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Driven to
Succeed
The Life and Times
of Rob Andrew 

Having made 71 appearances for
England on the global stage, scoring
396 points, Rob Andrew MBE is a
proven world-class rugby athlete.
Now, in his role as the Rugby Football
Union’s (RFU) Elite Rugby Director, he
has broken the boundaries into
coaching and development
work, as Craig Smith finds out.

From the early days growing up in Richmond, North
Yorkshire, sport always played a big part in Rob Andrew’s
life, although, initially, it was football that competed for his affections. ‘I
started getting into sport properly when I was 11 at Barnard Castle

School in Co. Durham. It was here that I started my rugby career, although,
before this time, I always wanted to play football; Barnard Castle, however, was
a rugby-playing school. Like most kids, I was competitive and got stuck in, doing
the best I could, whether that be playing rugby, football, squash or cricket.’

Rob’s modesty shines through while self-analysing his past, most notably by
what he describes as ‘getting stuck in’, considering his dismissal of one-time
England captain, Michael Atherton, on one of his few appearances for the
Yorkshire Second XI cricket team. 

With a love of everything sport, it would be easy to assume his upbringing was
centred on such a pastime; however, this was not the case, as ‘there was no real
sporting background’ in his family.

Having worked his way up through the ranks while still at school under the
leadership of Robert Clarke (Rob’s first rugby teacher) and John Oates (school
senior U15 coach), Rob, along with Rory Underwood, who he played alongside
in the school team, was emerging as one of the nation’s brightest young talents.
Rob’s enthusiasm for rugby, twinned with his never-say-die attitude, was
rewarded when he stepped out at Twickenham for the first time in 1982 in his
first Varsity match for Cambridge University. Three years later, he was
representing England while still at university. Having already developed a
pedigree as an influential fly-half, Rob signed for Wasps in 1985, where he won
the league championship in 1990, a year before claiming the Five Nations Grand
Slam with England – a feat that ranks among his most celebrated memories.

‘I have been fortunate enough to play for England. From 1988 – 1994/95, the
English rugby team was very successful and this was the period when I
developed most as a player, winning three Grand Slams and getting to the 1991
World Cup Final.’

‘Coaches need to
provide athletes with
the correct support
network. Having this
gives the athlete
enormous strength to
put in the work
required.’
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Despite his points tally, Rob prefers to focus on the
efforts of the England team throughout his career as a
player, rather than highlighting individual performances. 

‘I don’t worry about things like this. Teamwork in rugby
is everything, as it is in most sports. I have been lucky to
be involved over the years in very strong teams.
Teamwork is a powerful thing to harness, as is
determination: not to be put off by anything.’

With Rob possessing all the required attributes to be
recognised as an England treasure, it was probably
inevitable that he should be lauded for his efforts by
being awarded an MBE in 1995. In a strange twist of

coincidence, bearing in mind what Jonny
Wilkinson – a player Rob is credited

to have discovered – achieved
against Australia in the 2003 World Cup Final, 

it was Rob who landed a last-gasp drop goal to defeat
the Wallabies in the same competition back in 1995.

‘It was a phenomenal honour to be awarded an MBE,
even if it was in unusual circumstances. It became public
when I was in South Africa with the England team during
the 1995 World Cup. Although there was a lot of leg-
pulling, it was a great feeling.’

Armed with Royal honours, Rob’s success on the rugby
field was being talked about all over the world…so how
does he sum up the impact he has made on the game?
‘Success is shaped by how you react to and deal with
failures. There will always be failures in your career, but
what’s important is how you bounce back.’

With such a distinguished career to date, Rob finds it
difficult to highlight one particular source for his success.
‘The key is to have lots of people who support you. It is
important that these people recognise your ability and
that you can fulfil your potential. There was also a
degree of Yorkshire stubbornness from within to do the
best I could.

‘You try to learn from as many places as you can. It’s
from these experiences that you tend to learn and piece
things together in your own way. It’s important to be
yourself, not trying to copy everybody exactly. Inevitably,
though, you are going to draw on experiences.’

With the level of pressure and will-to-win increased by
extensive media coverage of today’s sports stars, the
emphasis on coaches to strive for their athletes could
not be stronger, as Rob outlines: ‘Coaches need to
provide the correct support network. Having this gives
the athlete enormous strength to put in the work
required. Similarly, my parents always supported me,
giving me the confidence and taking me where I needed
to be. 

‘I remain convinced that hundreds of people have that
same level of ability, but the ones who have had
encouragement and support along the way, are the ones
who will succeed. Things will go wrong, but it is that
striving to get things right and hard work that is key.

‘If you win you are seen as great but, if you lose, you are
seen as rubbish. Coaches in the modern world need to
keep perspective…it is not as black and white as that!
Take Arsene Wenger or Alex Ferguson in football as
examples. Like us [in rugby], they do not try to copy the
exact coaching methods of others. It is their longevity
and consistency as coaches, how they develop style, their
players and their teams, that we can all learn from.’

He continues: ‘Any
coach is going to draw
on experiences to date.
As a coach, you are
constantly looking at
other sports as well as
your own for
inspiration. For
instance, you look at
overseas players in
rugby and other sports
to see how they are
treated and how 
they can be helped 
to settle.’

Rob is highly qualified
to talk about the world
of coaching as, after
hanging up his boots following a playing career which
included time with Wasps, Toulouse and Newcastle, he
became Director of Rugby at Newcastle, a position he
held for 11 years, leading them to the Premiership title
in 1998 and, three years later, the Powergen Cup – a
trophy they reclaimed in 2004 – before he was
appointed the RFU’s Elite Rugby Director in 2006. 

So, how did Rob find the transition from player to
coach? ‘I would say it’s about 100 times more difficult to
coach than to play. There is a range of things you need
to manage as a coach, such as your team, individuals,
technicalities, tactics and personal issues. As a head
coach, you have responsibility for all of these. As a player,
you have more time to focus on your role in the team.

‘The hardest bit of being a top-class coach is finding the
time to switch off – it tends to be a 24/7 job, ensuring
you get the best out of your players and the team, based
on individual strengths.’ 

In the little spare time available, Rob enjoys being with
his wife, Sara, and their daughters, Emily, Beth and Lola –
all of whom are sports participants.

‘My wife is keen on sport and does it to keep fit. She has
run two marathons and plays tennis. We’ve encouraged
the kids to do sport and they’ve found great enjoyment
in gymnastics and tennis.’

So, how does having such a pivotal job impact on Rob’s
family life? ‘It is demanding, but no different from other
people with demanding jobs. Being at a national level
means I do have a little more family time, as I am not
involved every weekend, like when I was at Newcastle,
but it does mean I need to look two World Cups ahead
and continually build on relationships between clubs 
and country.’

Having seen his daughters take a keen interest in sport,
Rob advises parents and coaches to support the
participation of their children for an active lifestyle and,
like he received several years previously, the support to
achieve goals. In doing so, sports participation and
coaching can only continue to benefit. 

‘Teamwork is a
powerful thing to
harness, as is
determination: not to
be put off by anything.’
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