics. Before the tournament got underway, the players discussed as a group whether to ban or embrace social media. Danny Kerry knew that the decision had to come from the players themselves, and not from the coaching team, even though every fibre of his being was silently hoping that they would say no to the digital distraction. While some players were of the opinion that remaining on social media during the competition wouldn’t have any adverse effects on them, eventually the group agreed to log off until the tournament was done and dusted, much to his relief.


    Team GB’s opening match of the competition was against Australia, who were ranked four places higher in the world rankings, and who had beaten the Brits in an Olympic warm-up tournament a few weeks previously. Britain got off to the ideal start with a 2-1 win. Thereafter the action came thick and fast, with just a day’s rest between matches – and the British team were on a roll. India, Argentina (the world’s second-ranked team), Japan and the USA were all swept aside as Team GB secured top spot in their pool and a place in the knockout stages.


    In the first half of their quarter-final with Spain, the British team found top form. They were 3-0 up within half an hour, and while the Spaniards nicked a goal back in the second half, team GB’s semi-final berth always looked nailed on. Their opponents in the last four were New Zealand, who GB had beaten to win bronze in London four years earlier.


    The match was a bruising encounter, with two of the British players – Crista Cullen and Georgie Twigg – both forced to leave the pitch with bloody injuries after taking a knee to the head and a ball to the mouth respectively. Despite each requiring medical attention in the GB treatment room, the two players were literally stitched up before heading back out to join their teammates as they sought to book a place in an Olympic final for the first time. Their commitment to the cause spoke volumes about the selflessness within the squad, and their bravery was rewarded with another hugely impressive 3-0 win.


    While the British team were already assured of their best-ever Olympic performance by reaching the final, eclipsing the bronze medals won at Barcelona in 1992 and at London 2012, they weren’t about to rest on their laurels. The team was riding a wave of unprecedented momentum, and the sense of togetherness within the side was abundantly evident. When they ventured out into the Olympic village, they did so as a unit. Where one went, they all went.


    That sense of unity that had grown within the British squad would be of vital importance in the final. Their opponents, the Netherlands, were the world’s top-ranked team and had an abundance of extravagantly gifted players. No fewer than five of them had previously won the FIH World Player of the Year award. To tip the scales even further towards the favourites, the number of Dutch fans in the stands to watch the match significantly outnumbered the British supporters.


    The match was a gripping encounter; a six-goal thriller during which the momentum swung one way then another. Lily Owsley scored the first goal of the game to put GB ahead, before the Dutch struck back to lead 2-1 in the second quarter, only for Crista Cullen to level the scores moments later. The British team were on the back foot in the third quarter, repelling one Dutch attack after another, before eventually conceding from a penalty corner to fall 3-2 behind heading into the final period. With just eight minutes of the match left to play, a chance emerged for Team GB to get back on an even keel and Nicola White rose to the occasion. As the full-time whistle went, the scores were level at 3-3, which meant the gold medal would be decided by a penalty shootout.


     

    By this point of the match, ten million people had tuned in to watch the action. Such was the drama, the Ten O’Clock news was even delayed on BBC 1 to enable people to enjoy the nail-biting conclusion, which – as anyone familiar with Auntie’s bureaucratic hoops could tell you – would undoubtedly have required a seriously high-level sign off. It was certainly clear that something special was unfolding.


    It was time for the British keeper, Maddie Hinch, to come into her own. She stopped each of the Netherlands’ penalty shuffles. Helen Richardson-Walsh opened the scoring for the British team with GB’s third attempt, after Sophie Bray was fouled, before Hollie Webb stepped up, knowing that if she could score, Britain would be crowned Olympic Champions.


    Webb looked utterly composed as she drove towards goal, twisting and turning with controlled precision before slotting the ball past the Dutch keeper, and then leaping up and down with ecstatic joy as her teammates rushed to engulf her.


    The British team held hands as they stepped up to receive their gold medal. The togetherness within the team was crystal clear, and while most of the players grinned from ear to ear as they looked at their medals, Captain Kate Richardson-Walsh was quietly shedding a few tears. When, three years after the event, I asked her why she had cried while standing on the podium in Rio, she struggled to compose herself.


    ‘I was really thinking about all the women who had given everything, but not had the opportunity to try and achieve that dream. We didn’t qualify for the Athens Olympics in 2004, and for some of those women, that was their last time to wear that GB shirt, and that always fuelled me,’ she said, as her voice cracked with emotion. ‘Part of that medal was absolutely for them because I wouldn’t be there without them.’


    She then spoke about the debt of gratitude she felt for all the support staff who had helped the players to win gold: people who could have been earning more money had they been working in private practice, for example, but who played a crucial role simply because they loved it. They hadn’t won a medal of their own, but their contribution had been absolutely crucial. The same was true of all the players’ families and friends, who had been so supportive of all the players who had set out to elevate British hockey as far as it could go. ‘And I think we tried to have an impact on wider society,’ Richardson-Walsh told me. ‘And so that moment was more about everyone else than me.’


    What an answer from a wonderful captain. After seventeen years with the British team, Kate’s Olympic gold medal in the final match of her international career hadn’t been first and foremost about personal glory. She had been motivated by all the women who had come before: women who had worked so hard in so many cases only to endure personal disappointments, but whose contribution had been vital to what the British team of 2016 had been able to achieve.


    The morning after winning gold, and after a late night out in Rio celebrating their triumph, several of the team who had beaten the Dutch were interviewed on the BBC Breakfast sofa. They were hot property after having made history, and yet still there was a reticence to take personal credit for their success. It had been a true team effort – a victory that absolutely also belonged to all the players who had sacrificed so much to be part of the centralised squad and yet who hadn’t been selected to compete in Rio.


    ‘They’re not talking about “me, me, me”, they’re talking about the thirty-one [squad members],’ Danny Kerry told me. It was a beautiful sentiment. ‘That for me was the bit I was most proud about, this collective culture. Even after a very long night out on the tiles, having won an Olympic Gold medal, they’re still talking about “us”. The thirty-one.’


    That sense of serving something bigger than themselves, of not seeking personal glory but of living their vision of wider belonging – to the past, the present, and the future – once again came into focus when the team returned home from Rio. As their British Airways Boeing 747 touched down at Heathrow airport on the morning of 23 August 2016, after what was by several accounts a raucous flight home, the players finally got to experience exactly what an impact they had had on the watching public at home.


    Because the players had chosen to switch social media off for the duration of their Olympic campaign, they had been largely in the dark about the level of excitement that their Rio exploits had provoked. As the team made their way into Terminal Five, they soon got a flavour. There were hordes of fans of all ages, many of whom were dressed in hockey kit. For Helen Richardson-Walsh, it was somewhat of an overwhelming experience.


    ‘I can’t quite comprehend what is happening right now,’ she said, speaking to the media team from GB hockey. ‘When we set out on this journey a few years ago, we created our vision. Be the difference, create history and inspire the future. And from what I am seeing it looks like we are inspiring the future and that’s just fantastic.’


    The impact of Rio 2016 was huge. The number of people, both boys and girls, looking to play hockey increased by 10,000 in the months after Rio 2016. But that ‘inspire the future’ piece of the mantra wasn’t just about inspiring by winning. It was about how they did it. The way the players and staff carried themselves. The way they interacted with fans. The way they behaved when people were watching. The way they supported each other when they were having difficult moments. The way it was always about ‘we’ and not ‘me’. It was about their way of being.


    ***


    There’s no doubt that the gold medal victory of 2016 was a magnificent, inspiring triumph. Its impact on hockey in this country was profound, and it even transcended the sport itself. But there is even more to this story. It is about recognising and serving a cause bigger than yourself.


    An important takeaway is this. When you are working towards something in order to aggrandise the way you perceive yourself and are perceived by others – fuelled by the belief that this is a fix to feel better internally – know that it won’t provide the lasting fulfilment you are looking for. Success doesn’t actually change who you essentially are in any way, and it can’t fill a sense of lack that anyone may have.


    We will always be powerful as a team of equals. Not necessarily in terms of talent or skill but in terms of inherent worth, with a vision bigger than self-aggrandisement. If we are able to consciously live from that confident but humble place, rather than striving to stand out as someone extraordinary – something often celebrated, but ultimately empty and unfulfilling – what we can create together can be truly beautiful. Just ask the class of 2016.


    
  


  
     

    4 Acceptance


    November 2003 was one of the most memorable months of my life. I was living in Sydney, coming to the end of a gap year in Australia. I had made enough cash flogging property investment seminars and life insurance during my time Down Under to afford to buy a camper van, which I spent three months living in. Along with my cousin and a few of our friends, we drove from Sydney to Darwin, up through the barren middle of the country, and then back down the East coast, arriving back in Sydney just in time for the start of the Rugby World Cup.


    The 2003 Rugby World Cup ended up being one of the most unforgettable events in British sporting history – and it will always be synonymous with one player in particular, Jonny Wilkinson, one of the finest rugby players from any country to have ever pulled on an international jersey. As well as being someone who provided many of my favourite sporting moments, I have long been fascinated with how he evolved as a person during and after his playing career, and so when I arranged to speak to him in depth about his experiences and philosophical outlook, I was excited.


    During Wilkinson’s career, he suffered tremendously – both physically and mentally. He spent the best part of four years sidelined with a litany of injuries and struggled with anxiety and depression. However, that suffering sent him on a quest that eventually provided him with many of the answers he was looking for, even if – as is so often the case – they hadn’t been the ones he had been expecting at the outset. Acceptance was one key area that he embraced, which also proved to be the key for me in terms of dealing with my own anxiety-induced insomnia in my twenties.


    I myself had been a fly-half in the same age-group as Wilkinson, and many of my school teammates played alongside or against him. While I obviously never got anywhere near the sporting heights that he did, I could relate to his journey of introspection and self-enquiry. I discovered that he and I shared a similar philosophical outlook. (And to top it off, we are both keen fermenters: we each make kefir and kombucha, although Wilkinson had turned his passion for probiotic drinks into a business, No.1 Living.)


    Wilkinson was capped ninety-one times by England during the course of his career, and could have been many more but for a barely believable list of injuries which were exacerbated by the physical nature of his game and his obsessive approach to training. He was renowned for spending hours honing his kicking technique. While other members of the England team would shower and get in the car to head home after training had finished, he would still be out there, taking shots at goal. On occasion, the coaches would have to order him to give it a rest and head inside.


    That obsessive streak, which he later came to recognise as being destructive, had been part of the reason that Wilkinson was so popular with England’s fans. His commitment to the cause was unquestionable. Historically, fly-halves were not renowned for their tackling (which is why I chose to play that position), but he bucked the trend. He was utterly fearless and ferocious, so much so that there are numerous tribute videos of his bone-shuddering collisions on YouTube.


    But it was Wilkinson’s personality that endeared him to supporters too. There was no unflattering media coverage of his off-field antics, nor any preening or showboating on the pitch. He was outwardly humble, considerate and kind, with angelic good looks to round the saintly package off.


    As a child, Wilkinson’s family life had revolved around sport. His father Phil played club rugby, his mother Shelley played county tennis and squash, and his brother Mark loved anything competitive and played rugby to a very high standard. Mark began playing mini rugby at the age of five, with his younger brother initially watching on from the sidelines, itching for his own chance to get on the pitch. When at home, the two brothers grabbed every opportunity to pass or kick a ball around, once accidentally pulling down a curtain rail while practising on their makeshift indoor pitch, much to their parents’ despair.


    It was around the age of six or seven that Wilkinson’s perfectionist streak began to assert itself. A thought arose in his mind that if he didn’t do everything absolutely correctly and to the letter, something bad might happen. He has spoken about this fear of failure coming to dominate his life, as if even the smallest mistakes were being harshly judged. Even as a junior player, he would suffer terribly before matches. There would be tears in the car on the way to games, and on occasion his father would have to pull over to allow his youngest son to be sick.


    Later, he began imagining that he was being followed round by a video camera for twenty-four hours a day. If he did anything that fell short of his perfectionist standards, he would imagine the supposedly offending moment being played back to the people he loved. He couldn’t bear the thought of letting anyone close to him down. Needless to say, the pressure he put himself under was intense.


    Wilkinson’s rugby potential was spotted early, and he signed for Newcastle Falcons in 1997, where he was fortunate enough to play alongside his brother. He soon broke into the first team, relishing the opportunity to line up alongside long-established internationals and helping them to win the Premiership in his first season. He made his international debut for England against Ireland in April 1998. He was just 18 years and 314 days old, making him the second-youngest international debutant in English rugby history.


    I happened to be at that match at Twickenham with my father and can still picture Wilkinson’s first touch of the ball in an England shirt. He had been brought on as a substitute winger, which was a surprise decision as he was never the quickest player. Ireland quickly spotted an opportunity to test the nerves of this wet-behind-the-ears teenager by sending an up and under his way, chasing after it ready to knock him off his feet. He literally rose to the challenge, skilfully gathering the ball to kickstart his international career.


    When Wilkinson arrived for our interview, the number of admiring glances he received was particularly noticeable, even compared to some of the other ‘big names’ I’ve spoken to. Together we reminisced about that moment against Ireland. He recalled catching that Irish kick, saying it was a key moment that set the tone for all the highs – and lows – that were to follow.


    Soon after his England debut in the Five Nations tournament of 1998, he was selected by coach Clive Woodward for that summer’s tour of Australia. A significant number of first-choice England players withdrew citing injury and fatigue, leaving an inexperienced squad to go and face the music.


    It started in the worst possible manner, with England’s biggest ever defeat to Australia. Wilkinson missed ‘two comfortable penalties’, according to the BBC match report, as the side were trounced 76-0 in Brisbane. Years later, Clive Woodward recalled he would never forget the shocked look on his face in the changing rooms after that match.


    As someone who believed he needed everything to go perfectly, having to endure such a lopsided defeat was excruciating. Wilkinson explained that some of the thoughts he identified with at the time revolved around situations or scenarios that he would never be able to accept: along with letting people close to him down or being sent off, being ‘humiliated’ on the rugby pitch was another one such scenario. But on tour in Australia, that’s exactly what happened, and he explained what was going through his mind at the time: thoughts like this shouldn’t be happening and I can’t bear it.


    While England’s performance in that opening match against Australia was the low point of their tour, things didn’t improve much thereafter. Convincing defeats to New Zealand and South Africa followed. Of seven matches played, including against non-Test teams, England emerged without a solitary victory. Several players on the tour never got the opportunity to represent England again.


    Wilkinson feared he might face a similar fate, and although that was never going to be the case, the pain of the so-called Tour of Hell took him a long time to get over. He struggled to accept the resounding defeats to Australia and New Zealand, and the memory of those matches continued to torment him for months after. He was resisting an experience that he had thought he wouldn’t be able to cope with – ‘humiliation’ on a rugby pitch – but which had actually taken place.


    Wilkinson was only nineteen and felt desolate after that defeat, and the pain only led him to become even more obsessive in his approach. Having already been a hard worker, he would train until he dropped, often to the disbelief of his international teammates. Speaking in 2002, when he was arguably at the height of his powers, he described his intense preparation as a ‘protection policy, if you like, to ensure that I never feel so powerless again’.


    As explored in


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 2, we all experience events that we would rather didn’t happen. But negative and positive are two sides of the same coin; the only way we are able to judge an event as ‘bad’ is in comparison with something ‘good’. And it is our desire to resist and avoid ‘negative’ events, and our propensity to seek and cling to ‘positive’ events, that causes most psychological suffering.


    This is why the celebrated Indian philosopher Jiddu Krishnamurti came out with what became one of his most famous statements. At a 1977 talk in California, Krishnamurti is said to have leaned forward and softly asked the crowd around him, ‘Do you want to know what my secret [to peace and happiness] is?’ Those in attendance sat upright in anticipation of what was to come next. ‘I don’t mind what happens,’ was his answer. In other words, he chose to live in acceptance of what is, rather than getting into a battle with reality by insisting that it conform with his views of how things should be.


     

    In sport, an outward display of resistance is virtually demanded. If players are not visibly distraught after suffering a defeat, accusations that they don’t care enough may be quick to follow. It is as if whoever loses in sport is expected to chastise him- or herself, to prove to other people just how much it means to them. Wilkinson enthusiastically embraced being self-punitive. But is this really necessary? If you know you have given everything to a cause, but still fallen short, isn’t the process of excessive self-flagellation unnecessary?


    Resistance to something that has already taken place only happens in the mind. It starts with a thought like This shouldn’t be happening, or That shouldn’t have happened – exactly the sort of thoughts that passed through Wilkinson’s mind following the chastening defeats on the Tour of Hell. In identifying with such thoughts, and taking them to be true, we are setting ourselves up to suffer.


    Again, this isn’t to say that feeling disappointed or sad is in some way wrong. Emotions are part and parcel of the human experience and need to be accepted too. If we can start by accepting whatever arises in the moment – including supposedly ‘negative’ emotions and even the thoughts that preceded them – then we can proceed to choose how to respond most effectively. And the truth is, nothing is wholly unacceptable.


    Take Henry Fraser, who was – by his own admission – an anxious, pessimistic teenager before the accident that left him paralysed. He would not have chosen to have broken his neck, but once he came to accept what happened to him, as well as the emotions and feelings he felt about his situation, his response was powerful. It enabled him to become a far happier man after his accident than he had been prior to it, despite his extensive physical limitations.


    LETTING GO OF CONTROL


    While my life in Sydney at the time of the 2003 Rugby World Cup was largely carefree, I was also battling insomnia. My first sleepless night had taken place a couple of years earlier, before one of my final university exams. Thereafter an inkling of worry about my ability to sleep had been planted, and by the time I was living in Sydney it had sufficiently grown so that I doubted my natural capacity to nod off and was increasingly looking for ways to ‘fix’ the problem. Exercise and alcohol were two of my biggest crutches to help me drift off (and when the World Cup got underway, there were increasingly ample opportunities to indulge in the latter).


    While this was far from ideal at the time, it was also how I came to understand the power of acceptance. Insomnia was something Wilkinson struggled with too, as a result of the obsessive drive that kept him in a state of alert anxiety. While in Australia my insomnia had become problematic enough that there were occasions when I would go the whole night without getting any kip. Fast forward another couple of years, and I felt trapped.


    I was back in Britain by this time and had started working for a sadly now defunct tennis magazine called ACE. Such was my anxiety about not sleeping, I had developed a long list of tools and techniques to help me. They included an elaborate bedtime routine and, increasingly, the use of sleeping pills, which Wilkinson has acknowledged using as a crutch during his playing career. On the nights when I would use the pills, which were happening ever more frequently, I would get up the next morning and go to the gym, in order to get a sweat up and get rid of some of the inevitable and thoroughly unpleasant chemical grogginess that ensued.


    My sleep problem reached a crescendo when I switched from print and got my first job working as a broadcast journalist for a local radio station in Suffolk. I had to read the news on the breakfast show, which meant getting up at the ungodly hour of 4 a.m. Invariably, that didn’t leave much time for going to the gym before work, not that it was even open at that time. And so I was in a bit of a pickle. By trying to ‘fix’ my sleeplessness, I had unwittingly turned my bedroom into a battleground, and by the time I headed to bed at night, my heart was racing.


    I soon realised I needed help with my insomnia, because my ‘fix it’ approach was clearly only making matters worse. Eventually I was fortunate enough to come across Dr Guy Meadows, Clinical Director and co-founder at the Sleep School. A single one-hour session with him utterly transformed my approach to sleep and anxiety, and would come to impact every area of my life.


    Dr Meadows pointed out that if you ask a good sleeper what they do to sleep well, their answer will invariably be ‘nothing’. On the other hand, a bad sleeper will often give you a list of tools, techniques, strategies, bedroom rules and sleeping props that they think they need to nod off. But sleep is not a problem to be fixed, it is a natural process that our bodies know how to do. Controlling insomnia does not work. We need to get out of the way, and let sleep emerge naturally rather than try and force it. As Wilkinson said of his own sleep difficulties in an interview with the Daily Mirror, it’s about ‘looking at ways of working with my body, not against it’.


    One of the most important sentences anyone has ever said to me came from Dr Meadows during our session. He introduced me to the difference between the ‘thinking mind’ and the ‘aware mind’. It was revelatory.


    We are all familiar with the former. It’s the voice in our head that rarely shuts up – judging, labelling, comparing, complaining. The ‘aware mind’ is the one which hears it. It is also aware of every other element of our experience, including all thoughts, feelings, bodily sensations and external perceptions (what we see, hear, smell, taste, touch).


    Listening to the voice in the head in a disinterested, non-judgemental way – both innate traits of the ‘aware mind’ – was hugely enlightening. Previously I had been so identified with the ‘thinking mind’, that I assumed it was me. I came to realise that thoughts came and went, but whatever it was that witnesses them was always present – before, during and after the thoughts had arisen and subsided.


    In time, I learned to increasingly settle into this ‘aware mind’ – which I will simply call awareness – and began noticing the thoughts, for example I’m not going to sleep tonight and Tomorrow will be awful, as well as the ensuing feelings of anxiety and worry that were keeping me awake. Instead of trying to resist or change the uncomfortable thoughts or feelings, or getting lost in them, I simply observed them. I did the opposite of what my mind wanted me to do – which was to ‘fix’ the apparently problematic thoughts and feelings. That’s why – as Dr Meadows likes to say – this is a ‘paradoxical intervention’.


    That acceptance took the sting out of the insomnia, as I was no longer resisting and thus fuelling it. The anxiety I had been trying to get rid of began unwinding on its own. Just as Wilkinson had, I stopped battling the innate intelligence of my body and learned to trust it and get in sync with it once again. The storm of thoughts and feelings gradually subsided without me having to do anything – allowing my internal state to calm and my natural ability to sleep to emerge.


    There is a trap that can be easy to fall into when it comes to the acceptance of uncomfortable thoughts and feelings. The temptation is to use acceptance in order to get rid of, for example, anxiety. But if you have that agenda with any element of your inner experience, however subtle, then it is not acceptance – it is still a form of resistance. True acceptance means completely allowing what you are thinking and feeling to be there without any agenda. The uncomfortable thoughts and feelings will then naturally start to dissipate.


    Acceptance and ‘the aware mind’ go hand-in-hand. The thinking mind resists, but awareness always allows whatever is happening to be. Consider the sounds you can hear right now. Could awareness resist those sounds? No. It is the nature of awareness to be open without resistance. It is the mind – thoughts – that rise up to say ‘no’ to experience, by coming up with comments such as “I don’t like what I’m hearing”.’


    It is quite normal to resist ‘negative’ feelings, and to cling to ‘positive’ ones – but ultimately that causes suffering. When we resist, for example, feelings of anxiety, we simply perpetuate them. If we are able to do the exact opposite of what our thoughts suggest, and instead truly accept and even welcome the feelings – crucially without the intention to get rid of them – then we can start to notice that fundamentally they are a cluster of sensations appearing in awareness, accompanied by a mind-made storyline about what they mean. By cutting our identification with that narrative and simply noticing and allowing the feelings, and recognising that it is how we interpret the sensations that often causes us the most suffering, they no longer have to rule us.


    Let me illustrate this with my own experience. During London 2012, I was asked to do some live reporting for BBC Radio 5Live from inside the Olympic fan park on Super Saturday, when Jessica Ennis-Hill, Greg Rutherford and Mo Farah all won gold. I was working for Radio 1 at the time, which by then was in my ‘comfort zone’. Reporting for 5Live felt like an opportunity that could have a big influence on the trajectory of my BBC career, and I imagined there would be lots of ‘important bosses’ listening. Once it started to become clear that this was a night that would go down in British sporting history, the inner narrative that this was ‘a big deal’ was up and running.


    My live broadcast was due to be at the culmination of Mo Farah’s 10,000 metres race, Team GB’s final gold of what had been an extraordinary night’s sporting entertainment. An hour or so before the moment approached, I noticed some increasingly intense vibrating sensations – which I interpreted as anxiety – start to arise in the area of my gut. I took what seemed at the time like the obvious course of action, and tried to ignore, resist and get rid of them.


    Needless to say, it didn’t work. On the contrary, the ‘anxiety’ grew in intensity, and the innocent process of resistance only served to feed the accompanying, and increasingly panicked, thoughts, which were focused on the outcome and what might happen. I couldn’t stop thinking, ‘What if this goes wrong for me?’


    When the moment came to broadcast live, the adrenaline kicked in and it went off without a hitch, although I wouldn’t say it was as enjoyable an experience as it could have been. I was simply relieved at having got through it unscathed.


    When I later recognised that the impulse to push uncomfortable feelings away didn’t work, I started to do the opposite and instead welcome them, opening myself to the sheer aliveness of the sensations themselves. Without the mental narrative, there was nothing in my experience to define them as ‘bad’.


