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			This book is dedicated to my wife, Judy; our children, Keli, Tim, Brian, and Kate; and their spouses, Chris, Andrea, Susie, and Chris. My children have always been my greatest supporters. They have been there in good times and through the bad times. Now, as their children, our eleven beautiful grandchildren, are introduced to the New York Giants and professional football, we find great joy in sharing many wonderful adventures with them. Professionally, there is nothing that compares with raising the Lombardi Trophy. Personally, one of my great thrills has been to share the raising of the Lombardi with Judy and our children and grandchildren.
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			FOREWORD

			A Winning Relationship

			I had been playing for the New York Giants for more than a decade when Tom Coughlin was named head coach in 2004. Tom has since been recognized as one of the greatest coaches in NFL history, but at the beginning, our relationship was tough: I hated him. Hate is a strong word, but that’s the way I felt. He was hard on everybody; he seemed to be overly concerned about petty things that made no difference, like being five minutes early to every meeting, wearing the same color practice jerseys, having your helmet strap buttoned up even when we weren’t in practice. The players didn’t think that he was treating us as professionals. He also wasn’t open to any discussion about his tactics. His attitude was, This is what it is and this is what it’s going to be. Period. After my first season playing for him I didn’t know if I wanted to come back.

			While I was making my decision, I happened to hear a Coldplay song, “Clocks.” There is a line in that song that caused me to pause: “Am I part of the cure, or am I part of the disease?” I thought about that, and I had to wonder, Was I doing what I could to improve the situation or was I making it worse? I could either continue rebelling and fighting against him, or I could decide that those things were insignificant and just do my job to the best of my ability and see what happened.

			I started to look at Tom Coughlin differently. What are his objectives? I wondered. What are his goals? Is he just trying to make us miserable with all these rules? Clearly his objective was to win. I thought about that and realized, Okay, we have that in common. What else do we have in common? It turned out that there were a lot of things: We both liked to do things the right way, we both were hard workers, we both enjoyed being leaders, and we both loved what we were fortunate enough to be doing.

			When I began adding it all up, I realized, You know what? Maybe I haven’t been seeing this guy the right way. Maybe there’s more to this guy than I originally believed.

			At that same time Tom’s wife, Judy, must have been listening to the same Coldplay song, because apparently she told him that he had to make some changes too. I think that was harder for him than it was for us. But he tried. At first it was strange. He would try to crack jokes and fit in. He stood in front of the team and did jumping jacks. We couldn’t figure out what was going on; that definitely wasn’t the Tom Coughlin we knew. But eventually we learned that that’s exactly who he is.

			Probably the biggest change he made was to allow his leaders to be leaders. He formed a leadership council and gave us real decision-making responsibility. When there was a problem, he would tell us, “I need you to handle this.” And when we had a suggestion, he listened to us. The more responsibility he gave us, the better the team responded. He didn’t demand any less; he demanded the same amount of commitment, focus, the same amount of work, but for the first time there was a feeling that he really cared about us. As a player, when you know that a coach cares about you, you are willing to go above and beyond for him. From a cold and distant figure, he became the man none of us wanted to disappoint.

			We learned that there was a purpose behind his system. He didn’t enforce the rules because he wanted to catch people and punish them but rather to make sure that everyone was committed to the same purpose. At first we were accountable to the rules, but gradually we became accountable to one another. If my teammate could make the commitment to be at work five minutes early, why couldn’t I? Eventually we began to draw pride from getting it done Tom Coughlin’s way.

			He is not a physically demanding coach. Physically, he was the easiest coach I ever played for. But mentally, I’ve known few people like him. Once we learned to stop fighting his system, and instead mentally adjusted to it, the little things stopped bothering us. They became habits. What difference did it make if you did it Tom’s way rather than the old way? What difference did it make if you got to a meeting five minutes earlier? That allowed us to focus our attention on our opponents. We became a team that knew how to have fun, but also one that understood that when it was time to work, it was definitely time to work. Eventually we developed a unity of purpose, a common commitment to success that took us directly to the Super Bowl.

