
Performance at the Limit

Can you imagine your organisation as a Ferrari or a McLaren, a Toyota 
or a Force India? Your management team as a pit crew? Your sales force 
as the race team and your marketing and research department as the 
design studio creating a Formula 1 car?
 Formula 1 has an estimated turnover of $4 billion, employs 50,000 
people in more than 30 countries and has a foothold in every major and 
developing economy. With performance as the central focus of every 
organisation, Performance at the Limit uses the case of Formula 1 mot-
orsport as an example of how business can achieve optimal performance 
in highly competitive environments where dealing with change effectively 
is paramount. This second edition builds on the success of the first and 
contains a wealth of new material, including many more interviews with 
Formula 1 drivers and other key executives active in the sport.
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Note on the reference system

A numbered list of all sources used is given in the References  section at 
the end of the book. Where these sources are quoted from or referred 
to in the main text a superscript numeral cross-refers to the relevant 
numbered source.
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The Grand Prix experience

In April 2004, the authors attended the San Marino Grand Prix at 
Imola in San Marino, Italy to interview a number of the leading pro-
tagonists of the Formula 1 world for the first edition of Performance 
at the Limit.

Four book print runs and four years later, in April 2008, we once 
more entered the Formula 1 paddock with invitations to interview 
sixteen individuals over just two and a half days; there was no time 
to waste!

The ability to gain access to Formula 1 must never be underesti-
mated and, as we described at the time of writing our first book, there 
are in reality two types of Grand Prix world – the outer and the inner –  
and nothing has changed in this respect!

The outer world of the circuit is comprised of the public grand-
stands, vending areas, programme sellers, campsites, huge parking 
areas and tens of thousands of people hoping to take a picture or 
obtain an autograph of their favourite driver or personality.

The inner world is the paddock which exists within an area con-
trolled by the electronic security pass issued by FOM (Formula One 
Management). Access is gained via a microchip sealed within the plas-
tic FOM access pass when swiped across a reader at the automated 
entrance gates.

This is the inner sanctum of Formula 1, a place for the teams, driv-
ers and the movers and shakers of the sport. In simple terms it means 
no pass, then no entry, as access to the Formula 1 paddock is highly 
restricted. Almost strangely, this ‘exclusivity’ is what sponsors, guests 
and VIPs expect. It is a place where deals are cut, won and lost. It is 
the world of international sporting power brokers and businessmen 
and -women.

The paddock is where the Bridgestone tyre company’s stock of racing 
tyres and fitting facilities are based, the teams’ racing car transporters 
and the multipurpose race hospitality areas and team working areas 
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xviiThe Grand Prix experience

all congregate. It is also where the increased number of FIA1 vehicles 
and personnel that oversee the technical and safety rules of the sport 
operate from within their distinctive blue and gold facilities.

Passing through the electronically activated security gates, the first-
time visitor is greeted by the sight of a range of immaculate artic-
ulated trucks, vans and vehicles in the various teams’ colours and 
designs. These are the ‘workhorses’ that bring pit equipment, spares, 
bodywork, fuel and countless other items of equipment to each of the 
European Grand Prix.

These vehicles are specifically designed and manufactured not just 
as transportation for the racing cars and their spare parts, but also as 
mobile workshops, data management suites and meeting and briefing 
rooms. Once in position they are adorned with extremely tall telem-
etry and radio communication masts and throughout the weekend 
are endlessly polished and cleaned by the ‘truckies’ who drive them 
to and from events.

The scale of ‘the show’ is simply enormous and the logistics of this 
are astonishing. For non-European races each team moves about 8 
tonnes of sea freight on top of the 30 tonnes of air freight for the 
cars and the garages.2 Throughout the European season, this fleet 
of trucks, vans and mobile hospitality areas makes its way from race 
to race on a weekly basis. For the ‘long haul’ international races, the 
entire contents (although not the units themselves) and much more 
besides is flown, as described below.

When watching a ‘long haul’ Grand Prix such as Brazil or Australia, 
just consider for one moment that in terms of actual content, every-
thing you see before you, in addition to all of the equipment as yet 
unseen in the garages and main paddock area, has to be packed, boxed 
and transported to a central airport, then flown across the world in 
a fleet of air freighters, then be unloaded, customs cleared and then 
transported to the circuit for use before being reloaded and then sent 
back to the teams’ individual HQs!

One of the most striking visual things to have changed in just 
four years since our visit to Imola is the size of the teams’ combined 
 hospitality, guest and media units or hospitality centres. The McLaren 
centre (nicknamed ‘Saturn 5’ by one of the long-term Formula 1 
hands!) and the ‘Red Bull Energy Station’, stand out as high-tech, 
mobile architectural wonders with their smoked glass and tubular steel 
exteriors, but upon gaining entry, the quality of the fittings, the food 
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xviii The Grand Prix experience

and drink service and the politeness and efficiency of the staff would 
put many top restaurants and hotels to shame.

