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U
U is for UK Sport 

Get it right and the view is worth 
the climb.

Anon

The first time that Shaun Dowling met David Woods was in Sanctuary Buildings, home of the DfE. 
Shaun explains: 

As I waited in the foyer area for David, Liz Nicholl entered. UK Sport and Youth Sport Trust had 
shared offices in central London for some time, so we knew each other well enough to strike up 
conversation about what each of us were doing there. Within a minute Liz had confirmed for me 
that not only was this book project worthwhile, but that she had a significant contribution to make. 

As Chief Executive of UK Sport, Liz has been part of the transformation of Team GB’s fortunes 
from Atlanta in 1996 through to the incredible success of London 2012. At Sanctuary Buildings 
that day, she had been invited in by the DfE to share her experiences and learning, drawing 
parallels between leadership in sport and education. Typical of Liz, she offered to share her 
presentation with me in person in her London office. 

Over the course of an hour, Liz outlined the strategies that UK Sport had implemented and, 
more importantly, the philosophy that underpinned them. It was clear to me that although some 
variables (such as funding) were unique to UK Sport, there were numerous other elements that 
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UK Sport is the body accountable to the Department for Culture, Media and Sport 
(DCMS) for working with sports and partners to deliver medal success at the Olympic 

and Paralympic Games in summer and winter sports; and successfully bidding for and 
hosting a programme of major sporting events in the UK at World and European level. 

On the back of the transformational success of Team GB between Athens in 2004 and 
London 2012, UK Sport has been asked to share its experience of the journey with a wide 
audience including a conference of headteachers and the DfE. 

While there are differences relating to funding, it was easy to find parallels between 
performance leadership and educational leadership and to identify strategies and 
philosophies that are equally relevant to leading schools. 

British sporting success is now synonymous with the Olympic and Paralympic Games. It is 
easy to forget that at the Atlanta Games in 1996, our Olympians won 15 medals including 
one exceptional yet solitary gold from Sir Steve Redgrave and Matthew Pinsent in the coxless 
pair, and finished 36th in the medal table. Those were disappointing days for elite sport in 
the UK and difficult times for athletes concerned about personal debt. But what Atlanta did 
do was persuade the Government that the nation should support our most talented athletes 
and a percentage of the National Lottery income was allocated to UK Sport to support the 
delivery of world class performances from our athletes and sports. This provided a unique 
opportunity to rethink the strategy, to think big, to think the impossible possible – What do 
we do? What could we do? What stops us? Could a nation the size of the UK ever contend 
with the superpowers of sport? It was the start of the gold mentality that Alex Danson 
explained in an earlier entry (see ‘G is for Gold Mentality’). 

We know now that the impossible was indeed possible; our Olympic team moved up to 10th 
in the medal table in Sydney 2000 and Athens 2004 winning 28 and 30 medals respectively. 
In Beijing 2008 we saw the big step up to 4th in the medal table with 47 medals. Then 
in London 2012 both our Olympic and Paralympic teams finished 3rd in the medal table 
with 65 and 120 medals respectively. There were even significant medal successes and 
breakthrough Winter sport performances in the 2014 Sochi Olympic and Paralympic Games 
with best ever medal performances and the number of top 10 results showing evidence of 
more to come in future Games. 

But how was this transformation made possible and what are the key learnings for leaders  
in education?

Reflecting on the medals referred to above it is easy to see that rapid progress was made in 
the lead in to Beijing and London. Additional resources were committed by government from 
2006 and UK Sport was given clear leadership responsibility for developing a performance 
system based on an eight year pathway of athlete development.

Everyone in the British sporting system knew that success in London was important to 
the nation and this shared goal of success brought sports and partners together like 
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would resonate strongly with school leaders. If the essence of this book is taking learning from 
sport into education, then this chapter from UK Sport is essential reading.
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never before- as one team with a clear focus on one mission. This was an important and 
challenging journey for all of us involved and at UK Sport we bring the size and scope of the 
challenge to life by talking about the quest for excellence being like the journey to reach the 
summit of Everest. 

We put the success down to getting six things right: 

1. Leadership;

2. Culture; 

3. Resources;

4. People;

5. Priorities;

6. Partnership. 

Leadership

The right leadership is fundamental – particularly when you are setting out to do something 
that has never been done before. To reach the summit the leaders must be courageous, 
inspirational and credible by demonstrating that they have a clear understanding of what 
world class looks like. They must think strategically, set the direction and assess the gap from 
where they are to the summit; they must set realistic targets to bridge the gap (with a clear 
understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of their team), identify the building blocks 
of the plan for success that needs to be put in place and set the pace to get there. They must 
be selfless and absolutely committed to continuous improvement, focus on what needs to be 
done to deliver results, build teams and partnerships and allocate resources accordingly. 