			We never went into a game feeling unprepared. Winning was not all about lifting the most weights or being faster. The way to win was to be mentally prepared to handle the grind, to handle any challenge. Tom Coughlin challenged us from the day he got to New York and prepared us to handle anything that was thrown at us.

			He’ll never talk about himself this way, which is why I’m writing this. He believes everything that he’s done has been accomplished as part of a team. That team mentality is an essential part of the way he coaches. We were all part of something much bigger than any one of us. We were a family. And if anybody in our family needed help, the rest of us were right there to provide it, knowing that people would be there for us. If someone got hurt, someone else would step in, but all of us helped that substitute player until he got comfortable. To me, that’s the perfect model for an organization.

			Toward the end of my playing career, I would sometimes find myself listening to a younger player complaining about something. “Let me explain something to you,” I’d respond. “You got it easy. We had to break him down. We got the hard Coughlin!” What we learned was that there was a reason for everything he did. That through his experience and the strength of his personality he had created a system that encouraged every player to perform to the best of his ability and to become a winning team. The most difficult thing for us had been to recognize that and then accept it.

			And what I eventually discovered was that the lessons I learned from him weren’t limited to football, that they were applicable to every aspect of my life. I still draw on them today, and they have made a great difference for me.

			I remember being in the locker room after we’d won the Super Bowl, looking around at my teammates and feeling such incredible emotion, knowing what we had been through together. I told them, “I didn’t win the Super Bowl. You didn’t win the Super Bowl. We won the Super Bowl. As a team!” Tom and I didn’t say too much to each other in that locker room; we didn’t have to. Both of us knew where we’d started and how far we’d come.

			When I look back on our relationship now, I tell people proudly that I love the man. I love him, and if I could, I would play for him any day. And together, we would win.

			—Michael Strahan

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			Prepare to Win

			The preparation is where success is truly found. . . . It was the journey I prized above all else

			—JOHN WOODEN

			My father, John Louis Coughlin, was not a man who expressed his emotions. He was a tough, proud Irishman. We lived in the small upstate New York town of Waterloo. We always had enough to eat, the clothes we needed, and a house filled with love. His values weren’t complicated: work hard, give your best effort, respect other people, and always be honest and fair. My father was a corporal in the U.S. Army and then worked at the Seneca Ordnance Depot for the rest of his life. Everything he did was for his family, and we knew the worst thing we could possibly do was let him down. During my sophomore year in high school, I played varsity football. When I came home one Saturday afternoon after we’d been beaten, he was waiting at the front door for me. It looked like he’d been standing there for awhile. All he said to me was, “If that’s the effort you’re going to give, you probably ought to find something else to do with your time.” That was devastating for me to hear. His message was clear: If you’re going to do something, do it to the best of your ability—or don’t waste your time. It never happened again.

			My mother, Betty Coughlin, was the foundation of our family. She was the most unselfish person I have ever known; everything she did was about helping someone who needed help. I remember having to deliver groceries during a blizzard. I had a job to do, and my parents expected me to do it, storm or no storm. There was too much snow on the ground for me to ride my bike, so my mother drove me house to house in her beat-up car. We couldn’t get one of the doors shut , so we tied it closed with a rope. We did what we had to do to get the job done.

			Those core values were reinforced every day, grades one through eight, by the Sisters of St. Joseph at St. Mary’s parochial school. I served as altar boy from day one; in fact, my family used to call me the master of ceremonies for Mass on Easter and Christmas.

			That was my foundation. There was nothing fancy or complicated about it. But everything that I’ve been fortunate enough to accomplish, in life as well as in football, has been built upon it.

			•   •   •

			Achieving any goal begins with thorough preparation. That’s not a secret: The better you prepare the more likely it is that you’ll succeed. My football teams have become known for the emphasis we place on being ready to deal with any situation. We focus on both the big and small details, knowing that it may eventually be the small things that make a big difference. Nothing ever proceeds exactly the way you’ve anticipated. Success often depends on being prepared for whichever way the ball bounces. We’ve established a reliable structure that provides the discipline, confidence, and flexibility necessary to deal with challenges without panicking, and to continue to move forward. It’s never a question of, Can we do this? but rather, How are we going to do this? Jim Citrin, a top executive recruiter and leadership expert, acknowledged the importance of a reliable structure when he wrote, “To lead people in uncertain times, project a sense of continuity, of having managed through similarly difficult predicaments. Just as panic is contagious, so too is a feeling of calm, which, when it kicks in, can settle the frayed nerves of those around you.”