    Four years later, having embraced this way of being, I was waiting in the wings before heading on to a TV set to do another live broadcast. Those same bodily sensations, previously interpreted as anxiety, started to arise, but rather than try and get rid of them, I did a 180. I became interested in the sensations and welcomed them, just as I might do a guest who had come to stay for the weekend.


    So, I did the exact opposite of what my mind wanted me to and stopped resisting what was present in my experience. And the result was, instead of interpreting the feelings as anxiety, and allowing them into my mind to negatively colour my thinking, the acceptance transmuted them into a sense of excitement. This understanding about the power of acceptance has had a profound impact on my life, perhaps more than any other, and it is one that has benefitted Wilkinson too.


    Dr Meadows had introduced me to the principles of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), which was developed by Professor Steven Hayes in the early 1980s. It has been shown time and again to help people struggling with anxiety, depression, obsessive behaviours and addiction – by helping them to develop what’s known as ‘psychological flexibility’, which is often described as the ‘super skill’ of mental health and resilience. Hayes describes psychological flexibility as your ability to ‘make contact with experience in the present moment fully and without defence’. In short, it’s about acceptance.


    I spoke to Professor Hayes, a charming man with a hint of the old hippy about him, at the back end of 2022. It was a fascinating and touching conversation. I told him about my struggle with insomnia, and how I found my way out of that particular hole through acceptance. He could relate. He had been through a similar experience – albeit in an even more distressing fashion. When he was an up-and-coming professor, he started having panic attacks. The first happened in a meeting where some of his colleagues started fighting, which triggered memories of the volatile environment of his childhood. Having experienced one panic attack, he increasingly feared the possibility that it could happen again. Lo and behold they started becoming more and more frequent – until one night he awoke convinced he was having a heart attack.


    Just as he was reaching for the phone to call for an ambulance, he caught himself. It wasn’t a heart attack, he realised: it was a particularly severe panic attack. He collapsed in a heap, crying his eyes out, while realising that he was in a deep hole that he didn’t know how to get out of. And then came an epiphany – he didn’t have a way out, but he did have ‘a way in’. He noticed that the voice in his head, telling him to run and fight his anxiety, wasn’t him.


    ‘The awareness part of me that noticed the voice, wasn’t the voice,’ he told me.


    ‘Part of me just rebelled against what I call “the dictator within”,’ Hayes continued. ‘I actually said out loud, “You can make me hurt. You can make me suffer. But I’ll tell you one thing you can’t do. You can’t make me turn from my own experience.”’


    And so, instead of battling and resisting his fear and panic, he moved into a space of acceptance of his inner experience, which eventually freed him from the torment of his panic attacks. In time it also began the process from which the ACT six-step protocol emerged. It goes like this:


    The first step is to get in touch with the part of you that is aware of your experience. Professor Hayes calls this the ‘I, here, now-ness of awareness’. It is in direct contact with the immediacy of now; unlike the mind, which thinks about reality – by which time the moment the thoughts are referring to has passed. Awareness is actually synonymous with ‘the now’, whereas thought always refers to past or future.


    From that (placeless) place of awareness, you are then able to stand back – so to speak – and recognise that you are not your thoughts, you are aware of them.


    This is a profound recognition. You create a bit of space, a gap, between you and the thoughts that are arising in you. You accept the thoughts as they are, irrespective of their content, whether ‘good’ or ‘bad’. A thought is just a thought – whatever it happens to be saying.


    The second step is to use a defusion technique, to further stretch the gap between you and your thoughts. If a thought arises saying, for example, This shouldn’t be happening or I’m going to mess this up, you can add a prefix to the thought: such as I am aware of the thought that … this shouldn’t be happening, or I am aware of the thought that … I am going to mess this up. This stops you from being identified with your thinking, and drops you back into the awareness, so to speak, that is aware of the thoughts.


    The third step is about being present to ‘the now’, without judgement or resistance. A simple way to do this is to come into your five senses: what can you see, hear, feel, taste and smell. For example, notice five things you can see, four things you can hear, three things you can feel, two things you can smell and one thing you can taste. Let go of any labels that arise, and just be in contact with whatever you are experiencing directly.


    Right now I can see a table, a chair, a book, a water bottle and a bag. I can hear a blender, the hum of a refrigerator, a woman talking and someone scooping ice. I can feel my bottom on the chair, the soles of my feet on the floor, and an ache in my lower back. I can smell food cooking as well as something a little musty emanating from a fridge (someone should check that out). I can taste the aftermath of some almonds.


    Everything I have listed above is a mental concept about what I am experiencing. The word – or thought – table is not itself a table. It is simply a word we use to describe something we experience. By dropping the mental labels – the thoughts describing what I am actually aware of – I can experience the sights, sounds and sensations directly, without conceptualising them.


    The fourth step is about ‘self as context’. What does that mean? It means that we are not simply the sum content of our experiences – the thoughts, feelings, perceptions, events, roles we play, relationships we have and so forth. We are whatever it is that is aware of all that. The experiences of our lives are happening in awareness, just as the weather happens in the sky. We will dig deeper into this later, but for now a shortcut question to continually come back to is this: what is it that is actually aware of your immediate experience? (Hint: this isn’t something your mind can find an answer for, because whatever it is that is aware is itself not an ‘object’ or ‘thing’, unlike everything it is aware of. This question is basically designed to lead your mind down a dead end – like a zen koan – until it stops and falls silent.)


    The fifth step is about establishing what your values are, and then living in accordance with them. One way to consider your values, Hayes recommends, is to think about someone you really admire – and consider what it is about their character you like. For example, I admire my 101-year-old Gran’s sense of gratitude.


    The sixth step is about taking committed action, and embodying your values. So, I can look to do what needs to be done, and seek to be grateful for my lot, irrespective of how I happen to be feeling on any given day – or indeed how well I happen to have slept.


    STOP TRYING TO BE SOMEBODY


    Putting ACT to one side, let’s return to Jonny Wilkinson and how he came to understand and appreciate the power of acceptance. After the Tour of Hell in 1998, he soon established himself as England’s first-choice fly-half. He grew in stature as a player, as did the team he was part of under Clive Woodward.


    England were the dominant side in Europe as the new millennium started, winning the Six Nations Championships in 2000 and 2001. However, England were still losing crucial matches. After suffering a defeat to Wales on the final day of the 1999 Championships, they missed out on a Grand Slam. They were then beaten by Scotland in their final match in 2000, when they were again on the brink of a Grand Slam, and again by Ireland in the deciding match a year later. In 2002, their solitary defeat came against France. Despite having topped the world rankings for the first time, England had still lost key tournament matches for four straight years. Doubts remained.


    During this time, Wilkinson was approaching the peak of his powers and was widely recognised to be the best number ten in world rugby. It is true that his fear of failure began long before he became one of the biggest stars in the game. However, when he started out in rugby it had been balanced by a more joyful desire to simply explore his potential, and see where it could take him. Yet as his profile and reputation grew – as he became ‘somebody’– his obsessive streak asserted itself more.


    When reflecting on his playing career, Wilkinson acknowledges that he spent the vast majority of the week in a state of tension and psychological suffering, largely caused by getting lost in thoughts about the virtually infinite number of possible things that could go wrong in the future, or dwelling on previous mistakes.


    Then, on Saturday afternoon, he enjoyed a brief but joyful respite from his torturous mind – the ‘dictator within’, as Professor Hayes calls it – for a couple of hours while playing a match. While he was fully engaged and immersed in the on-field action, the stress melted away, as did his ‘identity and individuality’. The freedom that had been elusive all week in the build-up was suddenly present. But after the game had finished, the process would start over, as his thinking mind fired back up and he again identified with it – leading to stress and worry.


    In fact, Wilkinson increasingly believed that the stress and suffering he experienced was actually causing the joy he experienced between whistles whilst on the pitch, locking himself further into the cycle. He also increasingly thought of himself as ‘someone important’, on account of his performances on the pitch. As he later came to understand, his self-concept – who he thought he was – was at the centre of his psychological suffering. He was unintentionally caging himself in a psychological prison of his own making. In time that prison caused him to plumb distressing depths.


    ‘In those days, my story was “I’m really important which means I’m always under pressure”,’ Wilkinson explained. ‘ “And you can tell how important I am because of how stressed I am.”’


     

    Professor Hayes had some interesting thoughts to share about the self-concept most people take to be who they are. It is created by thoughts. ‘We do have a conceptualised self. We probably need it. I’m a male, and I’m seventy-four, and I’m a psychologist,’ Hayes said, ‘but when you were just born none of that was true, you are just connected in consciousness to others.’ I think we can take this one step further by saying that this is true in our experience whenever self-referential thoughts subside, not just when you were born.


    Hayes went on to describe our self-concept as ‘necessary, but it’s probably one of the most toxic forces on the planet’. It’s necessary because the ‘self-concept’ – the bundle of thoughts and feelings we take to be ‘me’ – helps us navigate the world, to some degree. For example, it provides us with a social role, through which we tend to relate to other people – although this role is never actually who we are. But when we take our self-concept to be who we are – when we turn it into an identity – then we automatically attach our self-worth to it. In the words of Wilkinson, ‘as soon as you have an identity, you have to work to keep it alive’.


    During a rugby match, he would be fully engaged with the experience of playing. But between matches, the need to maintain his identity as one of the world’s best rugby players increasingly weighed him down. When he was practising his kicking and people gathered to watch, for example, he would think about showing the fans how hard he worked. Even his endearing humility was, he says, to some degree born of wanting to control how others perceived him.


    ‘That payoff was “people are going to think this way about me”. And for some reason, that makes me a better person,’ Wilkinson told me. ‘[But] if I’m having a bad day, it doesn’t matter if there are so many people out there liking me. You are not a result of other people’s thoughts.’


    At that time, he wanted people to think a certain way about him and for the idea of himself as ‘someone important’ to be proved. But when he was playing, those stories fell away.


     

    ‘When I’m performing at my best, it doesn’t feel stressed, or satisfied or proud. It feels effortless,’ Wilkinson told me. ‘When I was trying to be someone in the changing room two minutes before a game, I was stressed out of my mind, I was struggling, and I feared failure. I wanted to know how everything would turn out.’


    He said that the psychological suffering that had been present all week would be particularly pronounced in the moments just before matches. He recalled being sat in hotel rooms in a state of panic, desperate to come up with an excuse as to why he couldn’t play for England that afternoon. He’s spoken about hiding in a toilet cubicle, frantically trying to get through to his kicking coach and mentor Dave Alred on the phone for reassurance, such was his anxiety. He also told me that he would often have thoughts hoping that the opposing team would have an off day or be feeling under par. And yet, once the whistle blew to start the match, the psychological storm would clear, and the feelings of dread and anxiety would dissipate. He was free at last to enjoy the moment and perform to his best.


    ‘When I was in the changing room, I was trying to live in the future,’ Wilkinson explained. ‘When the whistle goes, when you live in “the now”, you’re always capable. When you try to live in the future, you’re helpless because you are not equipped now to know the future.’


    In other words, our self-concept cannot exist in the immediacy of ‘the now’. Our identity is formed by what has taken place in the past, when we refer to memory, thoughts and experiences, as well as our hopes and fears about the future. But the ‘I, here, now-ness’ of awareness can’t know past and future. Unlike the time-bound mind, it is only familiar with the immediate present.


    During much of his playing career, Wilkinson was largely unable to recognise the psychological prison he was trapping himself in. The pressure he felt before matches appeared to be inseparable from the joy he felt while playing. In fact, the former seemingly precipitated the latter. While his commitment and training helped him become one of the world’s greatest and most beloved players, it was increasingly having a negative impact on both his mental and physical health.


    WHEN RESISTANCE SUBSIDES


    England had been steadily improving under Clive Woodward following their defeat in the 1999 World Cup. Despite the Grand Slam setbacks, they were still consistently the best side in Europe and had beaten the Southern Hemisphere heavyweights New Zealand, Australia and South Africa consecutively during the 2002 autumn internationals. But while England had risen to the top of the world rankings, question marks remained over their ability to win key matches, particularly away from Twickenham.


    2003 was the year in which everything England had been working on came together with beautiful synchronicity. They began the year by getting their Six Nations monkey off their back, thrashing Ireland 42-6 in Dublin to finally win the Grand Slam. In June, they toured Australasia and secured their first win over the All Blacks on New Zealand soil in thirty years, with Wilkinson scoring all of England’s points. They backed that up with another statement victory, beating Australia on their home turf for the first time ever, ensuring that England would head to that year’s World Cup in the highly unfamiliar position of being favourites.


    The tournament kicked off on in Australia on 10 October 2003, with England’s opening game taking place a day later. After a bright start – a thrashing of Georgia followed by a comfortable win over South Africa – England surprisingly struggled to beat Samoa in the group stages. Worse was to come in the quarterfinals as they trailed Wales, a team they had beaten soundly just a few weeks before the tournament had started. They were 10-3 down after forty-three minutes – prompting pessimistic thoughts like Here we go again in my own mind as I watched – before some twinkle-toed magic from Jason Robinson rescued them. Despite salvaging the match, England were looking shaky and even somewhat past their peak, and doubts were clearly evident.


     

    France were England’s semi-final opponents. They had impressed throughout the tournament, but when the heavens opened and the rain poured down before the match, there was a sense that the conditions would favour England, and so it proved. Wilkinson’s well-grooved boot slotted over all of England’s points, while his opposite number, Frederic Michalac, missed four kicks out of five before being substituted.


    And so on the evening of 23 November, after having made it through to the World Cup final, England were preparing to face Australia on their home turf, seeking revenge for defeat in the final at Twickenham twelve years previously. I headed down to watch the match on a big screen near the Sydney Opera House with a gaggle of fellow England fans where we were vastly outnumbered on all flanks by Australians dressed in yellow and gold, under what were uncharacteristically damp Sydney skies.


    The game started at 8 p.m. Australia struck first, scoring an early try, but Wilkinson had kicked England back in front after twenty minutes, and after another electric try by Jason Robinson the visitors had a comfortable lead at half-time. Australia began whittling away at England’s advantage after the restart until, with minutes to go of normal time, Elton Flatley kicked a penalty to level the scores and take the match into extra time.


    After the restart, Wilkinson nervelessly slotted a fiendishly difficult penalty to again nudge England back in front. They held on to their 17-14 lead until, with just three minutes left of extra-time, Flatley again popped up to kick Australia level. I felt a distinct sense of dread. A match-ending penalty shootout appeared to be a genuine possibility, and I was well aware of England’s fallibility in any penalty-based scenario. And so I crossed everything, praying that Flatley would slice the ball wide and miss, before groaning in pessimistic torment as he slotted the ball over to level the score. Fortunately, Wilkinson wasn’t in a similar state of resistance. As he usually did once the whistle blew, he was able to let go of uncomfortable thoughts and feelings and surrender to what was actually happening – responding in the way that the situation in front of him required.


     

    In the dying minutes of the World Cup final, Wilkinson was so engaged with the play that any resistance to how events were unfolding naturally subsided. He effortlessly got out of his own way, entering an innate state of acceptance. He sensed the same was true of the rest of his England teammates.


    ‘When he [Flatley] kicked the last goal, you look at the guys’ faces and there’s no resistance anymore,’ Wilkinson explained. ‘We didn’t want to win this World Cup because their guy missed the kick. We want to win it; we don’t want to not lose it.’


    Had Wilkinson been hoping that Elton Flatley would miss his attempt at goal, he would subtly and fruitlessly have been trying to influence and control a reality over which he had zero control, rather than allow it to just play out. That would have created an element of tension in his body and mind that would have hindered his ability to step up and deliver when the crucial drop-goal moment came.


    But because Wilkinson was so engrossed in the action, his ‘thinking mind’ had automatically subsided, allowing the deeper animating intelligence of his body, and all the years of drills and training that he had gone through in preparing for such moments, to step up and respond. Professor Hayes spoke about the importance of acceptance to heightened sporting performance.


    ‘You allow those skills to just play out, without figuring out, categorising, judging, predicting, evaluating, all of which slows it down,’ Hayes told me. Using baseball to further illustrate his point, he continued, ‘You can’t be thinking about the parabolic function of a ball when you hit it, and still hit a home run. As [the all-time-great baseball player] Yogi Berra said, “Don’t think, just hit.” The problem is they don’t give us training about how not to think, and if you try not to think by thinking you’re doing more thinking. It’s like trying not to worry about insomnia.’


    When Wilkinson and I reflected on the end of the World Cup final, he made a similar point to Professor Hayes. Had he been stuck in his ‘thinking mind’, with his self-concept seemingly running the show, his experience would have been altogether different.


     

    ‘That moment at the end of 2003, one second before it, if you’d have said “Stop! Just think about this moment now!”, I’d have fallen on the floor, I’d have picked my knees up, hugged them to my chest and just rolled around on the floor saying, “take me out of here, because I can’t deal with the apparent consequences of this and ‘what if this?’ and ‘what if that?’.” It would have destroyed me.”’ He explained. “‘As it was, on that field, when you’re in that moment, you let go and allow whatever is supposed to be.”’


    Clearly all the training that Wilkinson had done over the years leading up to that seminal moment for English rugby was fundamental. Who else but him would an England fan want attempting a stoppage-time drop goal to win a World Cup? The hours of practice that he had put in were now taking over, without his thinking mind getting in the way. And so he was free to enter a heightened, transcendent state – something a significant proportion of people experience at some point in their lives, according to Professor Hayes.


    ‘Something like 90 per cent of the human population has had a spiritual experience if you ask them about it,’ Hayes told me. ‘Not necessarily theistic [religious in nature], but it all has this sense of oneness across time, place and person that all messes around with that sense of self, that clown suit, that little cage we live inside that is self-constructed.’


    As Wilkinson manoeuvred into position ready to kick the drop goal that would see England win, with just twenty-six seconds left on the clock, he had such an experience. The separation between the experience and ‘the experiencer’ dissolved. As he was so engrossed and at one with what was happening, his self-concept dropped away. In his own words, he ‘found a oneness with the game’. As Matt Dawson passed him the ball before his crucial drop-kick, his experience was that he was simply the witness of everything that was unfolding.


    ‘As the ball drops between my legs, I can feel my leg going back, but it’s not “me” kicking it. It’s just a “knowing” of it,’ Wilkinson told me. ‘It’s only when the ball gets a few yards past the post that I realise what the hell’s happened. And then “me” kicks in and all of a sudden comes back, and I do this half-hearted celebration, which is almost just disbelief because I haven’t been there to really see it.’


    That experience opened Wilkinson’s eyes to a new way of understanding reality and the world. If that sense of ‘me’, his self-concept, could disappear, just how real was it? An understanding had started to form, although it wouldn’t come to fruition for several years, during which time he would go through yet more – at times intense – suffering. (We will explore this more deeply in


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 7.)


    Sixteen years on from that transcendent moment when he kicked the winning drop goal, I asked Wilkinson to elaborate on his understanding of acceptance, and specifically how it relates to the concept of ‘pressure’. He said that it comes down to how we relate to our thoughts. If we don’t identify with a thought like What if this goes wrong for me? then pressure stops being such a debilitating factor.


    But how do we stop identifying with a thought? First, realise that you are not the thought – you are simply aware of it – and then let it be, without looking to change it. This isn’t the answer the thinking mind necessarily likes to hear, because it tends to be concerned with action and doing, whereas awareness is about witnessing and allowing.


    Also, be sure not to attach your ‘self-concept’ to this thought. In other words, don’t make it about your sense of ‘me’. Most thoughts come and go without problem because we don’t personalise them. For example, I’m currently writing this while sitting in a café and I just looked over at a recently vacated table and the thought ‘that table hasn’t been cleared’ popped up. That thought promptly disappeared without causing me disquiet, which may not have been the case if I had had the thought ‘my table hasn’t been cleared’.


    We may not be able to choose what thoughts (or feelings) we experience during heightened moments, but we can choose how we respond to them. The key is to stop trying to get rid of thoughts, which is a form of resistance, and stop clinging to them and taking them to be who we are (or taking them to be definitively real).


     

    Instead, we can simply notice thoughts and allow them to pass through, like clouds in the sky, without having any agenda towards them, one way or other. We simply stop giving thoughts power by buying into them, resisting them or personalising them. It takes work, but eventually thoughts can stop becoming a problem to be fixed. This understanding was what enabled me to escape my insomnia trap – and it can be applied to any challenging life situation, including high-pressure sporting moments.


    The more we welcome uncomfortable thoughts and feelings, the easier it becomes. Conditioned patterns of thinking and feeling are allowed to happen and then gradually dissolve on their own, without us having to really do anything. We just increasingly shift our focus from what we are aware of – thoughts and feelings – to awareness itself, disentangling ourselves from the content of our thoughts in the process. This is why the ACT defusion technique – using a prefix like I am aware of the thought that… – is so powerful. It unhooks us from the content of our experience and drops us back into the always peaceful, ever-present background context of awareness.


    When Wilkinson and I reflected on his career-defining moment in Sydney, the journey that he had been on in the intervening years meant that he had a very different view of things compared to when he was a twenty-four year old who had been crowned the best rugby player in the world in 2003. Despite the incredible heights he reached at such a young age, his identity at that time meant that psychological suffering was almost ever present – and would go on to become even more pronounced.


    But the version of Wilkinson that sat opposite me was relaxed, calm and centred. He spoke about recognising the ‘straightforward understanding of the infinite capacity to accept’. He no longer finds his identity through thoughts – whatever they happen to be saying about him. In one revealing interview, he was asked what his best and worst qualities were. His reply? ‘I don’t consider anything to be good or bad – I just am.’


     

    Not ‘I am this’ or ‘I am that’. Just ‘I am’, which is the background awareness of every element of experience. It is the one truly secure place where peace can always be found, irrespective of what is taking place within it.

  


  
     

    5 Doing does not end in being


    The day after the Rugby World Cup had ended, I was blindsided by a feeling of melancholy. I vividly recall being sat in my flat in Sydney, staring aimlessly out of the window. I had spent the preceding weeks fixated on the ebb and flow of the tournament, pondering the possibility of an England win and with it the end of years of national sporting underachievement. Now it was all over and the feeling of nervous anticipation had passed. In its place was a void. Despite living in one of my favourite cities, there appeared to be little to look forward to over the next days and weeks, and so I fell into something of a funk. I was just a fan, though: the post-tournament comedown for some of the players and staff was understandably more pronounced.


    This was especially true of Jonny Wilkinson, whose story we are going to stick with for just a little while longer. Before he was even ten years old, he had set himself several incredibly lofty goals. They included becoming the best rugby player on the planet and winning the World Cup. By the age of twenty-four, he had achieved both.


    Just pause and consider that for a moment. Many people believe life is all about envisaging your heart’s desire and then setting out to try and accomplish it. However, most aren’t ‘fortunate’ enough to achieve it. Not only did Wilkinson tick his hugely ambitious goals off, but he did so while still a very young adult, and it only follows that he should have been immensely happy.


    Having sacrificed, suffered and committed everything to becoming the best rugby player he could be, there was an understandable expectation that the payoff for scaling such a momentous mountain would be sizeable. However, it quickly became clear that the lasting sense of satisfaction and fulfilment he was hoping for wouldn’t be forthcoming. The morning after his match-winning heroics, he woke up in his hotel room and looked around. Everything was just as it had been before the World Cup final.


    Wilkinson was unquestionably the man of the hour: later that year he became the runaway winner of the BBC Sports Personality of the Year award. But despite receiving the approval and adulation of hundreds of thousands of fans (another thing many people believe is synonymous with contentment), he later admitted to having never felt as empty as he did in the aftermath of the World Cup. Despite having achieved the goals he had spent his life tirelessly working towards, the deep and enduring satisfaction he had expected to arrive was absent.


    This is not an unusual phenomenon. We are all familiar with the sense of expecting lasting satisfaction from an object or achievement, only for the joy to be short-lived and transitory. Watch children’s eyes light up when they receive a new toy, which then loses its lustre and appeal within days – if not hours. The same can happen with objects, achievements or experiences as adults.


    ‘I think from a society’s perspective, you’re in a way a little bit promised this idea that at the end of this suffering will come the joy, whether it’s the next car, the job, the family, or the retirement,’ Wilkinson told me. ‘And it didn’t work that way for me.’


    We work hard to tick off all the milestones of life that he mentioned, building a life full of ever more stuff in the process, expecting it all to leave us satisfied. But it never does, or at least not for long. Waiting for the right circumstances to align so that we can feel okay is destined to fail.


    All too often people reach the upper echelons of what they deem real success – even something as lofty as winning a World Cup – only to realise that, in some ways at least, it was a fruitless pursuit and they still feel the same way inside. Achievement is not synonymous with fulfilment. However much we do, it does not guarantee that we will be content.


    OVEREMPHASISING BECOMING OVER BEING


    So many people are fixated on ‘becoming’ and ‘arriving’ at some point in the future, just as Wilkinson was when he set off on his successful quest to become the best rugby player on the planet and a World Cup winner. This is entirely understandable because, as he said, we are conditioned to think that way.


