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J

ustin Langer recalls a Sunday morning
stroll through the Fremantle Markets
in March 2018. “I went down with my
second daughter, which I’ve done for the last
five years whenever I am in Perth,” he says.
At the time, Langer was still serving as the
Head Coach of Western Australia and the Perth
Scorchers. “On most of those visits no one
bugs me; we just have our coffee, and we go
about our business. The day after ‘sandpaper’,
I reckon 30 or 40 people came up to me.”
A day earlier, as Australia played South
Africa in Cape Town in the third Test of their
series, Australia’s Cameron Bancroft had been
caught illegally altering the condition of the
match ball with sandpaper. A Cricket Australia
investigation found Bancroft guilty along with
his captain, Steve Smith, and vice-captain,
David Warner.
That Sunday morning Langer, who was still
absorbing the news himself, became a lightning
rod for the locals’ emotions. Cricket is arguably
the most-popular sport in Australia, with players
on both the men’s and women’s national teams
amongst some of the most recognisable faces
across the nation. “People were angry and sad.
They couldn’t believe it,” says Langer.
Langer was still coaching Western Australia
and Performance had not planned to touch
upon the incident, which saw Smith, Warner
and Bancroft banned for periods varying from
nine to 11 months, but he sees it as the natural
starting point when discussing Australia
men’s rise to No1 in the International Cricket
Council’s Test Team and T20 Team Rankings
under his tenure as Head Coach, which began
two months later when he signed a four-year
contract to succeed Darren Lehmann.

“When I did my first press conference, the
most-asked question was: ‘how are you going
to change the culture of the Australian cricket
team?’ I remember saying that culture is about
behaviours. Positive behaviours to win back
the respect of our opponents around the world
but also to make Australians proud.” Over the
course of nearly an hour, Langer continually
returns to themes and notions he cited on that
day in May 2018.
It is an early November evening and Langer
is talking to Performance from a hotel room
overlooking Sydney Harbour. Australia are due
to meet India in a one-day series beginning at
the Sydney Cricket Ground just four days later
but training had been cancelled that afternoon
and Langer has asked to speak a little earlier
than the appointed time.
“I presented to the boys this morning and
we’ve still got a big challenge ahead of us
because we’ve got half our squad, those
coming back from the IPL [Indian Premier
League], staying in quarantine 20km away
and those that didn’t travel to the IPL staying
here,” he says, reminding us instantly of the
ongoing pandemic. “Our two squads don’t
come together until the day of the game. That’s
unprecedented - who would think that could
ever happen? It’s like a reunion and I cannot
wait for Friday afternoon.”
Langer is an open, friendly and engaging
conversationalist. His answers are considered
and pleasingly direct; and the fierce competitor
that scored 7,696 runs for Australia across 105
Tests is never far from the surface. “I hate
losing and I don’t think that will ever leave me,”
he admits. “I get really introverted and I aware
of it. I come out of it a lot quicker now. By the
time I wake up the next day I’m usually ready
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“WE’VE GOT A PHILOSOPHY IN THE
TEAM: ‘WE OVER ME’. IT MEANS
ALWAYS CONSIDERING WHAT’S BEST
FOR THE TEAM NOT WHAT’S BEST
FOR ME BECAUSE IF YOU DO THAT
THAT’S HOW IT GETS SPLINTERED;
CARING FOR EACH OTHER, LOOKING
OUT FOR EACH OTHER.”
JUSTIN LANGER
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to go but I talk about being the zen coach,
trying to stay as calm as possible. On the days
where we lose I want to try and keep a bit
better perspective.”
He was a crucial part of the Australia men’s
cricket team that dominated international cricket
from the mid-1990s through to the mid-2000s.
People still talk about Langer and his fellow
opening batsman, Matthew Hayden, as one of
the finest partnerships in Test cricket history.
The conversation turns to team culture. He
says: “I haven’t actually spoken about this
publicly before: a lot of people talked about the
culture of the Australian after the incident in
South Africa, but I would argue that the culture
of Australian cricket, maybe not the team in
that moment, is as strong as any in the world.”
He presents the swift and decisive way in which
Cricket Australia conducted its investigation
into the incident as evidence. “They took a very
strong stand. Whilst it was hard on those three
guys, who are like my sons now, I think it just
goes to show the strong culture of Australian
cricket, which has been successful for so long.”

