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Praise for The Score That Matters

“The Score That Matters is profoundly helpful, yet simple and accessible. And I really like the way Ryan and Brook use their different voices to make it compelling. This book is transformational.”

—Patrick Lencioni, Author, The Five Dysfunctions of a Team and The Six Types of Working Genius

“The Score That Matters is not just a book but a heartfelt guide to redefining success and finding genuine fulfillment. As a friend of the authors, I’ve seen firsthand the authenticity and wisdom they bring to the table. In a world fixated on external accomplishments, Ryan Hawk and Brook Cupps remind us that the real score that matters is the one that aligns with our purpose and values, guiding us on a path to becoming better individuals and leaders. This book is a beacon of light in a world often overshadowed by superficial accomplishments, and I’m grateful for the wisdom it imparts.”

—Buzz Williams, Head Men’s Basketball Coach, Texas A&M University

“People spend far too much time obsessing about external scoreboards and not nearly enough time thinking about their internal one. Hawk and Cupps offer an important corrective, arguing the most important measure is whether or not you are living in alignment with your core values.”

—Brad Stulberg, Author, Master of Change and The Practice of Groundedness

“This book will not leave you alone once you’ve finished reading it. The questions and exercises that follow each contextually anchored chapter nag at you. It will make you itch to be a better human.”

—Sherri Coale, Author, Rooted to Rise, and Hall of Fame Coach, University of Oklahoma Women’s Basketball

“Brook Cupps and Ryan Hawk have united to blend their individual talents and life experiences into one spectacular book on how to live a life of impact and fulfillment. Their intimate and personal stories will push you to new levels of leadership and solidify your learnings with actionable exercises at the end of every chapter. No matter your stage in life, this book will teach you how to ‘Surrender the Outcome’ in your ‘Pursuit of Excellence.’”

—Rob Kimbel, CEO, Kimbel Mechanical Systems

“Ryan Hawk and Brook Cupps will make you rethink how you live your life. The Score That Matters is packed with invaluable strategies for achieving what you want and helping others along the way. It is a must-read if you care to live an excellent life.”

—Vanessa Van Edwards, Wall Street Journal Bestselling Author, Captivate and Cues

 “The Score That Matters is more than a book—it’s a leadership awakening. Hawk and Cupps shatter the age-old myth of using externally driven metrics to define success, urging leaders instead to harness a more intentional, fulfilling approach based on internal scoreboards. Drawing from a wellspring of research and their own hard-won victories, they chart a path to authentic leadership. You will be challenged, inspired, and armed with a purposeful compass. Read this book and get invited to lead with heart, spark transformative thought, and forge genuine connections.”

—Beth Cunningham, Head Women’s Basketball Coach, Missouri State University

“Ryan Hawk has established himself as one of the most influential voices on all things leadership, and The Score That Matters highlights the most important lesson that any leader should take to heart: judging your life on how well it aligns with your own values, not society’s expectations. From south Georgia football coaches to Fortune 500 CEOs, leaders from all walks of life will find Ryan and Brook’s latest book packed with valuable, actionable insights.”

—Jack Raines, Writer, Young Money blog, and Editor-in-Chief, Exec Sum

“I value clarity, and I admire people who inspire clarity, especially in a time when so few have it. Clarity ignites in the presence of systems and simplicity. This book takes the reader to a place where that clarity is possible; it asks us to focus inward on that which we can control. The Score That Matters will help you find joy in your work and reap the clarity that awaits as you do it.”

—Thomas Eytcheson, Owner, Dynamic Information Solutions and BedRock Data Solutions

“Ryan Hawk is a master of dualities: He’s a great leader, but also a ferocious learner. He’s an accomplished athlete, but he’s also excelled in the business world. He’s eminently interesting, but he’s also genuinely interested. Ryan has uncovered the secrets of what the best leaders do and how they think. Do yourself and your team a favor and read this book.”