    Consider a typical path through life for ‘Joe Public’. The primary focus at school is to pass tests and increasingly challenging exams. University may ensue, followed by joining the job market and climbing the ranks, seeking further responsibility and more money. The typical plan for most people is to have accumulated enough to be able to comfortably retire in their mid-sixties, at which point perhaps they can hopefully relax for a few years before eventually shuffling off this mortal coil. The risk is that only when it’s too late do many people finally realise that they have spent their whole life looking to the future – and in the process have overlooked the present, the only place where anything actually happens.


    From a sporting point of view, the path is similar, albeit quicker and, in many cases, more intense. Take a top footballer whose journey begins as a promising junior talent. Once their passion and skill is identified, they may head to an academy, with a view to becoming a professional. If they’re incredibly fortunate, they may sign a contract for a top club, where the next goal may be to make it into the first team.


    If they succeed in doing that, they typically need to continually prove they are worthy of a place in the side, and not just a squad member or a bench-warmer. And then, if they are fortunate enough to lift the sport’s biggest prizes, the focus shifts to winning again, more frequently. All this while the sands of time rapidly slip away, with many elite athletes retiring by the time they are thirty. Once again this path is dominated by a quest for becoming, rather than enjoying being.


    As another rugby player, the former Leeds Rhinos rugby league captain Stevie Ward, put it, it’s like chasing a horizon. No matter how fast you run, you never actually get any closer to ‘arriving’. The joy, peace and lasting fulfilment everyone seeks can never truly be provided by lifting trophies and achieving the traditional hallmarks of ‘success’.


    This was certainly true for Wilkinson. While every setback, lost game and squandered Grand Slam decider hit him hard, he could always refocus his sights on his ultimate goal of winning the World Cup and proving himself to be the world’s best player. If he could achieve those things, he thought, then the joy and fulfilment he was seeking surely had to be waiting. Sounds reasonable. But once he had successfully climbed the highest peak possible and achieved the loftiest goals, and found that the euphoric big change he was expecting wasn’t waiting for him there either, where could he turn?


    Wilkinson had essentially run out of road – and found himself staring into an abyss. At first this was a scary and distressing place to be, but in time it proved to be a blessing that led to a complete reappraisal of where lasting fulfilment is to be found. Rather than seeking true satisfaction externally, he eventually recognised the need to do a 180. He quoted Saint Francis of Assisi, who is often attributed as saying: ‘What you are looking for is where you are looking from.’


    The relentless and never-ending striving that is so ingrained in our society is illustrated by the emphasis on setting and achieving goals. The number of articles and books written on the subject is mind-boggling. Clearly, setting goals is an integral part of life. If you desire a specific outcome, you first need to take the necessary steps to get there. If you want to cook your partner a nice dinner, you need to source the ingredients, follow the recipe and set the table first. Having a goal can give your life the structure necessary to take you in a particular direction.


     

    But when we become too attached to the outcome of the goal, whether it be winning a World Cup or demanding that the dinner we cook is brilliantly received, we are setting ourselves up to worry and suffer. Fixating on a specific outcome means that invariably we can’t fully enjoy what we are doing, because in the back of the mind the question ‘What if this doesn’t go to plan?’ will be lingering, robbing us of peace in the moment.


    Achieving our goals may leave us feeling content, but only momentarily. You can validate this with your own experience. Have you ever achieved anything in your life that has left you with a truly lasting sense of wellbeing and happiness? Or does the urge to restart the search for fulfilment in the world always return before long?


    Wilkinson spoke to this phenomenon. He pointed out that, after having won the World Cup in 2003 and then recognising that it hadn’t provided the lasting satisfaction he was expecting, the temptation was to think that winning a second World Cup by retaining the trophy four years later would do the trick. In other words, the pervasive and persuasive desire for ‘more’ mixed with ‘never enough’ arose in his mind.


    As I mentioned earlier, it wasn’t only Wilkinson who felt underwhelmed in the aftermath of the 2003 Rugby World Cup. Other players and members of staff felt exactly the same. Another key member of the 2003 setup was coach Dave Alred, who had helped steer England’s number 10 to the top of the rugby mountain. When I spoke to him, he described his experience in stark terms.


    ‘Forty-five minutes after we won the World Cup in 2003, which was the total focus for the five years,’ he told me, ‘I’m walking around the stadium and the drizzle in Sydney, the crowd going bananas, and I felt as low as low could be.’


    Flanker Lewis Moody played a vital role for England during the World Cup final in 2003, and he too expressed surprise at how he felt after England had won the trophy.


    ‘I only ever imagined that after a World Cup final, you’d have elation, which ultimately, when the final whistle goes, you do – very briefly,’ he explained. ‘But it is replaced within seconds by a numbness that is like, “Literally, what do we do now? How do I live the rest of my career trying to beat this?”’


    England’s victory was a phenomenal achievement that is a treasured memory for so many people, myself included. But before long, for many of the players, the thought ‘What next?’ quickly arose. And with that thought, the incessant need to resume striving and seeking returned.


    LOVE OR FEAR?


    It was Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, the Swiss psychiatrist best known for her Five Stages of Grief model, who suggested that there are fundamentally only two emotions: love and fear. She said that all other apparent emotions – whether it be joy, happiness, peace and contentment on the one hand, or anxiety, guilt, anger and hate on the other – flow from one of those two. Love and fear, she said, couldn’t co-exist, as they were essentially opposites. Let’s accept what Kübler-Ross asserted to be fundamentally true, and from that starting position return to the topic of goal setting.


    If people are working towards their goals from a starting position of love – in other words as an expression of their intrinsic fulfilment, rather than a search for it – you could reasonably expect there to be an accompanying sense of joy and effortlessness along the way. On the other hand, if someone is striving to reach a goal to relieve a sense of lack, in other words from a place of psychological fear, it will likely evoke a feeling of pressure, constriction and need.


    I had the chance to explore these ideas further when I spoke to one of the UK’s leading performance psychologists, Katie Mobed. She has co-authored two books with Marcus Rashford, including the award-winning You Are a Champion. In the world of sport, Mobed is better known by her maiden name, Warriner. I had talked to several athletes and coaches who spoke in glowing terms about her, and I wanted to find out what made her such an exceptional psychologist in the eyes of people I held in high regard.


    At the time she was still a relatively new mum. Her daughter was two years old, and she spoke about what is abundantly clear from observing children of that age and their way of being in the world, which is that it contrasts with that of many ‘successful’ older people. Throughout her career, Mobed has worked with numerous elite performers, from business leaders to coaches and world-class athletes. While many of them had achieved objectively impressive things and had all the outward trappings of ‘success’, she explained that inwardly they often felt miserable and unfulfilled.


    But Mobed argues that the drive to succeed doesn’t have to come from a place of internal disquiet. There can be a healthier motivation – one that stems from a place of exploration and expression, just as it does for a young child. As we’ve already established, when people seek to fill an inner void through achievement, in an attempt to prove to others and themselves that they are enough, they are coming from a place of fear. Contrast that with what motivates a two-year-old like Mobed’s daughter. The idea that a toddler could be driven to perform by a feeling of inadequacy – of not being enough just as they are – makes no sense.


    Imagine what would be possible if we were to retain this youthful sense of joyful exploration throughout life. Perhaps we wouldn’t feel the need to be defined by whether we were able to achieve our goals or not. Instead we could enjoy exploring our potential from more of a fearless perspective. Paradoxically, this outlook may just increase people’s chances of sporting success. After all, the more tense you are, the higher your chances of freezing at key moments.


    When I asked whether she agreed that the motivation for elite sporting performance typically stems from a place of fear and lack, as was suggested to me in


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 2 by the clinical psychologist Dr Amy Izycky, Mobed pushed back. She did not deny that the idea had some legitimacy, not least because the pursuit of sporting mastery is extreme. It involves incessant repetition during practice, near constant fatigue, the pervasive risk of injury, as well as the threat of being dropped if your form suffers, among other setbacks. But, she argued, it doesn’t have to come from a place of internal disquiet.


    ‘I think there’s definitely a school of thought that people wouldn’t choose to do that if they had a sense that they were enough as they are,’ Mobed told me. ‘But actually, I really want to challenge that narrative, because I think it is possible to do that. So, it comes from more of a mindset of, “I’m not even questioning if I’m enough, it’s just: I’m a human being, and I’m going to try and challenge myself in this sport, and the driving force is love, not fear.”


    ‘Then you come from a point of view of love of exploration,’ she continued. ‘I’m enough as I am, and I want to go and see what’s possible with this team in this tournament, and I want to try and inspire people. So, you’re coming from a point of abundance, and of unconditional value. My experiences in sport are that it is really rare, but it is achievable.’


    THE DRIVE TO SUCCEED


    That leads me to one of my most memorable sporting interviews to date. I vividly recall looking out of the plane window as I set off for Los Angeles in 2019, feeling somewhat surprised that I was jetting off at such short notice. I had contacted Caitlyn Jenner’s agent just a few weeks previously and hadn’t been optimistic that anything would come of it, and certainly not so quickly.


    Jenner was well known for being arguably the most famous transgender woman in the world, as well as a reality TV star on Keeping Up with the Kardashians, but many young people were less aware of the Olympic success she had enjoyed as Bruce Jenner, before transitioning, in the mid-1970s. Her story was compelling, and once I had agreed logistics with her team, I booked my flight for the celebrity capital of the world and started packing.


    Before I knew it, I was in a cab headed for Jenner’s house in the Malibu hills. It was way off the beaten track, and as we got closer to our destination my Uber driver’s satnav stopped picking up any official roads, so we had to return to old school methods and attempt to follow the directions I’d been sent. Thankfully we had set off in plenty of time and after several wrong turns, we arrived at the gates to her home.


    Our conversation was being filmed, and the crew were already on site getting the rigging ready. I walked round to the back of Jenner’s property to be greeted by one of the grandest panoramic views I have ever seen. The house looked down on the vast Pacific Ocean, the view stretching out and away in every direction. The double doors leading into the house were open, so I made my way into the living room where the lights and cameras were still being assembled for our interview. I introduced myself to her team who explained that she was still in her bedroom getting ready, so I took the chance to have a nosey round and soak up the surroundings.


    There were numerous pictures of Jenner’s famous children dotted around, alongside a framed copy of a Guinness World Record that she had been awarded after becoming the fastest person in history to reach one million Twitter followers. She passed the milestone just four hours after sending her first tweet, taking the record from the former US president Barack Obama in the process.


    Eventually Jenner emerged from her bedroom, and I introduced myself. She was warm, welcoming and friendly. We started chatting about sport, and in particular a documentary I had watched while preparing for our interview called called Ten for Gold which had been filmed before, during and after her gold-medal-winning performance in the decathlon at the 1976 Montreal Olympics. The resulting film had then been sent out to thousands of schools around the country, to motivate students to be active and to strive to achieve their goals just as Jenner had.


    Eventually the camera crew finished setting up, and we were ready to get in position and start filming. She and I settled into seats directly opposite each other.


    The filmed interview took about an hour and a half. She didn’t take herself too seriously and had a great sense of humour, and was more than happy to poke fun at me too. We barely touched on her years as a reality television star, instead focusing on her formative childhood and her subsequent athletic triumphs as Bruce Jenner, as well as the gender dysphoria – as it’s often put, the feeling that she was a woman trapped in a man’s body – that prompted her to transition at the age of sixty-five in 2015.


    School had been a difficult time for Jenner, not least because of the effects of undiagnosed dyslexia. It wasn’t a widely understood condition at the time, and there was no extra help or resource for children affected by it at her school. Being dyslexic had a big impact on her confidence and self-concept. She internalised the belief that she wasn’t clever, unaware that it was the dyslexia that was holding her back. The thought of being asked to read out loud in front of the rest of her class terrified her, and so she increasingly tried to hide away.


    Having struggled at school, everything changed when she was around ten years old. One day the school held a running race in its car park. Students were told to run round some chairs and back, while the teachers timed them. Jenner’s athletic prowess, of which even she had previously been unaware, was revealed when she recorded the fastest time in school, and all of a sudden the other kids were coming up and congratulating her. It was the kind of praise and approval that had been lacking in the classroom. From that point on, she told me, sport became her focus.


    On top of her struggle with dyslexia, Jenner also found herself gravitating towards her mother’s wardrobe as a child, as well as that of her elder sister. She told me that she would try their clothes on, before sneaking around the apartment complex where they lived dressed as a woman. While she acknowledged a sense of shame that came with sneaking around, along with a fear of being caught, she also told me that while she didn’t understand those tendencies, she felt comfortable doing it.


    As we sat in Jenner’s Malibu living room looking back on those years, she explained that the difficulties she had encountered early in life – the dyslexia and gender dysphoria – were fundamental to her achieving the sporting success she enjoyed a few years later. She speculated that if she had been happy at school, and hadn’t struggled with confusing feelings and low self-worth, she simply wouldn’t have needed sports in the same way. If she’d been an average student who was content at school, she explained, sport just wouldn’t have felt as important. She added that early childhood difficulties was a phenomenon she had subsequently noticed among many other outwardly ‘successful’ people.


    There is academic research that suggests experiencing adversity and trauma early in life can indeed spur an athlete on to reach the top of their sport. One study, led by sport psychology professor Lew Hardy in 2017, compared 16 Olympic champions against 16 non-medalling Olympians. It found that all the medallists had experienced trauma as children.


    While some people have questioned the ‘talent needs trauma’ narrative, they typically do so because of the sometimes narrow ways ‘trauma’ is defined. Trauma doesn’t have to be the result of a shocking event, like an assault or a car crash. I spoke to the psychiatrist and bestselling author Bessel van der Kolk who explained that simply not feeling seen and heard while growing up can be hugely destructive – sometimes more so than what is typically seen as a traumatic event, like experiencing a natural disaster.


    ‘Having a parent who turns away from you when you’re distressed, or a parent who expects you to take care of them instead of them taking care of you actually has very pervasive long-term effects on your biology and your identity,’ he says. ‘Whether you feel safely embedded in a social structure, with people who you know are there for you … is actually a more profound mental phenomenon than particularly traumatic incidents.’


    For example, during the Blitz, van der Kolk explained, children who remained with their parents in London while the Luftwaffe attacked – where they spent nights in bomb shelters and saw bombed-out buildings and dead bodies – tended not to be as traumatised as those children who were sent away to stay with unfamiliar families in the physical ‘safety’ of the countryside.


     

    Dr Gabor Mate describes trauma as ‘the invisible force that shapes our lives’, which Jenner acknowledged had been the case in her life. Having struggled at school and not felt ‘good enough’, her self-worth suffered; but after discovering a talent for sport, those same feelings of inadequacy provided the fuel necessary to reach remarkable heights.


    Jenner went on to excel at a variety of sports. Having been a national champion at water-skiing as a teenager, she was awarded an American football scholarship to Graceland University in Iowa. A knee injury in her first season required surgery and restricted her ability to continue playing the sport, so her then-coach suggested trying the men’s decathlon.


    The decathlon is an all-round test of athletic pedigree. It features ten events over two days: the 100 metres, long jump, shot put, high jump and 400 metres on day one, followed by the 110 metre hurdles, discus, pole vault, javelin and 1,500 metres on day two. Competitors accumulate points in each event, with the athlete who scores the most points eventually being crowned the winner. Traditionally, whoever wins Olympic gold in the decathlon is given the title ‘the World’s Greatest Athlete’, reflecting the extraordinary breadth of athletic ability required to succeed in the decathlon.


    Jenner’s decathlon debut came in 1970, resulting in an impressive sixth-place finish in the Drake Relays, one of the top track and field events in the United States. In her second decathlon, later that same year, the improvements were already obvious, leading to a bronze medal performance in the NAIA track and field Championships. Clearly, she had great potential in the event, which she emphasised by qualifying for the 1972 Olympics within two years of taking up the sport.


    The 1972 Olympics took place in Munich, and Jenner finished a respectable tenth in the decathlon. The winner was Mykola Avilov from the Soviet Union. It was while watching Avilov receive his gold medal that her athletic destiny was set. She was stood to the side during the medal ceremony, and as Avilov stepped up onto the podium to be acclaimed by the crowd, her heart was pounding. That gold medal was what she believed she wanted out of life, she explained.


    An idea started to crystallise in Jenner’s mind. Having already surpassed expectations by simply qualifying for the 1972 Olympics, she began thinking about how far she could go if she was to throw absolutely everything at winning the event four years later, at the Montreal Olympics in 1976. She was so excited by the idea that she couldn’t sleep, and so started training that very night, running through the streets of Munich at midnight.


    Over the next four years, Bruce Jenner trained six hours a day, 365 days a year. Athletics was still an amateur sport at the time, and she lived frugally in a small apartment in California with her first wife, whose wage was crucial in keeping them afloat.


    When I asked Jenner if it was hard to remain motivated over those four years of relentless training, day in day out, her answer was an emphatic no. Despite the lack of material wealth, and the punishing training schedule, she felt blessed. Because the goal was so clear – winning gold at the 1976 Olympics – she never lacked motivation or a sense of purpose. Every day was mapped out with a clear end in sight: the Montreal Olympics.


    Eventually, the 1976 Games arrived. Jenner had decided that it was to be now or never: there were no plans to carry on after the Montreal Olympics, whatever the result. On day one of the decathlon, she achieved personal bests in each of the first five events (‘a home run’), starting with the 100 metres. After that first race, she admitted feeling sure that the gold medal was in the bag.


    That isn’t to say that Jenner was complacent. That night, the skies over Montreal opened and the rain poured. She struggled to get much sleep, and the following morning she watched as one of her fellow American athletes slipped and fell on the damp track. When the time came for her to line up for the opening event of day two, the 110m hurdles, she was less concerned with setting another personal best than with simply finishing the race in one piece. After all, as we found out in


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 2, there are no certainties in life. When she safely crossed the line, a feeling of relief washed over her. She had made it through the hurdles, and the remaining four events were her best.


    By the time of the final event, the 1,500 metres, Jenner had taken the overall lead. Barring disaster, the gold medal was secure, but she was determined to go out with a bang by breaking the world record and becoming the first person to score over 8,600 points, before retiring from the sport at the top and setting off into the sunset. Her race plan was to start at a relatively slow pace and put the throttle down for the last lap.


    The race was televised live in America, with vast numbers tuning in to watch Jenner make history in the days before cable television in the US. With 300 metres of the race left to run, she flicked on the afterburners, dramatically scorching down the back straight on the way to setting a new personal best and a new world record while securing the gold medal.


    As impressive as her performance in the event had been, in many ways it was what happened immediately after the 1,500 metres that propelled Jenner’s popularity and fame to new heights. A fan rushed on to the track, managing to evade the stadium security, and handed her a small American flag on a stick. She set off on a victory lap while waving the flag, as the American fans trackside in the stadium roared their approval. It was the first time an American athlete had celebrated winning Olympic gold by waving the stars and stripes, but it began a tradition that continues to this day (and that is now common for athletes from other countries as well).


    Jenner’s Olympic triumph was a seminal moment in American sporting history. The 1976 Olympics fell during the country’s bicentennial year, the Cold War was close to its height, and American patriotism was running at fever pitch. Her gold-medal-winning triumph and subsequent victory lap was utterly captivating to the millions of Americans watching live on television back home. Overnight, Jenner became a household name, as famous as any other sportsperson in America at the time. But the morning after winning gold, she felt uneasy.


     

    ‘I remember getting up the next morning, didn’t have a stitch of clothes on, walking to the bathroom, medal sitting there on the table, put the medal around my neck, looking in the mirror and I go: What have you just done? Am I stuck with this person the rest of my life? Did you build up this person so big, that you’re stuck with him the rest of your life? It was scary.’


    In many ways, Bruce Jenner was the archetypal all-American athletic hero. Muscular and good-looking, with an easy charm, she was a media favourite in the aftermath of the Olympic triumph. Bruce featured on magazine covers and newspaper front pages, and famously made it onto the front of the Wheaties cereal box: a huge endorsement gig at the time. She was in high demand on the chat-show circuit, featured in several high-profile television programmes, and was even asked to audition for the part of Superman that eventually went to Christopher Reeve.


    But the Olympic afterglow was always going to fade. By the mid-1980s, Jenner’s star had somewhat dimmed, and some of the issues that had been bubbling away since childhood were reasserting themselves. She told me that she didn’t feel like she fitted in anywhere, and so became increasingly reclusive. She also started seeing a therapist familiar with gender dysphoria.


    Jenner underwent the painful process of electrolysis to remove her beard and began taking hormones with a view to transitioning, but eventually decided that she couldn’t go ahead with it. It wasn’t until three decades later, in 2015, that she eventually chose to transition, changing her name from Bruce to Caitlyn in the process.


    When we reflected on the immense dedication that Jenner had shown while training to become Olympic champion, it was clear that her drive was, at least in part, born of internal disquiet. While her intense focus on the 1976 Games enabled her to go on and win gold in Montreal, it was also a way of avoiding a deep-seated sense of internal dissatisfaction. ‘“A lot of the training was really running away from a lot of the issues I really had,”’ she told me.


     

    Jenner’s example is relatively extreme. Winning Olympic gold was understandably recognised as a phenomenal achievement that was lauded the world over. While few people can reach such lofty sporting heights, and even fewer go on to receive the public acclaim that she did, the urge to avoid a feeling of discomfort in the present by striving to achieve goals in the future is not uncommon.


    There are numerous ways for people to escape feelings of discomfort. Some may turn to substance abuse to numb themselves. Others may gamble to excess, or turn to food to distract themselves from their feelings. These days, many people simply reach for their smartphone and start scrolling.


    Whatever it may be, once it is finished, the sense of lack or discomfort, which had never actually gone away but was just temporarily quieted, is free to re-emerge. The cycle of avoidance then continues, as people turn back to the drug, alcohol or gambling to distract themselves from the discomfort once more, only this time more of the substance or activity may be required to provide the same effect and sense of relief. In time, an addiction may ensue.


    Another form of distraction is workaholism, a recognised mental health condition, where people can’t stop working even when they know it is not good for them. It can be difficult to gauge just how widespread workaholism is, not least because a strong work ethic is perceived to be a positive trait, and people who are addicted may appear to love their job. But there is no doubt that overworking can be harmful to people’s health, just as other addictions are. What lies behind the compulsion to work excessively is often a desire to avoid emotional discomfort in the present, allied with a desire to achieve success and status – and therefore fulfilment and contentment – in the future.


    That belief that achieving success in the future will get rid of an inner sense of lack is doomed to failure. As well as not providing the satisfaction that we are inclined to hope it will, excessive goal-setting has been shown to be detrimental in other ways. In 2009, the authors of a Harvard Business School working paper, ‘Goals Gone Wild’, concluded that all too often the downsides of goal-setting are overlooked. One of the side effects they identified was ‘a narrow focus that neglects non-goal areas’. Think again of the British hockey team’s decision to avoid setting a concrete medal goal, and the benefits they reaped from that.


    In Caitlyn Jenner’s case, that narrow focus on a medal enabled her to win it, which in turn led to public acclaim and wealth. However, it was also a strategy – in the short term – for her to avoid facing the difficult feelings that had troubled her since childhood. While working incredibly hard to achieve the goal of winning Olympic gold, the feelings were successfully kept at bay, but once the Games were over, the issues that she had been running away from were free to reassert themselves.


    Among the other potentially damaging side effects that an overemphasis on goals can lead to, the authors suggested, is unethical behaviour. Consider an athlete who sets a goal to win a competition and will do whatever it takes to succeed. They may decide that breaking the rules is a price worth paying and, for example, choose to take performance-enhancing drugs. Doping is a significant problem in sports, and it is possible that many more athletes get away with it than are caught. Not only does this damage the integrity of the competition, but it can also be a risk to the athletes’ long-term health.


    While setting goals isn’t inherently bad – they can certainly provide a useful sense of direction and source of motivation – they aren’t the cure-all that many people believe them to be. The idea that winning more, doing more and having more will provide us with lasting fulfilment, inner peace and lasting contentment simply doesn’t stack up. There are always further summits to scale, not to mention further to fall once we’ve got there.


    
  


  
     

    6 Don’t let unconscious beliefs trip you up


    Lucy Gossage is an oncologist, charity co-founder and former Ironman champion. When Lucy was thirteen, though, she finished last in a cross-country running race. It had an enduring impact on her. As someone who was used to thriving academically – she consistently came top of the class and was already looking like a solid bet to secure a place at Oxbridge – finishing at the bottom of the pack was not something she deemed acceptable.


    ‘I didn’t do coming last,’ she told me. ‘Deep down in my subconscious I had failed at something, and I wouldn’t let myself try again.’