Effective leaders can deliver short term success but effective leadership teams, totally 
aligned and demonstrating strong and effective governance, are needed to secure long term 
success. This culture of performance, with clear roles and very clear lines of responsibility and 
accountability is essential. 

When thinking about the Everest challenge it is easy to see how critical it is to have formal, 
periodic evaluation of progress to confirm the priorities, identify any changes that are 
necessary and effectively manage any risks to keep the team on track. UK Sport has one 
system for periodic evaluation and for London it was referred to as ‘Mission 2012’. UK Sport 
required sports to ask themselves key questions at regular intervals: what’s working, what’s 
not and where is help needed? This Mission review is a forensic profiling of a number of 
critical elements or ingredients, applied across three key dimensions:

n  Athlete;

n  System;

n  Climate.

The athlete dimension focuses on their performance, their development, their health and 
wellbeing and their commitment. The system focuses on planning, staffing, structures, 
facilities, processes, knowledge and expertise. The climate focuses on the culture, feel and 
day to day experience of athletes and staff. 



THE A – Z OF SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT THROUGH PE AND SPORT

182

A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H
I
J
K
L
M
N
O
P
Q
R
S
T
U
V
W
X
Y
Z

The Mission review of performance encourages sports to honestly assess themselves at 
regular intervals to identify what is world class, what is on track, what is work in progress, 
not to be afraid to say what things aren’t working, to be prepared to ask for help and 
prepared to change. The honesty of this performance profiling process has developed over 
time. The key word is trust – and the sports have grown to trust that UK Sport wants them to 
succeed and wants to help them address issues. 

This has enabled UK Sport to bring about some exciting collaborations to resolve problems 
by brokering the sharing of expertise across sports that have grappled with and found 
solutions to similar issues and may even be world leading in a specialist area. In the quest 
for excellence: a problem without an apparent solution; matched with an expert willing to 
help; leads to improved performance and knowledge gain. A simple example is the sport of 
archery, preparing for Olympic competition at Lords Cricket ground and wondering about 
the strength and direction of wind flow and its impact on the flight of the arrow. It was 
easy for UK Sport to broker a discussion with the National Governing Body (NGB) for sailing 
with their world class meteorology expertise. Themes emerging across the sports have also 
shaped the provision of centralised support with exciting innovations, new technologies and 
the creation of multi–sport talent identification campaigns and talent transfers across sports. 
Think about how this might apply in your school and what opportunities might be created by 
even more intra-school collaboration. 

To increase both the effectiveness of the Mission reviews and the honesty of the reflection, 
we have recently improved our guidance to make it more rigorous and less onerous and 
have introduced an independent facilitator and a peer group reviewer from another sport. 
The aim of this approach is to embed a culture of responsibility for effective performance 
reviews that will lead to focused performance improvement. The reviews require the 
leadership team to take a break from ‘doing’ to focus on ‘reviewing’ and in the context of 
reaching the summit this is critical. 

What this all helps to do is ultimately create an ethos around which everyone and everything 
coalesces and has become the mantra by which UK Sport lives and breathes – one team, one 
mission and everyone focused on the road to success. 

Culture

The references to honesty and trust bring to life the importance of the leadership teams 
demonstrating the right behaviours and values, creating the right culture and climate for 
success – a positive environment for the team to perform. The environment must inspire 
athletes and staff to go on that challenging journey and to stay on it when times get tough. 
A positive, open, honest and supportive athlete-centred environment will build commitment 
and trust within teams working with and for each other and striving for success. The reviews 
conducted by sports include inviting feedback from the athletes themselves who have an 
open invitation (through an ‘Insights’ survey) to say what they feel about the effectiveness 
of the people and programmes that support them. This is incredibly powerful and, in 
the early days, was met with some concern but when we have occasionally given sports 
the opportunity to opt in or out, the response has been overwhelmingly in favour as the 
feedback from athletes is so valuable. 
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Resources

Making the tough calls and taking a ‘no compromise’ approach to investing the right 
resources, for the right reason, in the right people, with the right skills, doing the right things 
for the right outcome is a formula that is deeply embedded into UK Sport’s psyche with 
indisputable success. 

