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Preface

by Venus Williams



THE ARC OF AN ATHLETE’S life is funny. Just when other young professionals are peaking, hitting their stride, and consolidating their skills, we’re starting, if we’re smart, to think of our future, one that doesn’t depend on our athleticism and our injury-prone bodies to pay the rent. Let’s be clear: I’m not retiring anytime soon. At thirty, I still have game and can think of nothing more gratifying than traveling the world to play tennis. But I am putting into practice something my mother, Oracene, and father, Richard, who once owned a security-guard company, told me and my sisters, Lyndrea, Yetunde, Isha, and Serena: Think entrepreneurially.

When we were growing up in Compton, California, the whole family would have these sit-down meetings led by my dad, who is a philosopher type. He’d ask questions such as, “Why is it that the poor person stays in the ghetto and the rich person gets richer?” or “Why is it that when you do something for someone it doesn’t work as well as when you help them help themselves?” We wouldn’t always have an answer, but that was, in a way, beside the point. He was training us early on to be independent thinkers. Of course, he was also training us to be financially independent. I remember him talking to us about the mechanics of buying properties out of foreclosure. While I was too young to absorb the details, the basic ideas seeped through. And if he was teaching us about real estate when we were young, you can only imagine how much my parents stressed the importance of education.

I coveted getting a degree as much as I did having my own business. After enrolling in an interior design program through the London-based Rhodec International correspondence school, I launched V Starr Interiors, a commercial and residential interior design company, in April 2002. I received my associate’s degree in Fashion Design in 2007, the same year I debuted my clothing line, EleVen. And last year Serena and I bought a minority stake in the Miami Dolphins NFL team, a wonderful way to become even more entrenched in the business world. Let’s say my parents’ advice made a lasting impression.

A multitasker, I wanted to play tennis and study, and I also wanted to launch my first businesses while I was still playing rather than wait until after my career was over. There are a few benefits to starting a business early. The obvious one is I get to use my name to help market my endeavors; but, just as important, I gain experience and credibility now so that when I do retire, I’ll already have industry knowledge as well as a client base. As Earvin “Magic” Johnson points out in the pages that follow, it’s harder than it looks for athletes to start businesses because many people will take meetings with us just to get a ball or jersey signed with no intention of taking our proposals seriously. Like Roger Staubach, whose story also follows, I want to log in the hours that lead to credibility in the businesses while I continue to play professionally rather than get in after the fact, when it will be more difficult to be taken seriously.

With the launch of V Starr, I immediately realized that although tennis and design couldn’t be further apart, I was bringing lessons learned on the court into the meetings, whether they were with potential clients, my team, or suppliers. My curiosity piqued, I began to compile a list of former athletes (not all of whom played professionally) who are now at the top of their professions. If I could talk to each one I’d ask them if their sports background was of any use in their professional life. And that curiosity led to this book. Along with my co-author, Kelly E. Carter, I did get to talk with this impressive and varied group of former athletes, and their responses comprise this book. I was encouraged and pleasantly surprised by their contributions. Though they come from a variety of fields—there are actors, designers, CEOs, chefs, doctors, editors, financiers, reporters, and politicians, as well as former professional athletes—the drive and discipline they bring into their work mirrors what they gave on the field, rink, and court or in the pool.

I loved working on this book, and I hope you too take something away—whether you’re an aspiring visionary, an established or ascending executive, a burgeoning designer or actor. I hope you’ll see how sports gives you a foundation that is transferrable, and how if you’ve played sports (at any level, professional or amateur), you are carrying around knowledge that you can use effectively in other fields. Reading the experiences of others made me cognizant of the benefits from sports I didn’t even realize I had received—character, strength of body and mind, confidence, a sense of value and validation. Sarina Bratton, an entrepreneur who started a cruise line, perhaps sums it up best: “All of the training, the discipline, the determination, the good attitude and hard work that you’re putting into your sport now are inherent values that you will carry with you through life, and you can apply those same values and disciplines to anything that you choose in your life. Recognize that and never be afraid to use them in your career or whatever you choose to do.”

Not only did this book validate my sense that sports will benefit my post-sports career, but the stories also moved me. I get teary-eyed every time I read about former secretary of defense William Cohen’s dad standing in the snow, peeking in through the window to watch his son play basketball, or how Vera Wang’s figure skating not only bonded her to her family but may have extended her mother’s life when illness struck.

More than move me, these essays motivated me. They have given me words of wisdom I’ll take with me on the court and in the proverbial boardroom. In fact, I’ve already started putting some of these inspirational thoughts into my notebook—another idea I picked up from my father. He would prepare notebooks for us and fill up the pages with thoughts—sometimes even stories—about improving our tennis and attitudes. Everything was typed out, and the pages were laminated. Sometimes he’d hand us just a couple of pages, and sometimes a laminated binder folder. Some of them were even made into signs with sayings like “Believe It. Achieve It” or “If you fail to plan, you plan to fail” or “Perfect practice makes perfect,” which he’d hang around the tennis court and in the house. There’s still one hanging in the bathroom that reads: “Always try to be the most polite person in the world.”