    And so, because of a fear of failure, Gossage developed a limiting belief that competitive sport was not for her. That kept her from taking part in another race for thirteen years. At that time, had someone told her that she would go on to become one of Britain’s best Ironman athletes, she would have laughed and told them that they were crazy – yet that’s exactly what happened.


    Her journey to becoming a top Ironman triathlete is an interesting one to explore, because that exploration led her to uncovering and dismantling various limiting beliefs – about herself, the world and how to be in it. Reflecting on what she learnt can be instructive to the rest of us too. So many of our convictions don’t stand up to close scrutiny and are often holding us back in ways that we are wholly unaware of.


    What are beliefs? They are thoughts that we take to be true. They have an element of certainty to them that can be extremely hard to let go of. We all have guiding beliefs, a significant proportion of which are formed in childhood. They dictate our way of operating in life and colour our experience of ourselves, other people and the world.


    While she avoided competitive sport for over a decade, Gossage pushed herself academically. She did indeed go to Oxbridge, studying medicine at Cambridge before doing a postgrad in clinical medicine at Oxford and eventually qualifying as a doctor in 2003. It was three years later, at the age of twenty-six, while working as a junior medic in Nottingham, that she entered a triathlon race for the first time.


    Gossage was having a few issues with her boyfriend at the time, and a friend suggested she might want to do a triathlon to help take her mind off things. She liked the thought of taking on a challenge, and so promptly signed up for the London triathlon. She bought a bike, practised swimming front-crawl – something she wasn’t at that time particularly adept at – and soon lined up for her first race since school. Her only goal had been to finish the event, which she did, but she was surprised at just how much she enjoyed it.


    A few weeks later, while teaching a group of medical students on her hospital ward, one of them mentioned that a friend of his had done an Ironman – a beast of a race that starts with a 2.4-mile swim, before a 112-mile bike ride, rounded off with a marathon. ‘I thought, “that’s impossible”’ Gossage told me. ‘But a seed was planted.’


    By this point she had split up with her boyfriend, and so told her friends that if she was still single come New Year’s Eve, she would do an Ironman. A few months later she was in Scotland to see in the New Year, and happened to meet a man who had done an Ironman and who was raving about how much he had enjoyed it. It seemed like fate. So, on January 2nd, Gossage took to the treadmill in her gym, and decided that if she could complete the half-marathon distance of 13.1 miles, she would take the plunge. After managing to run the distance without too much bother, she signed up for Ironman UK.


     

    As the date of her first Ironman approached, doubts about her decision increasingly surfaced. Thoughts that she would be unable to complete what is a mammoth task troubled her, and as race day approached her worries increased. However, not only did she finish the Ironman, a huge achievement in itself, she crossed the line in eleven and a half hours, a strong time.


    Completing her first Ironman was, Gossage says, one of the biggest achievements of her life. ‘I didn’t think I would finish it,’ she told me, ‘but, I loved every minute of it.’ She had seen through a limiting belief, which has become something of a trend in her life ever since.


    Initially, Gossage thought that her foray into the world of ultra-endurance events was a one-off, but she soon noticed that she was missing training. She joined a triathlon club near her hospital in Nottingham, where she was working in oncology. At that time, the focus was on socialising as much as the training, as she and the other members would head off to the pub after swimming. She loved it – and a passion for sport really started to develop.


    It was when Gossage moved back to Cambridge to do her PhD that her commitment to the sport shifted up a gear. On paper, the Cambridge course was the best in the business, and its status was one of the factors that drew her to it. But in practice, she initially found the academic work of the PhD unfulfilling. Previously, when she had been working with patients in hospital, the sense of intrinsic reward in her work was undeniable.


    ‘If you go the extra mile in hospital, you know you have probably made someone’s life that little bit easier. So you can go home even on the worst day recognising that you’ve done something worthwhile,’ she explained. ‘I didn’t have that with my PhD, certainly not at the start.’


    She spent her days working on her own, staring down microscopes at growing cells, not getting the support she wanted. She was being starved of the face-to-face interaction with patients that she found so rewarding, and which had been such an important factor in her choosing to study medicine in the first place.


     

    ‘I wasn’t seeing patients, I was stuck in a lab, I didn’t really know what I was doing or what the point of my PhD was, I felt I had no purpose and no job satisfaction,’ she told me. ‘And that’s when training became training rather than exercising, and I started to get better at triathlon.’


    In search once again of something to focus on, Gossage again sought out a triathlon club, but the vibe at the Cambridge club was altogether more serious than it had been in Nottingham. Initially she found it somewhat disconcerting, but that changed when she noticed she was getting stronger and faster. The sport became an ever-more alluring hobby, which provided a reliable sense of satisfaction on those not infrequent days when she finished working on her PhD feeling rudderless.


    It was while training at the Cambridge triathlon club that Gossage met Helen Davis, who was a primary school teacher at the time and had been for the best part of twenty-five years. Despite having studied psychology at university and assuming that she would pursue a career in the subject, she had fallen into teaching. By the time she met Gossage, Davis was feeling increasingly disillusioned with her job.


    ‘I got to the point where I had been teaching for a long time, and I was definitely starting to feel that it was getting me down a bit. I had been teaching maths and English so long, day after day,’ she told me. ‘Over time I started to wonder What other jobs are there out there?’


    While they didn’t know it at first, the friendship that developed between Lucy Gossage and Helen Davis was to have a profound impact on both their lives. They would go on to challenge and subsequently dismantle some of each other’s unconscious limiting beliefs, which would reshape their lives – and how they chose to live them – in profound ways.


    BRINGING LIMITING BELIEFS OUT OF THE SHADOWS


    At the Cambridge triathlon club, Davis rarely got involved in the running and cycling. She was first and foremost a swimmer, and had competed at a high level since her teenage years. The first time she came across Gossage was therefore while swimming lengths in the club pool. While Davis was a regular in the fastest lane, it took Gossage a while to graduate to it, by which point her triathlon results had started to improve and she had been marked out as someone with serious athletic potential.


    Davis noticed that while Gossage was becoming more and more successful at triathlon, and was committed to doing everything she could to improve her stroke in the pool, she was also in the habit of talking down her swimming ability. Their coach would be poolside, setting a time target, which she would swear blind she had no chance of making – before managing it every time.


    The fact that Gossage was, by that point, an increasingly successful competitor who had started winning age-group races while insisting that she was no good at swimming was a jarring contrast. How could someone who was so good at her chosen sport that she was even considering turning professional simultaneously swear that she was no good at one of the fundamental elements of the sport? It didn’t make sense, and Davis quietly resolved to help her see how irrational that belief was.


    Along with an eclectic bunch of other sporty types from the triathlon club, the pair of them began having brunch together after swimming sessions. It was while chatting over food and drink post-training that Davis gently began suggesting that Gossage’s assessment of her own swimming ability wasn’t entirely in keeping with reality.


    While listening to Gossage disparage her own swimming ability, Davis began to wonder whether she could help her, by drawing attention to the way she talked her swimming down before challenging some of the underlying thoughts and limiting beliefs that were driving her way of speaking.


    That in turn got Davis’s mental cogs whirring in other ways, reigniting the idea of pursuing a career in psychology. While scanning for options online, she stumbled across a master’s in sport and exercise psychology. As soon as she read about the course, she felt a sense of excitement about what it might entail, and promptly printed all the details out and stuck them on the side in her kitchen. Over the following days and weeks, she kept looking at these pieces of paper, thinking how much she liked the sound of the course.


    It wasn’t as simple as taking the plunge and signing up, however. There appeared to be a plethora of reasons as to why doing the course was not feasible. Davis was in her early forties at the time, with three kids and a steady income from teaching – and she hadn’t written an essay in over twenty years. Wasn’t she too old to start over? It all seemed a bit far-fetched.


    But Davis was surrounded by people who, like Gossage, increasingly embraced an attitude of seeing life as an adventure to explore. Their enthusiasm and propensity to challenge her way of thinking were just the nudge that she needed. Without that support and encouragement, Davis reckons she might have played it safe. But instead she decided to take a chance, and went home to tell her husband that she was going to apply for the psychology course.


    ‘My memory of those conversations was around Helen saying that she wanted to do the master’s, but was a bit scared about dropping the stability,’ Gossage told me. ‘And I remember saying something along the lines of, “Just do it! You don’t know what’s going to happen and you’re never going to know unless you try.”’


    Believing you are too old to make a career change, and so staying in a job you don’t like, is one example of a self-limiting belief. There may be several reasons why taking the leap might not be a good idea, but being too old is likely not one of them. The idea underpinning such a belief may be that to stay put is the safer option. But as we explored in


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 2, we never know what’s around the corner in life; the truth is, safety and security is something of an illusion.


    Being surrounded by encouraging people at home, as well as at the triathlon club, made Davis’s decision to retrain in her forties more palatable. That’s not to say it was all plain sailing, however. Doubts and uncertainty were present from the start. When writing her very first assignment, she thought she wouldn’t be able to do it. ‘I had no idea whether what I was writing was what they wanted, and it was very scary,’ she said.


    But rather than give in to those feelings of doubt and fear, she ploughed on. To successfully juggle the coursework with teaching and raising three kids, she would get up at four-thirty in the morning – something she was already familiar with from her years of early morning swimming training – motivated by the new academic world she was dipping her toe into. Because of the excitement she felt exploring a subject she had a passion for, she even looked forward to getting up at such an ungodly hour.


    There is a common phenomenon known as the ‘sunk-cost fallacy’. It is when people or businesses follow through on a particular endeavour simply because they have already invested a lot of time and money into it. In Davis’s case, that would have meant remaining as a teacher, despite the frustration she was feeling, because of all the years she had put into the profession. But fortunately she listened to her intuition, helped in no small way by the support and enthusiasm of Gossage, and took a calculated risk. It paid off.


    The skills that Davis learnt as a teacher ended up serving her well once she had qualified as a sports psychologist. She is someone who is able to explain psychological concepts in an easy-to-understand, digestible way, which I am sure in part stems from her years explaining things to children in a classroom. And, perhaps because she spent so long as a teacher, I’ve noticed she’s not overly identified with her new role, which I find really endearing. Psychology is something she does, it’s not who she is. It’s an outlook that marks her out as authentic and easy to relate to, which has the added bonus of making her better at her job.


    While Davis was still working on her master’s, she had begun applying the principles she was learning to her own swimming to great effect. Soon she decided to ask Gossage if she would be interested in doing a few sessions with her. Davis sold the idea to her on the basis that she was repeatedly dismissing her abilities as a swimmer, despite all the evidence to the contrary. Imagine how much better she could be if she didn’t start every session telling herself that she was rubbish?


    The initial sessions she did with Davis went smoothly, laying the foundation for them to work together in an official capacity once Davis had got her PhD and qualified as a psychologist. ‘When we decided to do some stuff formally, I was nervous about it, partly because it only works if you’re honest and you have to open up,’ Gossage told me. ‘I’ve never had counselling, but actually it’s not very different in that it’s only as good as you let it be. It can be quite painful in some ways, to accept that ultimately what you thought you were really good at, perhaps you actually aren’t.’


    At that time, Gossage thought that her mind was her strongest asset. In many ways it was: her work ethic couldn’t be questioned, and she was always capable of motivating herself to take action and push through a pain or boredom threshold. But in other ways her mind was her Achilles heel, not least in the swimming pool, where she was prone to doing herself down. Had she not worked with Davis, and become aware of her ingrained patterns of thinking, the conviction that her mind was a definitively positive asset could itself have remained a limiting belief.


    In one of their early sessions, they were going through Gossage’s previous competition results. It quickly became clear that she was engaging in what Davis calls ‘put-down thinking’. Despite all the success Gossage was increasingly having in triathlon, she could always come up with an external reason as to why she had done well. Perhaps one of her competitors had had an off day, for example.


    ‘I remember this really clearly. Helen pointed out that I had been on the podium lots of times and won a load of races – or come second or third – and she simply asked, “Do you really believe they were all flukes?” And I realised that I couldn’t answer yes,’ Gossage told me. ‘And that’s when the penny dropped. I realised I had a lot of beliefs that were limiting me. I’m a rational person, yet she showed me that so many of my beliefs were actually completely irrational.’


     

    THERE IS NOTHING EITHER GOOD OR BAD, BUT THINKING MAKES IT SO


    Since qualifying as a sports psychologist, Helen Davis has forged a successful new career. As I write, she has recently returned from working with the England team competing at the women’s rugby World Cup in New Zealand – where England narrowly lost in the final to the hosts – and I frequently see her at Wimbledon where she works with some of Britain’s brightest tennis talents. She clearly loves her work and is in high demand, so her brave middle-aged career leap has proved to be a wise move.


    One of the areas I have particularly liked speaking to Davis about is Rational Emotional Behavioural Therapy – REBT – which was developed by Dr Albert Ellis in the 1950s and is believed to be the earliest form of cognitive behavioural therapy. Ellis was greatly influenced by the great stoic philosophers of Ancient Greece and Rome, including the renowned slave turned Greek philosopher Epictetus.


    One of Epictetus’s most famous quotes reads, ‘It’s not events that upset us but our judgements about events.’ That very sentiment is one of the principal philosophies of REBT. Ellis was quick to point out that events are, in and of themselves, entirely neutral. It is our thoughts about said events that dictate how we experience them and whether they upset us. The aim of REBT is therefore to uncover, examine and ultimately disentangle ourselves from limiting, rigid and debilitating thoughts and beliefs.


    ‘A lot of people have what we call A to C thinking, where they think that it is the event that’s causing their emotional disturbance,’ Davis told me. ‘But actually, people react in different ways to different situations.’


    In A to C thinking, A stands for adversity, or the ‘activating event’. Imagine someone walking down the street who notices a colleague on the other side of the road and waves at them. The gesture isn’t reciprocated. One person might think that they are being intentionally ignored and so feel either sad or angry. Someone else might simply assume that their colleague must have had something else on their mind, or not noticed the waving in the first place, and so move on with their day without feeling any emotional disturbance. Same scenario, two different emotional outcomes.


    In this example, your colleague not waving back is A, the adversity. C stands for the emotional consequence, for example the anger or sadness someone might feel. But the key thing to remember is that between and A and a C comes a B – which stands for belief. The point is to establish that it’s the belief you have about the initial ‘activating event’ – that the colleague was intentionally ignoring the person because they didn’t like them, for example – that causes the upset, and not the event itself.


    Recognising that this model is true is the easy bit. Uncovering the limiting beliefs you have can be more challenging. For example, Gossage was convinced that her mind was her strongest asset. She had no reason to think otherwise until she started working with Davis, when it rapidly became clear that, at least in some ways, it wasn’t. If someone like Gossage – who is fiercely bright – can have such a foundational belief shaken, how many of the beliefs that the rest of us carry about ourselves, colouring our experience, could be wrong?


    MUSTERBATION


    When Albert Ellis died in 2007 at the age of ninety-three, the New York Times described him as ‘one of the most influential and provocative figures in modern psychology’, as well as ‘irreverent and charismatic’. He certainly had a way with words. He frequently spoke about the danger of ‘musterbation’, which he identified as the primary irrational belief that someone can hold.


    It’s a sticky word – no pun intended – that points to one of the fundamental ideas of REBT, which is all to do with expecting things to go exactly as we would like them. ‘There are three “must”s that hold us back,’ Ellis explained. ‘I must do well. You must treat me well. And the world must be easy.’


     

    I MUST DO WELL


    Let’s dig into these irrational and stress-inducing beliefs, starting with the idea that ‘I must do well’ (and if I don’t – then I am no good). Seeing as I am arguing that ‘success’ is not the panacea or path to the inner peace we all want, this is a particularly important area to explore. In clinging to a thought like ‘I must do well’, the chances are you are increasing how uptight and stressed you feel, particularly over an extended period of time.


    After all – why must you do well? If you don’t do well, is that really such a big deal in the grand scheme of things? Of course, it makes total sense to try our best in any particular endeavour, but after that – what more can we do? Why set ourselves an impossibly high standard by fixating on always achieving a positive outcome? No one does well in everything they do, in every area of life – no matter how ‘successful’ the world deems them to be.


    There is a big difference between wanting something and believing that you must have it. The former is a far more realistic and compassionate stance to take, whereas the latter is an absolute – and so falling short is bound to precipitate a feeling of angst.


    The reality is that there are few things in life that you absolutely must do. One person who illustrated this point rather well is the former England football manager Roy Hodgson, when talking about the propensity pundits, managers and fans have for describing a particular match as a ‘must-win’. ‘So, if the opposition are winning 2–0 and there are ten minutes to go,’ Hodgson said, ‘does it mean I’ve got to get a machine gun out and shoot them?’


    Why would someone think that they must do well? Albert Ellis suggested that it stems from a pre-occupation with what other people think of us. If we don’t do well, the belief goes, we are less likely to receive approval from other people.


    Approval can be enjoyable, but it is also very addictive. When we get it, it feels good. But when it is taken away, we may feel down and look for ways to get it back. It’s a never-ending pursuit. So, if we believe that we need approval to be happy, we are invariably setting ourselves up for disappointment and suffering – when the truth is we don’t need other people’s approval to be okay.


    We are all born whole and complete. However, we learn over time that some behaviours are welcome while others are not. Smiles of acceptance become frowns of disapproval. That doesn’t feel good. And so we typically learn to adapt our behaviour to ensure we receive approval and avoid criticism, to minimise the chances of experiencing pain and suffering. The first people we learn this from are typically our parents.


    When I first spoke to Lucy Gossage, she made it clear that one of the worst things you could ever call her would be arrogant. The thought of it made her shudder. ‘It’s one of the things I would absolutely hate anyone to think,’ she told me. That belief was established while she was still at school.


    She would consistently finish top of her class in tests, and while she was initially happy being outwardly competitive about her academic prowess, her mother discouraged it. As far as she was concerned, the outcome was largely unimportant, and the only thing that mattered was that she had tried her best. If she did happen to win, it certainly wasn’t something to shout from the rooftops about. Anything that could be construed as boasting or bragging was a big no-no in the Gossage family home. And so, even though Lucy hadn’t been born with this perspective, her patterns of thinking were increasingly conditioned in accordance with her parents’ outlook.


    Arrogance is a largely unappealing trait. Even when someone has achieved great things, they are not justified in looking down on others. After all, as we have already established, the conditions of our lives – including our talents, skills and traits – are fundamentally the result of circumstances outside of our control. And while you may be more ‘successful’ than someone else in one field, there is bound to be another area of life where you are not.


    The generally accepted wisdom is that arrogance is a defence against uncomfortable feelings, like shame or weakness, and is frequently rooted in insecurity. People desire to be admired and respected for their abilities and achievements, which they may have an inflated opinion about. Indeed, a 2019 study conducted by psychologists at the University of Missouri claims that we are all arrogant to some extent – although we don’t like to acknowledge it.


    Being perceived as arrogant is clearly something most people want to avoid. But being preoccupied with whether other people think you are arrogant, to the point that you are second-guessing yourself and adapting your behaviour to try and control how others think about you, can also be problematic.


    Gossage’s concern about other people’s perceptions of her has thrown up some challenges. For one, she struggled to discern between confidence – having faith in your abilities – and arrogance, which threatened to complicate things when she was competing.


    One of her first professional races was Ironman 70.3 Galway in 2011, which took place the day after she had gone part-time at work, to juggle triathlon and her PhD (70.3 is the total distance in miles the athletes cover during the race). One of Britain’s best ever triathletes, Rachel Joyce – who has twice finished second in the illustrious Ironman World Championships in Hawaii during her career and was one of the world’s best at the time – was a heavy favourite to finish first in the event in Ireland, and Gossage thought she had no chance of beating her.


    The weather on the day of the race was wet, windy and cold. The conditions were so bad, organisers decided to trim the length of the swim to 1, 000 metres for safety reasons. As the competitors finished the second leg of the event, a 56-mile bike ride, Joyce was in the lead by 90 seconds. It was a far smaller gap than Gossage, who had climbed into second place by that point, had expected.


    As she rushed to change into new socks and shoes, she was shocked to see Joyce only just starting the run. Her feet were numb because it was so cold, and Gossage briefly fumbled one of her trainers as she hurriedly prepared to head out for the final leg of the competition – a half-marathon. She still didn’t think she had a realistic chance of overhauling her illustrious competitor, and was happy enough at the prospect of finishing so close behind someone of Joyce’s quality.


    However, as the run unfolded, Gossage noticed that she was closing the gap on Joyce. While she kept chipping away at the lead, she also struggled with the idea of moving ahead into first place. It felt as if she was doing something wrong. Eventually, she had to consciously tell herself that she was actually allowed to overtake Joyce.


    Upon finishing the race in first place, one of the first things Gossage did was make a beeline for Joyce to say sorry for having beaten her – betraying the fact that she was preoccupied with what her opponent thought about her. Joyce was bemused, and swiftly pointed out that there was no need for her to apologise, before graciously congratulating her on her well-deserved win.


    When we first spoke, years after that memorable Galway victory, Gossage told me she can still struggle to differentiate between confidence and arrogance. She found working with Helen Davis on having confidence in her abilities ‘really uncomfortable’, because it was a deeply rooted psychological groove embedded in childhood and her upbringing.


    By way of contrast, I recall a conversation I had with the biggest promoter in boxing and owner of Matchroom Sports, Eddie Hearn. He spoke with conviction about how ‘winning was everything’. Again, that belief appeared to stem from his upbringing. If he was playing a game of cricket while growing up, he told me, his father – Barry Hearn, the founder and President of Matchroom Sports and Chairman of the Professional Darts Corporation – might tell him to make sure he went out and scored a 50.


    Clearly that type of parenting, where the outcome was emphasised, had a big impact on Hearne’s way of looking at the world. In order to step out of his father’s shadow and ‘be his own person’, he needed to ‘do something special’, he told me. While being perceived as arrogant was something Gossage didn’t want, Hearne was more concerned about outperforming his dad and winning – which he describes as the ‘harsh reality of life’.


     

    So, are either of those beliefs definitively true? No. They are conditioned patterns of thinking that stem from early experience. That’s not to cast judgement on either way of looking at the world – after all, we all have our own ‘guiding fictions’ that stem from our early experiences. However, it is fair to say that neither having someone think of you as arrogant, nor not ‘winning’, actually defines who you are. Albert Ellis put it in his usual blunt way when he said, ‘most of what we call anxiety is overconcern about what someone thinks of you’.


    There is clearly value in bringing our limiting beliefs, and those ‘guiding fictions’ that tend to ultimately be seeking approval, out of the shadows. Until we do that, they may direct our actions without us even realising it. As Carl Jung said, ‘until you make the unconscious conscious, it will direct your life and you will call it fate’.


    All of us tend to want to fit in and be liked, but the reality is we don’t actually need to live our lives trying to conform to how other people think – or more accurately how we think they think – we should behave or do. We can’t actually know what thoughts other people are having, and much of the time our interpretations will be wide of the mark. The conditioned prism through which we evaluate the world is invariably at least somewhat different from everyone we encounter.


    Allow me to illustrate this with the example of Team GB’s women’s rowing quad, who won silver medals at the Beijing Olympics in 2008. Of the four women in that team – Debbie Flood, Dame Katherine Grainger, Annie Vernon and Frances Houghton – I have individually interviewed all but Flood. I learned from them that the team desperately wanted to win gold, having dominated the previous year’s World Championships in spectacular fashion, and were hugely disappointed to finish second in the final behind China.


    Dame Katherine Grainger spoke about a feeling of ‘complete devastation’, as well as a sense of having let her country, coach, family and friends down – even though she also acknowledged that everyone tried to reassure her that a silver medal was still a tremendous success, and no one ever said they were disappointed in her or her crew.


    Meanwhile, Annie Vernon told me, ‘A lot of people miss out on gold medals at the Olympics, but nobody was as devastated as we are. That’s not healthy. That’s a problem with the way we were doing things. And that’s the key lesson that I try to take into my life every day now just to not put too much of yourself into your achievements and into results.’


    Back to Helen Davis, for whom the belief ‘I must do well’ also had a negative impact. When she was just starting out doing her master’s degree in psychology, she was also preparing to compete in the National Swimming Championships in Sheffield. Looking ahead to the event, she was determined to swim the 50 metres freestyle in under 30 seconds for the first time, having previously come close on several occasions. ‘That was my goal, and I kept saying, I must do it,’ she told me.


    However, when the time came, she completed the race in a time of 30.2 seconds, and promptly burst into tears. That was when she realised she needed to do something differently. She loved competing in Sheffield, and yet found herself in tears simply because she had swam 0.3 seconds slower than she wanted to.


    Albert Ellis used to say, ‘Be gentle with yourself while striving to do your best.’ Those words became something of a mantra for Davis while doing her PhD. In doing so, she let go of thoughts and language like ‘I must’ and ‘I should’. That took some of the self-induced pressure off, and she soon went on to swim the 50 metres freestyle in a time of 29.98 seconds.