—Liz Wiseman, New York Times Bestselling Author, Multipliers and Rookie Smarts

“Ryan Hawk is that rarest of people—a truly curious soul who asks questions that drill down into the heart of the matter, leave space for contemplation, and gently urge his subjects to look inside for answers they might not yet have discovered themselves.”

—Robert Kurson, New York Times Bestselling Author, Shadow Divers
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RYAN HAWK

To Mom and Pistol: the ultimate example of living by the score that matters most.

BROOK CUPPS

To the Christ-centered leaders who serve from a foundation that is the North Star for all leadership, leaders who recognize how flawed and insufficient they are and surrender to the greatness God created them with, leaders who ground themselves and their message in the truth of Christ, not the truth of man, leaders who understand that the only path to your authentic self is through the love of God; you are the leaders who know the score that matters.




Authors’ Note

This book was written by Ryan Hawk and Brook Cupps as a team. However, there are portions that are personal and written from a singular perspective. Those sections have been marked with the initials RH and BC.
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Let’s Gooooo!

If they weren’t standing and cheering, the fans at University of Dayton Arena were sitting on the edge of their seats. The 2021 Ohio Boys Basketball State Championship was in its final moments as the lead seesawed back and forth. But those of us on Centerville High School’s side were watching more than a game. We were witnessing a decade-long quest for excellence reaching its zenith.

BROOK CUPPS (BC): Years before, Centerville basketball decided not to focus on specific achievements or accolades. Instead, we chose to strive for excellence in everything we did, work hard to grow consistently, and trust our process to drive performance to the limits of our potential. In effect, we had surrendered the outcome of this daily quest for achievement. But as the seconds dwindled, that process was now in question. Would this process we had committed to be able to deliver our school’s first state championship?

With 2:35 remaining in the fourth quarter, we were finally able to create a little breathing room. A perfectly executed pick-and-pop ball screen between point guard Gabe Cupps and sixth man Quinn Hafner led to a wide-open three-point shot—a shot Hafner buried, giving us a narrow four-point lead, heading into the final two minutes of our season.

No matter that Centerville High School had never been to a state basketball tournament before. No matter that our team had begun the season unknown and unranked. No matter that the play call with the championship on the line was for a reserve who averaged just over four points per game for the season. Our belief in our process and in each other was unwavering, and now we led by four with only seconds remaining in the state championship game.

But as the final seconds ticked off the clock, our lead and that breathing room melted away point by point. Westerville Central was tough, well coached, and seasoned, with veteran players chasing the same state championship we were. Our initial efforts to hold the ball and run out the clock were ineffective against their pressure defense, leading to a travel and turnover by one of our players. Now in possession of the ball and down by only four points, Central called a timeout to set up a play for a three-point shot. Great execution by them and miscommunication by us led to an open shot by one of their best shooters. He made it, closing the score to a single point, 43–42, with just forty-five seconds remaining. Following a timeout, Central’s pressure picked up right where it left off, this time leading to an errant pass, giving the ball back to them and with it a perfect opportunity to win the game. In just over twenty-nine seconds both teams would be judged according to the scoreboard hanging from the ceiling. Right or wrong, that’s society’s way of gauging success. But it wasn’t our way.
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People love to keep score. It’s everywhere we look. And not just in stadiums, fields, and arenas, but also across every company and industry around the world. In organizations large and small, managers keep score on a whole raft of business metrics: market share, revenue, customer count, growth rate, and profit margin. Even when we aren’t at work, our social-media usage has us keeping score by likes, hearts, retweets, followers, and subscriptions.

There is nothing wrong with keeping score. A score is simply a comparison. At best, it offers feedback on our progress and helps us identify our strengths and weaknesses and those of our teams. However, at its worst, keeping score depletes us of our confidence and tempts us to betray our values. At the very moment that trusting our process becomes critical, the scoreboard can inject doubt in even the best-laid plan.

The difference lies in where the score resides.

Externally driven scores often leave us feeling like we are never enough. Regardless of how well we perform, we can always find someone doing better, with a bigger house, a superior job, or a more lucrative salary. The continuously moving external scoreboard deems any amount of success insufficient. “What’s next?” may seem like a question of aspiration, but it often represents the beginning of the search for the next comparison, one that will leave us with the same feelings of inadequacy.

