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a winning mentality
With a client list reading like a who’s who of business and
sport, Humphrey Walters is at the top of his game
By Ian McCurrach

H

umphrey Walters is in the business of winning. He lectures on inspirational leadership
and helps individuals to perform at high levels, as well as developing successful teams.
Among the clients of his eponymous business are the England rugby union team
and Premier League football clubs, but its origins were rather less auspicious. While
working as what he describes as a ‘hack journalist’, he was asked by Marcus Sieff, then
chairman of Marks & Spencer, to write its annual report. Sieff wanted a report that people could read
and enjoy. Most of his shareholders shopped in-store, so alongside the business aspect he wanted it to
cover the kind of products they could buy.
This was revolutionary at the time; reports traditionally concentrated on the financial results while
this one could also be used as a marketing tool. It became a blueprint for other companies – and
Humphrey’s services were much in demand. He estimates he was involved with writing around
one-third of the reports of the top 100 companies, work which brought him into contact with leading
business people. This contact sparked his interest in the business of management. ‘I got really interested
in leadership and teamwork and the principles behind them,’ says Humphrey. He believed that the
business world was becoming ever more competitive and unpredictable, and that managers would need
particular types of skills to thrive, or even survive.
To investigate the principles of success, he looked for an environment that was tough and
unpredictable and depended solely on the performance of individuals working together with team
leaders. He found this when he took part in the 1996/97 BT Global Challenge yacht race. It became
a formative experience in his business career.
Tackling ‘the world’s toughest round-the-world yacht race’ with no previous sailing experience taught
Humphrey how to cope with fear and fatigue. He used this experience for his book, Global Challenge, which
explored leadership skills and teamwork lessons.While at sea, he made weekly radio broadcasts for 5 Live
and it was as a result of those that he received a call from Clive Woodward, the then-new coach of the
England rugby union team. He was looking for someone with a strong business background who would
also have genuine credibility with the players. ‘I’d gained that doing the yacht race,’ says Humphrey. ‘So I
could say to the players that I’ve been in business and I’ve also faced challenges, so this is what I did.’
Humphrey looked after the practicalities for the team. ‘There was 90 hours of preparation time
leading up to 80 minutes of match performance time,’ he points out. ‘My job was to make the 90
hours world class in every way: from how meetings were run and the accommodation, to making sure
everyone wore England uniform, what they did with their kit – everything. I talked about employing a
different mentality and it being a game of inches, not doing massive stuff. And that leads to success.’
Other clients have included the JCB Dieselmax land-speed record team, the organising committee
for the Beijing Olympics, Formula 1 and football clubs, including Bolton Wanderers, Chelsea and
Swansea City. Humphrey’s approach can also be used to help people overcome setbacks such as a dip
in form. He says there are three ‘golden rules’ for those who are working on getting back to form. ‘The
first is to remind yourself that you are a great player. Number two is to go back to the basics: think what
it was that made you a great player and forget the fancy stuff. And number three is to make sure you put
in the work on those basics.’
He also believes that trust is fundamental. ‘That is how I work with Clyde Young, my Partner at
St. James’s Place,’ he explains. ‘He is fastidious. I trust him implicitly. This allows me to concentrate on
my business while he looks after the finances for me. The other thing I agree with Clyde on is that there
must be mutual respect. One should never be late, for example, whatever the circumstances.’
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