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For Chris Snow.

Thank you for what you taught us about living a life with meaning, purpose, and love.
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INTRODUCTION

I definitely wanted to see a signed document before I quit my dream job.

I was on assignment with ESPN, covering the 2017 Eastern Conference Final between the Pittsburgh Penguins and Ottawa Senators, when the contract arrived. I checked the salary. I checked the terms. Then scrolled down to the bottom for the signature from Adam Hansmann.

I signed my name next to his.

Hansmann was one of two founders of a fledgling sports media start-up called The Athletic. We’d met in Detroit at a restaurant inside the Westin Book Cadillac, where he shared his vision for the company he started with Alex Mather. My days were currently filled with morning skates, SportsCenter hits, late-night games, podcast recordings, breaking news, and stories filed after midnight. I loved all of it. But his idea of creating a place where writers and sports fans could slow down and dive deeper into the stories they were telling was an enticing sales pitch.

There was an even bigger appeal.

I’d get to build a staff from scratch. I’d get to manage other people passionate about writing. We would launch a group of writers in Detroit to cover the teams I grew up rooting for in a way I’d always dreamed they’d be covered.

When I ran it all by my wife, Cassie, she was sold. Plus, I was in the middle of a two-month stretch on the road covering the NHL playoffs and currently missing Little League games. This, to her, was a no-brainer. And really, it was.

When else in my career would I get an opportunity like this?

I called to formally let ESPN know I wouldn’t be returning and the decision was met with curiosity. Where do you go from ESPN? There was also a request: Could you at least stick around for the Stanley Cup Final?

I couldn’t. As much as it hurt missing the pinnacle of the NHL season, there was too much work to do. There were writers to hire. Stories to plan. I couldn’t wait to dive in. It’s an absolute rush when every decision you make feels like a young company’s future is teetering on its success.

The staff in Detroit was unreal. So was the support from sports fans in the city. The early days of The Athletic were like being on a rocket ship. We launched in Detroit. We launched coverage of the NHL across the entire league. This was happening all over North America and then the United Kingdom. It was exhilarating. As the company grew, as the number of people I was working with increased, the amount I wrote decreased. Often, that’s how it goes in management. The more responsibility you add, the further away you get from doing what you love. That topic would come up a lot during the reporting for this book. Eventually, you learn to appreciate the success of the people around you and hope that somehow you contributed to it in a small way.

Then, a few years later, while I was sitting in the parking lot of a small-town grocery store in Michigan, I got another call from Adam. He was offering an opportunity to manage all of our writers and editors in the NHL, college football, and baseball. It was an incredible opportunity, but it also meant I’d be managing full-time. To do it well, I’d have to stop writing.

The challenge was exciting. Leaving the job I’d done most of my career was terrifying. So was the idea of leaving regular coverage of the NHL. Not because I was a die-hard hockey person but because I loved the interaction with the people in and around the sport.

During a conversation with Tampa Bay Lightning GM Julien BriseBois, he put it better than I ever could have. He was talking about running an American Hockey League team and I teased him about how much he loved the AHL.

“Love the AHL. I love the NHL, too. They both have the same magical ingredients. The people. The people are awesome. They’re high achievers, they’re smart, they’re passionate about the game, they’re competitive people. You’re always learning from whoever you’re interacting with,” BriseBois said. “You’re always interacting with people who are excellent at what they do. That’s stimulating.”

He was exactly right. BriseBois worked his way up from an internship at a law firm to build a Stanley Cup champion. A guy like Lou Lamoriello went from the Providence College campus to running an NHL team and sitting on the board of the New York Yankees. Brad Treliving started his own league. Tom Dundon built a company worth billions. Meghan Duggan changed women’s hockey in the United States forever. The NHL is filled with men and women like this.

The players are elite athletes who are the best in the world at what they do. The coaches are the same, too. It’s also far from a perfect world and it’s filled with imperfect people. That realization has become abundantly clear in recent years where the results of toxic hockey culture became public in lawsuits against the Chicago Blackhawks saying the team failed to act when informed about sexual assault allegations against former video coach Brad Aldrich during the team’s 2010 Stanley Cup playoff run. Or the culture of entitlement that led to Hockey Canada leaders protecting players rather than trying to deliver justice to the victim of an alleged sexual assault involving members of the 2018 Canadian world junior hockey team. Any clear-eyed analysis of team and culture building in hockey has to acknowledge that the sport still has a long way to go, that more of these stories may be woven throughout the history of the game.