“IT’S HOW YOU BEHAVE ON THE
FIELD, HOW YOU BEHAVE OFF
THE FIELD. IF YOU CAN GET UP
EVERY DAY AND THINK ABOUT
MAKING PEOPLE PROUD OF YOU
THEN YOU’RE GOING TO BE OK.”
JUSTIN LANGER

At his inaugural press conference, Langer
suggested that the camaraderie of the
Australian team at the time was perhaps not
as tight as it needed to be when the pressure
was on. He said: “One thing I know about
Australians, is that mateship is really important
and elite mateship within the Australia cricket
team is going to be a key value. We’ll have to
work and develop that camaraderie.
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ABSOLUTE CLARITY
Langer was appointed Head Coach of
Western Australia and the Perth Scorchers in
November 2012 and he draws parallels with
his appointment to the national team post six
years later. “I had a very strong foundation and
vision of where I thought the team needed to
go and I was very clear, from the chairman to
the CEO, the Cricket Australia board, and then
to the players,” he recalls.

“We’ve got a philosophy in the team: ‘we over
me’. It means always considering what’s best
for the team not what’s best for me because if
you do that that’s how it gets splintered; caring
for each other, looking out for each other.” The
last point is particularly important to Langer.
“I’m supposed to be the tough guy,” he says,
mindful of the reputation he feels he has earned
inaccurately. “You have to care for people and
show them love; that’s incredibly important.”
He tells Performance that making Australians
proud also remains top of his agenda. “When I
presented this morning to my players and staff
as a reminder, I keep saying to them, whether
it’s David Warner, Steve Smith, or Cameron
Green, who’s coming in for his first tour, ‘guys,
if you wake up every day thinking of making
Australians proud of you, you will never go
wrong because ‘Australians’ means your mum,
your dad, your grandparents, your brother, your
sisters, your mates and the wider Australian
community. It’s how you behave on the field,
how you behave off the field. If you can get up
every day and think about making people proud
of you then you’re going to be OK.’”

“I took over in a crisis period in Western
Australian cricket when I first became Head
Coach and I was very clear on where we were
going and what our behaviours needed to
be. Some people call them ‘values’ but we
call them ‘behaviours’, and they are based on
honesty, professionalism, humility, learning
and mateship. I was really clear with the
captain and I was really clear with the vicecaptain, I was clear with the senior players
right down to the rookies; ‘this is how we’re
going to go and you’re either in or you’re out’.”
Langer had long been seen in some quarters
as Lehmann’s successor and had taken the
reins from his former Australia teammate for a
one-day series in the West Indies in 2016. Now
he had the job on a permanent basis, having
signed a four-year contract. He had to ensure
the values he espoused came to life.
“A lot of psychologists will say you’ve got
to have shared visions and behaviours; that
you’ve got to sit down and you’ve got to work
through them together,” he says. “Now, what
I’ve learned, as a past athlete, and I see it
all the time in different teams, is that every
pre-season, everyone sits down, they work on
their mission statement or vision, they set their
goals and they set their values, and they write
them up on fancy posters around the walls and
they put them in their gyms. They’re nice words
but they’re also like toilet paper because no
one lives them. For a period in the pre-season,
everyone’s sitting around singing Kumbaya and
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MAKING AUSTRALIANS PROUD