    In sport, you often hear people say that the team or athlete who wants it more will win. But is that actually true? As we’ve seen from Davis’s example, believing that you ‘must’ win can actually constrict your performance. Wanting to achieve a particular outcome while recognising that it is fine if it doesn’t happen may actually be a healthier, and ultimately more successful, outlook to take.


     

    YOU MUST TREAT ME WELL & THE WORLD MUST BE EASY


    Having explored the limiting belief that we must do well, and that we need other people’s approval, let’s briefly move on to the second of Ellis’s ‘musts’ – ‘you must treat me well’ – and if you don’t you are bad and deserve your comeuppance.


    This may sound a little harsh, but that was Albert Ellis’s way of highlighting the kind of thoughts that are relatively common. After all, when someone hasn’t done something that they said they would do, haven’t you felt frustrated and even resentful? I know I have. But while we may want to be treated well all the time, that’s not the kind of world we live in. We are all fallible human beings, with positive and negative attributes, and we all make mistakes.


    Does it really matter if someone says something you find to be upsetting? Could it be that they are actually doing you a favour? If someone calls you insecure, for example, you might feel angry and want to seek revenge – but doesn’t that suggest you are indeed insecure? It might not feel comfortable, but the reality is you may actually benefit from acknowledging and accepting this fact, as it reveals an area where you are not free internally, rather than demanding that people avoid brushing against your inner wounds.


    Ellis was of the view that this second limiting belief – you must treat me well – brings out the worst in people and can lead to conflict and hostility. Individuals and groups may demand that you agree with their beliefs and dogmas, and if you don’t, you’ll be sorry.


    Which brings us to the final ‘musterbation’ habit that Albert Ellis identified, which is the belief that ‘the world must be easy’. The fact is, we will all encounter pain, illness, tragedy and death in our lives at some point. Suffering is part of life – and resisting this fact causes us more misery than is necessary.


    In her job working in oncology, Lucy Gossage regularly encounters tragic circumstances. She has to tell people that their cancer treatment is not working, and that they have just months to live. ‘People often think that oncology is really depressing, and of course, it is sad, it really is. It’s often heart breaking,’ she told me. ‘But you really do see humans at their best too.’


    Gossage shared the tragically illuminating story of a young man in his early twenties with me. He was walking down the street before tripping on a kerb, breaking his leg in the process. While treating his injury, doctors discovered a massive cancer in his thigh bone. He had to spend ten weeks in traction, unable to leave his bed, while being poisoned by chemotherapy drugs. When that treatment didn’t have the desired result, doctors told him that they had no choice but to amputate his leg, before putting him through another five months of chemotherapy.


    ‘I asked this young man – as I do many of my patients – “If I had told you a year ago that you would have to go through what you have done, how do you think you would have coped?” He replied, “I couldn’t have coped”, and I said, “but you just have done”,’ Gossage told me. ‘Every one of my patients who goes through something like that, they think they won’t be able to cope, but every single person does.’


    LANGUAGE AND LIMITING BELIEFS


    After having announced herself as a triathlete of the highest calibre by beating Rachel Joyce in Ireland in 2011, Gossage went from strength to strength. The following year, she won the Barcelona Ironman, finishing in under nine hours – something only a very elite band of women have been able to do. And all this while still working part-time. In 2013, having won Ironman UK for the first time, she was voted female Long Distance Triathlete of the Year by British Triathlon.


    However, despite the success she was increasingly having in triathlon, she still tended to chalk her successes up to luck. ‘She always came up with a reason for why she was successful, and why a certain outcome had occurred,’ Helen Davis explained. Gossage’s fear of coming across as arrogant was likely still lurking beneath the surface.


    Davis encouraged Gossage to start paying attention to the type of language she used, in order to bring some of her limiting beliefs out of the shadows. And herein lies a key point: that by being interested in the type of words we are prone to using, we can get a sense of the patterns of thinking that may be problematic. Words like ‘I must’, ‘I should’, and ‘I have to’ are definite red flags. They do not accurately represent reality.


    After finally finishing her PhD, Gossage decided to take the plunge and take a sabbatical from her career in medicine. She became a full-time professional triathlete in 2014, at the age of thirty-four. She won more elite-level Ironman events in 2014 and 2015, including a second Ironman UK title, but it was in 2016 – her last full-time year as a professional athlete before returning to work in oncology – that her partnership with Davis really bore fruit.


    That year, Gossage achieved some terrific results – but all against the backdrop of extremely challenging circumstances. ‘People would think it was an amazing year, but actually I had something big to contend with before every single race,’ she says.


    She finished second in Ironman New Zealand, despite having missed three months of training and having only started running ten days before the race because of injury. To complicate matters further, she suffered a bicycle wheel puncture during the race: the sort of thing that she acknowledges would likely have previously derailed her. But, rather than let the puncture break her stride, she accepted it, didn’t take the ensuing doubts about her chances as facts, and still finished the race in second place.


    Later that year, before Ironman UK, Gossage split up with a boyfriend days before the event was due to start, which led her to doubt whether she would even be able to compete. ‘I didn’t know how I was going to be able to do it because I was such a wreck emotionally,’ she told me. But not only did Gossage successfully compete, she crossed the line in first place – even managing to perform her trademark finishing line jig (called ‘doing a Lucy’), before peeling away and bursting into tears when out of eyeshot.


     

    And then there was the Ironman World Championships, in October 2016. The World Championships, held on a course in Hawaii called Kona, is the pinnacle of Ironman and would have been the ideal way for Gossage to go out on a high before returning to medicine, had she not broken her collarbone shortly before it was due to start. ‘I felt like my world had just fallen apart because it was eight weeks before the World Championships, and I was shortly due to be going back to work,’ she told me. ‘My career as a triathlete appeared to be fizzling out. I didn’t want that to be how it ended. Those were my initial reactions.’


    Gossage and Davis stepped up their work together to try and get her ready for Kona. ‘I remember the shock of the collarbone break happening,’ Davis told me. ‘But very quickly, I remember Lucy became like a woman possessed. She was so determined to do everything she could to get on the start line.’


    After having surgery on her collarbone, Gossage didn’t entertain any limiting beliefs that she would be unable to train in the pool to get ready for the World Championships. However, that isn’t to say she wasn’t limited. When she resumed training Gossage was unable to move her arm, and so strapped it to the side of her torso to allow her to still be able to swim lengths, albeit one-handed.


    Gossage made it to Kona, by which time she had the use of her arm back. She finished a remarkable ninth – her best ever result at the World Championships and the highest position by any British woman at the event – and one spot higher than she had managed the previous year, when her preparation had been, by comparison, ideal.


    Surpassing her wildest expectations in 2016, despite facing setback after setback, made Gossage reassess her plans. Prior to Kona, she thought that her days of competing professionally were over, and that she would be returning to medicine full-time. But having seen what was possible in 2016 despite the setbacks she went through, she had a complete rethink.


     

    ‘Had I not broken my collarbone, I suspect I wouldn’t have continued racing when I went back to work,’ Gossage told me. ‘The work that I’d done with Helen that allowed me to race so well in Kona despite the collarbone showed me that firstly, you can race well despite having vastly limited training compared to what I thought was required, and secondly, it showed me that I still really loved competing and wasn’t ready to give it up.’


    When she did return to her work as an oncologist, she chose to continue competing – and continued to win elite Ironman events including a fourth Ironman UK in 2017. But her experience in elite triathlon, and the work she had done bringing limiting beliefs to the surface and seeing through them, didn’t just allow her to enjoy competitive success and its associated rewards. It prompted a complete reappraisal in how she chose to spend her time, and what she wanted out of life and her career.


    ‘Before triathlon, I was very much on a career ladder, climbing up as quickly as possible, but not really thinking about where I wanted to go and where the ladder was taking me,’ she told me. ‘But I don’t want to just be at the top of the ladder just because it’s at the top, I’d much rather be lower down the ladder that I’m on. And I work part time, so I have lots of time to do other projects that I’m passionate about. I don’t say yes to stuff just because it’s prestigious, or it might look good, I only say yes to stuff that I really want to do. And I’m so happy that I’ve let myself come off that stupid career ladder, because you never get the best out of yourself if you’re doing something just because it’s prestigious.’


    Gossage eventually decided to work in oncology for three days a week rather than five. It was actually a decision that was helped by a conversation she heard on my podcast. It was the first episode I recorded with Ed Jackson, an ex-rugby player turned charity fundraiser and TV presenter who broke his neck diving into a shallow swimming pool, an experience not unlike Henry Fraser’s. Jackson was told he would never walk again but made a remarkable recovery, eventually climbing mountains despite being a ‘walking quadriplegic’.


     

    Jackson shared a formula with me about how he decides to spend his time. After his remarkable story of recovery became public, he was in high demand for talks and appearances. He was initially inclined to say yes to every opportunity, but then noticed he was starting to feel burnt out and was neglecting the vital work necessary to aid in his own physical recovery.


    The formula Jackson came up with goes like this: he weighs up each opportunity to three factors: how much time it will take, its intrinsic value – how much he would enjoy it as well as how much value it would provide to other people – and its extrinsic value, which is simply how much it would pay. Jackson would score things accordingly, so a time commitment for a given event might be worth ten points, its extrinsic value five, and its intrinsic twenty. Having totted up the scores for his various opportunities, he would ditch the bottom three.


    Gossage had just finished a long week at the hospital and was leaving work on a Friday evening disappointed that she felt she had been unable to give the best of herself to a patient. She listened to Ed Jackson explain his formula and it immediately resonated, prompting her to implement a similar system in her own life.


    After hearing Jackson talk about the value he put on doing things for other people, Gossage recognised that she too derived huge satisfaction from helping others. During her time as a professional athlete, Gossage found the self-centred nature of the job challenging. ‘Your whole life is based around making yourself quicker, and I struggled with the fact that I felt like it was a bit pointless, and it felt very selfish,’ Gossage said.


    And so in 2018, Gossage used some of the extra time she had to set up the ‘5k Your Way. Move Against Cancer’ charity with Gemma Hillier-Moses, an international runner who was diagnosed with cancer at the age of twenty-four. Gossage’s idea was to encourage people living with cancer, along with their friends and families, to experience the significant physical and mental benefits exercising can have.


    The night before the first charity meet-up, Gossage and Hillier-Moses were chatting. ‘We were like, “What if nobody comes?”’ Gossage told me. ‘And we both said, “It doesn’t matter. If it’s just us, we’ll go for a run.” And getting rid of the fear of failure is definitely something that has changed my whole life.’


    Coming back to the irrational belief I must do well briefly, the fact that Gossage has managed to rid herself of her fear of failure indicates that she has lessened the grip of the need for approval that keeps so many of us in a bind. It has enabled her to construct her life in such a way as to derive as much enjoyment as she can from it, while making a huge difference to the lives of so many people. I think the work she does is truly remarkable.


    As it was, lots of people did turn up to that first 5k Your Way get-together. The charity has since grown exponentially and made a huge impact, with currently nearly 100 groups of people who have been affected in some way by cancer, and over 1,500 members across the UK and Ireland. They run, support, cheer and volunteer at Parkrun on the last Saturday of every month.


    At the end of 2022, Gossage and another of the 5k Your Way ambassadors, Lizzie Paddock, were nominated for the One Big Thank You Prize, awarded to them by Jessica Ennis-Hill on the BBC’s The One Show. Some of the people living with cancer who have taken part in the charity runs spoke powerfully about the huge impact it has had on their lives, while others talked about the ‘support and love they [Gossage and Paddock] provide to everybody’.


    The potential that 5k Your Way has to touch the lives of so many more people is enormous. However, had Gossage not taken the plunge and worked with Helen Davis to question some of her limiting beliefs, then she probably wouldn’t have reflected as deeply on what she truly wanted from life and the charity would have been unlikely to come into being. Her story undoubtedly shows the value of questioning our guiding narratives.


    When I asked Davis to outline the process through which someone could unearth and dissolve their limiting beliefs, she spoke about the value of paying attention to the language you use. Question what impact thoughts like I must or I should are having on you. More likely they will be a hindrance rather than a help.


     

    POSITIVE BELIEFS ARE UNNECESSARY


    Letting go of limiting beliefs can be a powerful process for anyone to go through. Acknowledging the extent to which our experience is shaped by the beliefs we hold, and recognising that events are in and of themselves neutral – and our upset is caused by how our mind perceives them – can be transformative.


    We suffer because of the thoughts and beliefs we have about a situation. From this shouldn’t be happening (the world must be easy) to I am a failure (I must do well), when we believe our limiting beliefs, we cause ourselves distress. If we are able to see through such patterns of thinking, we can save ourselves from unnecessary disquiet.


    One question to consider is – once we have become aware of limiting beliefs and worked to first question them before ultimately letting them go – do we need to replace them with other more ‘positive’ beliefs, as the conventional wisdom tends to suggest?


    The consensus is that developing positive beliefs is important. But is that true? It’s clear that limiting beliefs can be debilitating, but I’m not so sure that believing you can do something is entirely necessary to make it so. One story that Lucy Gossage shared with me helps illustrate this.


    The year before she turned professional, she was competing in an Ironman race. She was in first position as she came off the bike, with a marathon left to run. A short while after setting off, she realised that she had left her timer on her bike, and so wouldn’t be able to track the speed at which she was running. Ordinarily she ran seven-minute miles, which was the pace she thought she was capable of maintaining over twenty-six miles. When she crossed the finish line, however, she was surprised to find out that she had run considerably faster than she had previously believed she was capable of.


    ‘I ran probably thirty seconds a mile quicker than I would have done had I been wearing that run timer,’ Gossage told me. ‘But actually, by not having it, I just ran as hard as I could, and I ran so much quicker, and that was really insightful as well.’


     

    Gossage hadn’t believed that she was capable of running at such a quick pace, but by leaving her timer on the bike, the limiting beliefs about what she was capable of had been removed. They hadn’t been replaced with new, more ‘positive’ beliefs; she had simply explored what was possible and surprised herself in the process. Losing an illusion can be more powerful than developing new beliefs.


    Lucy Gossage was adamant that her mind was her strongest asset. It was a belief that gave her confidence, and yet, when she questioned it with Helen Davis, she found that that too was a limiting belief to some degree. An attitude of exploration and open acceptance – of self, other and the world – can be far more powerful than any set of beliefs, however upbeat or empowering they may seem to be.


    
  


  
     

    7 There is nothing fixed about you but awareness


    You have probably heard about the concept of ‘a growth mindset’. It is a term that has become ubiquitous in recent years across sport, business and education. From the locker room to the boardroom and the classroom, you can find posters extolling the importance of having a growth mindset if you want to be ‘successful’.


    The term was coined by the Stanford professor Carol Dweck, who wrote the book Mindset: The New Psychology of Success. In it, she describes a growth mindset as ‘the belief that your basic qualities are things you can cultivate through your efforts, strategies and help from others’, and suggests that such a belief can be developed through relatively simple interventions, which can then have a profound impact on outcomes.


    According to Dweck, the opposite of a ‘growth mindset’ is a ‘fixed mindset’. In a nutshell, someone with a fixed mindset is said to believe that their basic qualities – including their personality, intelligence and abilities – are predetermined and permanent. The fixed mindset, Dweck claims, is something that limits achievement.


    What I hope to illustrate in this chapter is that nobody has a definitively fixed mindset. Any ‘mindset’ is prone to changing, because thoughts are continually changing. In fact, I’m going to go even further and suggest that there is nothing fundamentally fixed about us at all – except for awareness. Why is this important? Well, if we can really understand, and more importantly, see this, then we can do away with a significant amount of psychological suffering.


     

    To make this point, I want to take us back to August 2004, to the US Open Tennis Championships. That tournament, the final major of the year, was a transitional one for British tennis. It marked the beginning of the end of the Tim Henman era, and the start of the age of Andy Murray, who was competing in that year’s boy’s singles.


    However, in the build-up to the tournament in New York, attention was heaped on one junior player – and it wasn’t the Scot. Gaël Monfils was three quarters of the way to a calendar junior Grand Slam, having won on the hardcourts of Melbourne, the clay of the French Open and the lawns of Wimbledon. He was aiming to become just the second junior player in history to win all four major junior tournaments in a calendar year.


    The eighteen-year-old Frenchman had been an athletics prodigy at school, having won the French under-thirteen and under-fourteen 100-metre championships. However, Monfils’s passion for tennis meant that he never explored running professionally. His eye-catching athleticism was however part of the reason that he was such an outstanding prospect with a racket, along with his big forehand and outstanding defensive skills.


    Monfils was understandably a heavy favourite to win in New York in 2004, but his Grand Slam season ended limply, as he fell to a shock defeat in the third round. Instead it was Andy Murray who walked away with the US Open Boys’ trophy in the final – the first Brit to win the junior event in New York.


    Murray’s victory came just a couple of days after Tim Henman had reached the sixth, and final, Grand Slam semi-final of his career. It was clear by that point that his best chances of winning a major were in the rear-view mirror, and his charge to the last four in New York for the first and final time was something of a last hurrah. Later that year, having just passed his thirtieth birthday, he began a gradual slide down the world rankings and never again passed the third round in a Major.


    The prospect of Henman’s decline was a frightening one for Britain’s tennis enthusiasts, myself included. Henman and Greg Rusedski, who had switched allegiances from Canada to Britain in 1995, had taken tennis in this country to new heights over the previous decade. As their careers wound down, the prospect of British tennis returning to its previous humdrum state was a very real one.


    But just as it looked like British men’s tennis might be about to stare into the abyss once more, Andy Murray announced himself as someone potentially capable of taking up the mantle. While there were no guarantees, as many junior Grand Slam champions fail to make even the slightest dent on the senior tour, Murray’s victory meant there was a real buzz about his long-term prospects.


    That was despite the fact that, from an international perspective, Gaël Monfils arguably looked the better bet to go on and reach the pinnacle of their sport. Having been named International Tennis Federation Youth World Champion in 2004, he started the following season with a bang, moving up to the professional tour.


    In his opening match of the year, Monfils claimed the scalp of the defending French Open champion and world number 10, Gaston Gaudio. Monfils went on to reach the third round at Wimbledon on what was his inaugural senior visit and picked up his first professional tour title a month later in Poland. He finished 2005 as the world number 30 and was crowned the ATP newcomer of the year.


    Andy Murray certainly made his mark in 2005, the year he made his professional debut, too. His first really big singles splash came after he was handed a wild-card for the annual Wimbledon warm-up event at the Queen’s Club in London. He impressively won two matches to set up a third-round clash with the former Australian Open Champion Thomas Johansson.


    I was working for the Lawn Tennis Association at the time, which was then based at Queen’s, and grabbed the opportunity to secure a spot in the centre court stands to watch Britain’s brightest prospect square off against a Grand Slam winner. It was a compelling match, with Murray’s crafty all-court game on full display. But one image in particular from that match will forever stay in my memory.


     

    After splitting the first two sets on tie-breaks, the match headed into a deciding set where Murray’s physical condition took a dramatic turn for the worse. At 5-5, while moving across the baseline to hit a forehand directly below where I was sat in the stands, Murray was struck down by injury, stopping in his tracks and performing a pirouette, before crumpling to the floor. It was an alarming sight.


    Fortunately, it wasn’t as serious as it initially looked. Murray was struggling with cramp, and managed to get back on his feet to finish the match, but lost the deciding set 7-5. Afterwards Johansson was asked about Murray’s potential, and the Swede replied, ‘We can start with the top 50 for sure. After that, it all depends – he has to work hard.’


    A few weeks later at Wimbledon, Murray again reached the third round. On that occasion he faced the former finalist David Nalbandian, and again he ran out of steam physically. At the US Open towards the end of 2005, he vomited during his first-round match, before again succumbing to cramp in the second round. While his potential was clear, so was his relative physical frailty. Question marks were being asked about his fitness, as well as his ‘languorous demeanour’, to use the words of Stephen Bierley in the Guardian.


    Monfils and Murray played each other at a Grand Slam for the first time the following year, in 2006, at the French Open. Despite leading by two sets to one, Murray again faded as the match went on, timidly losing the fourth and fifth sets 6-2 6-1. It seemed as if Monfils still had his nose in front in the race to reach the top of the sport.


    But as we now know, that’s not how things panned out. Murray’s tennis career has been Hall of Fame worthy. At the time of writing, he has won three Grand Slam singles titles, including two at Wimbledon, where he became the first British man to lift the trophy in seventy-seven years. He has reached a further eight major finals, won two Olympic gold medals – the first player in history to do so – and fourteen Masters 1000 titles, and was crowned the year-end world number one in 2016. On top of all that, he overcame a serious hip injury that required extensive ‘resurfacing’ surgery to return to the tour and battle his way back into the world’s top forty.


    Gaël Monfils, meanwhile, spent only a handful of weeks in the top ten over the course of his career. Despite his early promise, the Frenchman has not played in a senior Grand Slam final. He reached a career-high ranking of sixth in the world in 2016, and has won eleven tournaments to date, albeit no Masters titles (the level just below the Grand Slams). Some people argue that Monfils has not fulfilled his potential. But is that really the case?


    MINDSETS ARE ALWAYS CHANGING


    Back to Carol Dweck. According to her, Andy Murray is someone who epitomises what has come to be known as a ‘growth mindset’. I spoke to the affable Stanford psychologist about her work in 2020, on the very day that it was announced that that year’s Wimbledon Championship would be cancelled because of the COVID-19 pandemic.


    Dweck said that her career-defining research stemmed from her own formative experiences at school in the sixth grade. Her teacher Mrs Wilson seated pupils according to their IQ scores. Students like Dweck who had higher IQ scores were afforded special privileges, like being allowed to carry the American flag during assembly, while those at the other end of the table were denied any such responsibilities.


    While it is easy to imagine the impact this may have had on those pupils at the back of the class, who were being treated as if their lower IQs meant they were worth less, Dweck said it had a significant effect on her own psyche too. ‘It made me afraid of taking on challenges and making mistakes. It made me want to always keep that seat and show that I was a smart and therefore worthy person,’ she told me.


    In other words, Dweck was reluctant to attempt anything that would risk the approval she was getting as a result of her academic prowess. She told me that she didn’t want to take on any challenge that might call into question her identity as someone who had a high intelligence. Dweck was, she told me, triggered into having a fixed mindset.


    Several decades after that experience at school in Mrs Wilson’s class, Carol Dweck was working as a psychologist. She and her colleagues were taking a closer look at students and how they responded to setbacks. Some school pupils saw failure in catastrophic terms, they said, while others appeared to be motivated by it, as if it were an exciting challenge to be overcome.


    And so, in 1998, Dweck and her team published a study that suggested that pupils whose intelligence was praised after a test were less likely to take on a fresh challenge than those who had been commended specifically for their effort. The research was picked up in an article by Malcolm Gladwell titled ‘The Talent Myth’. The idea really took off after the publication of Dweck’s book Mindset in 2006, which applied her theory to other domains outside the classroom, including sport.


    But what makes Andy Murray a good example of an athlete with a growth mindset according to Dweck’s ideas? Well, the most obvious area is the immense volume of work that he put in to transform himself from a gangly, seemingly fragile young player with question marks over his fitness into one of the strongest physical competitors in the game. The first really clear sign that Murray had stepped up the work he was doing on his physical conditioning happened at Wimbledon in 2008, when he played Richard Gasquet – another French player who had been a teen phenomenon, but who has not necessarily lived up to other people’s lofty expectations as a pro – in the fourth round on Centre Court.


    The Frenchman led by two sets to love before Murray clawed his way back into contention. The highlight of the match came when the Brit had set point in the third-set tie-break. Gasquet hit an angled volley that dragged Murray way outside the tramlines, and he scurried to retrieve it before threading a single-handed backhand pass down the line and then roaring in delight as the Centre Court crowd went berserk. Thereafter Murray took control, sealing the match with a service winner before turning to his team in the players’ box and whipping out his newly enlarged bicep.


    That five-set victory marked the start of a significant upturn in Murray’s form and results. A couple of months later, he reached his first Grand Slam final at the 2008 US Open. Despite a straight-sets defeat to Roger Federer in New York, he had proved that he was now physically strong enough to go toe to toe with the game’s best over five sets.


    But there was more work to be done. The following year, in 2009, Murray arrived at Wimbledon as the second seed. He made it to the semi-finals where he faced Andy Roddick, a player who was seemingly past his best and who Murray had already beaten once on the grass courts of SW19. The Brit was favourite to see off the big-serving American and book a spot in the final.


    On that occasion, Roddick rolled back the years to beat the British number one in four sets. I was working for Radio Wimbledon at the time, and after the match saw Roddick’s coach Larry Stefanki wandering past our studio in the grounds of the All England Club. I promptly grabbed him for an interview. The American told me that Murray needed to ‘recognise when to play offence’, and stop being as reactive on court. ‘He is going to have a great future if he gets to the point of recognising balls to attack and to come into the forecourt and play there rather than fifteen feet behind the baseline,’ Stefanki told me.


