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An Army officer for 

nearly 23 years, 

in business for the 

last 8; a Commando 

Medallist, a boxer and a 

rugby player – has he lost 

it? Leadership and love – isn’t that way

too fluffy?!

This is not about ‘hugging’ – it is about

performance. It is not about a word – it’s

about a climate, an environment, an

ethos which has a profound impact on

people, how they feel and how they can

fulfil their potential.

‘Fluffy’? Ask any Army or royal Marine

officer what they think of their troops and

they’ll say ‘I love my boys!’ This is not

unique to the services. This is what Scott

Quinnell, a Welsh international rugby

player, British Lion and one the hardest

of the hard rugby men, said about Martin

Johnson and he’s an Englishman(!):

“He is a fantastic leader, I love him

to bits. He is the type of captain if

he asked you to run through a brick

wall you would because there would

be a gaping hole where he had

already been.”

This is what Peter Moores said in an

interview in The Guardian recently:

“...As a coach you need to build a

relationship with a captain and that

takes time. It’s like a marriage.

You’re going to go through tough

moments together and you’re going

to fall out at times.”

In business, ‘tough love’ has been

recognised as key to boardroom

success. William M Klepper’s new book,

‘The CEO’s Boss: Tough Love in the

Boardroom’ says: 

“The board’s commitment to the

CEO is ongoing and must be

approached deliberately and with

dedication to providing tough love

in the boardroom. At its core, tough

love demands ongoing feedback.”

I will return to the subject of feedback

and ‘tough’ indeed ‘fierce’ love later.

AIM

The aim of this article is to provoke

discussion, inspire self-reflection

and stimulate exploration into the

power of love in leadership and

coaching relationships and in

individual and team performance.

Its relevance is not just in sport, but in

business, in the military and in life. 

Great relationships, with the ingredients

of love at their centre, are the bedrock of

people feeling safe and secure and able

to perform to their highest potential.

Leadership, coaching and mentoring

exist to achieve this goal.

So what is ‘love’? 

Love is generous; love is kind; love is . . .

You will remember such words from

marriage ceremonies. Love is about 

care and compassion; it’s about wanting

the very best for another person; it

involves unconditional acceptance of

who they are, warts and all (this doesn’t

mean you don’t want to help them to be

even more effective), and a willingness

to subsume personal interest for the

sake of another.

Linking Neuroscience and

Personal Experience 

90% of what we know about the brain

today has been learnt in the last 15 – 20

years. The advent of f-MrI and CT

Scanners has brought scientific

evidence to what many wise men have

theorised about for centuries. ‘Knowing’

the impact we have on each others’

brains, on our sense of safety and

wellbeing and critically on our

performance presents amazing

opportunities to those dedicated to

bringing the best out in others.

Love and ‘Attachment Theory’.

Bowlby popularized ‘Attachment

Theory’ highlighting how important the

first 2 years of life are in the

development of our brains. With 2

adopted children I have taken a

passionate interest in this and more

broadly as a leadership and

performance coach, in neuroscience

and neuro-leadership.  I have learnt that

a secure loving attachment with

primarily ones’ parents allows the

critical emotional intelligence aspects of

our brain function to develop, making it

easier for us to enjoy secure

relationships through life. The detached

and unresponsive condition of the

romanian orphans exposed as the Cold

War ended brought this starkly to our

consciousness. 
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Scott Quinnell, feeling the love

Awarded the MBE for services to the

Former Yugoslavia – one for the boys!
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The impacts of an absence of ‘love’ on

children are played out in a less extreme

way in teams where fear & threat reside. 

Why? Because attachment is not just

critical for babies – secure attachments

are important through life (re: ‘A General

Theory of Love’. Lewis M.D., Amini M.D.,

Lannon M.D.). 

The Impact of Fear. Despite the

responsibility leaders have to create the

optimal environment for their team

members to perform, too often a 

climate of threat and fear exists and

people and coaches respond

accordingly. This is primal – fight, flight,

freeze are reptilian brain responses and

constrain players performing in ‘flow’ - 

at their very best. The ‘Sword of

Damocles’ hanging over team members

is a climate many coaches and managers

generate. Team members feel the threat

of being ‘gripped’, ridiculed or dropped.

