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Goal-Setting and the Four-Minute Mile 
 
One of my vivid memories growing up was listening to the father of a childhood friend of mine describe how Roger 
Bannister broke the four-minute mile—the first man to ever break it.  He broke it on May 6, 1954, at Oxford in England.  
It was no mean achievement: breaking the four-minute mile was hotly debated and highly anticipated, and several people 
were trying—John Landy from Australia, Wes Santee from the US, and Roger Bannister from the UK.  All three had come 
tantalizingly close during the previous year, but all three were stuck on 4:02, and none of them seemed to be able to break 
through those final two seconds.  
 
So when this fresh attempt at breaking this elusive barrier was announced for May 6, 1954, there was considerable 
anticipation.  3000 people were there, the BBC was broadcasting it, and fittingly, Harold Abrahams (an earlier Olympic 
gold medalist who features in the movie Chariots of Fire) was commentating it.   
 
When the race was over, everyone was dying to hear whether Roger Bannister had in fact broken the four-minute mile.   
The stadium announcer had a tremendous sense of occasion, and he milked this one for all he could.  His announcement 
went like this (picture my friend’s father recounting this with uninhibited drama):  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The moment he said “three,” there was such an uproar from the crowd that they drowned out the rest of the 
announcement and they didn’t hear what his actual time was.  It was 3:59.4.   Can’t cut it much finer than that.   
 

How did Roger Bannister achieve his goal? 
It’s an interesting study in goal setting.   
 
When Roger Bannister picked up running, he didn’t immediately set out to break the four-minute mile.  That goal came 
later.  He first picked the area—running track.  He didn’t actually start running until he was 17—prior to that, he’d never 
put on a pair of track shoes.  He picked an area he discovered he was well suited to and could do well in—running the 
mile.   
 
And he did do well: within a year he attracted recruiting attention for the 1948 Olympic Games by 
running a 4:24.6 mile, but he didn’t think he was ready and turned down the invitation. Still, watching 
the 1948 Olympic Games inspired him to pursue competitive running, and he decided to prepare for the 
1952 Olympics.   
 

 

“Ladies and Gentlemen, here is the result of event 9, the one mile …[slight pause] … First, 

R.G. Bannister, Amateur Athletic Association and formerly of Exeter and Merton Colleges, 

Oxford … [slight pause] … with a time which is …[pause] … a new meeting record … [pause] 

… a new English Native record … [pause] … a British national record … [pause] … an All-

Comers record … [pause] … A European record … [pause] … a British Empire record … [pause] 

… and a world record … [pause] … The time was … [another pause, and by this time you 

could hear a pin drop in the stadium, because it was still possible to break every one of those 

records without breaking the four-minute mile] … Three …” 
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In the years running up to the 1952 Olympic Games, his competition results improved significantly, with times fluctuating 
between 4:14.2 and 4:07.8.  He also had some gratifying success in the half-mile.  So he went into the 1952 Games with 
considerable optimism, but it turned out to be a profoundly disappointing experience. Everyone in the field was improving, 
and in one event, eight runners beat the previous Olympic record (he came in fourth, missing a medal).   
 

A transformational goal 
After the disappointment of the 1952 Games, he seriously considered giving up running.  But then he landed on a goal 
that completely changed his thinking: he would be the first man to run the mile in less than four minutes.    
 
That goal turned out to be transformational.  It gave him a focus he never had before, and the results were dramatic: 
Within less than a year of the 1952 Games, he brought his time down to 4:03.6, which helped him realize that, as he put 
it, “the four-minute mile was not out of reach.”  Not long after, he brought it down to 4:02.0.  But so did others: Wes 
Santee (the American) and John Landy (the Australian) clocked in times of 4:02.4 and 4:02.0 respectively.  It was a race 
against time.  It wouldn’t be long before one of them would break through the barrier.  
 
And yet … somehow, it remained elusive.  They all seemed stuck on 4:02, and those two seconds were becoming the most 
stubborn two seconds in sports history.   
 
But that changed dramatically after May 6, 1954.  Roger Bannister not only broke a time barrier, but he also broke a 
psychological barrier, and once that barrier was broken, it didn’t take long for others to run through the hole he’d blasted.  
In fact, Roger Bannister is remembered for two things: being the first man to establish the world record that broke the 
four-minute mile, and also for being the man who held the world record for the shortest period of time.  It only took 46 
days for his record to be broken, by none other than John Landy—in 3:57.9.  A few months later, interestingly, the two 
were matched up in the 1954 Vancouver Commonwealth Games, both coming in under four minutes … with Roger 
Bannister winning by a mere 0.8 seconds. 
 

Stepping stone to other goals 
He died in 2018 at the age of 88.  Ever since May 6, 1954, his name has been associated with that dramatic record.  But 
significantly, that’s not how he defined himself, and he didn’t consider it his greatest achievement.  Not long after, he 
went into medicine and spent the next forty years practicing as a neurologist.  He considered his contributions to medicine 
far more significant than his performance on that track almost seven decades ago.  Running for him was a stepping-stone 
to medicine and a metaphor for life.  He put the achievement in perspective. 

 
Takeaways from Roger Bannister’s Goal-Setting 

 

• Picking a field of focus is a good start, but it’s only a start.   
In our field of focus we will find fertile ground to plant a compelling goal.  
 

• A compelling goal can be transformational.   
When Roger Bannister started out, he didn’t have any particular goal other than to win races and do well—a 
worthy but vague aspiration.  It wasn’t until he defined a precise goal within his field of focus 
that his performance began to improve dramatically.  That goal changed his attitude, brought 
him discipline, helped him overcome setbacks ... and it showed in the results.   A good goal will 
give us focus and discipline.  
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• Failure and disappointment often bring clarity and focus.   
His experience tells us that good goals evolve, and they often evolve out of failure.  The failure of the 1952 Games 
was severe enough for him to come close to giving up competitive running, but out of that failure came the goal.  
It is often our failures that give birth to our best goals.  We should not begrudge, avoid or misunderstand failure; 
it is a vital component of our growth.  Be wary of the leader who has never failed.  
 

• A good goal helps other people raise their own performance.  
Accomplishing the goal opened the door for others—for many, and very soon.  And if they end up doing better 
than we do, we should be grateful for our contribution to their success. 
 

• A good goal is subordinated to a higher purpose.   
Roger Bannister’s integrated this goal into his greater purpose--medicine.  Purpose drives our goals, not goals our 
purpose, and pursuing goals in a vacuum is an unhealthy exercise.  He didn’t define himself by this 
accomplishment, and neither should we let our accomplishments define us—though we often let them.  We are 
not what we do; we are both much less than what we do and much more than what we do.  

 
Healthy goal setting is a function of both character in leadership (having a purpose that the goal fits into) and competence 
in leadership (giving clarity and definition to that context and purpose).  So, as Roger Bannister did, pick the goals that 
emerge from your areas of strength.  If you don’t know what they are, start uncovering them – assessment tools and 
feedback from others is a good start.   
 
Good goals are indeed powerful … even if their accomplishment doesn’t come with the kind of drama and euphoria that 
erupted in that stadium almost seven decades ago.  

Antony Bell 
© 2021 LeaderDevelopment, Inc. 
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