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Prologue

Dad, you have to be the most incompatible player in the world.”

I was playing tennis with my eldest son, Teddy, 15 years old at the time, on some of the best red clay tennis courts in Argentina. I had been a middling Division III college tennis player from 1977 to 1981, but you never would have known it on that Christmas Day in 2005. My forehands were sailing long and my backhands were either sitting up like marshmallows or disappearing meekly into the net. Teddy, who had been ranked as high as number 11 in the New England region of the United States Tennis Association, walked off the court in frustration to join his brother Oliver and their friends for some good tennis.

That was a rather humbling moment for me. There I was, in the midst of interviewing, researching, and writing about the greatest champions, coaches, and experts in the wide world of sports with an eye toward gaining breakthrough knowledge about competitive performance in sports and in the workplace. Yet, despite all of the insights that I was picking up, I was not applying any of it on the tennis court that day.

That evening, I happened to be editing the transcript from the interview with my childhood hero, Australian tennis legend John Newcombe. I was also reading The Agassi Story, the compelling account of how Andre’s father, Mike Agassi, channeled his own extraordinary motivation into making his son a tennis champion.

Then it dawned on me. What if I used tennis as my personal laboratory for experimenting with the lessons that I was learning from researching and writing this book? How good a player could I become by the time the book was completed? What changes to my exercise regimen and mental machinations would I have to make? How much of my 40 years of tennis experience would have to be undone in order to improve? And what would this experience imply about the applicability of these lessons to other people and to other parts of my life?

These were intriguing questions that stayed with me over the rest of that family vacation. As I reflected on them, I realized that I could attempt to apply the knowledge while also pursuing my traditional conditioning as well. After all, Agassi, Roger Federer, Rafael Nadal, and all the other great players of today follow rigorous strength, flexibility, and cardio training regimens that keep them strong, flexible, and at the peak of endurance for their tennis (and they don’t look too bad either). And now that I was finally unlocking the secrets of mental toughness—that elusive capability to maintain the focus, discipline, and coolness under pressure to win when it counts—I could hopefully make the most out of my own natural talents. To do all of this, I would have to make only two minor adjustments to my life: (1) throw out 25 years of exercise routine1 to focus on tennis instead, and (2) overcome 40 years of mental and emotional baggage that I had built up about tennis. (For example, the closer I got to winning a match, the more anxious I became. The worse I played, the lower my self-esteem; and the harder I tried to keep the ball in play, the more tentative my shots.) Minor adjustments, indeed.

Where did all that tennis angst come from? When I was growing up in Great Neck, Long Island, in the 1970s, our area was a hotbed of tennis talent and it was intertwined in our social culture. It gave rise to such champions as John McEnroe, who lived in the next town over, Douglaston, New York, and Vitas Gerulaitis, from Great Neck. In the 1970s and 1980s, our high school tennis team, Great Neck North, went undefeated year after year and produced two National Collegiate Athletic Association champions and number-one players at Stanford University, several team captains of leading Big Ten and Atlantic Coast Conference universities, and three top-100 ranked players in the world.

I wasn’t even close to those demigods. I had the occasional ecstasy of being in “the zone” where the ball obeyed my silent commands. But more often than not, I was afraid to lose. As you surely know, there is no more difficult way to win than to be afraid to lose. That’s why I have always been in awe of champions who find a way to pull out an ace, stroke a long putt into the hole, make the three-pointer, or hit the home run at the most crucial moments. They display no fear of losing or fear of winning; they hold nothing back. Not so for me. I had been my own worst enemy.

But that was soon to change. Ever since that memorable day on the red Buenos Aires clay courts, I have conscientiously sought to apply the lessons from this book in my tennis game. More importantly, I have also been incorporating the insights from my research into my day-to-day life at work and at home. It turns out that the findings from conversations with scores of the world’s greatest athletic champions, coaches, experts on performance, and other inspiring leaders could readily be applied to my nonsporting life. I strongly believe that the experience of creating this book has enabled me to become a more effective professional and a more fulfilled person. By unearthing and experimenting with the secret to mental toughness in sports, for example, I have found ways to apply that insight in my work at Spencer Stuart and in my role as a father. And by studying how some of the world’s most successful performers and greatest leaders continually improve and grow over many years, I’ve been inspired to set more ambitious short-term and long-range goals. I’m also holding myself to a higher standard, pushing the envelope of my comfort zone, and pursuing important priorities with more discipline and focus.

Today, I have a much deeper understanding of what we can and cannot learn from sports champions and what lessons from athletics are applicable to life outside sports. There is also no doubt in my mind that I have discovered some deeply buried insights into how to become a champion in sports and business and how to live a dynamic and satisfying life as opposed to stagnating and fading into professional and personal oblivion.