hugging each other; but the thing I’ve learnt
clearly, unless someone is leading those every
single day; whoever has got the title, whether
it’s the captain or the senior players, the head
coach, the assistant coaches; unless someone
is living them all day, they’re just fancy words.
“That’s the hardest thing about the job. You’ve
got to be on top of the behaviours every single
day and that can be uncomfortable because
we all like to be popular. The flipside is that it’s
not just about catching people when they don’t
behave the right way – that’s not the way to do
it in my view.” Instead, Langer prefers positive
reinforcement. “When they do the behaviours
that you expect within your environment, you
give them a pat on the back, you give them a
hug, you let them know. I’ve got four kids, and
if you tell kids they’re doing a good job then
they’ll want to continue to do the same.”
Clarity is essential. “Absolute clarity,” he
emphasises, “of where we were going and how
we were going to go about it; and, because of
that, I think it’s easy for people to come with
you. If it’s a bit wishy-washy then it becomes
difficult. Then you work hard with the other
leaders; in my case Tim Paine [Australia’s Test
captain], Aaron Finch [Australia’s one-day
captain] and Pat Cummins, the vice-captain.
Alex Carey’s been a vice-captain too; we went
through a two vice-captain model for the first
two years to try and build our leadership. You
get them to help you on the path and it makes
their job easier because the vision is all set out
and it’s clear to everybody involved.”

For all the promising results in his first two
years, Langer tells Performance, “at the end
of my coaching career, I’ll judge myself not on
how many titles I win, but how many wedding
and Christening invitations I get because it
means that I’ve had an effect on a player’s
life; they know I care for them. Obviously, our
business is winning games of cricket, but if
I get wedding and Christening invitations, I
know it’s more than just winning and losing
games of cricket.”
“I had lunch with [former Manchester United
Manager] Sir Alex Ferguson before the Old
Trafford Test last year,” says Langer of their
engagement during the 2019 Ashes series in
England. “It was one of the great moments
of my life. I got the same impression, that he
really cared for his people and I think that’s
what the great coaches do. If your players
know you care for them, then gosh, they’ll
run through brick walls for you. That’s my
experience of the leaders I love and admire
the most. Often that care means they can be
the hardest on you at times because they’re
telling you the truth and you might need to be
a bit grounded every now and again. What I’ve
learned in life is mentors who have been the
toughest on me in life are the people I respect,
admire and love and they’re still my best mates
or my best friends.”
Langer argues that players who pull on the
baggy green cap for Australia can and do find a
deeper fulfilment than winning cricket matches.
“I know from first-hand experience you get
extraordinary opportunities if you’re part of the
Australian cricket team. I’ve been lucky to do it
for a very long time. You get to meet and learn
from amazing people, you get to be involved
with a number of different charities; you get
the opportunity, if you want to take it, to make
people’s lives happier, whether it’s sick kids,
adults or people who need a lift. The more we
can put this in front of our players the better.”
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“THAT’S THE HARDEST THING
ABOUT THE JOB. YOU’VE
GOT TO BE ON TOP OF THE
BEHAVIOURS EVERY SINGLE
DAY AND THAT CAN BE
UNCOMFORTABLE BECAUSE WE
ALL LIKE TO BE POPULAR.”

He also places value in storytelling. “I think
the other beautiful thing about sport and
cricket, is there’s so many beautiful stories,
isn’t there? We’re great storytellers, certainly
in Australia we’re great storytellers and I told
this story to our players this morning: in 1981,
I was 11 years old and Dennis Lillee bowled Viv
Richards on the last ball of the Boxing Day Test
Match. That was the moment I wanted to be a
Test cricketer. I still remember the crowd at the
MCG [Melbourne Cricket Ground] was going
mad. Dennis Lillee was bowling to my absolute
hero Viv Richards, two gladiators going at it,
and that was the moment.

JUSTIN LANGER

“What I say to our players is: ‘this is your
moment to be a hero. If you’re a hero, Australian
cricket will be alive and well forever, so go and
be a hero’. A lot of us our driven by a fear of
failure but, because of that drive, it gives us a
chance to be heroes. ‘Show us what you’ve got;
bring magical moments, win magical games,
take a specky catch, do something brilliant
because that’s what’ll inspire the kids and your
teammates’. Again, that’s the bigger picture than
just winning and losing.”
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Langer has also continued the long-held
tradition of Australian teams bound for England
making a stopover at the Gallipoli Peninsula in
Turkey to commemorate the 8,709 Australian
and 2,721 New Zealanders of the Australian
and New Zealand Army Corps [ANZAC] who
lost their lives in the ill-fated 1915 Dardanelles
Campaign of World War I. “We took the guys to
Gallipoli and the Western Front before we came