			Having a structure to rely on means that when my teams have reached our goal, we can look back at the steps we took along the way to get there. And do it again. There is a great deal of satisfaction in knowing that all the work we’ve put in, all the late hours, and meetings, and practice, and studying have resulted in success. We didn’t get there by luck; we got there by hard work and sacrifice, by following a plan. The phrase we use to describe that feeling is “earning the right to win.”

			In sports the goal is easy to identify: win. In business or in life the goals may not be so simply defined. But it really doesn’t matter, because achieving any goal begins by planning out all of the steps needed to reach it. Chris Pridy, a Giants coaching assistant, and I make schedules, sometimes as far as a year in advance, and the coaches follow them. As one of my assistant coaches pointed out accurately, “In September, I know what time I’m going to be eating lunch the following June.” We make lists. We even make lists of the lists that we have to make, so we know how we’re going to proceed. We pay close attention to details, often to the details of the details. The whole program focuses on the effective use of time; I have never believed that complaining I don’t have enough time is an effective use of my time. The result of this is a reliable, predictable method of getting done everything that needs to be done.

			There is a reason for all of this: It works. We know it works, because this is the way my teams have been doing it for more than four decades, and the result has been continuous and substantial success. We’ve developed organizations from the turf up and coached college and NFL teams to championships doing it exactly this way. It might not be the best method for everyone, but it is the right way for my teams. It is a systematic approach to success based on a great deal of experience. It has certainly evolved as the world has changed, but it has remained consistent with those original values. Even with all the changes we’ve made, players who were part of the program four decades ago would recognize and feel comfortable in it. If you follow the protocol that we have developed, you will eventually become the best person you are capable of being; you will continue to improve; you’ll draw confidence from the system and, as we’ve seen, that will lead to winning. This method, this system, doesn’t just apply to football or competitive sports; it’s just as applicable to whatever goals you want to accomplish. Let me warn you, though: You can’t cheat, and you can’t cut corners, but if you follow this system to the end, you will have earned the right to win. You’ll be confident that you have prepared as well as possible to deal with whatever competition or challenge you’re facing. You’ll know that you’re applying the best of your talents and skills to that effort. 

			Confidence is a self-fulfilling prophecy: The more confidence you have in yourself and your preparation, the better you will perform, and as a result, you’ll have even more confidence in the system and your own abilities. And you will continue to succeed.

			Earning the right to win is the difference between standing anxiously in front of a door, preparing to go inside for an important meeting, hoping, Oh please don’t let me screw this one up, and pushing open that same door and bursting inside, because you know you’ve done everything possible to prepare for this moment, and, in fact, you’re so well prepared, so confident, that you just can’t wait to get going.

			Earning the right to win means you’ve dealt with your fear of failure. The fear that you might not succeed—sometimes even before you begin—almost guarantees that you’ll fail. Proper preparation will enable you to overcome that fear. The night before a game, even a game as important as the Super Bowl, I sleep well, because I know that my team has prepared both physically and mentally as well as possible. Although I don’t always know if we’re going to win, I do know that if the team has listened to the messages, themes, and key points that we have emphasized—and responded in practice—we are ready to play well. The knowledge that we have done everything in our power to prepare for that game provides a great deal of confidence. I don’t stay awake wondering if there is something else I could have done, or should have done. Preparation creates confidence.

			This protocol isn’t an especially easy path to follow. At times it requires personal sacrifice. I’m careful never to ask anyone in my organization to do anything that I wouldn’t do myself or, most often, haven’t already done in the past. Proper preparation requires a lot of hard work over a prolonged period of time. Earning the right to win requires strategic planning, consistency, communication, dedication, and perseverance, but if you make a real commitment to follow through, you won’t be surprised when all the effort you put into your objective results in success. Even better is the feeling that comes with it: You’ll understand and appreciate the fact that you’ve earned that success. The changes you’ve made in how you pursued that objective are part of your life, and they can be applied to almost anything else you want to get done. Simply, if you’re the best that you can be, winning will follow.