I’ll use ideas from the contributors in Come to Win to inspire my next generation of signs. I can see the first one already; it simply says, “Extreme Effort.” It will remind me that just as I have to work my tail off as an athlete, I’ll have to put in the hours at EleVen and V Starr to make them work. As a little girl I practiced no fewer than five hours a day, every single day of the year. The only time we got a break was when it rained, which is why, to this day, I still find the rain comforting. Every athlete in this book somehow acquired a similar work ethic. Dr. Keith L. Black got up at five to swim laps before school, and Wang trained twelve hours each day. Richie Rich puts it in context: “Practice was an hour and twenty minutes away. I would go to the rink and skate for about four hours and then drive an hour to school, then after school, go to the local mall, Vallco, and skate, and then do my homework. And I loved it. Looking back at how hard I worked, it was so crazy.” Crazy, yes. But just as the focus helped him launch his business, having a similar work ethic has already served me in my schoolwork and in playing professionally, in preparing designs for my clients, and in training for a major tournament. It goes back to what Bratton calls “Extreme Effort”—hence the sign. As she explains, “One of the greatest lessons I learned from sports that has helped me in business is to never be afraid to put extreme effort in. If you don’t do your absolute best, then you can’t expect to achieve anything different from what anybody else has done.”

There are so many more lessons that are transferrable, so many more “signs,” some related to teamwork, some related to visualizing success before you even start a challenge, others related to leadership or the notion of consistent improvement. It inspires me to know that the more I design, the better at it I’ll become. The most surprising takeaway I gained from working on this book, however, is that people who’ve walked the path I want to walk have found that they learned more from losing than from winning. I was brought up to respect my parents, so I could relate to Jack Welch’s respect for his mother, Grace, and the influence she had on his development. He recounts a time when she runs into the boys’ locker room after a loss in which he ungraciously threw his hockey stick across the ice in anguished defeat. Suddenly his mother appears in a floral print dress, yelling at him in front of all his teammates. Embarrassing, I’m sure. But the lesson stayed with him: “If you don’t know how to lose, you’ll never know how to win,” she insisted. I’m not sure if that’s a slogan I’ll laminate anytime soon, though intellectually I can see how she might be right. For me, losing is still emotional.

When I lose, the pain is so intense, and the emotions roll through me. Facing a loss where I know I could have done better is even harder. When I do think about the losses, I’m more inclined to side with Susan Mersereau, who says that “one of the things that helped me later on in my business career was not seeing failure or losing as a bad thing so much as something you can learn from…. Losing never felt good emotionally, but how we handled failure was almost more important than the failure itself.” My loss to Martina Hingis in the semifinals at the 1999 U.S. Open later benefited me in the way Mersereau notes. In that match, I had a lot of opportunities. Hingis was very good, but I believed I was the better player. Yet I didn’t win, which was upsetting. I thought, from now on I’m going to do whatever it takes to win. (Well, not whatever it takes—certainly not cheating.) So going forward, if a ball lands short and I can get to the ball and come to the net, I’m going to get there. I’m not going to sit back and hit the short ball and be scared on the baseline. If the court is open, I’m going to take my shot. I’m not going to miss it. From that loss, my mind-set changed. I played a few more tournaments that year and then had an injury. I was off four months in the beginning of the next year but was determined to win a major at that point. When I played Wimbledon that year, I was the most determined in the draw. That was my tournament and no one else’s. I think that loss to Hingis helped me to make sure I did what it took to win my first Grand Slam tournament.

And, boy, do I love to win; everything is right in the world when I do. I go to tournaments with that goal in mind. From my perspective, you learn a lot from winning and putting yourself in a position to win. There have been times when I’ve woken up after Wimbledon thinking, “Ah-ha, I’m the Wimbledon champ.” There’s a complete feeling of satisfaction. Senator Bill Bradley, who won two championships with the New York Knicks, writes about the memories of reaching the mountaintop. I’ve been there, too. Once you’re there, you take a deep breath and look down, with a deep feeling of satisfaction, though it doesn’t last forever because there’s always something new to conquer, another tournament to play. But it’s amazing, and nothing in my interior design business, no matter how much I love design, compares to holding something like the Venus Rosewater Dish, awarded to the ladies’ singles champion at Wimbledon.

And yet, since so many of this book’s contributors—people I look up to, from Robin Roberts, Phil Knight, and Irene Rosenfeld to Mersereau, Ken Chenault, and others—talk about the value of losing, I guess I’ll have to give some more thought to the idea that losses can be beneficial; it certainly seems to be the case in business. Already, EleVen has had some distribution challenges in its young life, and while I could see these as setbacks, I’m going to try to internalize what Donny Deutsch says: “You don’t grow from the wins. You grow from the defeats.”

It would be a mistake to think that the rich material here is just for established and budding creative and business executives. I hope coaches, parents, and young athletes are inspired as well. An obvious benefit for our youth, as President Bill Clinton writes, is that active children are less likely to be obese. I, too, encourage parents to get their children involved in sports, not only for the physical benefits but also because it teaches them to set and reach goals, and gives them that sense of pride and self-worth that goes along with it. As the oft-repeated story goes, my father once heard tennis commentator Bud Collins say to Romanian tennis player Virginia Ruzici, the 1978 French Open champion, “Forty thousand dollars isn’t bad for four days’ work.” My dad thought it was a joke, but the next day he read it in the paper. He told my mother they were going to have two kids and get them into tennis. My dad learned how to play by looking at tennis magazines and watching videotapes, but for the most part he taught himself his own theories. My mother learned to hit very well, as did all of my sisters. Isha, the second oldest, could have been a great but for the intense back spasms she experienced. I was born in June 1980 and Serena followed fifteen months later. Because I was probably about three years old at the time, I don’t remember the first time I picked up a racquet. Later, my father said that when he took us to the public courts to practice, I was the only kid who wanted to hit all of the balls in the shopping cart. I wasn’t happy until I did it, and if I had to stop before the cart was empty, I’d start crying. On the last ball I always wanted to say, “Last one,” and that was very special to me because it signified reaching a goal, though I most likely wouldn’t have articulated it that way as a young girl. Whacking a basket of tennis balls and not stopping until I could say “last one” was probably my first experience with goal setting, and I haven’t stopped setting goals since. (Incidentally, that was something I continued to say up until just a few years ago.)