But in reporting this book I saw so much opportunity. I saw a chance to learn from some of the smartest people in the game in a way that was very relevant to the job I was taking on. And at its heart, it’s an attempt to bring those insights, strategies, stories, and wisdom to anyone interested in learning a little more about how the best do what they do.

My sincere hope is that you’re able to discover a few of those magical ingredients in these pages.




CHAPTER 1 THE POWER OF RELENTLESS PREPARATION


That’s it. That’s all I care about. Those are the only things that really bring me happiness.

—Julien BriseBois



I was sore. Not hit-by-a-truck sore, but my legs were starting to tighten and there was a slight pain in my lower back. What concerned me, while writing next to a pool at the Channelside Marriott in Tampa, was that I knew enough about athletic exertion to understand that what I did that morning should have absolutely zero physical impact a few hours later on my body.

Pickleball, by its nature, isn’t a strenuous sport. If you haven’t played, it’s essentially a mix of tennis and ping-pong. Until the last several years, best I can tell, it’s been played mostly by seniors. But one thing that happened during the NHL playoff bubble of 2020 is that teams and their staff played a lot of it. In that same time frame, my wife and I found it a great way to get outside and spend time with some of our close friends during an era in which you couldn’t interact otherwise. I actually started thinking I was getting pretty good at it.

Julien BriseBois ended that illusion.

Julien, who won back-to-back Stanley Cups as general manager of the Tampa Bay Lightning in 2020 and 2021, has one of the most fascinating paths to success of any NHL GM. He arrived at Heenan Blaikie, a Quebec law firm, as an intern hoping to one day become a tax lawyer. He grew up playing baseball. In a sport filled with former hockey players running teams, he’s not that. But he was trained by two of the best. In that 2020 NHL playoff bubble, created because it was being played during a global pandemic, he ended up raising the Stanley Cup. Then his team won it again the following season. All while honing his pickleball game.

He’s thoughtful. He’s analytical. He’s the kind of person I love chatting with.

My initial pitch was to spend the day together with the Stanley Cup in Montreal. But there were travel bans and limits on people who could join him. All the things we dealt with in 2020. So months later, I circled back. His Lightning were facing the Florida Panthers in the first round of the 2021 Stanley Cup playoffs, the first time these two Florida rivals competed in the playoffs. It seemed like a good time to go to Florida.

“Come down and let’s play pickleball,” he suggested.

I didn’t consider the idea nearly long enough. At that moment, I didn’t know Julien had been playing it for years. That he also boxes for fun. That he doesn’t drink or smoke. That he is a believer that a healthy body means a healthy mind. That he has the wingspan of an oversized condor. Why would I know any of this?

“Let’s do it.”



It was the morning of the day before our pickleball showdown and I regretted a couple of things. One, that I never shed my quarantine weight. And two, that I waited so long to prepare. My solution was to go for a light jog outside the Marriott along the channel in Tampa. It was 9:30 a.m. and already hot. At least hot for someone who was coming from a prolonged Michigan winter. The smallest of hills slowed me down. I was not feeling great about any of this.

A few minutes after I returned to my hotel room, my phone rang.

It was the Honorable Daniel Dumais, a judge in the Superior Court in Quebec. But before that he was a lawyer at Heenan Blaikie, then considered one of the best sports law firms in Canada. He had NHL teams as clients, and in some ways, he was the guy who launched BriseBois into the hockey universe.

I answered and explained what I was doing. That I wanted to get to know BriseBois’s backstory a little better before we had an extended conversation. That Julien had mentioned him as one of his biggest mentors.

“Anything for my friend Julien.”

Dumais started describing Julien and he was doing it through the lens of someone who has known him for years, who knows him as well as anyone. Who knew him at the start. But as he kept talking, I thought only of what it meant to me, his pickleball opponent.

“Julien is very serious,” Dumais explained. “He’s very committed to whatever he does. He’s structured, he has a plan. Julien is someone who has an idea, what he wants to do, what he wants to achieve.”

Dumais was in charge of the firm’s NHL work—arbitration cases and salary negotiations—and after BriseBois joined the firm as an intern, he let him know that there were boxes in the archives with all the firm’s work in sports, the decisions on arbitrations that had been awarded over the past decade. So that evening, BriseBois found the boxes and got to work.