Perhaps the most important lesson from this book has been to learn how many different ways there are to make a positive impact on our organizations, our communities, and the world at large. While many of us would love to solve the world’s greatest problems, it has become crystal clear to me that you don’t have to cure cancer to build a legacy. Nor do you have to be the leader to achieve equal rights for women or minorities or coalesce the world’s largest corporations and consumers to eliminate extreme poverty and AIDS in Africa. Happily, others whom I’ve met over the past 3 years are working specifically toward these noble goals. All that we have to do is follow our own individual calling, pursue it with incredibly hard work, dedication, and excellence, and ensure that it helps other people. That is no more and no less than what is required for each of us to achieve our greatest potential and build a meaningful legacy.



1 From 1981, the year I graduated from college, to that moment at the end of 2005, I had run, biked, and/or swum almost every day, and I faithfully tracked the mileage on a daily, weekly, and annual basis. Over that period, I had traveled a cumulative distance of more than 25,000 miles, long enough to circumnavigate the world.


CHAPTER 1

Introduction

The Cloak Room

By 11 o’clock one night, only a few senators remained in the Democratic cloak room. One was writing notes in his folio. Another was pacing back and forth in contemplation. A couple of others were listening attentively to a senior senator pull from his seemingly endless stable of jokes. Another senator—all 6 feet 5 inches of him—stood by the window taking in the whole scene. The anxiousness that he had felt for the previous 4 months as a freshman senator left him at that moment, replaced by a growing sensation of calm. “You know,” he thought to himself, “this really isn’t a whole lot different from the Knicks’ locker room.”

His former career as a professional basketball player had given him a wealth of experience from which to draw upon in the US Senate. “It turned out that how I conducted myself in the interpersonal dynamics of the Senate was the same as when I was on the Knicks,” Bill Bradley told me some 27 years after that night in the cloak room.

When Bill Bradley began playing basketball in fourth grade in his hometown of Crystal City, Missouri, he did it alone. Bradley’s father, a devoted bank manager whose greatest thrill in life was never foreclosing on a customer’s home throughout the Great Depression, “didn’t even know what basketball was,” Bradley says. “He didn’t see a basketball game until I was in the seventh grade.”

As a teenager, Bradley spent hours upon hours alone in the gym shooting. And shooting. And shooting. He loved the sound of the basketball hitting the polished wooden floor and echoing off of the empty stands. He became addicted to the swish of the ball sailing through the net and the feel of his fingertips in just the right places on the seam of the leather ball. The repetition of dribbling and shooting became a kind of ritual for Bradley. He stayed out on that floor day after day, week after week, year after year. Before he allowed himself to leave the gym each day, he had to make 25 consecutive shots from five different spots around the floor. “Sometimes I would get to 23 and miss the 24th and have to start all over,” he said.

Bradley’s work ethic was stoked by a comment that he remembers to this day. After his first year in high school, “Easy” Ed McCauley, a former pro basketball player for the Boston Celtics and a local basketball icon in Crystal City, shared words that made a deep impression on the young Bill: “If you’re not practicing, just remember—someone somewhere is practicing, and when you two meet, given roughly equal ability, he will win.”

While Bradley insists that practice makes perfect, he acknowledges that there are some natural gifts that helped make him a basketball star; his height and extraordinary peripheral vision are two. But as Bradley says it, “there is no greater myth in basketball than the ‘natural athlete.’” Natural ability, as we will see over and over in this book, can take you only so far.

Not only did he dedicate himself to maximizing his abilities by practicing harder than anyone else, Bradley also loved the team aspect of the game. By the time he made it to Princeton, Bradley felt an overwhelming emotion about his team and a devotion to his teammates: “Something like blood kinship, but without its complications.” Bradley took almost perverse joy in “the improbable pass” that made his teammate the star. “It’s seeing the pass that leads to the pass that leads to the basket,” Bradley says. “When your teammate goes back door because the other guy is overplaying him and you drop a bounce pass perfectly in his hands, arriving at the exact place he needs to get the ball in order to finish the shot and he makes it, it’s a transcendent moment. You’re then taken someplace out of this world—at least for 5 seconds.”