Then there’s the obvious. Sports show you how to work on a team, an invaluable trait if ever there is one. I couldn’t run my business without my team, which includes my family. Sports also teaches humility—for every time you hit the game-winning hit, you just might strike out. And it keeps kids out of trouble, as Denzel Washington and others remind us: “It wears them out. I’ve heard that the most dangerous time for kids is after school between the hours of three and six, because the parents usually are still working. When you’re young, you want to fit in somewhere. You’re going to fit in with jocks, or you’re going to fit in with the geeks, or you’re going to fit in with the stars, the handsome people, the Goths, the drug heads. I just felt it was important for my children to stay busy”—and so he made sure they fit in with the athletes. Sports are, as Betsy Bernard says, an awesome enabler of success.

Advocacy in women’s tennis has long been a concern of mine. Picking up where Billie Jean King left off, I, along with others, have fought hard for equal prize money for women at Wimbledon. Many people point to an essay I wrote that appeared in The Times of London in 2006, before the fortnight began, as a major turning point in the battle for equal pay. So I was particularly heartened when I read what a positive experience sports has had on the women in this book. I started playing tennis after Title IX, so I never realized what an advantage I’d had as a result of having played competitive sports and having my competitive fire lit early on until I read passages from the successful women in this book. Debra Lee eloquently speaks to what an advantage athletic girls have out in the world: “One of the advantages that men had over women is that they learned at an early age to compete and that it’s okay to lose and keep going. Girls missed out on that for a long time because we didn’t have team sports. I see what my kids have gone through recently and it’s a whole different world. . . . The more girls grow up competing and learning how tough it is and that you’ve just got to get back up and keep going when you lose, the better off we are.” I’ve always wanted to compete, and not just for the sake of competing, but to gain against the big guys. When I first went pro, I didn’t understand the seeding of players in tournaments. In my first breakthrough tournament, a player asked me, “So, what part of the draw are you in?” I said, “Oh, in the middle.” She said, “There’s no middle.” I didn’t get it. We weren’t taught draw. We were taught, “Go out there and play. It doesn’t matter who you play. Play your game, then you’re the better one.” Back then, you got “quality points,” so if you beat a higher-ranked player, you would get more points. If you beat the number one, you got one hundred points, and if you beat the number one hundred, you got one point, or five points. When we drew a higher-ranked player, we said, “Yeah! Now I can get all those points.” The other players had the attitude of, “Oh shoot! I drew this higher-ranked player. Bad luck for me.” My mentality was totally different. Back in the day, if someone asked me whom I would rather play, I said, “Well, whoever is ranked higher,” because I wanted the points. I didn’t want to labor against someone lower-ranked and not even get any points. Once a generation of women finally got to play organized sports in college, it’s no wonder they made the strides they did in the marketplace.

Yet more than learning how to be competitive early on, sports can give girls healthy attitudes about their bodies, attitudes that if nourished can last a lifetime. Soledad O’Brien expresses it best: “One of the reasons I wanted my kids to play sports is I just love the idea of thinking of your body as something positive as opposed to thinking, ‘I’m fat.’…I want my girls to feel like they’re strong. To think, ‘I can do a backflip. I can stand on my hands. I can jump a fence with my pony. I can run faster than somebody.’ To think of your body in those terms for girls is a really empowering thing.” I’ll take that.

We have had some proud moments at V Starr, which designed the set for the Tavis Smiley Show on the PBS network, and the Olympic athletes’ apartments used by the city of New York in its proposal to host the 2012 Olympic Games. When I designed my first large residential interior, I can’t say the client was the easiest to work with. I had to convince them that it would look good. And when the work was completed and they were happy, it was more than satisfying for me not only because I delivered but because I knew then that I was able to trust my team. On the final walk-through, I nodded to myself and thought, “Yeah, this is my work.” That’s how I feel about this book, which is a labor of love, taking what so many of us love—sports—and seeing how we can utilize its benefits in other ways.








PART 1

The Business Executives (Part I)










THOMAS BARRACK, JR.





A real team effort involves utilizing tremendous strength and tremendous ego for the benefit of the team. You can have great individual efforts but an individual effort is only as good as you are. You can’t get exponential power. The practice in business is doing all of the little things and doing them perfectly.

 

Thomas Barrack, Jr., is the founder, chairman, and CEO of Colony Capital, LLC, a private equity firm. He previously was a principal with the Robert M. Bass Group, president of Oxford Development Ventures, Inc., and a senior vice president of E.F. Hutton & Co. He served in the Reagan administration as deputy undersecretary of the Department of the Interior. He grew up in Culver City, California, and earned his B.A. at the University of Southern California. He attended law school at the University of San Diego and USC, where he was an editor of the Law Review and received a J.D. from the University of San Diego.











Pushing Through Comfort Barriers



I COME FROM A MODEST background. I wasn’t driven by a powerful, athletic father the way many athletes are. Amazingly, it’s the opposite. My father had nothing to do with sports. He owned a shop and worked from five-thirty in the morning until eleven at night. He never had any sports in his background, since he started working when he was thirteen. It was my mom, mamie, who encouraged me to get involved in everything. I always loved sports, and my mom provided the confidence and the opportunity for me to do it. She was always positive. No matter how mediocre I may have thought my own talents were, she encouraged me to push through the pain, participate, get to the end, and do my best.