    That wasn’t the first time that Murray’s defensive style had been criticised. A year earlier, Roger Federer said that he didn’t believe Murray’s game had developed as he had expected it might. ‘He stands way behind the court. You have to do a lot of running and he tends to wait for the mistakes of his opponent,’ Federer said. ‘Overall in a fifteen-year career you want to look to win a point more often rather than wait for the other guy to miss.’


    Murray went on to lose his first four Grand Slam final appearances. Three of those defeats came against Federer: in the US Open final in 2008, the Australian Open final in 2010 and, most memorably, the Wimbledon final of 2012. Novak Djokovic inflicted the other final defeat, at the Australian Open in 2011.


    In losing his first four Major finals, Murray matched a record that had been set by Ivan Lendl. The Czech had endured a similar run early in his career before coming from two sets down to beat John McEnroe in the final of the French Open in 1984 to win a Major final at the fifth attempt, on the way to lifting a total of eight Grand Slam titles during his career. And so when Murray decided to hire Lendl as his coach on the eve of 2012 in his quest to get his Grand Slam monkey off his back, it seemed like an inspired appointment. And so it proved.


    Under Lendl’s eye, Murray began standing closer to the baseline during matches, looking to dictate play more than he previously had done. He also looked to be more aggressive off his weaker forehand wing. ‘I never used to make that many mistakes on my forehand, it’s just a bigger weapon now than it was before,’ Murray said, speaking in March 2012. ‘If you watch what it was like before and what it is like now, it is pretty major.’


    There were other areas of Murray’s game that also improved after working with Lendl. The Scot had previously been renowned for berating himself on court, as well as, on occasion, his team sitting courtside. However, when the ever-stoic Lendl began sitting in his box for matches, those histrionics became less pronounced. ‘When I look to the box and see him there I feel much calmer,’ Murray said soon after the appointment.


    After helping Murray to be both more attacking and a calmer presence on court, it wasn’t long before Lendl’s presence lifted him to new heights. In that 2012 Wimbledon final, despite losing to Federer – again – Murray won a set in a Grand Slam decider for the first time, at the fourth attempt. A few weeks later, back playing at Wimbledon, albeit this time in the Olympics, he thrashed the Swiss to win the gold medal. And then at the US Open in September of that year, the Brit finally won a Grand Slam title, beating Novak Djokovic in five epic sets.


     

    The real high point took place the following summer, when Murray again faced Djokovic, this time in the Wimbledon final. The last British man to win the men’s singles at the All England Club had been Fred Perry, wearing long trousers, way back in 1936. Seventy-seven years later, Murray saw off Djokovic in straight sets. It is undoubtedly one of the most memorable moments in British sporting history.


    The following year, in March, Murray and Lendl’s coaching partnership came to an end. The Czech initially felt that he couldn’t commit to spending as much time on tour as the Brit wanted. Furthermore, how could they ever top that first Wimbledon win? Murray’s results dipped a little before he and Lendl chose to rekindle their working relationship two years later, shortly before Murray won his second Wimbledon title. That victory started a sparkling run that climaxed with the Scot beating Novak Djokovic at the ATP Tour finals in London in November 2016, to secure the year-end world number one ranking.


    Murray went to great lengths to reach the pinnacle of tennis, transforming himself into one of the fittest players the game has ever seen. He tweaked his forehand, turning it into more of an offensive weapon, and adapted his on-court tactics in order to dictate play more often, while also reining in his on-court blow- ups. Murray showed that his mindset was not fixed. Throughout his career, the Scot has consistently sought ways to improve, and it has unquestionably paid off in terms of his on-court results.


    THE PROBLEM WITH GROWTH MINDSET


    ‘I think that is a really good example [of a growth mindset],’ Carol Dweck told me. ‘Andy Murray’s behaviour of strengthening his body and his skills was a sign of the belief that his abilities could grow and be developed.’ The understanding that we can improve, in any area, if we are willing to work at it, is certainly a message worth emphasising.


    In 2014, Carol Dweck gave a TED Talk, called ‘The Power of Yet’. It has racked up well over five million views. In it, she spoke about her research working with ten-year-olds, who were given tests that were slightly too hard for them. Some of the children reportedly reacted with excitement to the tests, saying they loved a challenge. Others, Dweck said, reacted as if their inability to get to grips with the work they were being asked to try was ‘catastrophic’. The former believed their abilities could be developed, Dweck said, and so exhibited a growth mindset, while the latter group fell into the fixed mindset category.


    Appreciating the value of hard work, effective guidance and trying different plans of action is an age-old idea. However, the suggestion that having a growth mindset is of similarly fundamental importance is one that has been increasingly questioned. Some researchers claim that the ability to help someone move from a fixed to a growth mindset is overblown.


    One such person is psychologist Professor Timothy Bates from the University of Edinburgh. Bates headed up a study that sought to recreate the foundational research into the importance of a growth mindset carried out by Dweck and her team, but found he was unable to reproduce their eye-catching results.


    ‘We set out to replicate the two core papers that have been cited now well over two thousand times, one of them over four thousand times,’ he told me. Bates and his team found that while some people thought that their basic ability was fixed, and others believed that you can greatly change your basic ability, neither outlook actually had an impact on what they were then able to go on and achieve. ‘There were either negligible and non-significant associations, or, in a couple of cases, negative effects, which is consistent with just no effect on what you believe about the malleability of ability on performance,’ he told me.


    In her TED Talk, Carol Dweck suggested that to foster a growth mindset in children, people needed to ‘praise wisely’ by emphasising the ‘process that kids engage in’. In other words, commend and compliment things like their hard work, perseverance and focus. On the other hand, praising a child’s talent or intelligence was something to be avoided, she said, because it made them vulnerable to slipping into a fixed mindset.


     

    This may seem to make sense, but according to Bates there is no evidence that it actually makes any difference at all. When I asked him if his research suggested that the impact of ‘praising wisely’ was overblown, he said, ‘Yes. People who do that should expect it to have none.’


    Another of the ways to cultivate a growth mindset that Dweck spoke about in her talk was the suggestion that simply using the words ‘yet’ or ‘not yet’ – as in ‘you can’t do it yet’ – made children feel more confident. Once again, after seeking to replicate the initial growth mindset research, Professor Bates found no such result.


    ‘If somebody isn’t doing much practice and they’re not making much progress, and someone says, “you haven’t got there yet”, that might not actually be the best message for them,’ he told me. ‘A better message might be that in your experience, people who don’t practise half an hour a day really struggled to achieve much more.’


    In other words, Bates argued, there is value in emphasising the impact that consistent effort can have. He added that claiming that we can change what other people believe by, for example, praising effort over talent, and expecting this to have any significant change on outcomes, is wrong, or at the very least overstated.


    ‘The really key thing with growth mindset is you could simply change a belief that people have, and then they would kind of develop all these things for themselves. So you start this wheel rolling, and then it leads to great achievements – and that really seems not to be the case,’ he told me.


    A further implication of Bates’s research, and the conclusions his team arrived at, is that our ability to control what other people think or believe is limited. This shouldn’t come as a huge surprise, considering the degree to which we can control our own thinking is also vastly overstated.


    Another area of the growth mindset movement that may be problematic centres around an idea mooted by Dweck in Mindset. She wrote, ‘We like to think of our champions and idols as superheroes who were born different from us. We don’t like to think of them as relatively ordinary people who made themselves extraordinary.’


    On the whole this seems a perfectly reasonable thing to assert, but it overlooks a key point, which we have already touched on in


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 3 with the stories of John McAvoy and Henry Fraser. It is the recognition that a vast combination of events and circumstances, over which we have no control, play a fundamental role in getting us places. It is not simply a case of people ‘making themselves extraordinary’. People are largely forged by forces outside of their control.


    Take Andy Murray, who acknowledges that experiencing a traumatic time while growing up contributed to his intensely competitive spirit. In 1996, when he was nine years old, the Dunblane massacre took place at his school. Sixteen children and their teacher were shot dead. Murray had been to school clubs run by the murderer, had shared car journeys with him and was in the school on the day the tragedy happened.


    Within twelve months of what remains the deadliest mass shooting in British history, his parents divorced. Soon after that, his older brother Jamie moved away to Cambridge to train and play tennis. It was a difficult time for Murray, who has spoken movingly about developing anxiety soon thereafter. He describes tennis as ‘an escape’ from everything he has ‘bottled up’.


    Murray didn’t simply decide to become an extraordinary tennis player. While he certainly put in the necessary work to turn himself into the best player in British history, it seems clear that at least some of his inner drive and ‘mindset’ was shaped by events and circumstances he hadn’t chosen.


    PERSONALITY TRAITS


    In addition to early life experiences, personality ‘traits’ can play a big role in later achievements too. Here we encounter the classic nature versus nurture debate. Psychologists focus on the so-called ‘Big Five’ personality traits: conscientiousness, openness, extraversion, neuroticism and agreeableness. The general consensus is that we inherit roughly half of our personality, while the other half is a result of childhood experiences, as well as the impact of parents and family. We do not choose our personality traits: they initially stem from forces outside our direct control.


    ‘There’s a personality dimension of conscientiousness, and it absolutely predicts that there’ll be individual differences in persistence, and the people who are more conscientious will achieve higher goals,’ Professor Bates told me. ‘Growth mindset doesn’t say it’d be good if everybody was more conscientious. It doesn’t mention personality traits, in many ways, because it’s a mindset.’


    One dictionary definition of mindset is ‘a person’s way of thinking and their opinions’. Another is someone’s ‘established set of attitudes’. As we have seen throughout this book, thoughts arise of their own accord, and we have definitively less control over the content of our thoughts than most people believe. Changing the content of our thoughts is not as important as recognising that we are not our thoughts – we are aware of them.


    If we look at what Andy Murray has achieved during his career, and the way he has achieved it, it seems clear that he has high levels of conscientiousness. Conscientious people are said to be more goal-orientated and ambitious in their work efforts. Consider the fact that Murray told his parents that he wanted to move to Spain to train at the age of fifteen, after hearing about Rafael Nadal’s training regime that included the opportunity to hit with top players. In 2016, between winning Wimbledon and gold at the Rio Olympics, Murray went to train at the Rafa Nadal academy in Mallorca. While he was there, Toni Nadal, the notoriously demanding long-time coach of his nephew Rafael Nadal, told him that he was working too hard.


    However, while Murray would likely score highly on levels of conscientiousness, he would not claim to be big on extraversion. This is the trait most associated with people who enjoy socialising. ‘I love training and playing the matches and working hard,’ Murray said in 2016, when he was world number one. ‘I am still pretty shy in front of the cameras and don’t know how to handle this side of what I do.’


    Contrast his demeanour with Gaël Monfils, who would likely score highly on extraversion. The widely held view is that the Frenchman is one of the most entertaining players on tour. Monfils is often described as a showman who says that, for him, tennis is more about enjoyment than ‘winning no matter the cost’.


    ‘For me, having fun and enjoying what I do is key,’ Monfils has said. ‘I’m very blessed to do a sport as my job. I maybe get pleasure in a different way than others and most people [but] I always say, “different is not forbidden”. I have my fun, I like it. For me, it’s a lucky time. It’s quite unbelievable what we are doing. I try just to enjoy as much as I can. I know this is not forever.’


    People pay to watch tennis, or any sport for that matter, primarily for the entertainment. Despite what people say, it is not simply about turning up to see who wins. Monfils has produced some sensational tennis over the years, but it’s his entertainment value that makes him stand out. His athleticism and his penchant for the spectacular, as well as his love of the lighter side of life, makes him a crowd favourite as well as one of the most popular players among his peers on tour.


    Ahead of the 2021 US Open, Monfils posted a video of himself dancing on the practice court to the tune ‘Gonna Make You Sweat (Everybody Dance Now)’, by C+C Music Factory. Monfils has some seriously impressive moves, and after showing them off, he breaks into a laugh. The video was watched over one million times on social media and drew praise from none other than Andy Murray, who I wager would be unlikely to attempt a similar dance routine.


    So, has Monfils not achieved as much on court as Murray because he hasn’t had the right mindset? Is it realistic to suggest that if the Frenchman had attempted to rearrange all the thoughts in his head in the right way, he could have won multiple Grand Slams? I would suggest it is more likely that his personality traits mean that he values enjoying himself and so is unlikely to go to quite the same lengths that Murray has done. That’s not to suggest that Monfils hasn’t worked incredibly hard throughout his tennis career, because to reach the heights that he has done is certainly no mean feat, but these things are relative.


    And to take it one step further: does it even matter that Monfils hasn’t won as many tennis matches or titles as Andy Murray? I remember speaking to Tim Henman about redefining success. I would argue that Henman, who was unfairly maligned for his inability to win Wimbledon, is someone who got the absolute most out of his talent. He said that, in his view, ‘success is about maximising your potential’.


    But how do you define what someone’s potential is? We can’t really judge someone’s potential simply by looking at what they have achieved in their chosen career, which in the case of both Murray and Monfils is in playing tennis. Achievement matters, but it is only one element of a life well lived. There are other elements – including love, laughter, friendship, health and kindness – that may not attract the same level of public attention and admiration, but which are no less important.


    When we commit so much time to one area – for example, athletic achievement – there is an opportunity cost. If a tennis player trains his or her body for seven hours a day in a quest to be the best player they possibly can be, that means they won’t have time left over to fulfil their potential in other areas. In choosing one area to focus on, we are always sacrificing another – whether we realise it or not.


    Think back to the last chapter and Lucy Gossage. A realisation she came to is that doing something simply because it’s prestigious – and therefore likely to receive more external approval – is pointless. That’s why she stopped trying to climb ‘that stupid career ladder’, as she called it, and chose to work three days in oncology rather than five. In making that decision, she felt she was better equipped to give her best to her patients, and it also gave her more time to focus on developing the 5k Your Way Charity, which has made a huge difference in the lives of thousands of people struggling with the effects of living with cancer.


    In Murray’s case, his dedication to success on a tennis court – which has been a joy to witness – might yet limit his potential in other areas of life. The year after reaching number one in the world, Murray’s body began failing him. The damage to his right hip was particularly notable during his defeat to Sam Querrey in the Wimbledon quarter-finals in 2017. Despite leading by a set and a break, the British defending champion lost 12 of the last 14 games as his mobility was visibly severely hampered.


    A decision to end his season early followed, as did a precipitous drop down the rankings from number 1 to 839. At the Australian Open in 2019 – after rehab, cortisol injections and one bout of surgery hadn’t alleviated his longstanding pain – Murray tearfully announced that there was a chance that it would be the final professional tournament of his career. He said he wanted to continue until that year’s Wimbledon, before adding ‘but I’m also not certain I will be able to do that’.


    A little over two weeks after that press conference, Murray posted a picture of himself in a hospital bed on social media. He had chosen to undergo hip resurfacing surgery, and the prognosis changed. The road back was long, but four years later, at the Australian Open in 2023, Murray won back-to-back five set matches, beating a top-twenty player for the first time since 2017 in the process. It was truly remarkable to watch, and his performances were widely accepted to be the most extraordinary and memorable of the whole tournament, even though he eventually lost in the third round.


    Murray’s decision to have the hip resurfacing surgery, which was the focus of the Amazon Prime documentary, Andy Murray: Resurfacing, was inspired by the American doubles player Bob Bryan, who had a similar procedure before also returning to top-level play. The stress passing through a player’s hip when playing doubles, with less of the court to cover, is significantly less than in singles, which Bryan has described as ‘a different monster’. Speaking after watching Murray’s extraordinary efforts in Melbourne in January 2023, which included winning the longest match of his career, Bob Bryan said, ‘Anyone who cares about Andy probably worries about how long the implant will last.’


    During the documentary, Murray’s surgeon Dr Sarah Muirhead-Allwood was seen warning him about the potential long-term damage of playing, telling the Brit that he had a 15 per cent chance of destroying his hip within seven years if he returned to elite tennis, as he has done. If Murray was to cause himself further damage, and I sincerely hope he doesn’t, that could yet restrict his potential in other areas of his post-tennis life. Hopefully he will be fine, but we just can’t yet know – and so any talk about fulfilling potential in the broadest sense is premature.


    FROM SELF-CONCEPT TO AWARENESS


    Returning to the subject of our ‘Big Five’ personality traits, which are considered to be powerful predicators of ‘success’, the evidence suggests that they, like any and all so-called ‘mindsets’, aren’t fixed either. For example, as you age, your levels of conscientiousness typically may go up, as could your levels of agreeableness. So, you may become kinder and more considerate. Meanwhile, levels of neuroticism often decrease, so that people feel less anxious and more secure.


    In Mindset, Carol Dweck says that people with a fixed mindset see their qualities as fixed traits that cannot be changed. But Dweck has acknowledged that everyone is a mixture of growth and fixed mindsets, and that a ‘pure growth mindset doesn’t exist’. In other words, our thinking is continually changing. To use an example that Professor Russ Harris – ACT trainer and author of The Happiness Trap and The Confidence Gap – shared with me: one morning you might wake up thinking you deserve to win parent of the year, only to think that your child is destined for years of therapy a few days later.


    Our personality traits change over time, although we all start from different positions. Our thoughts, beliefs, opinions, ideas, attitudes and ‘mindsets’ are not fixed either. Our skills can be developed too, although some people learn and grow quicker than others. Research suggests our IQ score can change with age, and clearly our bodies are always developing, while our DNA changes over time as well. Is there anything fixed – or stable – about us at all?


    Earlier in the book we discussed ‘self-concept’ and ‘awareness’. The former is who we think, and feel, ourselves to be. The latter is the simple recognition that we are aware. I want to show that our propensity to identify with our self-concept, which changes over time and also comes and goes, and overlook the intrinsic nature of awareness, which is stable, continuous and unchanging, causes excessive psychological suffering.


    Let’s start with the ‘self-concept’. The influential social psychologist Roy Baumeister has defined self-concept in the following way: ‘The individual’s belief about himself or herself, including the person’s attributes and who and what the self is.’ In other words, our self-concept is the narrative we tell ourselves about who we are, and a narrative is a cluster of thoughts.


    But we are not the story we tell ourselves about ourselves. That story tends to be formed as a result of what has happened to us in the past, how we interpreted those events and what that meant about us: for example, whether we are lovable or unworthy, along with what we do, and our views and opinions. These all congeal to form a thought-based conceptual self.


    When a baby is born, it doesn’t have a self-concept. Research suggests that at around the age of two, as language skills develop, toddlers start developing a sense of ‘me’, at which point the idea of ‘my’ also develops (for example, ‘my toy!’, followed by a tantrum). Over the next couple of years, they increasingly see themselves as unique and separate individuals. At around the age of seven, children become increasingly conscious of how they fit in (or don’t) with other people, a phenomenon that goes into hyperdrive in adolescence. Teenagers compare themselves constantly with others, become progressively self-conscious, and develop a self-concept and identity that may stay relatively intact into adulthood. While this is a totally normal process, I am going to suggest that as adults we can increasingly transcend our self-concept, and recognise that it is something we experience, rather than something that does the experiencing.


    If you ask someone to tell you about themselves, they might tell you their name, what they do, what they look like, what they believe, what they own, what they consider their personality and character to be like, as well as about their history and relationships. While these are all interesting, they are components of a person’s self-concept – which is not who they fundamentally are.


    For example, at the time of writing, Andy Murray might say ‘I am a tennis player, a triple Grand Slam winner and former World number one, a husband, a father, and someone who is somewhat shy but determined.’ Gaël Monfils is also a tennis player, husband and father, and while he too could describe himself as hard-working, he might be more likely to emphasise the outgoing side of his personality.


    However, a more valuable question is: what is fundamental to who they are? In other words, what is it about them that has always been true, and always will be? Murray and Monfils weren’t always husbands or fathers, which means that those descriptions aren’t fundamental to who they are. They weren’t always professional tennis players either, and they will retire from the sport in the future, so that role isn’t vital to who they are either. The same is true for their personality traits. Murray isn’t always shy, and Monfils isn’t always outgoing.


    Basically anything anyone says after ‘I am…’ is just a concept that hardens into an identity. It is a well-known fact that part of the reason some sportspeople struggle in retirement is because of the loss of identity. This isn’t unique to elite athletes, as many people are strongly identified with their social role. After all, ‘So, what do you do?’, is frequently one of the first questions you are likely to be asked when meeting new people at a social function. More people are becoming aware of this fact, and I have noticed that some refer to their values rather than their jobs when faced with this question. But even that isn’t accurate.


     

    For example, let’s say one of your values is to be kind. Are you always definitively kind? Has there ever been an occasion where you weren’t quite as kind as you would have liked to have been? I know this is true for me, as well as other people, including those who say their values are absolutely integral to their identity. So, as nice an idea as it is, our values can’t be who we are either.


    What makes up people’s self-concept changes throughout life. That includes our appearance – as well as the cluster of thoughts and beliefs that we frequently take ourselves to be. Taking the time to question what is actually true about who we consider ourselves to be, at the most fundamental level, is a worthwhile exercise.


    I spoke to the American neuroscientist and author Sam Harris to help explore this further. As Harris pointed out, we tend to think and feel that there is a ‘me’ somewhere behind the eyes, an orchestrator of our thoughts and actions peering out on the world. This is the ‘self’ Baumeister referred to in his definition of self-concept. It is the belief that we are the ‘thinker’, separate from thoughts themselves, even though no neuroscientist has ever found such a distinct concrete entity.


    ‘“We suffer because we are identified with our thoughts. And that is what it is to feel like a “‘self”’. Most people feel like there’s a subject in the middle of experience,”’ Harris told me. ‘“We feel like we are passengers in our bodies, up in our heads, in some strange relationship to our own bodies, and even two parts of our minds. We have conversations with ourselves as if we’re not on both sides of the conversation.”’


    Thoughts arise on their own without us having to do anything, Harris said, and we automatically identify with them and claim them as our own. So, feeling like a self – what other people call an ego, and what most people think they are referring to when they say ‘I’ – is a result of taking our thoughts to be who we are. It is therefore worthwhile to explore what the word ‘I’ – which we all use so many times throughout the day – actually refers to.


    This is when the practice of self-enquiry comes in handy. Self-enquiry is a process, popularised by the Indian sage Ramana Maharshi, in which anyone can investigate the real nature of ‘I’. When I spoke to the philosopher Rupert Spira, he ran through a quick example of self-enquiry. The key in this process is to refer to your direct experience, not what you think or believe to be true.


    The first step is to recognise that we all have the sense of always having been the same person throughout our lives. I am Simon now, I was Simon seven hours ago, seven months ago, seven years ago and when I was seven. The same is true of you, right? So what is it that gives us this sense of always having been the same person?


    The second step is to consider and explore each of the elements that make up our experience: our thoughts, feelings, bodily sensations and perceptions (what we can see, hear, taste, smell and touch) of the outside world. Is it our thoughts that remain continuous throughout our experience? No, thoughts are always changing. They come and go, but when they disappear, we don’t disappear with them. So if we are always present, but our thoughts aren’t, they can’t be who we are.


    The same is true of our feelings. One day we feel bored, the next we feel excited: our feelings are always changing.


    Is it the sensations we feel, for example the feeling of your feet on the floor or your bottom on a chair? No, these too are continuously changing.


    How about what we perceive through our five sense organs – so what we can see, hear, taste, smell and touch? No, because our experience of these is always changing.


    And so we can see: no one thought, feeling, sensation or perception has ever remained throughout the whole of our lives, even though they constitute the entirety of our experience at any given moment. The same is true of our activities, roles and relationships.


    The third step is to consider what is left that provides the certainty that I am always myself, and you are always yourself. What is always present? It is awareness, or ‘the fact of being aware’, as Spira told me.


     

    This isn’t the same as attention. Attention is awareness directed towards something – whether an external object like a chair, our breath, or an internal thought or feeling. When we stop putting our attention on something, we don’t suddenly stop being aware.


    ‘Everything that we are aware of is temporary. It comes and goes,’ Spira said. ‘Thoughts, images, feelings, activities, relationships, sensations, perceptions. All of these are temporary, they are what we are aware of. But there’s one element of experience, the fact of being aware, consciousness, that remains consistently present, throughout all changing experience. So I would suggest that awareness, or consciousness – I use the words synonymously – is our essential identity.’


    Are you aware, now? Are you aware of what you can see, hear, feel and so on? It should be obvious that the answer is yes. That doesn’t mean that we can find awareness as a ‘thing’, like a thought or a feeling – or a hand or a table. The reason we can’t find it is because it is what is doing the looking. Much like an eye can’t see itself, so awareness can’t find itself as an object of experience. In our experience, we are always aware. Even when we sleep, we are aware of our dreams, even though typically we don’t know that we are aware of our dreams at the time and so get ‘lost’ in them.