Bradley has always been ambitious both for himself and for the teams and organizations of which he was a member. He was a master at setting concrete goals and pursuing them with focus, action plans, hard work, and dedication. One of the characteristics of Bradley’s goals and achievements, similar to most champions, is that they are like building blocks, one resting on top of the other. For example, he wanted his Crystal City High School team to win the Missouri state basketball championship (they did, helping him become a three-time all-American in the process). He wanted his beloved Princeton team to win the (National Collegiate Athletic Association) crown (mission almost accomplished; his senior year the team finished number 3 in the NCAA tournament, the best finish in the university’s history). Bradley set individual goals as well. He wanted to earn academic honors and become a Rhodes Scholar (he did, and went on to Oxford University’s Worcester College for his master’s degree). He wanted to earn a spot on the US Olympic team and help the team win a gold medal (not only did he make it, he was elected captain of the 1964 team that indeed won the gold). He wanted to make it into the NBA and be a part of a championship team (his career with the New York Knicks included two NBA championships and election into the Basketball Hall of Fame). He wanted to be elected to the US Senate (his three terms allowed him to serve for 18 years). Finally, he wanted to be elected president of the United States (well, even Bradley couldn’t accomplish that one). “The fact that I lost the nomination [in 2000] and therefore lost the chance to be president was a real blow for me,” Bradley confided. “But then I realized that it would be foolish to define myself only in terms of being president of the United States. That would be the ultimate form of letting your identity and success be defined from the outside.”

LAYING THE GROUNDWORK

Not every talented athlete can make it to and succeed in the pros. And not every professional athlete, even the most ambitious, most popular, brightest, and hardest working one, can succeed to the degree of being elected to the US Senate. What made the difference for Bradley? For starters, early in his career he laid the groundwork for his long-term goal of a career in politics and public service. During the off-season, he traveled extensively in the United States and internationally, meeting with social activists, journalists, government officials, academics, and business professionals to expand his knowledge and develop important relationships. He also participated in basketball camps serving disadvantaged youths and taught at the Urban League in Harlem. Beyond New York, Bradley also worked as an assistant to the director of the Office of Economic Opportunity in Washington, D.C., developing a reputation for intelligence and teamwork in influential Democratic circles. In 1978, coupling his reputation as a “thinker” and team player with his popularity from the Knicks, Bradley was able to garner the votes needed to be elected to the US Senate.

With this goal achieved, he set a new one: becoming a highly respected senator known for wise international policies and getting legislation implemented. His attitude and approach were a direct carryover from basketball. Bradley recognized that the objectives were similar: to get people from disparate backgrounds to come together and to cooperate in achieving a common end. He conducted himself in the Senate as he had when he played on the Knicks. “We used to have a joke,” he said, “that how a Democrat succeeded in a Republican Senate was to have a good idea and let them steal it.” Bradley believes that the improbable pass and its equivalent in a workplace setting is just as rewarding off the court as it was on the court. “If you are truly interested in the success of your endeavor,” Bradley says, “then credit is something that you can easily trade away in order to achieve it.”

Success rarely falls from the sky and drops in your lap; you generally achieve it in each place you visit, and it grows in your travels along the way. More than 4 decades later, Bradley’s Princeton classmates look prescient in retrospect. In their “1965 Senior Class Poll,” a half-serious, half-kidding list of 81 different awards, ranging from “Biggest Socialite” and “Most Impeccably Dressed” to “Most Ambitious” and “Most Brilliant,” Bradley racked up a few honors that were to foretell his future. He was named “Most Popular,” “Best Athlete,” “Most Likely to Succeed,” and, best of all, “Princeton’s Greatest Asset.”

An all-American basketball player at Princeton University, Rhodes Scholar, member of the NBA champion team the New York Knicks, long-serving United States senator, and US presidential candidate in the 2000 Democratic primaries. What conceivable relevance could Bill Bradley’s career path possibly hold for you or me? Actually, much more than meets the eye.

THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF GREATNESS

Let’s start with what it is about Bradley that helped him achieve the goals he set for himself. For starters, credit his natural attributes—Bradley’s height, his gifted intellect, and a visual capability that allowed him to “see” the entire court (his peripheral vision allows him to see almost 180 degrees). But how many people with all the brains or physical gifts in the world sputter, only to leave their potential unfulfilled? It was obviously much more than that. Add to his naturally endowed capacities Bradley’s prodigious work ethic, which he channeled into highly directed practice. Beyond practicing with his team, he pushed himself in daily personal training sessions, which emphasized repeating and measuring important specialized actions that when mastered—the foul shot, the fadeaway jumper, the hook—enabled him to deliver when it counted most in competition.

Talent and hard work are a good start. These two attributes are enough to make almost anyone a strong performer in sports, business, law, medicine, or any other field. But what separates the high school star from the professional athlete, and the everyday pro from the Hall of Famer? What is it about the corporate executive that sets him apart from the middle manager, and what prevents that same executive from reaching the rank of top-performing chief executive officer?