That said, it would be naive or even ignorant to consider the external scoreboard insignificant. It does matter, but it matters for reasons beyond a futile race for superiority. The feedback we garner from that score is capable of redirecting or reinforcing our actions in the future. It can motivate us to change, or it can encourage us to continue. When emotion is removed and the score is viewed as raw data, the impact of an external scoreboard can be significant. Unfortunately, that’s not how we are conditioned to use it.

The outer scoreboard is extrinsic in principle but all too often internal in practice. It serves as proof of our success—money, fame, material possessions, wins—and happiness. Anything that affirms our success and achievement will do. As we succumb to the comparison that an external scoreboard promotes, so do our values and beliefs. Rather than stand out as our own person, we inadvertently become just another member of the status quo, chasing the same illusion society has deemed as success.

But inside, we know something doesn’t add up. We know this comparison calls for us to settle for less than we are capable of—less contentment, less fulfillment, less impact. There must be another option. Life must have more to offer than a series of carrots to chase and empty faces to please.

Andrew Carnegie called it “the Judge within.” Carnegie, a nineteenth-century steel magnate and philanthropist, was referring to an intrinsic internal scoreboard. He wrote, “The most important judge is yourself. The Judge within sits in the Supreme Court and can never be cheated.”1

In a speech in 1912, Carnegie explained the importance of living by the rulings of this internal scoreboard. “Having from our own conscience—the Judge within—received a verdict of approval, we have little to fear from any other tribunal.”2 Carnegie attributed this idea for his grand “rule of life” to Scottish poet and national icon Robert Burns, who wrote, “Thine own reproach alone do fear.” Carnegie’s speech took place at a ceremony unveiling a statue honoring Burns and reflected on the lasting impact these words had on his life: “This motto adopted early in my life has meant more to me than all the sermons I ever heard.”3

The external scoreboard is outcome driven, while the internal scoreboard is process driven. When we focus on our internal scoreboard, we embrace the reality that we are constantly becoming, never arriving. It’s deeply personal and central to who we are as people. Am I living up to my values? Do my behaviors align with what I claim is important to me? Will my habits today provide the impact for my purpose tomorrow? Writer Jack Raines sums it up well in his essay about infinite games. He writes, “The focus on outcome over everything leads to us discounting 99% of our lives for the sake of a few, small, fleeting moments that might provide some sense of satisfaction before the cycle begins anew.”4

A key question we must ask ourselves in life is: Are we working for an external prize that is beyond our control and often just outside of our grasp, or are we guided by an internal light to become the person we are meant to be? In posing the question, we are merely asking you to consider “the Judge within.” It offers freedom and fulfillment that external, outcome-based scoreboards are unable to provide. Coming out on top of our internal scoreboard means we are living in alignment and harmony with our values and purpose. Is that not what life is calling all of us to do?

LIMITATIONS OF THE EXTRINSIC SCOREBOARD

Consider the legacies of Thomas Edison, Abraham Lincoln, Serena Williams, and Warren Buffett. Their inventive work and creative energy changed the world. Had they limited themselves to earning a win as dictated by the external scoreboard, life today would be very different. By focusing on an internal scoreboard, those great innovators were free to dream and create what they envisioned, not simply a better version of someone else’s invention.

The same holds true for you.

Living in a world of deficiency is an external-scoreboard obsession. We thrive at identifying what is missing from our lives but present in the lives of others. These thoughts act as brakes working against the drive of our potential. They pull our attention from what is here in the present. Under the spell of external scorekeeping, we focus on what we used to have in the past or what we want in the future. We give voice to complaints that diminish the work others have done—“He’s so lucky”—or excuse our own failure to do the same—“Sure, you can do that, but it’s not so easy for me.” In the end, what we have matters less to us than what we don’t.