When I was in the sixth grade I started working at the red riding Stable in Culver City, and in exchange for cleaning stalls we could ride on the horses. Horses were a passion and my sports were split between Junior rodeo Cowboys Association and football, basketball, and baseball. My mother’s view was that team sports produced great human beings and individual sports produced a different kind of a human being. I didn’t take up tennis or golf until I was out of college.


I was one of those guys who was good at a lot of things and not great at any. To become great I had to work twice as hard as everybody else. What I learned along the way was that I could outwork people who had better talent than me, and so that’s where I had to find my competitive edge. That held true throughout everything. The kind of preparation and discipline is what I had to rely on rather than just God-given unbelievable talent.

I went to Loyola High School my freshman year and had a tough time when I showed up. I thought I was so hot coming out of grammar school, and I knew the football coach, Jack Boyle, who had been a coach at a rival school. During the summer I didn’t train or work out. I thought, “This is a piece of cake. I know the coach. He knows me.” I was surprised when he cut me from the freshman football team, which was one of the most traumatic and probably one of the best experiences and greatest lessons in my life. It created a rage, a dedication, and a motivation that then spurred me on not to have that happen again. When I went into JVs the next year I was ready. I was motivated. But I was an average athlete through high school.

Still, I wanted to play football at USC. John McKay was the football coach at the time. A good friend of mine’s father was the athletic director, and he said, “Why don’t you try and see John McKay as a walk-on.” I went out one day in the fall. McKay watched me and said, “Look, you’re a good kid. You’ve got talent. You’ve got a lot of fire. But you’re never going to make it as a starter at USC. Either go to another school where you can play or try rugby, which is a varsity sport at USC and is a great game for your kind of talent.” At that time, the football players were all playing rugby in the off season. He said, “Go play rugby for a year or two. Get more experience, and then come back to me.” I knew nothing about rugby. It was not a game in my high school but having him say that to me spurred me on and that became my sport. I had found my footing and excelled for the next few years at USC in that sport. I never had any desire to go back to football.


My rugby coach, an exceptional guy named John Callahan, was unbelievably motivational and encouraging. He knew how to find the key inside of you to open it up. I loved him. He was sensational. He gave me leadership roles when things really got tough and always believed that I had the ability to pull it out. He was all about pushing through the pain, and that resonates for me with everything. Push through comfort barriers and get to the other side. I was an all-American and for two years in a row got Most Inspirational, which was the greatest award that I could have received. I didn’t have the most talent, but for sure I had the most drive. The first year the reason I got it was in the finals against Stanford I had started with a broken nose. By the end of the game I had a broken nose, a separated shoulder, torn cartilage in my right knee, and a broken left ankle. It was the epitome of pushing through comfort barriers.

What drives me today still is this unquenchable thirst to push through comfort barriers. I get satisfaction out of motivating people to do things that they feel are beyond their means. At work this comes into play because the private equity business, or the opportunity fund business, is based on arbitrary things, so it’s all about investing at a moment when no one wants to invest and seeing things that others don’t see. The consequence is you can never operate through your rearview mirror. You’re always a first mover, and in that comes lots of danger because there’s tremendous comfort with a herd and that herd mentality. Most of what we do is to always move into a new type of business and a new geographical region where others have not gone before.

The greatest lesson I learned in sports that helps me run my business is there’s no I in team. That’s the hardest lesson for people to learn. A real team effort involves utilizing tremendous strength and tremendous ego for the benefit of the team. You can have great individual efforts, but an individual effort is only as good as you are. You can’t get exponential power. The practice in business is doing all of the little things and doing them perfectly. A typo on a letter, a grumpy answer on a phone call, a slovenly look when I walk in the office, my own lack of preparation on a simple issue, a dirty or messy desk—all of these things that seem insignificant build over time to create a culture that is then manifested in the big things. Every player has to push through his or her comfort barriers by practice and bettering him-or herself to overcome their weaknesses. I’m not saying it’s easy. In sports we have a beginning, middle, and end. You can always tell how well you’re doing in sports because you have a result. Lots of people in business get lost because sometimes they can’t find the beginning, middle, and end.

As managers we can help by figuring out where each team member is best utilized. Some people think that they’re a tight end and they’re really a center. Others want to be a quarterback and they’re a halfback. In sports, the coaches who do the best are not the ones that necessarily have the star players. It’s the ones who know how to utilize every player they have on the field and get those players to play over their handicap.

When I’m looking at hiring a senior executive, I look to see if they have a sports background. It’s directly proportional to their ability to participate in a team. You find golfers and tennis players are not often great team business people. That ability to be great at an individual sport sometimes runs contrary to the ability to operate on a team. They can be tremendous entrepreneurs but not so great when they’re immersed in an environment where their colleagues, who have participated in team sports, have learned to tamp down their own ego for the greater good.

One of the biggest things I learned in sports was how to deal with frustration. Some of the frustrating moments were also some of the most educational ones. For example, we had a rugby tournament called the Monterey Tournament. You played three games a day. Our biggest rival at that time was Cal, and we were in the second half against Cal. We were losing. I was out of my mind trying to do everything when Coach Callahan pulled me out of the game and sat me on the bench. I went crazy! It’s my senior year and we’ve got to win this tournament. We have everything turning to crap on us and then he pulls me out when I’m working three times as hard to do the best I could. I couldn’t see through that. It’s like being a lawyer and arguing before a judge who’s already rendered the decision. What Callahan knew was, we had already lost that game. Had I kept playing, I was going to get injured. I was going to wear myself out, and then for the next two games, which were critical to us winning the tournament, I would have been useless. But at the moment, I didn’t want to hear it, didn’t want to see it. I was so irate that I couldn’t even speak to him. Three days later, when I realized what was going on, I was pretty humbled. We won the tournament, which was huge.