He started indexing each case. He built out a binder for easy access to the decisions in an organized way. During the day, he was working on his regular assignments. In the morning and at night, he was organizing years of arbitration cases. Dumais and BriseBois didn’t cross paths for a month. But when they finally did, BriseBois pulled out the binder that took a decade to accumulate and showed it to Dumais.

“I’m ready to call GMs whenever you’re ready,” BriseBois said.

He was twenty-two.

“He didn’t say anything. He just took it and left. But I knew I impressed him,” BriseBois said. “I had to. It was impressive work, I have to say.”

So they started cold-calling general managers and the business started to grow. Nobody knew it was a twenty-two-year-old intern on the other end of the line, just somebody who NHL teams started to believe could help them win arbitration cases. A few weeks later, a group of NHL executives flew to Quebec City so they could work together in person. They gathered in a conference room and started going over all the arbitration cases. For the first few hours BriseBois was quiet, but right before lunch, Anaheim Ducks GM Pierre Gauthier looked over at him and asked him what he thought.

As BriseBois does, he shared his well-prepared opinions with confidence.

“ ‘This is what we should do for this because of this award and that award. This is the number for your guy, that guy. This is the number for your guy,’ ” BriseBois said in recalling that moment. “And then Pierre said, ‘That sounds awesome. Let’s grab lunch.’ ”

Word traveled fast about the arbitration cases this firm was helping teams win. Since Disney owned both the Ducks and the Angels, the success spread into the baseball world. That winter, the firm started doing arbitration cases for the Royals and the first general managers meeting BriseBois ever attended was in baseball. He was now working in the Montreal office, so Dumais told him to meet him in Washington, D.C., at Dulles Airport, where the MLB managers were gathering. A snowstorm wiped out Dumais’s flight, so BriseBois, now twenty-three, was the lone representative from the firm. He walked into a conference room where baseball general managers, most decades older than he was, were going over a list of players eligible for arbitration. At one point, an opposing general manager suggested paying his player an extra half million more than planned. It was put to a vote.

Who thinks it should be the higher number?

The lone GM raised his hand.

Who thinks it should be the old number?

Every other hand went up.

Royals GM Allard Baird leaned over to BriseBois and shifted strategies.

“Julien, when it’s our turn, you do the talking.”

BriseBois laughed hard retelling that story.



The one thing you learn about BriseBois is that he’s very intentional in his actions, especially when it comes to his career path. Even when he wanted to become a general manager, he didn’t interview for every opening, despite outside interest. He was willing to be patient for the right situation. He was willing to take risks to improve the likelihood that the right situation would present itself.

When it was clear tax law wasn’t going to be his future, he changed gears quickly. When he saw an opportunity with the Montreal Canadiens to work on contracts while he was still with the law firm, he took full advantage, and it didn’t take long for everyone to realize he wasn’t going back to the firm. Martin Madden, a former general manager of the Quebec Nordiques, had the office next door at the Bell Centre and immediately noticed how at ease BriseBois was around the rest of the staff. His relentless preparation mixed with his curiosity gave him a confidence to learn quickly in this environment.

“It felt easy for me to sit down with him and discuss hockey, how I felt the game should be played, how it should be managed, and it started that way,” Madden said. “There wasn’t a day in the year that we didn’t discuss his point of view and how I thought things should go. He was always asking questions and, most of the time, had some real good answers.”

After BriseBois joined the Canadiens full-time, GM André Savard said he was intentional about giving BriseBois opportunities on the road with the team, the best way to learn the sport. He also realized quickly that BriseBois was somebody you had to challenge. He was ambitious and learned quickly, and Savard looked for ways to feed that drive.

It came by getting him out of the office.

“It didn’t take me too long, a month. I realized, ‘Get him involved more,’ ” Savard said. “I had enough confidence in him to put him in that situation. When you go on the road, on the plane, you’re going after the games, you go see the coaches in the morning practice, you talk to the coaches, there’s a lot of conversations there. There’s a lot of communication between everybody going on the road. I thought that was important.”

BriseBois’s immersion into the world of hockey with the Montreal Canadiens expanded under GM Bob Gainey, who put him in charge of the Canadiens’ American Hockey League franchise in 2006. Gainey walked into BriseBois’s office, told him Hamilton needed a GM and he believed it should be BriseBois. Then he acted like he was handing him the keys.