“OBVIOUSLY, OUR BUSINESS IS WINNING
GAMES OF CRICKET, BUT IF I GET WEDDING
AND CHRISTENING INVITATIONS, I KNOW
IT’S MORE THAN JUST WINNING AND
LOSING GAMES OF CRICKET.”
JUSTIN LANGER

JUSTIN LANGER ON USING ANALYTICS
“In our world, it’s like all sport,
where everything is measured,
every statistic. But again,
in that sense, you go to the
analysts and I say: ‘look guys,
you’re so important to me.
You’re like another selector,
you’re like another coach, but

I’m not good at numbers.’ I
love the movie Moneyball
and I love the philosophies
but I found the book quite
hard to read because there’s
so many numbers in it. What
I say to all our analysts and
all our coaches, is: ‘guys, sift
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through it all and if you can
give me the gold nuggets I’ll
sell it to the players, I’ll sell it
to the public. I’ll sell the gold
nuggets and we’ll get better
because I want to simplify it
as much as I can for the
players’.”
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to England for the World Cup in 2019 and Ashes
and the year before too.” The shocking losses
endured by both nations in that expedition
are etched in their collective memories. As a
national day of remembrance, ANZAC Day is
observed in Australia and New Zealand on 25
April, the date in 1915 that the ANZAC landed
in Gallipoli and is observed alongside the more
widely commemorated 11 November.
He has often spoken of these visits, which include
the Commonwealth War Grave Cemeteries of
northern France and Belgium, in interviews
and press conferences. “They are some of the
most sobering experiences of our lives,” he tells
Performance. “And why do we do that? you talk
about fulfilment outside of just winning or losing
games of cricket and what we get to see is what
we are representing, the incredible history of our
country; that’s a big part of what we’re about.
“I talk about making Australians proud and that
we develop great cricketers and great people; I’ve
spoken about it for ten years and I’ve certainly
spoken about it to our players. When I spoke this
morning, I sent Cameron Green, our new kid on
the block, the presentation that we have about
the cultural expectations and the player attributes
we’re looking at. That has been the happiest part
of my job over the past two years.
“Not once have I talked about how we’re going
to be the No1 cricket team in the world and
we’re going to win this. We’re not only a very
likeable team again, we’ve also earned some
respect back from overseas, we’re also ranked
No1 in Test cricket and No1 in T20 cricket. My
point is that you can have both; you can be
great cricketers and you can be good people.
You can get more fulfilment than just how
many wickets, runs or wins you can get.”

ME OVER WE
The role of the head coach can be limited in
cricket compared with some other sports, despite
a growing recognition of the importance of
making the best possible appointment. “I would
say coaching in cricket, compared with other
codes, is still quite immature,” says Langer.
“We’ll always have the captain, who does the
lion’s share of the work on the field, but the head
coach’s role has certainly changed. I remember
particularly the advent of professionalism and
how big the game is now with three forms of
the game; the guys are on the road 300 days
of the year. Certainly, the role of coach is very
important. My philosophy is that I never like
to say that the head coach is the boss, or the
captain or the best player is the boss. I think what
I’ve learned over a long career is that it’s people
working together and if you have the wisdom to
drop the ego of who is the boss, you can create
some miracles. If all the leaders are going in
the same direction, it’s a powerful dynamic and,
alternatively, if the leaders aren’t going in the
same direction it can be a complete disaster.”
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‘NO RULES CRICKET’
For Langer, when his playing group returned
from the Covid-enforced shutdown in tip-top
shape it was evidence of their growing selfreliance and the success of his team’s culture.
“I was so pumped,” he says, while suggesting
that international cricketers may be more
accustomed to a hub lifestyle and biosecure
environments than many others.

Langer’s captains, from Simon Katich and
Sam Voges in Western Australia to Tim Paine
and Aaron Finch with the national team, each
provoke a reaction in him that ranges from
paternal to friendly. He has known each since
they were young and watched them grow into
some of the finest players in international
and first-class cricket. Of Katich and Voges,
Langer says: “We played together, and I love
their integrity and their character, they’ve got
a great work ethic, and they’ve got a good way
about them.