It goes to an idea of winning the war rather that the battle. There is a huge difference between winning a match or a battle and winning. The way that I look at life, it’s not about winning a match. It’s not about winning a battle. It’s about winning the war, which may necessarily require that you lose matches and battles. But you win the war strategically by taking those lost battles, or those lost matches, into your lives appropriately. And in business, like sports, if you concentrate on the score you’re going to do really badly. If you concentrate on the season, it’s very difficult. You concentrate play by play, inch by inch, foot by foot. You move down the field, and as you do so, eventually, you get to the goal line. If you’re thinking about the goal line every second, you’re going to drop the ball. That’s pretty much the way business is.

I still surf and play polo today; both take you to the edge. Polo is a complicated game. Just like in business, ninety percent of the game is won off the field. It’s bringing a whole series of talents and things together, which starts with the horses. You’ve got to buy, breed, and train the right horses. Then you have to take care of those horses like athletes. You have to pick a team, which is very strategic, and understand that the team won’t stay together for longer than the tournament. You have four disparate players. Sometimes they get along. Sometimes they don’t. And then there’s the physical demands of the game. You’re on a 1,200-pound animal running at forty miles an hour with the other 1,200-pound animals running forty miles an hour, trying to run you over and kill you, and you’re trying to hit this ball while standing in the irons as you’re running down the field at full speed. Knowing your envelope is what it’s all about in polo. In other words, if you don’t push hard enough, you’re going to lose. If you push too hard, if you go outside of your technical envelope, you’ll die. That balance of learning where that envelope is and how to push it is exactly the same to me as what we do in business.

The same holds true in surfing. Ninety percent of surfing is preparation and wave selection. You have the wind and the sea, and you have to calculate everything in a split instant. It’s knowing where to be when the waves get there. It’s not necessarily riding the wave at the moment. It’s staying out of the way of “gremmies”—you don’t go where there are novices. You go where there are other people that you trust. Business is exactly the same way. Sometimes it’s intriguing to get involved in something with a bunch of amateurs, but usually you all pay the price. Surfer Laird Hamilton could have been the CEO of a Fortune 500 company. We had him as a speaker at our investor conference in 2008. He’s an individual surfer, but with his ability as one of the greatest big-wave riders in the world to analyze risk, to prepare, to discharge fear, and to approach it as a team sport, which he does with tow-in surfing, he could run a Fortune 500 company. The time for him to be fearful is not the time that he’s dropping down the face of a thirty-five-foot wave. It’s during the seven months of preparation before that.

Success is based on pushing through comfort barriers and shattering fear of failure and fear of success. In business, I was never taken by these fears because I had gotten prepared for them during two previous decades of sports. Discipline, perseverance, commitment, teamwork, and pushing through pain were all attributes that I trained for most of my life. Consequently, when obstacles presented themselves in business, I was prepared. I am sure that I would never have achieved whatever modicum of success I have today if it weren’t for the emotional, mental, and physical lessons I learned from sports.








BETSY BERNARD





I wouldn’t have wanted to try to succeed in business without sports. It would be as if someone were to ask me, would you want to face the world without a college degree? A lot of people do great without one, but it’s such a positive enabler for success. I look at sports for kids in that regard—an enabler for success. Why wouldn’t you want to have that advantage?

 

Betsy Bernard served as president of AT&T from 2002 to 2004. She received a B.A. from St. Lawrence University, an M.B.A. from Fairleigh Dickinson University, and an M.S. degree in management from Stanford University’s Sloan Fellowship Program. She grew up in Holyoke, Massachusetts.











Make the Practice Harder Than the Game



WHEN I WAS FIVE YEARS old, a ski area called Mount Tom Ski Area opened in our town of Holyoke, Massachusetts. My entire family, which is my parents and my sister, who is three years older, got skis. It became my absolute passion. I loved the speed, the fresh air, the movement, everything about it. Once the ski season started, that was where you would find me. If I wasn’t in school, I was skiing. Until I went to college, skiing was the most important thing in my life. If you didn’t ski, we probably couldn’t hang.

I lived on this mountain and would participate in any races they were having. They had this thing called the Powder Puff Derby, arranged by age group. My mother loves to tell the story about the first Powder Puff Derby. I’m five years old, so I’m pretty close to the ground. I take off. I fell, picked myself up, fell again. She said, “I think you came in last, but when you came through the finish line you were yelling, ‘I finished. I finished.’” I always enjoyed whatever it was, whether it was swimming or tennis, another sport I played competitively through high school. Obviously one always wants to win, but if I didn’t, my world didn’t fall apart either. I always had fun doing it whether I came in first, second, or last, and no matter how many times I fell down.

Being competitive was reinforced and encouraged in my family. But I look at my sister, Nancy. We’re from the same environment yet she was just not competitive. That was not her personality type. I really think part of it is how you pop out. I can turn anything into a competition. That’s just who I am. My partner said, “Yoga is not a competitive sport,” and I said, “Who says it’s not?” Corporate events used to be centered around golf, but in 2001 I started getting invited to winter ski events. There was a race at one event and it took me about half a nanosecond of being in the starting gate to get all those competitive juices back. My partner likes to joke that a CEO’s daughter, who was truly a top racer in college, was the only one that beat me.