“He said, ‘Go compete with the other guys. Show me what you can do,’ ” BriseBois said. “And he left.”

The Hamilton Bulldogs would win a Calder Cup in 2007. Eight years into his time with the Canadiens, BriseBois started to realize that further growth would mean leaving this comfort zone. He wanted to expand his hockey network. He wanted to learn from new mentors. He wanted to build on the success he had in running the Canadiens AHL team in Hamilton. It was the summer of 2009 and the Canadiens had a long list of free agents that needed new deals. BriseBois’s contract was also expiring, so he went to Gainey to propose an exit strategy. He’d extend his own deal by one year, help work on contract negotiations for guys like Saku Koivu, Alexei Kovalev, and Mike Komisarek. Then, as the year progressed, he said he’d help the Canadiens hire a replacement, work on the transition, and then figure out what was next.

“Let’s keep that between us for now,” Gainey answered. “You may want to change your mind.”

Gainey suggested they do the one-year deal, reconvene during the season, and go from there. But when BriseBois went to him during the season to figure out the best path forward, Gainey put him off. BriseBois tried to connect multiple times, and was unsuccessful each time. Gainey was buying time, but finally relented. He invited BriseBois to breakfast at his home and BriseBois laid it all out.

It’s time for me to go. It’s time for me to learn from other people and from organizations that aren’t as unique as the Montreal Canadiens.

“Well,” Gainey answered, “it’s time for me to go, too. I resigned in December.”

He let BriseBois know that the plan was to promote Pierre Gauthier to the GM spot.

This complicated BriseBois’s plans because Gauthier was crucial to his development as an executive. When he first started working in the NHL, BriseBois reached out to a group of people he trusted and asked for advice on how to be the best assistant GM. David Poile gave him great advice. So did Ray Shero. But Gauthier wrote a three-page memo, in a small font, loaded with career advice. BriseBois still has it. So now BriseBois was concerned that it would look like he didn’t want to work for Gauthier if he left. Gainey let Gauthier know about BriseBois’s concerns and Gauthier went out of his way to help with the transition.

“I understand. I was you once and I did the same thing,” Gauthier told BriseBois. “I felt like I needed to leave the Nordiques. I fully understand what you’re doing and it’s probably the right thing for your career.”

The timing was right, too. The AHL team BriseBois built in Hamilton was going well. The coach he hired, Guy Boucher, was looking like a really smart choice. He had the development program in place that took years to build. Because of it, BriseBois’s reputation in the NHL had grown enough that when the Tampa Bay Lightning had a GM opening that offseason under new owner Jeff Vinik, BriseBois got a screening call from Jac Sperling, who was doing the vetting for the open job.

“I think they had a very long list of candidates, they may have had thirty names,” BriseBois said. “I might have been thirtieth on the list.”

Eventually, the Lightning hired Steve Yzerman away from the Detroit Red Wings’ front office, which meant Yzerman needed an assistant. It was the perfect job for BriseBois, but word was circulating that it might go to Ryan Martin, who Yzerman worked with in Detroit. When BriseBois and Martin chatted on the phone, Martin confirmed the speculation.

“Steve has offered me the job, I’m going to go to Tampa with him,” Martin said.

BriseBois congratulated him. He let him know how highly he felt about that opportunity under Yzerman, and Martin picked up a hint of disappointment. BriseBois filled him in. He told him he was leaving Montreal and was looking for a job. He let him know that was one he thought was probably the best.

“Ryan being the incredible guy he is says, ‘Well, I’ve got that job, but if something happens, I will tell Stevie he should hire you,’ ” BriseBois said.

About a month went by and BriseBois was doing dishes at his house in Montreal. It was about 9 p.m. when his phone rang.

Ryan Martin was on the other end of the line.

Martin had agonized over the decision. He’d had several conversations with mentors Ken Holland and Jim Nill in Detroit about staying with the Red Wings. His wife’s job would have to change, too, if he moved to Florida. His role in Detroit was expanding, so was his paycheck, and the opportunity to scout nearby games at all levels and be home with his family was an important factor. It all added up.

“I changed my mind,” Martin said when we chatted years later. “I know there had been a couple other people who had reached out to Steve, but I gave my opinion of Julien that they would work well together.”