He also personally enjoyed the opportunities
afforded by the sport’s shutdown. “Over
eight months I’ve spent six or seven of those
at home with my family. It’s been incredible
doing all the things I don’t do during the year.
I’ve been in my own bed, eating home cooked
meals, and I’ve had no hotels or no airports;
I’ve loved that. I have also given about 40
presentations on leadership.”

“Then I fast-forward to taking over this role,
and Tim Paine had just come in as captain
after South Africa. We’ve been good mates, I
respect what he brings to the table; he’s an elite
athlete, he’s an elite professional, he’s savvy in
the media, he’s got a nice way about him.

Langer has also been discussions with other
coaches, and turned to books, podcasts and
anything that offers an insight into leading
because, as he admits, it is not always easy.
“To be honest, in the first six months of me
taking over the job, that probably got up the
nose of a few of the players in training. We
have very high standards with our throwing,
fielding work and in the nets. In my view,
you’ve got to be strong in your preparation and
then, when it comes to match day, it’s almost
like we play ‘no rules cricket’.

“I’ve got an old saying that I pick character
over cover drives any day of the week. What I
mean by that is there’s so much talent out there
but I’m going to back the person with strong
integrity and strong character every day of the
week over someone with perhaps a little more
talent but with less of a character. I will back
them every day of the week because under
pressure they’ll come good for you. This might
sound like a silly thing to say, but we try to
make each other look good. They’ll do their job
and I’ll do my job, and if we do it well then we
make each other look good.”

“I think what happens in a load of sports is that
there’s so many rules and so many constraints
on the players on match day. Then they start
overthinking, but if we can have a scenario
where they’re just playing what’s in front of
them, they’re playing their role and they’re
playing no rules cricket, in other words they go
about their business. That doesn’t mean to say
they can be reckless in their approach, in fact
it’s the opposite. They know their role and they
play what’s in front of them so on match day
it’s playtime, whereas at training, for me, it’s
when you set the standards high. Because the
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truth is, certainly in the Australian cricket team,
if they don’t perform, they don’t get selected
because there’s plenty of talent. That’s how I
think we go about our business. That old SAS
motto ‘train hard, fight easy’ is something that
features in my philosophy.
“I think the other thing that’s really important
for winning lots of games, whether it’s the
players or the coaches, is people being clear
what their roles are. It takes pressure off the
players; they’re not thinking about everything,
they’re just thinking about what they must do
be successful. All the great players I’ve seen,
particularly in cricket but in various sports,
they’re like zen masters because they simplify
it down to a couple of important cues and they
simplify their games to the point that they
know exactly what to do at different times.”
Then when the match begins, it is over to
the players and Langer takes his place in the
pavilion or balcony. “One of my favourite
rituals is that moment just before the first ball
is bowled. I’m nervous in all forms, but I go
and get myself a cup of coffee and I take a big
breath and I go ‘sit back and enjoy the show’.
We work hard on helping our guys become the
best they can be on and off the cricket field. But
then you sit back and enjoy the show.”

“YOU CAN HAVE BOTH; YOU CAN
BE GREAT CRICKETERS AND YOU
CAN BE GOOD PEOPLE. YOU CAN
GET MORE FULFILMENT THAN
JUST HOW MANY WICKETS,
RUNS OR WINS YOU CAN GET.”
JUSTIN LANGER

JUSTIN LANGER ON HIS APPROACH TO RECEIVING FEEDBACK
“Throughout my whole tenure
as a head coach, I’m always
asking for feedback. There’s
two parts to this, though.
If you do ask for feedback,
which we do regularly and I
do regularly, personally and

collectively, then you’ve got to
be ready to take the feedback;
and a lot of people aren’t
willing to do that because it’s
so confronting. The second
part of it is that if you do get
feedback and learnings, you’ve
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got to make sure you act on it
otherwise people think you’re
just have meetings for the sake
of meetings. It’s something
I’ve worked hard on because,
if you don’t, it doesn’t actually
mean anything.”
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