UK Sport asks sports to evidence what it will take for them to realise medal potential in their 
sport over an eight year pathway – essentially two Olympic/Paralympic cycles. If the evidence 
is credible then UK Sport will invest but the sport must be accountable for that investment 
and the stakes are high; if they don’t bridge the gap to the podium by making the year on 
year progress as agreed, then the intended medal outcome is less likely and the investment 
reduces or stops. It can appear brutal but a clear focus informs those tough decisions that 
have to be made with compassion but without sentimentality. Consistent application of clear 
and agreed rules must be at the heart of a result orientated system. This principle also works 
its way through to the athletes who directly benefit from an investment that allows them to 
train full-time, to their coaches who provide a world class programme of support, and to the 
science and medicine specialists in the English Institute of Sport network. 

People 

Any system is only as good as its people and so attracting, retaining and developing the 
most capable, world class people is a top priority. An athlete-centred system requires a 
selfless commitment to doing what is right and going beyond the call of duty in pursuit of 
success. Succession planning is also essential to ensure that there is no momentum lost from 
one Games to the next. This includes, for example, not only concentrating on the potential 
medallists but also developing the pipeline of talented athletes who are coming through 
the system, supporting retiring athletes who wish to become coaches, matching apprentice 
coaches with master coaches and mentors, and instilling the right values and skills in the 
future leaders who will become the custodians of the high performance system. 

Management of poor performers is equally important. The way UK Sport and sports manage 
the way they develop athletes or staff or move them on if they are not able to reach the right level 
of performance is critical to setting the high standards of an organisation focused on success. 

Priorities

All too often it is easy to be drawn into making decisions on hearsay and to lose the focus 
on the right priorities. It is too easy to be distracted by issues or opportunities that arise 
that are in fact a distraction for the core business. Learning to say ‘no’ to anything that 
unnecessarily saps energy and resources is important. Knowing what you don’t do is as 
critical as knowing what you will do. 

The need for a clear plan to deliver the agreed performance target has already been 
mentioned, as has the need for progress to be analysed and evaluated periodically using 
evidence based quantitative and qualitative information. UK Sport has formal agreements 
with each and every funded sport setting out its agreed Olympic/Paralympic targets, the 
annual milestone targets that show the required year on year progression and the priority 
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action plan which is an outcome of the periodic reviews is formally agreed and delivery 
monitored. The need for a no compromise focus on the priorities is widely accepted in the 
world of performance sport which has also to be adaptable and dynamic to react to the 
changing international environment. To help sports with their quantitative and qualitative 
assessment, UK Sport has created a Mission Strategy and Analysis function to inform an 
evidenced based review which gets to the truth more quickly. This is another example of a 
need for centralised support and challenge that has emerged from UK Sport’s oversight of 
the sport-specific reviews. 

Partnerships

Everyone in the British sporting system now knows that we can be more successful if we 
work together as one team on one mission while creating the right balance of support and 
challenge within the team. The overwhelming impact on the nation of the medal success 
at the London 2012 Games proved that the right people with the rights skills, working in 
strong partnerships, sharing knowledge and expertise can create a winning formula. 

Our aim now is to build on success in London and do what no host nation has done before, 
winning more medals at the next Games and building a stronger and more sustainable 
performance system. Only time will tell if we can continue to get the key ingredients right – 
the leadership, culture, resources, people, priorities and partnerships. 

Liz Nicholl OBE, Chief Executive of UK Sport

There are many analogies here that readers can draw out for themselves depending on your 
context. This journey from underperformance to world class has many correlations to education 
and school leadership, and we are grateful to Liz for sharing as much of this as she can without 
giving away all of their secrets. Significantly, though, it is clear that ‘outstanding’ in 2012 is not 
an end point. The quest for further improvement continues as elite sport moves through the next 
cycle through to Rio in 2016, with UK Sport setting even more ambitious targets for Team GB. It 
will be a tough ask, but Liz and her team are not ones for shying away from tough decisions and 
even tougher challenges.



The A-Z of School Improvement Through 
PE and Sport is available to purchase now, 
at a special price of £4.79* (for a limited time 
only).

Visit our website to buy your copy now!
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http://unitedlearning.org.uk/United-Thinking/Publications/AZ-Sport

	U is for UK Sport
	U is for UK Sport
	Action Page November 2014