Shortly after that, Yzerman reached out to Gauthier for permission to interview BriseBois, and the conversations started. During the day, BriseBois worked for the Canadiens. At night, he talked to Yzerman. For well over a week, they followed the same routine. Every night around nine or ten o’clock, Yzerman would let BriseBois know what he was working on and BriseBois would offer his thoughts.

Eventually the two decided they should meet. BriseBois was going to Hilton Head for the AHL board of governors meeting, but was able to find a flight to Tampa that gave him a five-hour window to meet Yzerman in person at the airport Westin. BriseBois brought a presentation he’d created around team building and the core competencies he believed every organization needed, especially around player procurement and development. The deck broke down what he was able to do along those lines in Hamilton, where he believed the team needed more coaches. In his mind, the AHL is where a player is getting his PhD in hockey and he thought there needed to be a better student-to-teacher ratio than hockey typically allowed. In Hamilton, they added a full-time strength coach. They added a full-time video coach. He worked on bringing in the right veterans to surround the young guys, show them how to be a professional, how to conduct yourself.

“All the pieces kind of fell into place,” BriseBois said.

The pitch worked. On July 16, 2010, BriseBois was named the assistant GM. And almost immediately, BriseBois’s preparation and willingness to take a risk would pay off in a big way.



The interview was nearly over.

BriseBois had taken the candidate to coach Tampa Bay’s AHL team through a binder full of questions he had prepared, while Yzerman injected his own questions as the conversation needed it. Now, apparently satisfied, they had just one more question.

They turned a screen toward the young candidate, who had never coached a single game higher than junior hockey in the United States, a guy who had spent more time as a lawyer than a professional coach, and hit play. A commercial kicked on and the candidate immediately knew what it was. It was a knockoff of the old Dos Equis commercials featuring the Most Interesting Man in the World.

Only this time, the title says “The Most Interesting Man in Hockey.”

A Spanish guitar plays while a camera pans past a table full of beautiful women until it focuses in on the man at the end of the table next to a martini.

It’s Green Bay coach Jon Cooper.

Cooper looks at the camera, says, “Find out what it is in hockey you don’t do well….” He pauses and leans forward slightly. “And don’t do that thing.”

It was an advertisement for the Green Bay Gamblers, a team that had just won a championship with Cooper behind the bench. It was a job that Cooper figured he’d keep the rest of his career. He had just won a championship. He got a raise that paid him six figures. He even had a golf membership. He was pretty content with where his career had landed. But when Newport agent Wade Arnott suggested to Yzerman and BriseBois that they should consider the coach in Green Bay they’d never heard of, that future changed.

Even as BriseBois took him through his binder full of questions during the interview, Cooper didn’t think this job was happening. It wasn’t until the commercial was played and one of them ended it with: Do you really think you’re the most interesting man in hockey—that’s when he started to suspect he might have a shot.

They were having fun with him and that’s usually a good sign in an interview.

“If they didn’t like me, they wouldn’t have shown it,” Cooper explained while sharing the story. “They were looking to see if I could take it.”

Cooper had a flight to catch that was getting dangerously close, so BriseBois offered to drive him to the airport. They hustled to his car, where BriseBois tried making a phone call without success. Cooper sensed frustration.

“He goes, ‘To be honest, I don’t know how to fucking get to the airport,’ ” Cooper said, laughing. “I start laughing so hard, and say, ‘Let’s navigate.’ He drops me off, the airplane door hits my ass on the way in, that’s how close I came to missing it.”

But Cooper noticed that BriseBois was using every available minute to assess the guy he was considering as his AHL coach. He volunteered to drive him to the airport, even if he didn’t know the route. It’s a strategy Cooper has now adopted when there’s a new player or staff member who needs a lift. That car time is invaluable. In fact, when I called Cooper to talk about BriseBois, he was on the way home from the airport after dropping off the team’s mental performance coach.

“I took that from Julien,” Cooper said. “It’s a side of caring, getting to know someone and relationship building.”

When he got on the plane, Cooper called his wife. He still felt like the AHL job was a long shot, since the jump from Green Bay to a head spot in the AHL was big, but he thought things were closer than they were the day before.

“I gave them something to think about,” he told his wife.

Less than forty-eight hours later, BriseBois was on the phone offering him the job. When Tampa got the money where it needed to be, Cooper decided to go for it. Even if it meant losing the golf club membership and arguably the best local ad campaign hockey has seen.