They close in and their thinking is

constrained. Neuroscience tells us

that when people are in a threat

state, they remember only one 

word in four. Their cognitive capacity 

is limited and so is their ability to ‘think

correctly under pressure’. This is a pre-

requisite of high performance, and Sir

Clive Woodward’s mantra for the England

2003 rugby World Cup Winning Squad. 

The use of fear as a motivator.

(‘Toward’ vs ‘Away From’ goals).  

A senior business leader who I had the

privilege of coaching had a ‘light bulb’

moment one day. He realised he had

spent his entire career using fear to try

and motivate his people. ‘If we don’t do

this by then, the following will happen...’

(doom - gloom!). He changed his

approach, helping his team to love the

future they generated for themselves 

and the results were transformational for

his team and profoundly for him.

Experience shows that those leaders

who generate fear amongst their teams

are mostly dealing with fear themselves.

A lack of confidence and security

restricts their ability to be open, trusting

and empowering. It’s their way or the

highway! This is not a ‘loving’

environment. And it does not mean they

are bad people or that they cannot 

create successful teams. We can all 

think of teams which have achieved in

this climate. 

However, the ‘away’ from goal mentality

is neither as sustainable nor as inspiring

as the ‘toward’ goal mentality. You can

get people to work hard to avoid failure;

you get people to express themselves,

be creative, align with others and have

fun if the ‘compelling picture’ is clear

and the climate is right. recognising the

‘gap’ can be highly motivating.

I have been in representative teams

where I felt ‘fearful’, unsafe and

‘unloved’. I have not performed to my

potential. How about you? When I

reflect back, I wonder how much of that

fear was self-generated because truth

about performance, what coaches

‘really’ thought of me – strengths and

weaknesses - was not spoken about. I

made up my own stories. In a climate

where the values of love exist,

openness, honesty and truth thrive and

people know where they stand. 

The ‘Power of Love’

Performance Conversations. Too

many people shy away from giving

honest feedback – they believe it will

cause offence and damage

relationships. They are not coming from

a place of ‘love’ in which truth can be

shared. Even with friends and ‘loved

ones’ many feel they cannot be truthful

in giving feedback. This is not about the

friend, but about them. If you really care

about someone – if you love them – you

will want them to be at their very best

and if you know how they could

improve, you have a duty to help them.

If the relationship is based on trust and

is reciprocal, they should value and be

open to your honesty. 

‘Fierce Love’ is bigger than this. It is

the essence of the sort of relationships

which coaches, captains and leaders

have a duty to have and catalyse and it

demands greater attention. A good

friend, Jonathan (noj) Hinkins, has given

it just that in his book, ‘One - Changing

the World from the Inside’. Give it a go

and see what happens! Be the change

you wish to see!

Asking for team leaders – coaches,

captains and managers to create a

climate underpinned by the values of

‘love’ and ‘hope’ is a challenge many

might consider beyond the ‘acceptable

level of weirdness’. Have another look.

Think about what is getting in the way

for you and what could happen if you

made a shift?

The ‘Listening Cures’. The value of

most person to person therapies –

counselling, coaching, psychotherapy,

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy etc is

fundamentally based on the security of

the relationship. How much does the

coachee, client, patient believe the

therapist cares about them and is truly

bothered to listen and be honest with

them. These therapies are often called

the ‘listening cures’ and empathy is at

the core of their success. When 4

soldiers from my Battalion were killed in

the first week of our tour in Bosnia in

1994 and another 9 left theatre with

serious injuries; leaders got alongside

the troops, listened to their concerns

and their fears, grieved with them and

united with a common purpose to make

our lost comrades, our families and our

regiment proud. Genuine care and love

were at the core of these relationships

and how we came through. Skilled

therapists/coaches who are not

authentic and who don’t really care

cannot have the success of those who

do care and who are fully ‘present’.

A Hockey international said at a recent

Foundation for Leadership through

Sport Conference:

“Players don’t care about how good

you are until they know how much

you care”.