On the other hand, the measuring stick of an internal scoreboard demands that we do the exact opposite. Instead of focusing on what we don’t have and can’t do, our focus is centered on what we are capable of, what our strengths are, and what our potential can be. Our internal scoreboard eliminates “shoulds” from our lives. It gives us clarity and direction and dramatically impacts the way in which we lead ourselves and others.

KEEPING SCORE FOR TEAMS

All teams are a reflection of their leader, largely influenced by how that leader defines success or the scoreboard they choose to value. It requires intentional coaching and leadership to counterbalance the consistent societal push for comparison. One way to pursue excellence as a team is to be led by a person who pursues excellence first for themselves and then for the team.

This pursuit treats every team as unique. Past teams may provide guidance, especially when the people making up the new team are largely the same. But the past does not set the expectations for the current group. Every single team has its own character, dynamics, and potential. While past teams may be similar, no two are the same. And while past teams may provide guidance, they will never hold the exact same potential as the current one. Each group must be given the space, void of expectation, to become the best team they can be rather than simply another version of a team that came before them.

From this viewpoint, we can see how external goals, like making a certain amount of money, beating a particular rival, or even winning a championship, can end up being as limiting as they are motivating. Preparing to win the conference if the team is capable of winning the national championship seems rather limiting. Preparing to beat a single team on the schedule, regardless of talent level, could easily leave potential untapped. One way to eliminate wasted potential is to remove comparison altogether.

BC: We won the game. Our 2021 State Championship team was a clear example of the power of pursuing excellence, an internal metric, over success, an external one. In our school’s history, no basketball team had ever won a regional championship, let alone a state title. Prior to the season, people did not expect us to be the first Centerville boys basketball team to do it. If we had chosen to use an external scoreboard as a goal, we would have aimed short of that. If we had set even an ambitious goal as something just out of our reach, based on historical performance and expectations, that team would never have realized the fullness of its potential. In the process of winning the school’s first-ever regional and state championships, we beat the two-time defending state champion and the undefeated, number one–ranked team in the state. Thus began what would end up being a forty-five-game winning streak, one of the longest in the entire country.

I think it’s safe to say any external goal we could have set before the season would have been limiting. The internal scoreboard the 2021 team evaluated itself on was a process-oriented goal: “Attack each opportunity with purpose.” This was the framework by which we evaluated every workout, every practice, every game, and, ultimately, the entirety of our season. We reflected on it daily and processed the feedback immediately. Critics of intrinsic, process-focused goals like this may say they lead to evaluations that are too subjective, with no empirical evidence to support success or failure. We disagree with the idea that this alone matters. Virtually everything that is truly important in life—happiness, fulfillment, joy, impact, and love—doesn’t lend itself to quantification and analysis through numerical data. The 2021 team’s commitment to consistently attack opportunities, regardless of how or where they presented themselves, positioned it to keep growing and improving, free from the limits of an external scoreboard that only knows what has been.

Embracing the inner scoreboard is a simple change in how we frame our life and choices. It requires no fancy equipment, technology, or education. It is a simple but very intentional choice to value the score that matters. The payoff is the freedom and fulfillment that external, outcome-based scoreboards fail to provide.
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This book is for those looking to become the person they aspire to be rather than the person society repeatedly tells them to be. It’s for people ready to approach life differently and choose the path less traveled. It’s for those who have tasted the evaporating gratification of success and seek direction toward a more lasting sense of fulfillment and a deeper sense of value in what is truly important. It is for leaders who wish to focus their binoculars on a new perspective and then pass those binoculars to others to share what they’re seeing.

The external scoreboard will always exist. Balancing a personal focus on the internal scoreboard with society’s prioritization of the external scoreboard is a challenge those striving for excellence must take on. Leadership provides the platform for impact. With our sights clearly focused on what is most important, those we lead will be able to share in the vision. This book is for them, too—not only the leaders who embrace the score that matters but also all the individuals who are impacted by each of those leaders.