I went to MacDuffie, a girls’ prep school. It was a day school and they had a ski team. That was my first involvement with more formal racing. I was on the alpine ski team at St. Lawrence University in Canton, New York. I was always enthusiastic, always passionate, but never the top skier on the team. I didn’t have a car in college so, quite frankly, by sticking with the team I could get a ride on the team bus to the mountain that the school owned. It was a practical way to continue skiing while I was in college, which I did until I graduated.

My college ski coach, Margie Strait, went on to run the entire athletics program at St. Lawrence University. If you look at who is running the athletics programs of men’s sports and women’s sports at most colleges, there are not a lot of women in there. Here was a woman, along with my entrepreneurial mother, who was a major influence in my life. She was nice, fun, successful, and professional. She was a good role model who said figure out what it is that you want to do, put your passion behind it, and you can do it.

One memory I have of her is at a meet where multiple schools were competing at Johnson State College in Vermont. She didn’t have enough skiers to front the cross-country team. Because she knew I cross-country skied for fun, she convinced me to participate in the race so that the real cross-country racers could compete. That stands out as the most memorable ski experience I had. First, it gave me a whole new respect for the cross-country folks. What a difference between what I had been doing for fun versus racing. I was a pretty solid downhill skier, but in that cross-country experience I was down as much as I was up. I think I came in last. But I finished, which was what they needed me to do. And it was fun. Hopefully, I added value to the larger goal, which was to allow the team to compete. My ego was still intact even though I had made a pretty pathetic showing.

Out of that cross-country experience I adopted the spirit of “What’s the worst that can happen?” There are so many people who freeze when they have to make decisions because they’re fearful something is going to happen. I think back to that race. “What’s the worst that’s going to happen? I come in last? I’m not trying to make my living at this. The team will be better off. The team will get to compete.” That spirit and belief have been valuable to me whenever I’ve been at a crossroads or whenever I analyze something a little too much, whether it’s making certain career decisions or just everyday business choices.

From that experience also comes the lesson of “just do it.” I know, technically it’s Nike’s phrase, but that idea has been huge for me, from the first Powder Puff Derby to some of my big presentations and big opportunities, which might have caused people to say, “Oh, I’m not prepared for that,” or “I don’t have enough experience for that.” That’s just not part of my DNA. “Just do it” is. And “have fun.” I always have fun, whether it is sports or work, this job or that job. If I’m not having fun I’ve got to change something. I have fun skiing. I have fun working. I fall down, I pick myself up. The confidence to be able to fail, to fall, to trip, and to know I’m human and will pick myself up and learn from the experience and get on with it is invaluable. All those beliefs and traits that I look at as the real drivers of my business success are what came out of that whole skiing experience.


There’s an expression that goes “Make the practice harder than the game,” and I absolutely always believed that. I probably applied it more forcefully in my career than in my skiing days, but I definitely believe if you make the practice harder than the game, the game is a whole lot more enjoyable. Whether it’s an earnings call, a town hall meeting, customer presentations, road shows, or keynote speeches, I am always prepared, and I like to make sure people know that. When people say, “Oh, you make it look so easy,” or “Oh, you’re such a natural,” or “Oh, you’re so lucky”—well, luck is the intersection of a lot of hard work and opportunity.

Sports also definitely helped me as a female in the workplace. I had a lot of jobs at a lot of companies and never had a female boss. People say, “It’s not feminine to be competitive,” or “I don’t want people to look at me as too aggressive or cutthroat.” All those little voices that can be in the heads of some girls, and then women, based on how they were socialized, are not factors when you grow up in an environment where competition is natural. I never had any of that in my head. The voices that got developed in my head through my skiing and tennis said: Go for it. Have fun. Be competitive. What’s the worst that can happen? Practice, practice, practice, and just do it.

I started working for AT&T before I even graduated because I had finished all of my course work early. When I was twenty-four, I was put in charge of a central office at AT&T. My employees were both supervisors, who were management, and union-represented employees. It was a 24/7 operation, meaning it ran twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. If it wasn’t operating perfectly, I’d be one of the first to know it. I remember a friend who was living with me at the time to save money saying, “My God, it’s like you’re a fireman. You get called at two or three o’clock in the morning. God, this is crazy.”

Twenty-four is a young age to be in that position. I dealt with it the same way I raced in the Powder Puff Derby at age five, having barely had skis on for three days. I just did it. I was not afraid of failing. If you don’t have a fear of failing, then it frees you up to just go for it and learn along the way. I think one of the things that I was pretty good at then, and really got good at later in life, is the ability to say, “I don’t get it. I don’t understand that.” I developed a confidence that said, “Okay, I work hard, study hard, and practice really hard, and so if I don’t know something, that’s okay,” though it’s not okay to then not go and learn it.

I developed phrases like “fall forward fast,” to know how valuable it is to be outside your comfort zone. I literally spent almost my entire career outside my comfort zone. I mean, who is comfortable walking in to be the president of AT&T the first day on the job? You just aren’t. I was fortunate because I kept getting one big wonderful wild challenge after another, such that being outside my comfort zone became a very comfortable place for me to be.

I wouldn’t have wanted to try to succeed in business without sports. It would be as if someone were to ask me, would you want to face the world without a college degree? A lot of people do great without one, but it’s such a positive enabler for success. I look at sports for kids in that regard—an enabler for success. Why wouldn’t you want to have that advantage?








SIR RICHARD BRANSON





Adventure sports aren’t like playing sports in school, where you’re pretty well guaranteed to come off the football pitch at the end of the game. Doing something that man hasn’t done before has major elements of risk and is more comparable to business. If I’m building a business or entertaining a new business venture, I have to try to think of all the things that can go wrong. I have to make sure that it’s not going to make all the other companies I’ve built come crashing down because of one stupid mistake.