			Success in any endeavor isn’t an accident, it’s not luck; it’s the direct result of hard work. My coaching staff has always emphasized to our players, and admittedly sometimes in loud and harsh language, that if they are not willing to pay the full price to succeed, then they are on the wrong team. Let me take this opportunity to tell you the same thing: If you’re not willing to do the work necessary to prepare properly for whatever it is you want to accomplish, please put down this book right now. It isn’t for you. You’re on the wrong page. Through the seasons of my career I’ve learned that a team wins playoff football games in January and February because of the things that we did the previous April. Muhammad Ali got it absolutely right when he said, “The fight is won or lost far away from witnesses—behind the lines, in the gym, and out there on the road, long before I dance under those lights.”

			In 1998, at the beginning of my fourth season as head coach of the Jacksonville Jaguars, we drafted running back Fred Taylor in the first round. Fred eventually had a very successful NFL career, gaining more than eleven thousand rushing yards, but there were times in practice during his rookie season that I had to push him harder than he wanted to be pushed. We did have some conflicts. In fact, after I left Jacksonville I read several articles in which he said that he really believed I was trying to kill him during that year.

			In the ensuing years Fred and I had spoken a few times. I’d see him on the field when the Giants played his team, and we’d greeted each other politely. But we didn’t have a real conversation until after he retired in 2010, when I ran into Fred and his brother at the annual scouting combine in Indianapolis. I was walking through the lobby when I noticed a crowd of people and a little bit of a commotion. As I looked to see what was going on, Fred spotted me. I stopped to say hello, and we started talking. Finally I got around to asking him about that comment. “I didn’t understand what you were trying to do then,” he said. “I understand it now. I have great respect for you.” I explained to him that I had pushed him so hard in order to help him become the best player he was capable of being, to help him develop his natural talents and give him the additional tools he needed to succeed in the NFL. We spoke for a little while longer, and finally he and his brother had to leave for an appointment. I walked with them through the lobby to the elevator. We shook hands and they got into the elevator, but as the doors started closing, Fred said suddenly, “Thank you, I love you.” I love you? That was one thing that I wasn’t prepared to hear. And just before the doors slammed shut I heard him shout, “And you did try to kill me.”

			There is a very calculated method to what Fred Taylor once believed was my madness. There is a reason for everything we do. As our players eventually learn, details count. After punter Steve Weatherford had played six NFL seasons with four different teams, we signed him in 2011. I think he was surprised at the level of attention he received from our coaching staff. “Sometimes you don’t think a head coach is paying attention to you, because you have such a small portion of the plays in practice,” he said. “But Tom Coughlin noticed everything about me when I first got here. . . . One day he told me, ‘Yesterday, whenever you hit that one punt out of bounds, you dropped it inside a little bit more, and you were swinging up a little bit more through the ball.’ And I was thinking, ‘I didn’t even think you knew my last name!’

			“He stands right by me for every single punt of every single practice, so I know he’s there. and even if he wasn’t there, I’d still put pressure on myself. But knowing that the head coach is there, you never relax, which is good, because when I get in a game I’m never nervous, I’m never anxious, because I have pressure on me every day at practice. So when I get in a game, and I need to hit an important punt, it’s not the first time I’ve had pressure on myself. It’s every day in practice, every punt.”

			Not every reader of this book is going to bring the same intense degree of dedication and perseverance to an objective that I do. That’s just who I am. I have often described myself as firm, fair, honest, and demanding. My players in Jacksonville used to joke that I was so focused on using every second of every minute of the day that I would plan my restroom breaks a week in advance. Obviously that wasn’t true.

			A day in advance, maybe.