HOW THIS BOOK CAME TO BE

This book was born when we began working on projects together and realized the benefits each provides the other. Our ability to merge our experiences and philosophies on leadership has come naturally from the start. Our shared passion for sports and competition is clear, but our congruent view of what excellence looks like is the link that separates ours from other partnerships. We are individuals who share a process-centered approach to leadership that is often dismissed by those focused solely on achievement and results.

BC: I was a quiet fan of Ryan’s podcast, The Learning Leader Show, and emailed him in hopes that he would speak to our Team Leadership Group (TLG) at Centerville High School, his alma mater. The TLG was composed of leaders from all the school clubs and teams and met once a week. Fellow Centerville basketball coach Eli Leiker and I led the group through various activities and discussions on team leadership. The TLG provided the pathway for me to create the current elective leadership classes Centerville now offers. Ryan was gracious with his time and shared his learnings with the group.

RYAN HAWK (RH): Shortly after I spoke with the TLG, I asked Brook to be one of the guest speakers at my second Learning Leader Growth Summit. The attendees were mostly senior leaders from companies large and small across corporate America. Initially, Brook was hesitant to accept. He said, “What can I possibly teach CEOs and business leaders? They don’t want to hear from me.” I told him that I thought he could teach them a lot. I was certain that his message would work well off the basketball court. In addition to Brook, I had a handful of other experienced keynote speakers on the agenda. After the workshop was over, I sent a feedback form to all attendees. One of the questions I asked was “Who was your favorite guest speaker?” Brook showed up more than any other name. From that point forward, I asked him to join my Learning Leader Circle, and I’ve spent many hours working with him to formulate (and live) my core values.

BC: We’ve become really good friends. Ryan is one of my foxhole guys that I trust and talk to about questions and ways to think about life in general. Since that original talk years ago, we’ve conducted a lot of leadership workshops together. Ryan’s genuine curiosity stretches me. Every time I’m with him, he makes me better. His pursuit of growth and excellence encourages me to fight complacency and continue down a path of improvement. As we’ve worked more together, we’ve learned that we’re very aligned when it comes to leadership and living a life of excellence.

RH: When I interviewed economics professor and best-selling author Tyler Cowen, he told me, “If you have an opportunity to work with someone who is awesome and brilliant who will cooperate with you, you should always do that. Drop everything and do that.” After publishing two books by myself, I was asked if I would ever write with someone else. I always said, “No, it’s too personal.” I have since changed my mind.

Brook is a world-class leader. I admire what he’s accomplished and, more importantly, how he’s done it. Brook has led his teams to many wins, but his impact goes far beyond what happens on the court. The mark of an excellent leader is that they build more leaders. That’s what Brook has done in spades. I believe he’s only scratched the surface on the number of people he will impact in his life.
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Most books are the result of the wisdom of one author and one set of experiences. This one is the result of two people who have been on a rigorous decades-long mission to deconstruct excellence wherever it is found. We’ll lay it all on the table in both a descriptive and prescriptive manner. We’ll zoom out to the 30,000-foot view of why developing yourself as a leader is essential, and we’ll zoom in to share the tactics, behaviors, and actions you can deploy to do the inner work to become transformational leaders. This book is a distillation of actions, behaviors, and practical applications for our daily lives. While it presents philosophical ideas that will propel you to question yourself and your beliefs, it is packed with specific actions to take, exercises to use, and tools to analyze what works best. What should you continue to do and what should you stop? Transformational leaders live lives full of experiments, and we want to inspire you to do just that.

We share this material in our Learning Leader Circles (paid mastermind groups). We teach it to corporate clients. We use it to win championships. We have given hundreds of keynote speeches all over the world and regularly work with professional coaches and front-office executives from the National College Athletic Association, the National Football League, the National Basketball Association, and Major League Baseball. We advise CEOs and senior executives from billion-dollar companies and small businesses alike. The ideas in this book have been stress-tested. We have carefully documented what resonates and is effective in living a life aimed at pursuing excellence. This is the best of the best. The information in this book is what we share with our clients. Now we are sharing it with you. Let’s get started.
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CHAPTER 1

You Lie Too Much

The world has always been full of sheep. You want to be a sheep, okay, this is a democracy.