 

Sir Richard Branson is a British entrepreneur and founder of the Virgin Group, which now includes approximately three hundred companies in over thirty countries and has expanded into leisure, travel, tourism, mobile communications, broadband, television, radio, music festivals, finance, and health.











More Fun in Saying Yes Than No



BECAUSE I WAS DYSLEXIC, I didn’t excel at normal schooling and concentrated on sports. I loved playing football and became captain of the team at a very early age. I also captained the rugby and cricket teams. As an English public school boy [public schools in England are actually private], you’re brought up to be competitive in sports. I enjoyed the constant cut and thrust of it, and it was a hell of a lot more pleasant than sitting in a classroom, learning French or Latin, which was completely above my head. It was nice to be good at something.

I was a natural sportsperson and at my prep school, Scaitcliffe, in Windsor Great Park, there was one embarrassing sports day when I ended up winning every cup there was to win—running, jumping, long jump, high jump. There must have been an element of determination about it, but I was born with the right genes to perform well. Then, one day I was playing football when I suddenly heard this almighty scream. I realized that the scream had come from my own mouth. I think I had done too much sports too young and had ripped the ligaments and cartilage in my knee. For a while, that was the end of my sporting exploits.


I turned my attention to the Vietnam War, which was a terribly unnecessary war. I was fifteen years old and decided to launch a magazine, Student, to campaign to help stop the war. As it turned out, I ended up leaving school, which I never would have done if I had still been doing sports. The magazine captivated people and became the clarion call for the young generation in England to try to stop unnecessary wars, and it was a forum for them to talk about their grievances.

During the few years when I wasn’t competing in sports, I focused on Student and in 1970 wondered whether we could advertise and sell cheap mail-order records through the magazine. That’s when I started Virgin Mail Order, the first Virgin company. Student died a quiet death and we switched all our attention to Virgin Records. In 1984 I launched a very small airline across the Atlantic, called Virgin Atlantic, with one plane. I didn’t have any advertising money. The mid-1980s was the period when I had to put myself forward to promote Virgin. In 1985 I tried to bring the Blue Riband back to England. For some time America had held the cup, which goes to the fastest boat to cross the Atlantic. We built the Virgin Atlantic Challenger, to try to be the quickest boat. During the first crossing we sank and had to be rescued by a banana boat—and at the same time I learned about the birth of my child. The second year we were successful with Virgin Atlantic Challenger II. It was tremendously exciting and captivated the attention of people across Britain. Because we were flying the Virgin flag, it helped put Virgin on the map as an airline that was exciting and adventurous and not boring like our rival, British Airways.

We couldn’t compete with British Airways in advertising so we competed with them on the sports field. Promotion was one of the keys to our growth. If nobody knew about us, nobody would fly us. We decided to see whether we could be the first to cross the Atlantic in a hot air balloon. There were seven people that had attempted it, and five of those had died. We thought that if we could build a balloon that could fly high in the jet stream that would propel us across the Atlantic very quickly. We’d be way above the clouds and therefore we’d have an upward chance. However, everything went wrong that could go wrong. I ended up flying the balloon on my own (my co-pilot bailed out) and had only just learned to fly a balloon. Still, we became the first in 1987 to cross the Atlantic. After that I thought that sporting activities were not such a good idea and that I should go back to work.

But I’m driven to try new adventures. Having gotten the record for the first hot air balloon crossing of the Atlantic in Virgin Atlantic Flyer, the following year we decided to see if we could be the first to cross the Pacific in a hot air balloon. Right at takeoff, with five thousand people gathered in Japan to watch, we were forced to abort after discovering holes in the balloon where the lamination had peeled off. We came back in 1991 and successfully ballooned from Japan to Arctic Canada. We made many attempts to be the first around the world in a balloon. I’m motivated by the sporting and competitive element. They’ll never be able to take it away from us in the Guinness Book of Records that we were the first to cross the Atlantic and Pacific. We failed to be the first to go around the world, but we had fantastic adventures in attempting it. We crossed the Himalayas, Mount Everest, and K2. We were flying in places that balloonists had never dreamt of flying before and developed a wonderful camaraderie with our fellow balloonists.

Interestingly, it’s not so much about being the first to do something that matters for me. It’s training for it and trying to see what your body is capable of, whether you mentally can cope with it and work with a good team of people who are helping you to achieve it. You’re going to countries that you never would have visited otherwise. You’re having incredible experiences. The main thing I’ve learned from all of this is that there’s much more fun in saying yes than in saying no. My nickname on my board at Virgin Group is Dr. Yes. I love to say yes. I think if you’re lucky enough and have the wish to push yourself to the limit, then what a waste to say no.


Adventure sports aren’t like playing sports in school, where you’re pretty well guaranteed to come off the football pitch at the end of the game. Doing something that man hasn’t done before has major elements of risk and is more comparable to business. If I’m building a business or entertaining a new business venture, I have to try to think of all the things that can go wrong. I have to make sure that it’s not going to make all the other companies I’ve built come crashing down because of one stupid mistake. And in adventure sports, I have to make sure that, even if I don’t succeed in what I’m setting out to do, that I come home to tell the tale. That’s making sure that the capsule that I’ve built can float in water, or making sure that I’ve had my sky diving lessons and am doing everything I can to avoid absolute disaster. Sadly, a lot of the great challenges have now been conquered, and therefore for young people today, trying to be the first at something is quite difficult. We’re building underwater “planes” to explore the depths of the ocean, which is going to be tremendously exciting. Submarines have not been below twenty thousand feet. We want to go down to thirty-five thousand feet, right to the bottom of the Pacific and Atlantic trenches. The kinds of adventurers that want to go up in our spaceship program, Virgin Galactic, also want to go down in our Virgin Oceanic submarines.