    You might argue that being able to breathe is a fundamental instinct. However, while we can hold our breath and stop breathing, albeit only for a few moments, it is not possible to stop being aware. If you try to stop ‘being aware’ for a moment, you will find that it’s impossible. Nor does awareness have a dimmer switch with which to turn it up or down. Being aware is essential to us. It is not like awareness is one thing and we are another. At the fundamental level, we are awareness. While what we are aware of is always changing, awareness is always the same.


    Everyone’s fundamental identity is therefore awareness. Why is this important? Typically we don’t recognise that thoughts and feelings are continually arising and changing in the space of awareness, in much the same way that the weather is continually changing in the empty sky. We take ourselves to be the weather, continually getting buffeted around, rather than the peaceful space in which it appears.


    When we don’t take thoughts personally, they tend not to affect us. For example, if you have the thought, ‘that cat is ugly’, it is unlikely to upset you. But if you have a self-referential thought like, ‘I am ugly’, and you identify with it, and take it to be true, you will likely feel sad. But they are both just thoughts: the only difference is you identify with the second one. It refers to your self-concept.


    Every time we recognise that we are essentially the awareness in which thoughts and feelings arise, and stop identifying with the self-referential thoughts themselves, we have access to the inherently peaceful nature of awareness, whatever the external circumstances happen to be. This isn’t about becoming something in the future, it’s simply about recognising what is true now, and then coming back to that recognition over and over, whenever we remember. We stop mixing up our fundamental nature with our conceptual identity.


    By identifying with the weather of ever-changing thoughts and feelings, we suffer. Let’s imagine Gaël Monfils is being interviewed about his career. Suddenly a thought arises: I should have won a Grand Slam. If he identifies with that thought, he may feel regret or sadness. But if he were to just notice the thought, and let it pass by without identifying with it or resisting it, it would soon subside in his awareness. By not clinging to it, or personalising it, there is no need for it to cause him psychological angst.


    The same is true of Andy Murray. When the time comes for him to retire, and his days of competing in the biggest stadiums against the best players in the world come to an end, there will clearly be a period of adjustment. It is perfectly understandable that he will grieve the end of a career that has provided him, and so many fans around the world, with so much joy. But at the deepest fundamental level, nothing will have changed. The awareness that observed the highs and lows of life on tour will be in the same condition as it always has been.


    
  


  
     

    8 The joy of losing yourself


    If you are having some difficulty coming to terms with the suggestion that the mind-made conceptual ‘me’ we tend to think of as ourselves is an illusion, don’t worry. In this final chapter, we will delve into some specific examples to illustrate what I am getting at, and show that this ‘conceptual self’ being an illusion is not a bad thing. Despite the widespread belief that happiness is a result of being successful and aggrandising our self-concept, true joy is found when the sense of ‘me’ diminishes or even disappears – as happens during the experience of flow.


    To help me in this endeavour, I am going to enlist one of my favourite people from the world of sport. Goldie Sayers was Britain’s best javelin thrower for over a decade. She competed at three Olympic Games, five World Championships and three Commonwealth Games and won the British national title a record eleven times.


    Sayers is also a bit of a hippy at heart. Her mum, Liz, was a journalist and her dad, Pete, was one of the few UK artists to thrive in the American country music scene, becoming friends with the likes of Dolly Parton and Jonny Cash.


    ‘It wasn’t a very conventional upbringing. I spent my life at festivals from the age of six, watching my dad performing and doing stand-up comedy. Both my parents loved what they did. They were never pushy but they were supportive. All my mum said throughout my whole life was do whatever makes you happy. That was her advice on everything,’ Sayers told me. ‘I was never around people who hated what they did and saw work as a chore. So that was the best lesson for me from a very early age.’


    Unlike her mother, Sayers’ father was not particularly enamoured with sport. ‘Why would you want to watch twenty-two men chase a bag of wind around?’ he would ask. However, his daughter displayed an uncanny knack for a variety of sports. Whatever she turned her hand to, she excelled at. She played hockey, tennis and netball for her county, and was the national under-eleven table tennis champion.


    Despite her wide-ranging sporting aptitude, initially Sayers wasn’t hugely taken with athletics. ‘I was shoved in running and jumping events, which I found very uncreative and quite boring,’ she told me. She did really enjoy throwing things, however. Whether it was apples in her garden, or pebbles by the sea, Sayers loved the feeling of sending objects soaring up and away into the sky. She didn’t realise she had a special ability for throwing until one day, at school, when she and her classmates were lined up and took it in turns to see how far they could throw a ball. ‘We went along the line and I threw mine over the sports field and into the golf course next door,’ she told me. ‘And I just remember looking down the line thinking, Why can’t people do this? It’s the easiest thing in the world!’


    To use Sayers as an example, whenever anyone really gets into sport, it tends to be because they love it. But what does it mean to love an activity? Well, you could say that when you are doing it, there is nowhere you would rather be. Everyone knows that feeling: like when we are having fun with friends and family, enjoying a live music performance or indeed watching a spectacular bit of sport (the 2008 Wimbledon final I spoke about in the introduction, for example). In such situations we tend to feel content, joyful and present. When we say, ‘there is nowhere I would rather be’, we are expressing how truly engrossed we are in the moment. All seeking (of a different moment) and resistance (against the content of the current moment) drops away, and with it so does our preoccupation with time. Because the present is so enjoyable, thoughts of past and future naturally subside.


     

    This deep love is why people come to sport, music, poetry, acting – whatever it may be. It is only later that people’s relationship with the activity can change, like when they start unwittingly seeking to inflate their self-concept through the activity, which invariably and understandably becomes the case for some professional athletes. Their love of the activity for its own sake is increasingly overlooked and an emphasis on sacrifice, hard work, winning and ‘becoming’ takes over.


    While Sayers was still at school the stars aligned in a way that would almost certainly not happen now, due to the way health and safety regulations have evolved. A teacher gave her a javelin, or something akin to a javelin, to take home over the Easter holidays.


    ‘It wasn’t really a javelin, it was like a piece of metal with this horrible grip, so I stuck a tennis [racket] grip on it,’ she explained. ‘I was quite fortunate in that I had quite a long but slightly narrow garden and my dad had a vegetable patch at the bottom and a path up the middle which resembled a run-up. I just used to run up from the back of the garden and throw towards the house – so I don’t think my parents were very into health and safety either.’


    After a few near-misses with the family cat and the house windows, Sayers set off on her bike around the village in East Anglia where she lived, looking for a bigger field to chuck her new toy in. There was one nearby that was ideal, only the adjacent field was full of what she then believed to be ponies: it was only later that she realised that it was in fact the equine fertility unit in Newmarket, and so the ‘ponies’ that she was throwing her javelin towards were in fact million-pound racehorses.


    Fortunately, no world-class animals were harmed in the development of this world-class athlete, but that time training on her own in the fields near her home for the sheer joy of it was invaluable in turning Sayers into an outstanding prospect at the sport. By the time she was nineteen, she was setting national records and winning national titles, despite the fact that she did not have what one might call the ideal javelin physique. She was not tall and rangy, and even took to standing on her tippy-toes when lining up alongside her fellow competitors during her professional career.


    ‘Because I was a bit of a short-arse, I’d always have to stand with the best possible posture,’ she explained. ‘Because it’s the only time you’re really shoulder to shoulder with your opponents, you’re doing everything to tell yourself that you’re on a par with all these giants.’


    When I first interviewed Sayers, it was fifteen years to the day since her first Olympic appearance at Athens in 2004. But for a letter from Team GB reminding her, she would have been totally oblivious to the fact. At those games in Athens, despite having already been crowned British champion, she failed to reach the final of the javelin. ‘I had just turned twenty-two, and didn’t know what I was doing,’ she told me through chuckles.


    By the time the 2008 Olympics had rolled round, Sayers had significantly more experience under her belt and eased into the javelin final in Beijing. The battle to finish among the medals took place on a chaotic, wet and windy night in the Chinese capital. The final got underway at 7 p.m. Sayers was due to be the seventh person to throw, and got her chance shortly after 7.20 p.m. However, officials had informed her that the rain was due to start falling at 7.27 p.m. exactly, and so she had one throw – or four and a half seconds – to produce her best, because once the water started coming down, which it did bang on cue, she knew the chances of her producing a sufficiently good throw would decrease dramatically.


    ‘I had basically one throw because it then did rain torrentially, and there were puddles on the run-up. It was pretty much like running through a lake,’ she told me. ‘For whatever reason, sometimes I think chaos and adversity can focus people, because people were producing really, really good performances, and it was almost a world record to win gold.’


    That one throw, in what was one of the most high-performing Olympic javelin finals of all time, was something of a mystical experience for Sayers. She had spent over a decade putting in the work to fine-tune her technique, but still only had four and a half seconds to make it count. And she succeeded, producing the furthest throw of her career up until that point. It was a personal best, a new British record, and the fourth furthest throw in the final.


    It was Sayers’ experience during those four and a half seconds that had a spiritual quality. She recalls setting off down the run-up, being completely aware of all the intricate movements of her body, but without any internal chatter arising about them in her mind. It was very similar to the experience that Jonny Wilkinson had when kicking the winning drop goal in the 2003 World Cup final, as we spoke about in


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 4.


    ‘I remember being aware that my left arm was in a really nice position and knowing that this was going to be good. You’re not consciously thinking it, you’re just feeling,’ Sayers told me. ‘You just feel it all happening while you are doing it and that’s something that takes eighteen hundredths of a second, or something, but you’ve been really present with it and feeling through it and you feel like you’ve got all the time in the world. You are observing, not thinking. It’s quite a euphoric state.’


    THE CHARACTERISTICS OF FLOW


    While taking the throw – in what were far from ideal weather conditions – that would be the furthest she had managed in her professional career up until that point, Goldie Sayers was ‘in flow’. It is a term that was coined and popularised by the psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, who argued that people are at their happiest when fully absorbed in whatever it is that they are doing. He described flow as being ‘completely involved in an activity for its own sake. The ego falls away. Time flies.’


    The experience of flow has been well studied and documented, not least in the world of sport, where it is colloquially known as being ‘in the zone’. Not only did Sayers have an experience of flow under the dark Beijing skies that night at the 2008 Olympics, but she also explained that – on one level – the entirety of her athletic career had been about ‘seeking effortlessness’. In other words, she was looking for the joyful experience of being in flow – or perhaps more specifically for some of its inherent characteristics.


    Being in flow can sound somewhat mystical and elusive, but it is more familiar than most people realise. Most of us will have had that experience of enjoying an activity so much that we have lost track of time – and three hours have passed in what felt like thirty minutes. During the course of all of my conversations with some of the world’s top sporting performers, a number of them shared their experiences of being ‘in flow’, and they often looked back on it with a feeling of awe and incomprehension.


    Take Frankie Dettori, the diminutive but larger-than-life Italian jockey. The high point of his career was also the low moment in the working lives of many bookmakers. Saturday, 28 September 1996 at Ascot was arguably the most memorable day in the history of horse racing, the day when Dettori rode seven winners, achieving a near-impossible clean sweep at odds of 25,051-1, costing bookmakers upwards of £30 million in the process and landing one punter a cool £500,000.


    Dettori was the reigning champion jockey as he headed to Ascot that day, and the view was that he might ride a winner, possibly two if he had a particularly good day. But after getting his day off to the ideal start by winning on a horse called – prophetically – Wall Street, Dettori was able to relax and ride uninhibited.


    His second winner of the day was something of a surprise, as the horse wasn’t considered to be a contender by those in the know. Thereafter, Dettori just kept on winning. He romped home in the day’s feature race, the Queen Elizabeth II stakes, but it wasn’t until after he had made it four wins from four that the excitement really started to reach heightened levels. ‘He’s done it again!’ were the words of ‘the voice of racing’ Sir Peter O’Sullevan from his commentary box.


    A fifth win followed for Dettori, this time on a horse called Fatefully (the signs were there!), before a sixth consecutive victory in the Blue Seal Stakes ensured that he would equal history by winning six races on the same card. ‘When I got the six, I equalled the record and that for me was good enough,’ Dettori told me. ‘Only myself, Alex Russell, Willie Carson and Sir Gordon Richards had done it. I thought “great”.’ But he wasn’t done.


    Dettori’s seventh ride of the day was considered to be a virtual no-hoper. Fujiyama Crest was a 16-1 outsider, he was past his best and was well out of form – having not won a race in a year. But such was the excitement about the possibility that Dettori could pull off the unthinkable, the punters piled in and by the time he headed out for the final race of the day he was the bookies’ favourite.


    ‘I remember walking into the parade ring before the race and I glanced at the electronic betting screen and it was 2-1 favourite,’ Dettori told me, ‘I was saying to myself “how crazy is this, this horse can’t win”.’


    By this point Dettori was relaxed, having already enjoyed a record-equalling day, but highly focused too. There was a sense of feverish excitement and anticipation among the crowd (bar the bookies) as the race got underway. To the joy and disbelief of almost everyone watching, whether from the Ascot stands or on the television at home, Fujiyama Crest defied all the expert predictions to gallop home amid bedlam at Ascot and ensure that the day would go down in sporting folklore.


    ‘It was bizarre, really bizarre. Even now when I think back, how he won I really don’t know. It was mad, completely surreal,’ Dettori told me. When I pressed him further to dig into what his experience was like in the moment, his reply was telling. After pausing to recall his experience of that day, Dettori said, ‘I felt like I was there, but I wasn’t there. It’s very hard to explain.’


    It does seem hard to explain because it begs the question, how can you feel like you are present, while at the same time being absent? It sounds paradoxical, doesn’t it? But, if we accept the idea that the ‘self-concept’ – that mind-made sense of ‘me’ that we explored in the last chapter – can drop away, then it can very easily make sense. When that sense of ‘me’ that we all have thanks to the ‘thinking mind’ disappears, awareness remains.


    Another person who speaks in humbled tones about an experience of flow is Damon Hill. The 1996 Formula One World Champion, an eloquent and thoughtful man, was another particular pleasure to talk to. His father Graham had been a two-time World Champion himself at a time when driving a Formula One car was often a lethal pursuit. Though Graham Hill survived his motor racing career, he died shortly afterwards in a plane crash, while his eldest child was still a teenage boy.


    When Damon Hill successfully emulated his father in becoming World Champion, ensuring they were the first father–son combination to achieve the feat, the late legendary F1 commentator Murray Walker was briefly silenced – a rarity – as the emotion of the occasion overcame him.


    While 1996 was Hill’s crowning achievement, his most sublime experience in a racing car had happened two years previously. It took place at the 1994 Japanese Grand Prix. That season was one of the most tragic and controversial in the sport’s history. At the San Marino Grand Prix in May 1994, the Austrian rookie driver Roland Ratzenberger and the legendary Brazilian three-time World Champion Ayrton Senna both died in accidents on the track.


    Hill was Senna’s teammate and understudy on the day the Brazilian died. While everyone else within the sport struggled to come to terms with the tragedy of Senna’s death, the onus was soon on Hill to step up and take on the mantle of team leader for the rest of the season. His main rival for that year’s Championship was Michael Schumacher, who had yet to win the F1 title at that point, though he would ultimately retire from the sport with a record seven Championships to his name.


    Midway through the 1994 Formula One season, Schumacher held a sizeable lead in the title race. After winning the British Grand Prix, a course which his father had been unable to conquer during his racing heyday, Hill started to crawl back into contention. By the time of the penultimate race of the season, in Japan, he was just five points behind his German rival.


    In qualifying at Suzuka in November 1994, Schumacher looked the superior driver, and promptly took pole position. On the day of the race, the skies opened, with rain falling on the track in vast quantities, making the conditions particularly testing. Midway through the race, after an accident in which one of the race marshals suffered a broken leg, the red flag was waved and the action was briefly halted.


    Shortly after the restart, Schumacher headed into the pit lane to refuel, handing Hill the lead. However, because the race had already been halted, and due to the race regulations and rules at the time, Hill didn’t need to just beat the German to win the race, he needed to win by over 6.8 seconds – the amount of time Schumacher had been leading by when the race was stopped.


    Hill had built up a sizeable lead by lap 30, at which point Schumacher started to claw his way back into contention. Lap after lap, Hill’s lead was steadily eroded away until, with two laps left to race, it looked certain that the German would secure victory and with it his first championship crown. Even Hill himself felt like there was no holding Schumacher back. At that moment, he noticed his thoughts turn towards his deceased teammate Ayrton Senna.


    ‘I literally remember saying, “Look, I’m done. Ayrton if you’re up there, I could do with a hand”, and I don’t know what happened. It was like unlocking some blockage in my mind, and the next thing I know, I am driving out of my skin literally, and it’s almost as if I was not driving the car, something else was driving the car,’ Hill told me, accurately describing the experience of being in flow. ‘It was absolutely awesome. But it was also quite terrifying.’


    Hill went on to win the race, touching a level that he never previously had done and never would again. To seasoned Formula One observers, it was the finest drive of his career. When I asked Hill if there was an element of surrender to his experience, he agreed. ‘Exactly,’ he said. ‘It is a letting go.’


     

    In the above examples, it is clear that the sense of ‘me’ can and does dissolve. But when the separate small ‘self’ disappears, we don’t disappear with it. On the contrary, frequently a deeper magnificence is revealed.


    And that takes us back to that moment when Jonny Wilkinson’s self-concept disappeared as he kicked the winning drop goal in the 2003 rugby World Cup final. ‘It wasn’t me kicking it,’ Wilkinson told me. ‘It was a knowing of it.’


    WINNING ISN’T ALL-IMPORTANT


    In sport there is a sense that winning is all-important, and that sentiment has spilled over into so many other areas of life. Donald Trump got elected in 2016 at least in part on the back of his promise that, under his presidency, the American people would ‘win so much’ that eventually they would get ‘tired of winning’. What exactly that means is unclear, but as a sales pitch it certainly resonated with a significant number of people in the United States.


    From a sporting point of view, the volume of quotes about the ultimate importance of winning is virtually limitless. The most famous line on the subject, attributed to the American football coach Vince Lombardi even though he wasn’t actually the first to say it, goes, ‘winning isn’t everything; it’s the only thing’. Whenever I hear a non-American footballer come out with the perennial cliché, ‘it’s all about winning trophies’, I wince. This whole narrative, which is accepted as so obviously true by so many people, just doesn’t hold up to scrutiny.


    Many people want the side they support to win. Nothing wrong with that. Having bragging rights can be fun – unless it is taken too seriously. When people overly identify with their team, and turn it into a part of their mind-made self-concept, it can become destructive. That’s when the less savoury aspects of tribalism, including violence and abuse, can come to the fore. If a supporter of a rival team, for example, criticised your club for having fewer trophies, you might take it personally, feel diminished and react aggressively – all because your identity and self-concept has been threatened.


    This isn’t limited to football. In tennis, the debate about who the greatest male player is comes down (at least for now) to Roger Federer, Rafael Nadal or Novak Djokovic. Arguments online about the respective claims each one has to the GOAT (Greatest of All Time) crown can become very heated. Getting irate when someone disagrees with our opinions is an indicator that we have become overly identified with our thoughts. Again, a debate like who is the GOAT can be interesting and entertaining – as long as we don’t attach too much importance to it, or personalise it.


    While winning can certainly be enjoyable, and handsomely rewarded at the elite level in high-profile sports, it’s not necessarily where the real joy is to be found. People tend to love sport because when they play it time stands still and they lose themselves in it. Even when we just watch elite athletes produce inspired performances while in flow, we can be left with a feeling of awe – during which our mind-made self-concept diminishes. It is these experiences that we really treasure.


    Which brings us back to Goldie Sayers. After initially finishing fourth at the Beijing Olympics in 2008, hopes were high that she could go on and finish on top of the podium at the London Olympics in 2012. She was among Team GB’s medal hopefuls, alongside the likes of Jessica Ennis and Mo Farah. Her stock rose significantly after she broke her own British record just three weeks before the Games got underway.


    Sayers threw a new personal best of 66.17 metres – her longest in competition since Beijing 2008 – in damp and windy conditions at Crystal Palace. She was in flow and loving how it felt. Her second and third throws were outstanding too, both above 64 metres, and it looked like she was peaking at exactly the right moment. It was a true statement of intent, and she finished the competition ahead of the world number one, the defending Olympic Champion, and the European Champion. However, while it was the best of times, it was soon to become the worst of times.


     

    ‘I had three throws that were the best of my career pretty much and I literally felt like I could throw sixty-six metres standing on my head,’ Sayers told me. ‘And then I just said the immortal words to my coach, “Right, I’ll take one more throw, then I’ll take my spikes off and get ready for the Olympics.”’


    She had struggled with numerous injuries during her career, but up until that point never to her throwing arm. That all changed when she threw the javelin for the fourth time in Crystal Palace, thirteen days before the Olympics started. Sayers headed down the run-up as normal and released the javelin as she had done so many previous times, but on this occasion her arm buckled under the immense forces that are required to throw it such a long way.


    ‘By the time I released the javelin, my forearm was tightened up and then by the time I got back to the warm-up area, I could barely straighten my arm,’ she told me. ‘And that was three weeks prior to London and I had just beaten everybody. I was doing all these interviews about being a potential favourite, or certainly a medallist, but internally I was going, “God, there’s something really wrong.”’


    A few days later, on what was Sayers’ thirtieth birthday, she was sliding into an MRI scanner to find out the extent of the damage, and to see whether she would even be able to compete in London. The scan revealed that she had partially torn the ligament in her elbow. Despite the prognosis, she refused to give up on her dreams of taking part in London, but when the time came to compete in the Olympic stadium she was a shadow of the competitor who had dispatched her main rivals in Crystal Palace.


    Sayers managed three throws despite having her right arm heavily strapped. At the start of her run-up, her face betrayed the anxiety she was feeling, and after completing each throw she was clearly in a lot of pain. After three agonising rounds, she was out. Watching the interview she gave to the BBC after being eliminated makes for emotional viewing. The underlying sadness is obvious as she talks about the pain of her injury and the disappointment of not being able to produce her best in front of a home crowd before she breaks down in tears at the interview’s conclusion.


    Despite looking ahead to the 2016 Olympics in the immediate aftermath of her London 2012 disappointment, Sayers didn’t go on to qualify for the Rio Games. However, in 2016 she found out that her Olympic story wasn’t over. She was driving down the M11 to meet her mum Liz when she got a call from her agent. As soon as he mentioned the name Mariya Abakumova, who had won the silver medal at the 2008 Beijing Olympics, Sayers knew what was coming. When competing against Abakumova, she had an inkling that the Russian had been using nefarious means to get an advantage.


    ‘It’s just obvious when you’ve competed against the same people for quite a few years, and then someone changes shape beyond all recognition,’ she told me. ‘All you can do is focus on your own performance, but she did go in throwing sixty-five metres and came out throwing seventy, and at that level you can’t improve that much.’


    And so, with Abakumova’s silver retroactively withdrawn, Sayers moved up from fourth to third and found out that she would be awarded an Olympic bronze medal after all while driving down the motorway. She went on to celebrate the news with her mum in the coffee shop at the Waitrose in Newmarket. It was a joyful, surreal moment.


    It wasn’t until 2019, two years after she had retired from the sport, that Sayers was awarded her Olympic medal. Ironically, the ceremony took place in London’s Olympic stadium, where she could have been one of Team GB’s celebrated athletes, but for the elbow injury she picked up just over a fortnight before competition began in 2012. The occasion was the Anniversary Games, and Sayers slipped into her Beijing 2008 tracksuit for the occasion. With her family and friends watching, and all her old javelin competitors waving as she prepared to get on the podium to receive her medal, she struggled to hold it together.


    ‘I was like, I can’t completely lose it because I would have been a blubbering mess, and I then wouldn’t have been able to take anything in. And so I just spent most of my time trying not to cry uncontrollably, although I did cry,’ she told me. ‘The main thing that day was just being able to say thank you to everybody who helped me on the way really.’


    With that, Goldie Sayers had her Olympic medal. One of those pieces of metal that every elite athlete trains for was in her hands, and no one would be able to take it away. Don’t forget, ‘it’s all about the trophies’, right?


    ‘The medal thing is interesting. I thought I’d be really in awe of this Olympic medal because that’s what I spent my every living breath for twenty years trying to achieve, pretty much. And actually, I got this Olympic medal home, a few weeks ago, and I was like, “Right, where am I going to put it?”’, she told me. At the time of our first conversation, the medal was hung around the neck of a model stag which she had on her wall, while later it was given pride of place above a new recycling bin she bought. ‘It’s funny, because in the end it’s sort of meaningless.


    ‘I don’t feel that attached to it strangely. I’ve just got it up thinking that, you know, I might become more attached to it as I see it. And it looks nice, but it is a thing at the end of the day,’ she continued. ‘And you know what, like any sort of material things, they lose their shine after a while. I don’t wish to sound ungrateful for this Olympic medal because I love everything that it stands for and what it means to me, but the actual medal itself. It’s interesting, isn’t it?’