But if you want to find your own way, this is the time to do it. It’s not harder to be yourself, it’s just more obvious that it’s hard. Really hard. It’s always been hard.

—Jane Campion

In Lewis Carroll’s classic tale of the girl who fell down the rabbit hole, Alice finds herself shrunken after swallowing some pebble-turned-cake. Looking for something to counteract its effect and return to her normal size, Alice searches among the tall grass and towering flowers of a garden until she comes to a large mushroom. Standing on her tiptoes, Alice is barely able to peer over the side of it but sees a big caterpillar seated atop. After a period of awkward silence, the caterpillar takes a long drag on a hookah pipe and asks, “Who are you?”

“I—I hardly know, Sir,” says Alice, “just at present—at least I know who I was when I got up this morning, but I think I must have been changed several times since then.”1

Such is the path of self-awareness. It begins with the knowledge that you hardly know yourself, given the fleeting glances in the proverbial mirror we take as we move through the hustle and bustle of our modern lives. In our experience, self-awareness is a foundational piece that leaders often overlook. We have to know ourselves prior to leading others. In developing as a leader, it’s easy to assume that we already possess the kind of self-awareness that’s necessary, but let’s be honest: we don’t have it, and we never really will have it completely. Real self-awareness is something we will always be working on. Building it is a never-ending process.

Without a finish line, people tend to want to skip the work of developing self-awareness. It’s hard. But to be secure in what we’re doing, we have to first figure out who we are. Taking a cold, hard look at ourselves in the mirror and reflecting on what we’ve screwed up or what we need to change is not easy. It is a difficult process—but it’s worth it.

Self-awareness is the only trailhead for the path to excellence. Sure, people may be successful and gain fame, glory, and riches without it, but they won’t experience excellence. Excellence requires authenticity, and authenticity requires self-awareness. The question isn’t “Do you want to do the work to be self-aware?” It’s “Do you want to pursue excellence?” If the answer is yes, then self-awareness is the first step.

The challenge with self-awareness, of course, is that we aren’t good at it. Organizational psychologist and author Tasha Eurich reports2 that while 95 percent of people think they are self-aware, only 10–15 percent of them actually are. Therefore, while becoming self-aware is challenging, realizing we are not self-aware seems to be the root issue. After all, why would we seek something we think we already have? We don’t look for the keys to the car when we think we have them in our pocket. No, that panic is reserved for the moment we realize we don’t have them. The same is true for our self-awareness. Unfortunately, the realization of the need for self-awareness typically requires the pain of desperation that comes from a specific form of failure: when the destined-for-success vision of who we think we are collides with a harsh reality that fails to align. Hitting that proverbial rock bottom (sometimes more than once) is what compels us to take a deep look into ourselves. With curiosity and humility, we are forced to be honest about what we see. To forget who everyone wants us to be; to forget who society tells us we should be. At rock bottom, we see who we truly are.

GUEST EVALUATORS

BC: Because of the disparity between how many of us think we are self-aware and how many actually are, getting insight from outside our own heads is critical. When you are deeply entrenched in something, it can be hard to see it clearly. In those cases, I believe it’s important to create a system that can provide the awareness and clarity that we need to continue improving.

For this reason, I invite people to observe our basketball practices throughout the year. I’m very selective about who I invite. I don’t care


	What are the first words that come to mind when you watch these individual players practice? (I provide a roster of our players.)

	Based on what you observed, what are two things we are focused on being great at?

	What two things did you like best about our culture? What two things would you change?

	What is the first word or phrase that comes to mind when you watch our whole team practice?




USE FEAR AS FUEL
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	List your fears in column one.

	Describe the outcome you would bet on in column three.

	Write down the basic solution for the fear you are experiencing in column two. (It’s important to do this last.)







	Fears
	Simple Solution
	Outcome Bet



	Letting down coach
	He wants my best, not perfection
	He will still trust me



	Public speaking
	Overprepare; three breaths; go for it
	I’ll do well, like usual
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