Miracles can happen! Even if not

overtly spoken about, when the values

of love exist, miracles happen. Hearts

and minds have been won in the
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uniting a community in Wartime Bosnia

in 1994/95 involved getting 1,500

children back into education in schools

rebuilt by soldiers through the

‘Brandywine Challenge’
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Balkans, in Iraq, in Afghanistan and lives

have been saved, many involving heroes

prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice

for the comrades they love. The secure

and happy relationships which spread

rapidly through the best ‘commands’ I

enjoyed in difficult circumstances, in

Bosnia, during the war and in northern

Ireland, as the Good Friday Agreement

was taking its shaky first steps,

transformed performance at every level.

Lives were changed and recognition

inspired confidence and a sense of pride

for all involved! 

Embracing Love!

‘Go to the people. Learn from them.

Live with them. Start with what 

they know. Build with what they

have. The best of leaders when 

the job is done, when the task is

accomplished, the people will say

we have done it ourselves.’ Lao Tzu

How we show up impacts directly on

how others feel. We can create the

conditions for great performance or we

can stifle it by our very demeanour, let

alone our behaviour – what we do, what

we say and how we do both. The

responsibility for leaders is not just

to have secure, caring and safe

(‘loving’) relationships, but to be 

the catalyst for these relationships

across the whole organisation, team,

coaching and backroom staff etc. 

This is a prerequisite of world class

success. Work is fun, performance 

levels are disproportionately improved

and discretionary effort is the norm!

Knowing there is now scientific evidence

behind this and much of the wisdom the

Eastern philosophers and the Shamans

have shared over the centuries offers

hope that more leaders will embrace this

approach.

The journey starts with you! Love

begins at home! This is not about

narcissism or vanity. This is about truth.

Knowing oneself and knowing you are

living life true to yourself and your values

- the epitome of integrity - is a

prerequisite for leaders to create loving

environments. Leaders have the

challenge of being at their very best

consistently - resonating with positive

energy, honesty and openness whenever

they are with their people. You start with

self-compassion to warm up your ability

to give compassion - it’s the same with

love.

Mahatma Gandhi said: “I change

myself; I change my world”

A leader’s ability to create a loving

climate will of course be impacted by 

the attitude of everyone he/she must

deal with. One cannot expect everyone

to immediately embrace this philosophy

but it has to start somewhere and the

ripple a leader/coach can create is

remarkable. You must change first!

What an ask? How to be your best

and stay resilient in order to create

this ‘loving’ environment? Many other

contributors to this excellent publication

have paid insightful attention to this. I

offer this, which is drawn from work with

great people like Steve Williams OBE,

Double Olympic Gold Medallist rower

and Andy Gomarsall MBE, England

rugby World Cup Winner among others.

The foundation of energy and confidence

can come from 4 key ingredients: 

1. Know where you have come from - 

the foundation of who you are - 

your ‘proud stories’.

2. Know where you are going - 

your compelling vision. 

Make a ‘courageous decision’.

3. Know what you stand for -

your values and live them!

4. Know who you are doing it for - 

make them proud and enlist their 

support. You can’t do it on your own.

I have a neat way of bringing these into 

a visual plan (your Visual Success Map -

VSM) which I welcome sharing. It will be 

a inspiring piece of software for pc and

apps very soon, so keep an eye out for

‘Make-it-Yours’
TM

Some First Steps

Give yourself time for self-reflection.

What environment are you creating?

What do you need to create a loving 

environment?

What would stop you?

What could life be like for you and your

team if you could create a climate with

love as the bedrock - where truth and

trust allow relationships to flourish?

Conclusion

If this article inspires you to look more

lovingly at yourself and others and you 

are prepared to explore its ethos in 

order to see how performance is

impacted, it has served a purpose!

I welcome (‘loving’) feedback!

receiving the Wilkinson Sword of Peace

from the Minister of State for northern

Ireland on behalf of the 8th Battalion The

royal Irish regiment; Armagh City 1999

rowing the love boat: Steve Williams (3rd from left) 


