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What business can  
learn from sport

he world of business could learn many 
lessons, but not every lesson, from the world 
of sport when it comes to growing its leaders. 
That was the key takeaway from the Devel-
oping the Corporate Athlete event hosted by 
the Institute of Leadership & Management in 
the autumn. 

Kate Cooper, the Institute’s head of 
research, policy and standards, presented the key findings of The 
Elusive X, an Institute white paper that explores how learning 
from sport can be transferred into leadership development 
within the business environment. It particularly focuses on 
whether there is an ‘elusive X’ quality that drives great perfor-
mance over and above financial investment. 

Cooper highlighted that mindset is crucial in sport, and 
improvement is often a result of concentrating on the little 
things, which leads to the big things getting better. She also 
pointed out that sports people don’t have annual reviews – they 
are constantly assessed and measured. 

Dr Elesa Zehndorfer, author of the book The Physiology of 
Emotional and Irrational Investing: Causes and Solutions and former 
general secretary of the International Federation of American 
Football, was a panellist at the event. She observed that having 
a sporting background helps leaders to become more resilient, 
since they have had to learn how to bounce back from failure, 
adding: “Exercise is a great way of building resilience as it gives 
the body a positive neural experience of stress, making a person 
neurally more resilient in the face of stress on future occasions.”
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Catch up with the latest Edge thinking at: www.
institutelm.com/research-news/edge-articles.html. 
Here is an extract from a recent article:

Is intelligence overrated in leadership? 
Signs that an abundance of grey matter 
may not always be the greatest asset for 
managers have emerged from a study that 
cites intelligence as a potential roadblock to 
motivating people. Carried out by researchers 
at the University of Lausanne, the study 
took the form of a Multifactor Leadership 
Questionnaire, in which management figures 
not only rated themselves, but were marked 
by their peers and subordinates, too.

While the study drew a correlation 
between intelligence and effectiveness, it 

noted that this link tended to break down at 
around the IQ-120 mark – with particularly 
low effectiveness occurring at IQ-128 and 
above. As the study suggests, the test 
subjects north of that threshold didn’t 
necessarily resort to poor techniques – they 
simply had trouble marshalling good ones.

Among the resulting flaws were 
that subjects i) wouldn’t simplify tasks; 
ii) couldn’t grasp why subordinates 
found certain tasks difficult; and iii) were 
often unhelpfully verbose. As such, the 
researchers concluded, these leaders  
“suffer from too much of a good thing”.

Does this mean intelligence is an 
overrated virtue among leaders, obscuring 
other qualities that recruiters should value?

The Institute of Leadership & 
Management’s chief executive, Phil James, 
says: “In leadership and management, we 
often hear about emotional intelligence. 
But if you’re so ‘bright’ that you are unable 
to explain something clearly, and cannot 
understand why you are not understood, 
you are clearly lacking in emotional 
intelligence because you’re missing those 
cues. You’re missing that essential, relational 
skill, whereby you should be able to sense, 
and empathise with, a person’s confusion 
and struggle to absorb the information. You 
ought to be able to ask that person to help 
you to help them to deal with what they’re 
experiencing.” To read this article in full, 
see bit.ly/2A3hQNq

FROM THE BLOG
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Fellow panellist Alex Loudon, a former international profes-

sional cricketer and now a partner at investment firm Abercross 
Holdings, named purpose, people and environment as the key 
elements of high performance in both sport and business. “To 
ignore these is to set ourselves up for problems,” he said. But 
he noted that business has a longer life-cycle than sport, which 
means it needs to be managed differently. “You’ve got to get 
your rhythm right. If you approach it like a big match day, you’ll 
burn out.”    

Asked whether there were some sporting practices that do 
not translate well into business life, Zehndorfer said: “The epic 
coach speech – a lot of people try to package that up and use it to 
motivate a sales force, but it just doesn’t work.” 
The Corporate Athlete event supported the Rainbow Laces campaign, 
which aims to tackle homophobia and promote inclusion in sport. 
To download ‘The Elusive X’, visit bit.ly/2k6XZSJ
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