
Entrepreneurial	Attitude	
 
“Made	it,	Ma.	Top	of	the	world!”		

[White	Heat,	1949]	
	

 
This chapter is all about ATTITUDE – the attitude that makes 
an entrepreneur.  

 
I am often asked if entrepreneurs are born or are they 

made. My view is that a strong can-do attitude usually occurs 
in people naturally, but as in all nature/nurture arguments, it 
can be dramatically enhanced and encouraged – that is, indeed, 
nurtured. 

 
Having the right attitude is a life skill that you can work on 

and polish. A lot of it is about being positive. It is also about 
having great ambition and a passion to do what you do very 
well.  

 
There has been plenty of research to try to demonstrate 

that successful entrepreneurs come from certain economic or 
social backgrounds. Factors are touted such as the loss of a 
father figure at an early age, or being born the third of four 
siblings so that you were always having to compete with older 
brothers and sisters for attention and space, whilst the youngest 
in the family, the last born, was considered the baby and got 
special treatment.  

 
My own personal circumstances were such that my father 

did not have a great influence on my life. He was a chronic 
gambler who frequently blew the weekly cash wages before he 
got home on a Thursday night. He never once in his life gave 
me a congratulatory “well done!”. Consequently, I decided 
very early on that what my dad would not do for me I would 



have to do for myself. There were lots of part-time jobs 
including paper rounds from the age of 12 and at 16 I was 
doing interior decorating for good money! That pattern of early 
employment for reward is certainly something that crops up 
quite regularly in the backgrounds of a lot of successful people 
that I have met.  

 
Generally in business, as in sport, it is not about how good 

you are, it is about how badly you want it. In one 1930s movie, 
the immortal Jimmy Durante used to sing: “It’s not where you 
start, it’s where you finish... and I’m gonna finish on top!” 
Having a driven personality is not an absolute prerequisite for 
success, but it sure helps! 

 
Without wishing to preach, I feel strongly that you have to 

live by your own rules and choose to take actions that sit easily 
with your conscience, and nobody else’s. Being generally 
optimistic, with a sense of humour is far more useful than 
being downbeat and pessimistic. You do come across 
successful people who are miserable, but I cannot think of too 
many successful leaders who are miserable. Always accentuate 
the positive because positivity is key. 

 
Selling manuals often refer to PMA – i.e. Positive Mental 

Attitude. When asked, most people think that PMA means a 
“can do” attitude. Actually, I prefer to think of it as a “will do” 
attitude, which, to me, has more determination and certainty 
about it.  

 
The simplest tip that I can give you about getting on in 

business is for you to just “smile and say hello”. Most people 
make up their minds about new people that they meet within 
10–15 seconds of meeting them, whether that is for good or for 
bad. That is the way it is and you cannot change it. So, you 
should try to kick off on the right foot with everybody you 
meet and the best way to do that is by practising a good, firm 
(but not over firm) handshake, good eye contact and a big 



smile. Handshakes that feel like slimy fish and failing to make 
good eye contact with the person you are meeting are just 
hugely off-putting. If you want to give yourself a chance with 
everybody that you meet, start off with a big smile, a firm 
handshake and good eye contact. And remember, no matter 
how big or how small the organisation that you are in, it starts 
from the top. If the boss is grumpy, why shouldn’t everybody 
else be the same?  

 
A positive mental attitude is about being prepared to 

accept responsibility. I purr with quiet pride when team 
members volunteer to take ownership of agenda items or 
projects. You want people on your team who are quick to put 
their hands up to volunteer and take responsibility.  

 
The New York Giants NFL team used to pin up in their 

locker room before games a little statement that went like this:  
 
1. Blame nobody. 
2. Expect nothing. 
3. Do something. 
 
Be the sort of person who is willing to accept that the buck 

stops with them. Having people on the team who put 
themselves forward to accept responsibility is a major plus for 
an organisation.  

 
Determination/Persistence 

 
A really important characteristic of my kind of entrepreneurial 
attitude is to have the enduring, unceasing, relentless ability to 
apply yourself with enthusiasm, determination and persistence 
to what you set out to do. Persistence is a brilliant 
characteristic, it is just so important in an entrepreneur’s 
attitude.  

 



The milkshake machine salesman who built McDonald’s 
up from a three outlet hamburger bar company to the 
worldwide empire that it is now, Ray Krok, had a lot to say 
about persistence that I think is valid. Just read this:  

 
Nothing in the World can take the place of persistence. 