    Sayer’s story helps us question this idea that sport, at any level, is fundamentally about winning and lifting trophies. Now, I’m not suggesting that there is anything wrong with winning. It can be a tremendous achievement, and it certainly adds to the unscripted drama that is part of sport’s charm, but it isn’t the be all and end all. After all, every year there is a new trophy up for grabs, whether it’s the Premier League crown, a Wimbledon title or a Masters trophy. Admittedly, Olympians have to wait four years to get another crack at the silverware, but that time will pass too.


    So if so many sportspeople achieve their dreams of winning the biggest trophies and titles, and take home Olympic medals, yet don’t feel satiated in the way that they expected to, then where is the true gold of sport actually to be found?


    To explore what we are all perhaps searching for in life, whether we realise it or not, let’s return to the subject of flow: the condition in which you are completely absorbed and immersed in whatever it is that you are doing. It is as if you merge with the activity itself. The distinction between the experiencer and the experience itself briefly dissolves. While ‘success’ isn’t always enjoyable, flow is inherently exhilarating. It is rewarding for its own sake, not because of the promise of some future reward or recognition.


    Allow me to briefly share my own experience. The height of my own sporting peak happened many years ago, in 2002. That was the year when I was crowned men’s singles champion at my local tennis club. I had been watching the tournament there since I was a boy, and it had always been a dream of mine to win, so to lift the trophy was my crowning glory. The primary memory I have of the final is of my parents watching me from the front row of the crowd, but other than that – and a few shots here and there – there’s not a huge amount I can recall.


    What is particularly interesting to me is that my abiding memory of that summer, from a tennis-playing perspective, is of a backhand winner I hit a few weeks later in a friendly match when no-one was watching. I was competing against a tall American chap whose name I have forgotten, and we had split the first two sets. In the deciding set, I was playing as well as I ever had done, and at one point my opponent sliced an approach to my backhand wing and charged into the net. My response was to hit this deft, sharply angled backhand winner that seemed to come out of nowhere. It caught both my opponent and me by surprise – I could barely believe that I had pulled it off and could not recall any conscious intent to do so – and it felt exhilarating and subtly transcendent. It was as if I hadn’t done it, it had just happened, and I was fortunate enough to be there to witness it. When I shared this story with Sayers, it immediately resonated.


     

    ‘I felt like that playing table tennis once. It was in a final, and the girl I was playing was really good, and I had no idea where my level of play came from. I had to be in flow because I had to get to her [opponent’s] standard,’ she told me. ‘In fact, many of my favourite sporting memories aren’t from my athletics career.’


    When Sayers and I reflected on her time as a professional, and the true richness of it, she spoke about the simple joy of throwing a javelin, time and time again. ‘It’s like a wave up the body, snaking up from the floor upwards, and the last thing you use is your hand, which finishes off the movement. It’s this feeling of connection through the body – a whole body connection,’ she said.


    Throwing a javelin, Sayers explains, is ‘a bit like trying to hit the perfect golf drive off a twenty-five-metre run-up. There are a lot of variables that can get in the way – not least yourself. There is time to think, but that is absolutely a no go.’ As with most sports, the elite make it look easy, but throwing a javelin is anything but. They are seeking a perfect mix of timing, finely tuned technique and rhythm. Sayers explained how there is ‘beauty in every throw’, because of how rarely all the myriad elements of a throw all come together in perfect synchronicity. When it does click, the feeling can be sublime. ‘It’s like you are on a completely different plane,’ Sayers told me.


    It is important to say that this feeling isn’t exclusive to sport. Experiencing a sense of flow, and the loss of our self-concept, can happen in any number of experiences. From losing our sense of self while painting or playing the piano, or during a particularly engaging conversation, through to enjoying an awe-inspiring landscape. To take the latter example, a moment of awe when looking at a beautiful sunset or similar happens in the moments between thoughts. That is where beauty is found – not when thoughts pop up to comment on what you were previously directly experiencing.


    According to Csikszentmihalyi, one of the characteristics of a ‘flow state’ is a ‘transformation of time’. We all know the experience of time appearing to drag when we are stuck in a queue or traffic jam. Similarly, who hasn’t had the experience of looking at a clock and being surprised that time has flown by when they have been having a good time with lovers, friends, or family?


    ‘I do think you can expand and contract time when you are in flow,’ Sayers told me. When throwing the javelin, Olympic athletes are looking to get into the perfect position during their penultimate step, which they call the slot. It takes about two hundredths of a second to launch the javelin from that position, but Sayers was aware of all the constituent parts that made up the throw in minute detail, and her experience was that she had all the time in the world. ‘It’s that feeling of being aware that it’s almost happening to you in a way, but that sixteen hundredths of a second probably felt like twenty seconds or something.’


    Time is an interesting concept to explore. On one level it is abundantly clear that time exists; you just have to look at a clock or how your own face has changed over the last couple of decades for proof. But looking at it another way, isn’t it always now? You could argue that time largely only exists from the mind’s point of view. Whenever a thought arises, it typically refers either to something that has already happened or that is yet to happen. As soon as you think about ‘now’, the moment you are thinking about has moved on.


    However, for awareness there is nothing but ‘the now’. If you pay close attention to what you can hear, feel, or see, and refer only to the direct experience of each perception and not to any thoughts or mental labels that subsequently arise about it, you are experiencing the present directly. Thinking about the present is analogous to subtitles being plastered over the top of direct reality. To awareness, past and future don’t exist.


    As our self-concept is created by the ‘thinking mind’, that means it lives in time. The ‘story of me’ is largely created by thoughts about what has previously happened to us. And past and future only exist as ideas in your mind, now. When time is transformed or even seemingly drops away, so does the sense of being a separate ‘me’, because without referring to the past there can be no self-concept.


    Probably the best advice I have ever been given when it comes to living a peaceful and stress-free life came from Rupert Spira. He speaks about what is known as the ‘perennial understanding’, which suggests that all the great spiritual traditions share a single, universal truth at their core: that peace is our fundamental nature, and that we share that nature with everyone and everything.


    While the advice he gave was simple, its effect was profound. All he said was, ‘live as if time doesn’t exist’. Most people, myself included, live ‘in psychological time’ far more than they need to. People habitually ignore their current immediate experience to dwell in thoughts about the past and hopes or anxieties about the future. In doing so, we often rob ourselves of peace in the present.


    I can’t recommend living in this way enough (which is not to say that I always manage it). Except for those moments when you need to make plans, or have appointments to keep, not dwelling in thoughts about what might happen in the future or what should have happened in the past is a good idea. This doesn’t mean, for example, that you can’t enjoy happy memories, but perhaps try and do so willingly rather than unwittingly. Most of us spend too much time lost in mental time-travel – thinking about past and future – without realising the impact of doing so, and as a result experience suffering in the form of regret, guilt and anxiety.


    Have you noticed that when you go on holiday, or even when the weekend rolls around, you are more able to put day-to-day anxieties and worries down for a brief period? Part of the reason we enjoy such moments is because we let go of psychological time for a period. But the reality is, we can choose to live this way whenever we want by shifting the focus of our attention from the ‘thinking mind’ to ‘the aware mind’. Notice the feeling of the sensations of our body, or the sounds in our vicinity, for example – and become aware of the fact that we are aware.


    Spira is someone whose work has had a profound impact on me. He is someone who walks his talk. He speaks about the importance of seeing through the illusion of the ‘separate self’, as he calls it, and lives from that place. Unlike some other world-famous philosophers and psychologists whose manner can be quite different from the message they are promoting, he is as warm and kind as the understanding he seeks to share.


    One of my favourite episodes of my podcast was when he came on to talk about the concept of ‘flow’ from a philosophical perspective. We discussed ‘non-duality’ (which means ‘not two’), which suggests that reality is ultimately one indivisible whole, and not numerous separate things that are stitched together as they seem to be (yep, it’s deep). To have our episode featured on the BBC Sport website – a site primarily focused on results, tactics, transfers and scores – and to be talking about sport in such terms felt like a real coup.


    I put to Spira the examples of flow I have already outlined above – Jonny Wilkinson, Damon Hill and Frankie Dettori – and shared Goldie Sayers’ experience with her Olympic medal. I asked whether the belief that it is all about winning trophies was accurate in his view, or whether Sayers’ experience was telling. Could it be that what everyone is searching for is not the winning, but the joyful experience that arises when we are in flow?


    ‘Absolutely. It’s not the trophy. The trophy is, at best, a symbol of that moment, that experience. The trophy symbolises that,’ Spira replied. ‘Do you spend your whole life training intensely, you give up everything, for twenty or thirty years of your life for a handful of silver that’s worth a thousand dollars or something? Is that what people are after? Of course it is not. What they are after is not even the experience of flow itself, but the loss of the sense of being a separate self that is entailed in the experience of flow. That is what people long for.’


    Let’s return to Mihaly Csíkszentmihályi’s research on the subject of flow. The psychologist spoke not only about the distortion of time, but about the ego dropping away. As we have already discussed, the ego is synonymous with that sense of ‘me’ that feels like it is looking out on the world from behind our eyes. It is our self-concept, the voice in the head that judges, labels, and lives in psychological time. When people are in flow, when they feel blissful, the sense of ‘me’ is absent.


    This flies in the face of what we are led to believe sport, and much of life, is about. If we stick only to experience itself, and the stories I have shared in this book, winning a trophy can be underwhelming. Think about Johnny Wilkinson waking up the morning after kicking England to the 2003 Rugby World Cup, or Goldie Sayers getting her long-awaited Olympic medal home and then noticing that she was strangely unattached to it. Isn’t that revealing? Doesn’t that tell us something important – that we might have things the wrong way round?


    On the other hand, has anyone ever experienced being ‘in flow’, crucially with its resulting loss of the sense of self that most people imagine themselves to be, and declared it to be underwhelming or anything other than pleasurable? I would suggest not, and Sayers agrees.


    ‘I always think when athletes retire, they miss the feeling of being in flow. Because when you are in flow, in cricket when you are seeing the ball like a football, a by-product of that is they probably score six or whatever,’ she said. ‘I think that’s why athletes really struggle in retirement, because they can’t find something that helps them get into flow to such a degree.’


    This fact needs a closer look because it is telling us something important about happiness, life and how best to live it. Let’s take another sporting phenomenon that has been pored over: the phenomenon of choking, when an athlete is unable to perform to the level expected of them in a key match or competition.


    As any England men’s football fan knows, penalty shootouts are an ideal arena to witness elite athletes choking. There was some interesting research done at the 2016 European Championships which suggested that teams with more highly decorated players – people who had a high status – were more likely to choke in a shootout than those with less decorated players. It was proposed that the reason was because the higher-status players were more worried about tarnishing their reputation. In other words, they were concerned about the possible impact that missing a penalty would have on their self-concept, and the concept that other people held about them.


    Another study found that the more self-conscious an athlete was, the more likely they were to choke. Being self-conscious is when you have a heightened sense of your body in time and space – and of your self-concept.


    One of the greatest snooker players of all time, Stephen Hendry – who dominated the sport during the 1990s and won seven World Championships that decade – is familiar with the torment of choking, or getting ‘the yips’. During the latter years of his career, Hendry noticed he was struggling to hit certain shots, which led him to avoid even attempting them. This had a disastrous effect on his game. He began losing to ‘journeyman’ players, and after one defeat headed back to his hotel room and broke down in tears. ‘It was sheer shame, embarrassment. I just couldn’t play hardly any of the shots that I wanted to,’ Hendry told me.


    Interestingly, when we spoke in 2019, Hendry told me that he was still able to hit the very shots he feared taking in competition, as long as he was on his own. ‘When there’s no one else there, I can play most of the shots,’ he told me. ‘It manifests itself when there’s a crowd there watching me, whether it’s two people or two-thousand people.’ In other words, he is prone to choking over certain shots when he knows that he is being watched, which in turn makes him self-conscious and unable to perform as he would like.


    So people perform at their best when their self-concept drops away, and this is also when they find the experience most enjoyable. Your performance level is prone to sharply decrease when you are more ‘self-conscious’, which is not a pleasant experience. Isn’t it then fair to conclude that, whether we realise it or not, we actually want our self-concept – the ‘me’ we typically assume ourselves to be – to be absent?


    The prevailing orthodoxy is that, when you achieve something of note, you will have proved yourself to be extra special and can expect to be treated accordingly and celebrated by the people around you and society at large. You become ‘a star’. If you look at the way celebrities – sporting or not – are currently idolised and celebrated, this is clearly the case.


    That’s why so many young people say that becoming famous is their main life goal. It’s because they want to be seen as special, and to see themselves as special. They want to ‘enjoy’ an aggrandised self-concept, because fundamentally they believe that will bring them happiness. And yet experience tells us that the exact opposite is true. We are at our happiest when our sense of ‘self’ drops away.


    When an athlete or celebrity buys into the idea that their success in a particular field, or even just the fact that they are famous, makes them special, it can be tragic. ‘It is quite dangerous. And I think it’s dangerous for sports people, especially because I think that’s probably happened to them from quite a young age,’ Goldie Sayers said when we discussed the cult of celebrity. ‘If you’re not careful, you probably can kind of believe the hype, that you are special.’


    That said, the greatest athletes are able to access true inspiration. They create never-before-seen moments of excellence – as Rupert Spira pointed out during our conversation – rather than simply rehashing or upgrading something that has already previously been done. ‘When presented with a situation – and if you’re a tennis player the situation is the ball you are facing – you don’t reach into your memory bank for the response, you don’t reach into the past,’ he said. ‘Instead, your mind goes silent, and a new response is free to emerge.’


    It’s at moments like these that athletes are truly in ‘the flow’, and they are capable of producing shots and responses that have never been hit before. In my opinion, this is a huge part of the reason why Roger Federer was so admired and adored wherever he played. Throughout his career, particularly during his peak, he produced shots that seemed otherworldly. A winner on set point during his semi-final win over Andy Roddick at Wimbledon in 2003 – the year of his first Championship triumph – is a case in point. He hit a half volley crosscourt dipping winner from inside the service line that prompted John McEnroe to yell, ‘That is not possible!’ from his spot in the commentary booth.


    Such shots are a transcendent and joyful experience, for both player and spectator. There is no way that Federer had time to think about the shot he wanted to hit. It was an inspired response from beyond the thinking mind, and from the smile on his face it surprised him as much as it did his opponent, as well as everyone watching.


    This isn’t to say that athletes of this calibre haven’t put in the thousands of hours of practice to hone their skills to allow them to produce something so inspired. ‘Federer has done all the drills that has prepared his body, and indeed his mind, of course, it is also very mental. That has prepared the vessel so to speak, and so the vessel is the right shape. And because the vessel is the right shape, it is open to this influx of inspiration,’ Spira explained. However, that doesn’t mean that the inspiration such athletes are able to access regularly need lead to a swollen self-concept.


    ‘Many of the really great players don’t identify either with the godlike status that other people confer on them, nor do they claim the inspiration as their own. They know that they were in the zone, so to speak, of something that was larger than them, that was operating through them,’ Spira said. ‘And someone who understands this, they don’t become more arrogant, they become more humble. That’s why really great artists and musicians and philosophers and sports people, they are truly humble, because they realize that their bodies and minds were just used in the service of an intelligence that was intimate but impersonal.’


    When Goldie Sayers listened to Spira and I discuss flow and its deeper implications, she told me that she found it moving. ‘It took me right back to the Beijing Olympics and my performance over there and almost feeling like I’d been beamed up somehow, or as if this portal had opened,’ she said. ‘It probably was pure joy, peace or calm – a sense of “Wow, I get it now.” The whole world makes sense when you have moments like that.’


    
  


  
     

    Conclusion


    On Friday, 10 September 2021 my alarm went off at 4 a.m. It’s rarely enjoyable being dragged from your bed at such an hour, but on this occasion I was immediately filled with a sense of anticipation. It’s not something I usually recommend, but the first thing I did that morning was check my phone, where I read that British tennis sensation Emma Raducanu had walloped the seventeenth-seeded Greek player Maria Sakkari in the US Open semi-finals.


    I leapt out of bed, had a quick shower and got dressed in the dark, all while trying not to wake my wife. I then hopped in a taxi which sped me through London’s still-deserted streets to the entrance of the BBC’s New Broadcasting House. It’s always a privilege to present the sport on Radio 4’s Today programme, but that morning I was particularly animated. As has perhaps become apparent over the course of this book, tennis is unquestionably my favourite sport. My obsession with it borders on the extreme.


    I made a particularly energetic entrance into the Today programme office, waxing lyrical about why I was so confident that Raducanu would go on and make history by winning the final. Just after 6 a.m., I joined Mishal Hussain in the studio to further discuss the eighteen-year-old’s stunning run live on air. When Hussain asked me to put in context what a Raducanu victory would mean, I explained that it would be entirely unprecedented. No qualifier had ever won a Grand Slam, and the fact that the teenager had reached the final in such style, without dropping a set, meant she was in my opinion a big favourite to lift the trophy.


     

    Later that weekend, along with millions of other people around the world, I watched as Raducanu rounded off her fairy-tale in New York in unforgettable style. She beat Leylah Fernandez 6-4 6-3 to lift her first Grand Slam title in just her second major tournament – and just a short while after having completed her A-levels to boot.


    Despite feeling nervous before the match, once Raducanu started playing she experienced something she later recognised as flow. ‘I was so in the moment it was insane. I wasn’t even thinking, my body was just moving,’ she explained in an interview with The Times in June 2023.


    After her spectacular victory many people expected the teenager to go on and dominate women’s tennis, but it didn’t immediately pan out like that. In 2022, after being signed up by a raft of high-profile sponsors including Nike, Tiffany and Dior, Raducanu was estimated to have earned more than £20 million, making her the third highest-paid female athlete in the world. But on-court, she struggled to repeat her success at Flushing Meadows, battling with injury and losing in the first round of the US Open as defending champion. She finished the year as the world number 75.


    The Raducanu miracle narrative soon shifted, with people questioning if she was a flash in the pan. I remember one article in particular, written after she was beaten in the second round of Wimbledon the same year, criticising Raducanu for saying that she didn’t have any expectations of herself going into the Championships. The article said that lots of the people watching did have expectations that needed to be met, adding that she had a ‘losing attitude’. The suggestion that Raducanu, who was still just nineteen years old at the time and in her first full year on the WTA tour, owed anything to those watching her seemed absurd to me.


    In 2023, after dropping out of the top 100, Raducanu underwent surgery on both her wrists and her ankle, forcing her to take an extensive break from the tour. It was while waiting to recover from her injuries that Raducanu opened up about her experiences in the aftermath of winning a Grand Slam. She spoke about attaching her self-worth to her achievements, and feeling so down after defeats that she would ‘have a day of mourning’ when she would do nothing but stare at a wall. Raducanu said life on tour after her 2021 US Open victory could be ‘brutal’, adding that sometimes she wished she had never won the title.


    But, when Raducanu reflects on that day when she triumphed in New York, she is reminded of how she felt at the time, describing it as ‘completely pure’. That state of being so at one with the moment was when she felt most alive – not when her status became so elevated that brands were queueing up to give her vast sums of money, and swathes of people she had never met had an opinion to share about her.


    Revealingly, in her Times interview, Raducanu spoke of struggling to switch her mind off, and of feeling guilty when she was not busy. Her favourite times were when she was with friends, she explained: ‘I cherish that time, that is literally when I don’t think about anything else.’ In those moments, any concept of ‘Emma Raducanu the Champion tennis player’ simply drops away, and she feels at peace.


    ***


    The story of Emma Raducanu illustrates the point I have been trying to make in this book: we are happiest when our sense of self dissolves, and not when it is celebrated and enhanced. When we are in alignment with this moment, however it happens to show up, and do not resist its content, we are invariably at ease.


    While we are not our thoughts, we are aware of our thoughts may sound simple, it is a realisation with significant implications. I would argue that it has the power to significantly reduce psychological suffering and change the way we understand ourselves and other people.


    As we have seen, a key insight that stems from this recognition is that your self-concept, which is created when you identify with your thoughts, is not actually who you are. When you do derive your identity from the content of your thoughts, the all-important gap between you and your thinking disappears. You feel identical to your thoughts.


    But as we saw with Sir John Kirwan and Will Carling in Chapter 1, thoughts aren’t facts. We are not defined by what other people think about us – for better or worse. When we form a mental image of someone as special on account of a skill or talent that they have honed, or we perhaps deride them as a pantomime villain, it is a vastly oversimplified misrepresentation. Similarly, our own thoughts don’t define us either. The content of our thoughts is prone to changing at a moment’s notice, and the fact that we don’t actually choose our thoughts implies that they are fundamentally impersonal.


    While many of us spend much of our time worrying about what might happen in the future, the reality is that the challenges we will all face frequently come out of left field. That is to say, they are rarely in the form that we imagine they will be. So there is real value in recognising that most of our worrisome thoughts serve little purpose, other than robbing us of peace in the present.


    And when the challenges of life do arise, as they surely will, we shouldn’t be so quick to accept the judgements that the mind comes up with to categorise them. As we saw with both John McAvoy and Henry Fraser, even the most difficult circumstances can play an important role in helping people evolve.


    People frequently confuse happiness with status. But as McAvoy learned, personal aggrandisation and glory are not actually that important. Taking the opportunity to positively impact others, on the other hand, can be hugely enriching – as Team GB’s gold medal winning women’s hockey team proved in 2016. By creating a selfless culture, one that prioritised a sense of we over me, they were able to live up to their vision that prioritised a sense of being.


    And herein lies another valuable point to re-emphasise. There is a widespread cultural assumption that doing will lead to a heightened sense of being. It’s the classic ‘I’ll be happy when X happens’ belief that fuels so many of us. But joy, fulfilment and peace of mind, which I believe is what we all really want (whether we realise it or not), is not synonymous with achievement and lasting success. Caitlyn Jenner can testify to that.


    If we can work towards something as an expression of our innate wholeness, rather than seeking to fill a sense of not being enough, we will arrive at a healthier way of navigating life. We can learn to let go of limiting beliefs like I must do well. If we are able to do that, the paradox seems to be that we actually increase our chances of achieving what we want.


    Jonny Wilkinson used to cause himself significant distress by identifying with thoughts about what might happen in the future or regrets about what had already taken place in the past, as well as the apparent implications of both for his self-concept. During his playing career, he only got a respite from this self-induced suffering while he was on the rugby pitch. Why? Because while he was equipped to respond to what the moment required of him on the pitch, he was never able to do the same when battling thoughts about the past or future. We are powerless to deal with scenarios that we don’t even have to deal with, because they don’t actually exist anywhere but in our imaginations.


    So what is to be done about thoughts and feelings that we would rather not have? We must simply accept and welcome them, without getting lost in them. When we resist thoughts, or cling to them, we simply perpetuate them. While it can seem like acceptance is something we do, the reality is that it is actually about stopping doing something. By recognising that we are fundamentally the aware space in which thoughts appear, we can allow them to rise and subside without needing to interfere with them in any way.


    Like the sky through which clouds pass, awareness is inherently accepting. Right now, do you have to do anything to be aware of the sounds you can hear or the sensations you can feel? No: it is effortless. In fact, there is nothing we can do to stop being aware. It is the one ever-present element of our existence. It is awareness, and not thoughts, that is our core identity.


    I have tried to build to this ultimate recognition throughout this book. I truly believe that it is a realisation that can help us to find lasting peace within the inevitable ups and downs of life. When we overlook awareness, we can’t help but cling to all the aspects of our experience that are continually changing to try and define ourselves. We say I am an athlete, I am a loser, I am a champion. Every time we believe these ideas about ourselves, we add to our self-concept. The simple recognition I am becomes I am something. When we create an identity in this way, we invariably attach our self-worth to it.


    When we become capable of transcending our self-concept, the happiness that is already present in the background is free to emerge. And yet the widespread belief is that the path to happiness is found through being recognised as successful and special. I think we have got it the wrong way round, in both sport and in life. In other words, when we seek to aggrandise our self-concept, we are hoping to find joy, peace and fulfilment. But in reality, it is our self-concept that ends up concealing the very things we desire.


    That is why we spend our time looking for ways to escape the ‘me’ that we take ourselves to be, like when we play sport and get lost in the game for its own sake, or fall in love, relieved to feel like we are no longer an isolated fragment adrift in the universe.


    This isn’t to say that we need to try and get rid of our self-concept. It is simply to recognise that it is an illusion and not who we essentially are. The key word here is recognise. This isn’t really about doing anything, it is about being. Rather than getting lost in thoughts about yourself, just return to the empty presence of awareness that is here before being defined by anything, and that holds whatever appears within it with compassionate acceptance, again and again.


    You already are what you are looking for.
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