“That was when I threw caution to the wind,” Cooper said. “In the end, this is your chance. I didn’t want to leave Green Bay, but I saw this as an opportunity.”

That the interview with BriseBois started with a list of twenty-five or so questions he was reading directly out of a binder was very much by design. So was the intentional decision to wait until the end of the interview to break the ice.

BriseBois’s hiring record on coaches is remarkably strong. He hired an unknown named Guy Boucher in Hamilton, who went on to take the Tampa Bay Lightning to the Eastern Conference Final in 2011. He hired Cooper in Norfolk, and Cooper will end up in the Hall of Fame. He hired Benoit Groulx to replace Cooper, and he ended with the most wins by a Syracuse coach in franchise history, taking the team to the playoffs every season he was there.

BriseBois has a very defined process he uses to make hires and it’s clear by his history that it’s a good one. It’s a topic I was eager to explore after getting run all over a Florida pickleball court.



It had been three games and I could barely breathe. I was sweating through my Torchy’s Tacos T-shirt, and when I looked over at Julien, he’d barely broken a sweat.

I started looking for an exit strategy.

“Is there somewhere we can go to chat?” I asked, taking a seat on the bench next to the pickleball court.

“Do you want one more?”

Julien wanted to keep playing.

“Your call,” he said. “Can your body take one more?”

He was now going after my pride. I told him I’d keep going if he wanted to keep playing but it was clear my heart wasn’t in it.

“All right, we’re done,” he answered. “What do you like to drink? I’m a cold soda type of guy.”

We packed our gear and walked toward his car. As always, he was prepared with a change of clothes, an idea that never even occurred to me until that moment. He said a place called Buddy Brew had great iced tea. In his first sign of mercy of the morning, he turned up the air-conditioning in his car before pulling away from the park.

His cold soda comment sparked a thought. When you cover enough general managers meetings or board of governors meetings, you end up crossing paths with NHL management in hotel bars or enjoying a glass of wine at a nearby restaurant. But Julien was always a guy you’d more likely see ducking out of these events with a tennis bag than posting up at the bar.

I’d heard he didn’t drink alcohol and was wondering what went behind the decision.

“I never started,” he said.

Then he shared a story that explained it a little more. In his earliest days, when he was showing up to work at a law firm starting at 7 a.m. and working until midnight, his dad was playing hockey more often with his close friends than he was able to play. The work-life balance didn’t seem right. He realized that there were three things in his life that brought him happiness. Time with his immediate family. Investing in his career. And doing something physical on the weekends.

“That’s it. That’s all I care about. Those are the only things that really bring me happiness,” he said. “To this day, it’s the same thing. I remember telling Steve [Yzerman] that and he goes, ‘I’m exactly the same way.’ And he is. So that’s what I do.”

It’s that simple. Each of these three areas of his life are working toward a goal. A strong family. A successful career. Physical exhaustion. Anything else seems to just get in the way.

“Everyone can do the easy stuff. There’s no satisfaction that comes with the easy stuff,” he said. “Our pickleball match may not have been the best example, but had you pushed me to my limits there would be a sense of satisfaction that comes from being exhausted. I accomplished something that not everyone—”

“Not everyone beats me, Julien.”

“I know. So yeah, if you’re going to go into the gym, make it count. If it’s short, it’s intense. If it’s long, it’s heavy. When you’re done, you want to feel like you’ve accomplished something.”

He parked the car and we walked around to the front of the coffee shop, entering Buddy Brew as “Call Me Maybe” played in the background. I ordered an iced tea. He got an iced mocha latte and we found a seat outside.

This was when we really dug in.



Even the most intelligent, driven people aren’t going to find success without opportunity, without someone willing to invest in them. BriseBois always seems keenly aware of that. When he talks about his time in the law firm, it isn’t just about the extra work he put in. It’s the guidance and opportunity Dumais provided. When he talks about his success in Tampa Bay, he’s quick to credit owner Jeff Vinik and Steve Yzerman for building an environment conducive to success. He also seems like someone who, if he didn’t have those things, is willing to change jobs until he does. Who he’s working for is every bit as important as where he’s working.