 
Talent will not; nothing is more common than unsuccessful 
men with talent. 

 
Genius will not; unrewarded genius is almost a proverb. 

 
Education will not; the World is full of educated derelicts. 

 
Persistence and Determination alone are omnipotent. 

 
When I think about persistence, the example that I like to 

recall is the great Mohammad Ali v Joe Frazier heavyweight 
boxing fights in the early 1970s. Mohammad Ali was the 
boxing genius who could “float like a butterfly, sting like a 
bee”. He could dance and move in the ring and was a fantastic 
boxer and athlete. But Joe Frazier was just damned dogged. He 
just kept coming at you. Watching those old fights of Joe 
Frazier and Ali with Smokin’ Joe’s remorseless ducking, 
bobbing and weaving style, relentlessly coming forward, you 
fancy that he is going to walk straight through brick walls. You 
feel that it would take a tank to stop him and maybe that would 
not even do it! What persistence! Joe Frazier knew that the 
mark of a true champion is not how many times you are 
knocked down, but rather, how many times you get back up off 
the floor. 

 
For me, the word determination is interchangeable pretty 

much with the word persistence. Possessing persistence is an 
absolute if you want to build and grow a business.  

 



Incidentally, if you really want to build a successful 
business, you need to see that business as a new baby in your 
family. You have got to treat it the way you would treat a new 
baby. You have got to prioritise its needs above all else and 
prepare to sweat for it, die for it, starve for it – do anything to 
make sure it thrives and survives.  

 
Always Ask “What Can I Do?” 

 
You succeed by doing something better than other people do it. 
By “building a better mousetrap”. When you do something 
very well, the rewards naturally flow to it. But the question 
should always be when aiming to build a brilliant company, 
not “what is in it for me?”, but “what can I do for the 
company?” – How can I help it?  

 
The assassinated USA President, John F Kennedy, in his 

inaugural address to the American people in January 1961 said 
something along the lines of: “My fellow Americans – ask not 
what America can do for you, but rather ask what you can do 
for your country!” Very powerful words.  

 
The World Belongs to Do-ers 

 
Many are the examples, as illustrated by Ray Krok, of people 
with grand plans and little performance. Krok mentions 
educated derelicts and I agree with him.  

 
But, one of the really big things that hold people back is 

actually fear. Fear of failure, fear of rejection or fear of the 
unknown – sticking with the devil you know, rather than the 
devil you don’t. It is absolutely vital if you are going to build a 
business that you must not be scared of failure or of the 
unknown.  

 
My mechanism for overcoming fear of failure and fear of 

the unknown is simply to objectively access the risk. Ask 



yourself – what is the very worst thing that could happen if 
every single door slams in your face? If every piece of toast 
lands jam down? If everything cocks up? Well, they stopped 
imprisoning people for debts more than 100 years ago. They 
stopped hanging you for less than treasonable offences in most 
countries many years ago. If everything cocks up, if everything 
folds, you are just in that famous position of Elton John – 
“you’re still standing”. And you can just, in the words of Cole 
Porter in the musical Swing Time “pick yourself up, dust 
yourself down and start all over again”. Whether it is social 
relationships, the workplace, your marriage, maybe even a 
physically or mentally abusive partner, most people stick too 
long with what they know, “the devil they know”. They are 
scared of taking a leap into the unknown to change the pattern 
of their lives.  

 
Do not be scared of failure. Confront the risk and do not 

show fear. Ask yourself “what is the worst thing that can 
happen?” When you have assessed what the worst that can 
happen really is, do you know what? It very often is not so bad 
and you will find that you can deal with it and you realise that 
you can cope with the downside. Work out the worst possible 
downside – look hard at it and it usually is not so frightening. 
Obviously, if the worst-case scenario terrifies you and you 
know you could not deal with it – then don’t do it! Find 
something else. 

 
To be successful, there is an old cliché – first you have got 

to want it and then the work begins. You have got to want it so 
badly that you can smell it, taste it and almost feel you could 
touch it. Making things happen and getting things done is a 
vital skill in running and building a business. “Do it now” is a 
core philosophy, as is not putting off till tomorrow what you 
can do today. There is a lot more in the section on terrific time 
management about that, but I firmly believe, absolutely 
believe, that momentum, getting momentum, is vastly superior 
to inertia. When you get the rock rolling, when you get the 



trolley trundling, you can far more easily redirect it to the right 
target. Getting it rolling is the hard part – think of it as a stick 
and a hoop – easier to keep going, easier to change direction 
when it is moving. I am not talking about making hasty 
decisions or doing things not thought out properly, but I am 
saying that you should not be a rabbit frozen in the headlights. 
Don’t just stand there – do something!  