When it comes to managing people, I run the Virgin Group the same way I played. From a very young age, if I ever criticized somebody, my parents would send me straight to the bathroom and tell me to look in the mirror. Their attitude was that criticizing somebody is a terribly bad reflection on yourself, and having had to look in the mirror for ten minutes on a number of occasions (which wasn’t much fun) I stopped criticizing people. I learned from a young age that praise gets the best out of people. It’s like watering plants, but it’s watering people. You get people’s encouragement up with praise. It doesn’t matter who they are in my life. People don’t need to be criticized. They know when they’ve done wrong. I must have written hundreds of letters to my staff over the years. There’s never been one paragraph of criticism in any of them. Instead, I search out the best in people, praise them, and encourage them.

If I don’t accomplish what I set out to do, I’m the kind of person who will rebound straightaway if I’ve done everything I can to succeed. I have great difficulty remembering bad moments. I’m quite lucky that way. I know I’ve had an incredible life. I think it’s counterproductive to dwell on falling short. Learn from your failures, but for God’s sake don’t dwell on them. I was the same way in sports. I would try hard but if we didn’t win the match, I would move on to the next match. I’m not the sort of person who gets upset very easily. When people lose their temper it’s counterproductive. As long as you’ve tried hard to succeed at something in life, if you have failure, you pick yourself up, learn from it, and move on.

The positive thing about setbacks is they set you on a different path. If I hadn’t had my knee injury, I likely would have been an average sportsperson and never would have started the magazine or Virgin. I never would have had the incredible life I’ve had. So setbacks in sports will lead you in other directions and are as likely to be more positive than negative. The same applies to business. In 1992 I had to sell my record company because British Airways was trying to put our airline out of business. After we announced to the Virgin Music staff that they would become a part of Thorn EMI, I left the room. I went outside, took off in a sprint, and was running down the street past a billboard of the Evening Standard newspaper that read, “Branson Sells for £510 Million Cash.” I had tears streaming down my face. I felt very uncomfortable about selling a company—and about the people who worked there—that we’d started from scratch. By the next day I had moved on positively. We picked ourselves up again and moved in a whole lot of different fascinating areas. We wouldn’t have moved into space, for instance, if we hadn’t had the billion dollars we got from selling Virgin Records. When you have certain setbacks or obstacles in life, just think positively about the new road ahead. It may be a different road, but it can be just as rewarding and exciting.


The challenge of going up against big companies never intimidated me. David managed to bring Goliath down. I always thought the biggest guys would fall harder, but it hasn’t always been the case. Coca-Cola still seems to be standing strong, but it’s been a lot of fun trying with Virgin Cola. Sometimes we succeeded. We have taken on some of the biggest airlines in the world, whether it’s internationally, domestically now in the United States with Virgin America, or in Australia with Virgin Blue. The Virgin brand is generally renowned for being the best quality airline in the world. We’ve had some major battles with British Airways and other airlines and we’ve survived them. I think when you do take on the biggest obstacles and the biggest guys, you find that the most successful begin to become slightly overweight and slightly complacent. They let their overheads grow and therefore you have a chance to be successful against them, and certainly that applies to sports as well as business.

My sporting adventures in my later years played a major part in my career path. Perhaps people wouldn’t know Virgin if I hadn’t become an adventure sportsperson because that helped propel our airline to international fame. It’s made the Virgin brand one of the top brands in the world and a much bigger brand than we are in reality. We’re nowhere as big as Google in profits or turnover, but the brand is up there with the best brands of the world.








SARINA BRATTON





I liken starting a new business to diving. When you start a new business it is very high risk, and I oftentimes think or reflect on the fact that if you consider that you’re diving off a ten-meter platform and you’re going to do a dive for the first time in your life, it’s very, very scary. But before you go and you take that leap of faith in your own capability, you’ve practiced, you’ve done all of the preparatory work, you can see visually in your own mind what needs to be done, how to achieve it, what technique needs to be deployed to achieve it.

 

Sarina Bratton is founder and managing director of Orion Expedition Cruises, a five-star, Australian-based cruise line. She previously was founder and managing director of Norwegian Capricorn Line, and spent fourteen years at Cunard Line, where she served as vice president and general manager for Asia Pacific. She was born in Sydney and held Australian national sporting titles in gymnastics, diving, and trampoline.











Extreme Effort



I COULD SWIM BEFORE I could walk. My mom had a flower shop right on Bondi Beach and we lived not far from there. My mother always talked about the difficulty she used to have when she had me and my sister—in particular me—down on the beach. I always wanted to be in the water and never get out. My sister, who is four years older than me, would try different sports, and i’d get dragged along and try things as well. We did floor gymnastics and display gymnastics, and then we used to swim at the Bondi Ladies Swimming Club. My sister decided to stop swimming and take up diving because they had a diving board down at the club.

When I would finish training, i’d get up onto the diving board and just throw these backflips and frontflips and land on my face, my head, or any which way. When I was about seven or eight, Jack Barnett, who was one of Australia’s Olympic diving coaches, was down at the pool and saw me. He went up to my mom and said, “That young girl should be diving.” And that was the start of me getting into both diving and trampolining. I’d never had any lessons about how to dive headfirst, apart from the racing dive for swimming. To me, all the fun was spinning around in the air. I think he saw the aerial skills in me.

Because we didn’t
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