			But on my teams there is very little that is going to happen during the long football season that is spontaneous. We’ve laid out the path that the team is going to follow. My path, my system. A football team, or in fact any type of organization, is not built to be a democracy. There is no discussion about methods: The team is my responsibility. We design the schedule to accomplish everything we need to get done, and we follow it closely. When my players come to work early in the morning—and I have become well-known in the media for telling players who are only five minutes early for a meeting that they’re already late—they know exactly what to expect throughout that day, and at what time to expect it. There are no surprises. We also have a set of rules that every player is expected to follow. The players all know that those rules are going to be enforced equally for every member of the team. The rules are made to provide a predictable framework for the players. At the beginning of the season they are explained clearly, so there won’t be any surprises. Those members of our organization who choose not to follow them—that includes everyone, from reserves to stars—will be penalized. No single player on the team is more important than the team. When I speak to the team before a game, I’ve planned precisely what I’m going to tell them. I don’t allow anyone to speak to my team unless I know that the message they will be delivering supports the points we want to emphasize. We don’t do anything in preparation that won’t lead directly to success.

			Everything we do every day, all day, is part of this highly structured, carefully designed system. Every decision we make, every meeting, every practice, is preparation for the game we are going to play on Sunday. None of it is easy. But as a result of all the hard work we’ve done to prepare, of the dedication we’ve shown to this system, when my team goes out onto the field on Sunday my players know they have earned the right to win.

			When I was the quarterback coach at Boston College I worked with future Heisman Trophy winner Doug Flutie for three seasons. As Doug remembers:

			“The years I spent there I was the most disciplined I have ever been in my entire life. In practice [Tom] was tough and meticulous about even the smallest things. For three years he was a voice over my shoulder pointing out the smallest detail. As a result, my biggest fear was making a mental mistake. It was much bigger than making a physical mistake, because it would mean that I hadn’t studied long enough or hard enough to do my job. I learned more about football those three years than I did at any other time in my career. Much of my success happened because I knew I was prepared and I was able to relax and perform on game day.

			“What I didn’t know at the time was how much I learned that carried over into my life off the field. I thought I had a disciplined work ethic and good values when I went to Boston College, but I left there a different person. Everything I had brought with me that mattered had been reinforced, and I also had all the tools I needed to prepare for anything in my life that I wanted to do.”

			After winning the Heisman his senior year, Doug was a low NFL choice, because scouts believed he was too small and too slow to play quarterback in that league. What they couldn’t do was measure the size of his heart. So, after one season in the start-up United States Football League (USFL), he played sporadically in four NFL seasons, then signed with the Canadian Football League. In eight seasons there he led his teams to three Grey Cups (their championship game) and was named the league’s outstanding player six different times. Eventually Flutie was named the greatest player in CFL history. After returning to the NFL, he played eight more seasons and was named to the Pro Bowl in 1998. More than that, he brought Boston College to the nation’s attention; because of him, applications more than quadrupled.

			I had left BC before Doug’s senior year, but after seven years coaching wide receivers with the Eagles, Packers, and Giants, I returned there as head coach in 1991. One day Doug showed up unexpectedly and unannounced at my office. I hadn’t seen him or spoken with him in at least six years. I remember this extremely well; I was absolutely delighted to see him. I was very proud of what he had accomplished. So I took one look at him standing in the doorway, a big smile on his face, and after all that time I said warmly, “Hi Doug, when are you getting a haircut?”

			We both laughed. While we were now old friends rather than a coach and his player, Doug knew I couldn’t let that dig pass.

			•   •   •

			In addition to developing this system, I am a product of it. As my wife, Judy, will confirm, it doesn’t just apply to professional football. In addition to my career, it has been the way I live my life. I believe in it. What is explained in this book is a systematic approach that can be applied to running almost any type of business or achieving any objective. You may have to make certain adjustments, or emphasize different aspects to fit your own situation, but applying this structure will enable you to become the best you can be, and if you do that, winning will follow.

			You’re reading this book because you hope to apply at least some of this structure to your own life and career

		

	OEBPS/image/titlePage_fmt.jpeg
EARN THE
RIGHT TO WIN

HOW SUCCESS IN ANY FIELD STARTS
WITH SUPERIOR PREPARATION

TOM COUGHLIN

with David Fisher

PORTFOLIO/PENGUIN





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
Foreword

’V. by Michael
\ Strahan

i How Success in Any
~ Starts with Superior Preparation






OEBPS/image/19529.jpg





OEBPS/image/19429.jpg
ALWAYS LEARNING PEARSON