So when our conversation shifted into his hiring process, he began by crediting Bob Gainey. Gainey was the GM in Montreal when the Hamilton Bulldogs needed a new head coach in 2009, and it would have been easy for him to micromanage the process. BriseBois went to Gainey for insight, and while Gainey was there for guidance, this was going to be BriseBois’s call completely.

“Now, you have to be a really strong, confident, and secure person to be the GM of the Montreal Canadiens and be willing to let one of your underlings in that market make mistakes there,” BriseBois said. “Sometimes he knew I was making a mistake and he still let me make the mistake. You need someone special to do that. He wanted this to be my process.”

So BriseBois went to work. He was looking for someone progressive, who saw the game the same way he did. He wanted someone whose focus was on education and teaching as much as it was winning games. He wanted someone focused on player development for the Montreal Canadiens rather than someone just trying to grind out an AHL win.

One of the people who BriseBois got to know while getting his MBA was a guy named André Couillard, now the president of Procom Quebec. Couillard has a great eye for talent and has helped guide people through the hiring process in the world of information and communications technology. BriseBois called Couillard and told him he was about to make his first big hire, a head coach for the Hamilton Bulldogs. He started by asking: What are the mistakes people make when they hire?

“He gave me an education,” BriseBois said.

In an ideal world, you hire someone for three or six months and watch them do the job. See how they operate. See how they solve problems. If you’re able to do this a few times, you find the ideal candidate. Hockey doesn’t work that way. The next best thing is to try to simulate that scenario.

That means digging into how a candidate did in their previous job. If it’s a coach, you talk to their players. You talk to their managers. You talk to their opponents. You try to learn as much as possible about how they operate. Then you use the interview process to put them in the chair of the job you’re filling. In this case, the coach of the Hamilton Bulldogs. You’re not using the interview process to get to know the candidate personally. You want to find out how they’ll act once they get the job.

“So you throw situations at them,” BriseBois said. “And you don’t want to get to know the person until you know the coach. People start getting friendly, start getting to know each other—‘Oh, you play tennis? I play tennis, too.’ The interview is over. You’ve already broken it. It’s broken beyond repair. Avoid that.”

Instead, it’s always the same process, one he shaped with insight from Couillard. Here is the job. Here is the mandate. This is the pay range. Still interested? Okay, then here are some scenarios. BriseBois takes his candidates through open-ended questions in which there are no right or wrong answers. Each coach gets the same group of questions. That binder BriseBois was running through with Yzerman when he interviewed Cooper? It featured these scenarios.

BriseBois shared an example.

Training camp is about to end. You’re going to keep fourteen forwards. Thirteen are no-brainers. We’re down to two guys for one open job. One guy is not the most skilled guy, but he’s super gritty, competes. He works his butt off in practice every day. Will always try his hardest to give you what you want, but he’s very limited as a skill player. The other guy? High-end skill. Effort isn’t always there. You have to get it out of him. Which guy are you keeping and why?

Do this twenty times and you get to know your candidate well. Then the personal questions can begin. Like, do you really think you’re the most interesting man in the world?

“I will say, by the end, they’re exhausted,” BriseBois said. “Whoever I’m interviewing, they need a nap. That’s what I did with Guy that year. The process has to be identical for every guy. Same room. Same time of day. Same questions in the same order. You don’t compare notes with anyone until the end. You put it in writing. There’s a process to try and avoid the mistakes that are made because of our unconscious biases.”

For his interview with BriseBois in 2016, Benoit Groulx remembered meeting him around 1 p.m. at a hotel in New York. It was a beautiful spring afternoon in Manhattan and Groulx noticed that BriseBois was wearing running shoes.

“You like walking? Let’s go for a walk,” BriseBois said.

They walked toward Bryant Park before finding a table a few blocks away. They sat down, BriseBois pulled out a tablet, and here came the scenarios.

“He bombarded me with all kinds of questions,” Groulx told me. “Many, many different situations.”

By the time Groulx got back to his hotel around 11 p.m., he was exhausted. The next morning, Steve Yzerman picked him up for a walk and then a lunch. It was a different conversation, but Groulx left it thinking that the two managers really complemented each other well.

“Two smart guys, but they’re different,” Groulx said. “I knew why that team was successful.”