They also feature meeting rooms, media offices and private areas 
for engineers and VIPs to discuss confidential matters; they are in 
effect extensions of the teams’ home base facilities.

The positioning of these units, racing car transporters and mobile 
workshops is closely overseen by an FOM representative. In Formula 
1, image and performance go hand in hand. Such is the attention to 
detail in paddock layout, that it is possible to run a measure along 
the front of the trucks and motorhomes and find them millimetre 
perfect.

Only one unit stands clear of this line by several metres and it is the 
ever-present, but discrete silver and dark grey coach with its darkly 
tinted windows belonging to Formula 1 ringmaster Bernie Ecclestone, 
where countless people wait patiently for an audience with motor-
sport’s most powerful man.

The window overlooking the paddock walkway is oval, almost a 
tinted eye when looked at carefully, and it is clear to the onlooker that 
at all times Bernie is aware of who is in his paddock.

The way the media is handled by the teams has also changed 
dramatically for the better. It was very clear that many more of the 
teams’ media personnel have now had formal training – some are 
 ex-journalists themselves – and that they are sympathetic to the 
demands of the press and their team drivers and senior staff accord-
ingly. With sponsors and manufacturers demanding greater returns, 
it is clear to see every effort is being made to meet their demands.

When first entering the paddock, the visitor is confronted by a truly 
astounding sight. Backed up to the pit garage complex are the rac-
ing teams’ transporters. Above the garage complex at most venues 
are several floors of VIP boxes, administration offices and the media 
centre. And above them is the rooftop paddock club where several 
thousand VIPs are hosted by the teams, sponsors and manufacturers 
involved in Formula 1.

Step inside the teams’ garages and you enter another world com-
pletely. Painted and in some cases tiled floors, complete wall-to-wall 
panelling featuring images, the teams’ names and sponsors, digital 
clocks, plasma screens and weekend timetables all topped off with 
custom-made overhead gantries carrying heat, light, power, com-
pressed air – it is simply a workshop created for a weekend to the 
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xixThe Grand Prix experience

very highest standards, always mindful that the world’s media and 
TV watch on.

While all of this carries the ‘i’ word – image – the teams them-
selves are of course there to race. In among the deal-brokering, VIP 
and sponsor tours and endless meetings, the drivers, engineers and 
mechanics have to concentrate upon practice, qualifying and the 
actual race meeting, and their schedule is another work of art within 
a clearly defined timetable, as seen in Figure 1.

Figure 1 Timetable for Spanish Grand Prix, 25–27 April 2008.
Source: Team Renault F1.

Spanish GP 2008 – 25–27 th April 2008 

Friday 25th April 

Paddock Club: 145 pax - Garage Times: 09:00 – 09:45, 12:00 – 13:30, 16:00 – 18:00 

10:00 – 11:30

11:30 – 11:45 Garage Steve Nielsen Interview  

11:55 – 12:25 GP2 Practice session 

12:00 Paddock Club Lunch  

12:30 Paddock Club Lucas Di Grassi Appearance  

12:50 – 13:10 Formula BMW Qualifying session  

13:10 – 13:50 Formula One Paddock Club pit lane walk  

13:45 – 14:00 Garage Pit link 

14:00 –  15:30 Formula One Second practice session 

 Please note this timetable may be subject to amendments 

Saturday 26th April 

Paddock club: 156 pax - Garage Times: 08:30 – 10:30, 12:30 – 13:30, 15:15 – 17:30 

09:15                             Paddock Club opens 

09:30 – 10:00                 Formula BMW First race  

10:00  – 10:45               Formula One Paddock Club pit lane walk   

GP2 Qualifying session 16:00 – 16:30

Porsche Mobil 1 Supercup Practice session17:00 – 17:45

Paddock Club closes 18:00

Paddock Club opens 08:45

Formula BMW Practice session 08:45 – 09:15

Formula One First practice session 
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xx The Grand Prix experience

Figure 1 (cont.)

11:00 – 12:00 Formula One Third practice session 

12:00 – 12:15 Garage Steve Nielsen Interview  

12:00 Paddock Club Lunch  

12:25 – 13:10 Porsche Mobil 1 Supercup Qualifying session 

12:45 Renault Suite Lucas Di Grassi Appearance  

13:00 Paddock Club Nelson Piquet Appearance  

13:15 – 13:50 Formula One Paddock Club pit lane walk 

13:45 – 14:00 Garage Pit link 

14:00 – 15:00 Formula One Qualifying session 

15:05 Paddock Club Lucas Di Grassi Appearance  

16:00 – 17:20 GP2 First race (39 laps) 

 Please note this timetable may be subject to amendments 

Sunday 27th April 

Paddock Club: 166 pax - Garage Times: 08:30 – 12:30 

08:30                              Paddock Club opens 

08:00 – 09:15 Formula One Paddock Club pit lane walk  

GP2 Second race (26 laps) 