 
Nothing in this book will guarantee success. I cannot give 

that guarantee. I do not know you. What I can say, 
categorically, is that everything that I tell you will shift the 
odds of you being successful in your favour every time. 

 
In trying to give an insight into entrepreneurial attitude or 

entrepreneurial spirit, there are some further thoughts.  
 
The best go-getters, the best entrepreneurial sort of people 

are ones who urgently want to be in control – they want to 
make the decisions. They have got the confidence, the 
arrogance and the chutzpah. They do not fear failure, as I have 
discussed already, they have a desperate hunger to prove 
themselves and it often shows in a big ego expressed in 
wanting to impress.  There is a massive determination in their 
personality which often shows up in exceptional levels of 
energy, exceptional levels of resilience and hard work. It all 
adds up to a strong inner steeliness.  

 
When I reflect upon my life outside of business, my social 

and domestic life, it occurs to me that there were key times 
when seminal decisions got made.  

 
For example, when I was 19, in my first few weeks at 

university, a young lady from back home accused me of 
having got her pregnant. It caused quite a fuss in the family at 
the time, particularly as my granddad was dying in hospital 
and the family was quite stressed. My big sister was helpful. 
She was then a practicing midwife and was able to establish 



that this girl, when she accused me, was actually at least five 
months pregnant and I had only known her for three months – 
so we were able to agree to go our separate ways. The reality is 
though, that had she been pregnant and had it been my 
responsibility and given the morals and values of the time, it 
would have been unthinkable for me to have done anything 
else other than drop out of university and to marry her and 
come home to get a job. A key moment in my life – not getting 
married at 19. 

 
Actually, I have a further thought on the impact of raising 

a family on entrepreneurial ambitions. Before I met and 
married my first wife, I could have quite easily got married on 
two prior occasions, but when these decisions needed to be 
made, I went off in a different direction to marriage. Would I 
have started allsports when I was 28 if I had had a wife and 
two children to support? I very much doubt that. I really do 
believe that there are key moments in life. It is extremely 
helpful to recognise them and to make the right decisions when 
they occur. 

 
My personal theory is that there are two great windows of 

opportunity in your working life when you can more 
successfully start your own business. There are two absolutely 
top-notch periods that are both live when you have not got a 
lot of social and family responsibilities. I think that the first 
period is at around the age of 26 to 30 when you are still 
single, without family responsibilities and you have had five or 
six years of solid work experience in your industry. In order 
not to fear failure and in order to be able to pick yourself up 
and dust yourself down if you do fail, frankly it helps not to 
have a wife and a young family dependent upon you. It is too 
much of a responsibility and it will hold you back when 
making decisions and contemplating taking acceptable risks. 
The second period in a business life or career comes when you 
have been settled down and have raised your children. They 
could be off to university and you are perhaps in your mid 40s 



with plenty still left in the tank. At that time, a reduced level of 
family and social responsibility allows you to think of yourself 
more and act primarily for yourself.  

 
People often ask me why I decided to get into the sports 

industry in 1977. Back then, it was glaringly obvious. In a little 
more than six years, I had become a good, self-taught retailer. 
With Wilf Cassel, I had built up the business that he had 
started from 3 outlets to 47. I had imposed my standards and 
my obsessions upon his hard-headedness. I was naturally 
obsessive about detail and there is no doubt that a great part of 
retail is indeed detail.  

 
Then, as now, I was a keen amateur sportsman. Sports 

shops in 1977 were appalling. There were no multiples. There 
were no large groups. It was a fragmented retail industry 
completely dominated by small independents with, frankly, no 
idea. No visual appeal. No shelf ‘pop’. No window ‘pop’. No 
merchandising. No salesmanship. No shop fit. The largest 
sports group in the country at that time was a company called 
Sugg Sports based in Sheffield, which had about nine outlets. I 
could see a clear opportunity to do what I did well. To build a 
better mousetrap. To be significantly better than those who 
were currently doing it.  

 
Back then in 1977, every futuristic forecast was that we 

would all have robot drones doing our housework by the year 
2000 and an ever increasing amount of leisure time that could 
be devoted, in part, to playing sport. It seemed abundantly 
clear to me that the opportunity was there.  