It wasn’t the interview process that left the most lasting impression on Groulx during his time working for BriseBois. It was how clearly BriseBois set expectations once he hired the coaching staff. Groulx still has the paper that broke down BriseBois’s expectations about the team in Syracuse. They were guiding principles for the organization, principles behind every decision that Groulx and his staff made. It starts with a clear mandate. Then it breaks down how the organization sets the culture and the kind of behavior that is expected from everyone on the team. It includes twelve steps on how to develop the team.

BriseBois sat down with the coaches and explained the mission and then backed it up in written form. Groulx kept it in his office and referred to it often, sometimes more than once in the same day. I sent BriseBois an email asking for a copy. Two days later, my phone was buzzing with his name on the screen. Yes, he still had a copy. No, it wasn’t going to be published somewhere everybody could read it.

“It’s still too much in use,” he said.

Like so many things BriseBois does, this organizational source of truth was him being proactive. He wanted something in writing to guide decisions when stress is high and when decisions aren’t always made with a clear head.

“When it’s written, you have something you can refer to,” he explained. “When it’s written, you’ve taken the time to select the words we’re using. This deck guides all the decisions. Your job is to be disciplined enough to refer to the deck and not waver. This is what we do, this is what we believe in. When we were not feeling the heat, when we were calm and rational, this was the road map to sustained success.”

For seven seasons, that’s exactly what Groulx had in Syracuse. Two hundred fifty-six wins. Two division titles. An Eastern Conference championship. More wins than any coach in franchise history.

But BriseBois decided the team needed a fresh voice in the AHL and he was out. Groulx was considering leaving the organization after one more season but didn’t get that chance. If you learn anything about BriseBois, you need to know this: he’d rather move on too early than too late.

He can be ruthless in how decisive he is. Once all the proper steps are completed and a decision is made, he moves. No matter how it might look from the outside, something the hockey world would learn as his tenure in Tampa Bay continued.



The 2023 NHL trade deadline was closing in and BriseBois agreed to catch up over a coffee at the Lightning’s road hotel in Detroit. The Lightning had won another Stanley Cup since he steamrolled me on the pickleball court a couple years earlier, this time beating the Montreal Canadiens in the Stanley Cup Final, a serendipitous twist to the BriseBois legacy. The following season, BriseBois’s Lightning advanced to a third Stanley Cup Final in three years, one of the most remarkable accomplishments in the salary cap era. They lost to a Colorado Avalanche team built to dethrone them.

I was waiting near some couches in the hotel lobby a few feet away from Lightning assistant GM Mathieu Darche, who was on the phone. I didn’t know it in the moment, but BriseBois, Darche, and the Lightning front office were working on a trade deadline deal that might have been their most bold yet.

Shortly after I arrived, BriseBois turned the corner.

“How’s your pickleball game?” he asked.

It was not great.

His, however, was improving. He’d hired a pickleball pro to train him, doing it because he believes that striving to get better at these skills is a healthy way to live. He was investing more into equipment, explaining that paddle design and evolution had improved considerably in the last year. As with everything, he was constantly looking for small, incremental improvements.

“These new carbon paddles, they fit my stroke,” he said. “I put a lot of top spin on it and they add top spin. There’s going to be a little bit more power. There’s something there. I’m excited.”

I was catching BriseBois at an interesting time. He had a team built to win a Stanley Cup and he’d now gotten in the habit of making a move near the trade deadline to help push his team there. Three straight years he’d made big moves and three straight years he’d advanced to the Stanley Cup Final. The strategy was paying off and it was also an adjustment in how he operated.

In 2019, the Tampa Bay Lightning didn’t do anything at the trade deadline, which is the most rational approach. The way BriseBois calculates the odds, he figures his team has a 6 or 7 percent shot at winning the Stanley Cup. If you’re someone who is always thinking of the future, the idea of using valuable draft capital to trade for players who might only be on the team for a few months during a playoff run that is a coin toss away from ending isn’t a great one. BriseBois believed that, mathematically, doing nothing changes the Stanley Cup odds about as much as a major trade. And in 2019, the Lightning kept winning in the regular season, tying the 1995–96 Detroit Red Wings for the most wins in the history of the game during the regular season. They played four postseason games that year and lost them all, swept by the Columbus Blue Jackets.

That offseason, he had to make a decision about how to respond to the collapse in the playoffs. It certainly would have been understandable to make a change at coach. Or maybe trade one of the underperforming skill players. Really, he could have done anything following the loss to the Blue Jackets and been publicly justified. Instead, he brought
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