10:50 Renault Suite Nelson Piquet Appearance  

11:05 Total Suite Nelson Piquet Appearance  

11:20 Bridgestone Suite Nelson Piquet Appearance  

11:15 Paddock Club Fernando Alonso Appearance  

12:00 

Porsche Mobil 1 Supercup First race (14 laps) 

12:20 Paddock Club Lucas Di Grassi Appearance  

Formula One  Paddock Club pit lane walk 

Formula One Drivers Track Parade 

Paddock Club Lunch – Second course and desert 

13:30 Garage Pat Symonds Interview  

14:00 Formula One Spanish Grand Prix 2008 (66 laps) 

17:00                              Paddock Club closes 

   Please note this timetable may be subject to amendments

Formula BMW Second race 09:15 – 09:45

10:30 – 11:20

Paddock Club Lunch – First course 

11:45 – 12:20

12:30 – 13:15 

12:30

13:15

17:30                              Paddock Club closes 
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xxiThe Grand Prix experience

As the weekend progresses, the pressures increase. Friday is a time 
for circulating the paddock, searching out specific people and jour-
nalists, catching up on the latest ‘word’ on the street.

Come Saturday, and the mechanics, tyre fitters, engineers and driv-
ers can be seen moving from motorhome to garage, garage to media 
meetings, back to motorhome for lunch and, if required, a massage. 
There is practice and there is qualifying – the need for pole position 
(the front of the starting grid) occupies everyone’s minds and at today’s 
meeting at the Circuit de Catalunya it is a Ferrari and Renault front 
row – the Spanish fans can be heard above the engine noise as Alonso 
steps from his R30 Renault car at the end of qualifying!

The paddock is now alive with journalists. The top three qualifi-
ers, Kimi Raikkonen (Ferrari) on pole followed by Fernando Alonso 
(Renault F1) and Felipe Massa (Ferrari), walk out from the press 
suite and into a corral of photographers, TV cameras and journalists 
with their arms extended, holding voice recorders. Each of the driv-
ers makes his way around the inside perimeter of the circle, accom-
panied by a PR person from their team, answering questions about 
their performance, the car and their expectations for the race on the 
following day.

For the drivers and team principals, assisted by their marketing 
and PR teams, Saturday evenings usually mean official sponsor din-
ners, guest appearances and drink parties. While sometimes oner-
ous, all recognise the importance of these events and undertake them 
professionally.

Sunday of course is the longest and most important day. Arrive 
early enough and you will see the first people (motorhome staff) arriv-
ing and opening up their various ‘HQs’ for the day ahead. Shortly 
after, engineers, mechanics, team managers and drivers arrive (the 
team principals are never far behind!). Suddenly, the paddock is 
abuzz, the ‘truckies’ are giving the race transporters one final polish, 
the drivers, now focused, still stop and smile for photographs and 
autographs, the journalists continue to search for one more quote and 
Bernie Ecclestone can be seen frequently going from motorhome to 
motorhome ensuring the show runs faultlessly.

Amidst the noise, energy, sights, smells and sounds, one becomes 
increasingly aware of the crowd, the paying public who for hours have 
driven, camped, walked to see their favourite stars in action. On this day 
the grandstands are full of – what else? – Fernando Alonso supporters. 
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xxii The Grand Prix experience

There is a sea of colours representing his Renault team and all around 
there are banners and chants spurring their Spanish hero on.

As at all circuits, the fans wait with air horns, flags, fireworks and 
banners and thirty minutes before the start of the race, when the pit 
lane officially opens, they begin to cheer. Earlier in the day, the driv-
ers must complete a lap of the circuit on the back of a flatbed articu-
lated trailer or in open-top cars. They wave and the crowds cheer 
them, but this is nothing compared to the noise of the engines and the 
combined sound of the crowd as they wave them out with just minutes 
to go before the start of yet another Grand Prix …

Exactly on the appointed minute, the cars are flagged off on their 
final warm-up lap to complete one lap under controlled conditions, 
the pole sitter leads them all round, each car zigzagging around the 
circuit to warm up its tyres, to form up for the grid where seconds 
later the five red lights come on in sequence, go out as one and the 
Spanish Grand Prix is under way.

The paddock is now quiet, almost empty; everyone is focused on 
the track and pit lane but one thing never changes, the deadline for 
the next race. Teams of motorhome workers have already begun to 
pack the items that are no longer required; some people, their work 
already done, are leaving the circuit to avoid the queues at the end of 
the day.

The authors, with their interviews complete, head for the airport 
and, by the time they arrive, the news is filtering though from the 
Formula 1 Gran Premio De España Telefónica 2008 – it is a Ferrari 
one/two finish with Alonso retiring due to engine failure. It’s a dis-
appointing day for Alonso (and his fans) as he packs up and heads 
for home, but in just two short weeks it’s off to Turkey and another 
Grand Prix … the show goes on!
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