 
I had talked about it and planned it for about 12 months 

with my then best friend. I set up a limited company and gave 
him 20% of the shares. When push came to shove and I was 
ready to hand in my notice and go for it, he couldn’t and he 
wouldn’t. But, for me the die was cast. I was doing it. I was 
going. It was time to start my own business and be my own 



boss. So with little funding, but lots of dreams, ambitions and 
energy, I handed in my notice. What followed in the next few 
months demonstrated how many times I would take the 
chances that lead onto fortune.  

 
Having next to no money, I was desperate to get started 

and began looking round for a shop to trade from. Eventually, I 
found something appropriate that needed a lot of work doing 
on it, in Wilmslow, in Cheshire. Because I could not afford to 
wait, because the cash was limited and my resource very finite 
and ebbing away daily, I did something very naughty. Which 
was that without having signed the lease on the premises, I 
persuaded the innocent estate agent to let me borrow the keys 
to go and take some measurements. It was something he 
should never have done – but he did. I made a copy of the keys 
and then effectively squatted in the premises and started the 
shop fit programme, even though I had not signed the lease!  

 
Most unfortunately, I had recruited a “jerry builder” – a 

completely incompetent clown, to do some structural building 
works. Essentially, in an old Victorian building with a ground 
floor, two upper floors and a basement, in which we were only 
going to use the ground floor, this idiot knocked out some 
structural retaining walls without putting in the appropriate 
strengthening RSJs and pad stones in the gaps that he had 
knocked out. The grave risk was that the whole building would 
collapse into the basement and I hadn’t even signed the lease! 
Disaster beckoned.  

 
The potential landlords who were a major commercial 

property company, Land Securities, got wind of what was 
going on and jumped on me. My whole life was passing before 
my eyes in slow motion. I secured the help of an architect 
friend who could at least give me a recovery plan and a crisis 
meeting was set up between me, the unfortunate agent who had 
handed over the keys that I had copied and a representative of 
the potential landlord.  



 
If the landlord had wanted to play hardball, he could have 

forced me to reinstate the damage that I had done and sued me 
for every penny of the very few that I had.  

 
I still remember that spring morning in April 1977 – me 

and the hapless agent, Paul Nichols, waiting outside the 
premises to meet the landlord’s representative. My balls were 
already nestling very gently in this stranger’s open palm! 
Although I did not know who he was, I immediately knew 
when this chap walked around the corner 100 yards away that 
it was going to be him. Poor Paul was sweating profusely – 
wringing wet – his job was on the line. This chap strode up to 
the unit, made good eye contact with Paul and me. 

 
His first words were, “Are you Mr Hughes?”  
I replied: “yes, I am.”  
He then said, “Well then, how are we going to set about 
sorting out this mess?”  
 

I could have cried. I could have kissed him. I could have 
grovelled – I did grovel! All my dreams could have gone up in 
a puff of smoke at that moment, but in fact he was highly 
cooperative and we set about finalising a plan to repair the 
damage that had been threatened.  

 
Technically, it was relatively straightforward. What we 

had to do was install pad stones as further support for the RSJs 
that had been installed, but at that point I did not know that. It 
was a key moment in my life. One of those half dozen great 
opportunities when the ball has to bounce well for you or when 
you have to strike when the chance is given.  

This is probably a good point to carefully distinguish 
between the notion of taking acceptable risks and gambling. 
Taking a risk is absolutely not the same thing as a gamble. 
Taking a risk is when you understand the market, the players 
and the opportunities. When you understand what is required. 



It certainly helps if you have been active in the sector that you 
are intending to enter as an entrepreneur. I would be surprised 
if you went into a totally new and unknown area to start a 
business. If after 10 years as a retailer you suddenly decided 
your opportunities lay in manufacturing – that would surprise 
me. Taking an acceptable risk is absolutely not the same thing 
as being reckless, it is not about being a gambler. What you 
have to do is stack the odds as far as you can in your favour, 
without being scared of failure and without being likely to 
freeze.  

 
You need to feel optimistic and you need to feel lucky. 

There is a well-documented story of the Emperor Napoleon of 
France who, when conquering virtually the whole of Europe, 
asked of his generals in battle not that they be highborn, not 
that they should be sophisticated, nor that they should be 
educated, but simply that they should be lucky. He valued and 
wanted lucky generals above all else and that strikes a chord 
with me. 