To achieve greatness requires something more, something subtle. It demands the acquisition and application of traits common to the most superior performers in sports, business, or any other endeavor: mental toughness and the ability to stay calm and collected at the big moments. In sports, it’s called being in the zone. In business, it’s having the know-how to get the most important things done when it counts most, thereby delivering the best results. Whether it was on the court for the final shot, in the Senate negotiating rooms during the late-hour brokering sessions to get legislation passed, or in boardrooms coming to terms in final deal points, Bradley has been able to move into the zone, get things done, solve the most difficult problems, and deliver results time and time again at critical moments.

So, are these ingredients—natural ability, hard work, and mental toughness—the secrets to a special formula for greatness? While living by these attributes day in and day out is a proven success formula, it isn’t really much of a secret. As I pursued the research for this book, I believed there had to be something else; some undefined qualities that separate the star performers from the rest. I set about searching for those characteristics in order to expand on a set of questions I’ve been studying for more than a decade. Namely, what does it take to achieve greatness? What are the building block components? Can they be learned, and if so, how?

Over the years, I have addressed these questions first and foremost by interviewing and evaluating many of the world’s best business leaders. Along with a colleague, I also analyzed the work experiences of more than one million professionals to distill the patterns of extraordinary careers. But now I wanted a different perspective, and ultimately I decided to study an alternate area of success. Namely, sports. What could I learn from the world’s most inspiring athletes? What could be applied from their backgrounds, training regimens, mental disciplines, and competition experiences to help unleash all of the performance potential that resides in each of us? As a lifelong athlete and student of leadership, I was certain that there were hidden linkages between the world’s top athletes and the greatest leaders in business. As a corollary, what could I learn from the process of speaking with the world’s top athletes to maximize my individual potential and discover my inner—and deeply buried—Olympian?

MASTER CLASS

As a senior partner at Spencer Stuart, my professional life is dedicated to helping leading organizations around the world build their senior leadership teams. A core component of our work involves identifying the most talented leaders in business and developing trust-based relationships based on providing high-value advice on a confidential basis. In our executive search engagements, we work to align our clients’ leadership requirements with the skills and aspirations of the most talented and highest-performing leaders. I have always believed that in every significant recruitment, whether recruiting Terry Semel to become chairman and CEO of Yahoo! in 2001, Jon Miller to become chairman and CEO of AOL in 2002, Antonio Perez to become COO (later CEO) of Eastman Kodak in 2003, Dan Glickman to succeed the legendary Jack Valenti as CEO of the Motion Picture Association of America in 2004, Bill Nuti to become CEO of NCR in 2005, Paula Kerger to become CEO of the Public Broadcasting Service in 2006, Joe Uva to become CEO of Univision Communications in 2007, or any one of the more than 350 other top executives I’ve recruited, there is a little part of myself left behind as a legacy.

As a complement to my work recruiting top executives, I have long been a dedicated student of leadership and success. I have contributed five books to the canon of the tens of thousands of published works on this subject. Outside of work and intellectual pursuits, I am an athlete and have been my entire life. Starting as an age-group swimmer at 8 years old, performing as a three-sport varsity athlete in both high school and college, and competing as a triathlete, marathoner, golfer, and tennis player as an adult, I have always been passionate about sports and fitness. I have experienced and observed powerful lessons from sports, and now I’ve studied its relation to performance, both mental and physical, and success in the professional workplace.

We live in a sports-crazed, youth-obsessed, and celebrity-oriented world. With 24/7 exposure magnified by sophisticated marketing, it is no surprise that some of today’s heroes are the sports champions whose physical splendor, profound dedication, and icy mental toughness are held up to inspire. And in many cases, inspire they do. Go on, “Be a Tiger.” “Put your Lance face on.”

There is a lot to learn from great sports leaders, and I’ve spent hundreds of hours meeting with, speaking to, and watching many of the world’s best. I’ve read thousands of pages of books and articles on their lives, and I’ve studied some of the most important academic research on peak performance, sports training, the mind-body connection, and the attainment of excellence. I’ve also analyzed the lives and careers of many of the greatest champions from the past 50 years.

With all of this input poured into a metaphorical centrifuge, I was able to separate out the most powerful insights and isolate those hidden linkages between athletic excellence and professional success. I have to admit that there was a point in my work that was truly disheartening. For one thing, it turns out that there are precious few surprises about what makes a great athlete. It’s all about talent, focus, hard work, dedication, good coaching, and demanding competition. That’s about it. Unfortunately, their athletic prowess did not rub off on my always good—but never great—talents. Speaking with Mia Hamm and Joan Benoit-Samuelson did not turn me into a World Cup soccer player or sub-2:30 marathoner. Conversing with Lance Armstrong or Terry Bradshaw didn’t bring me closer to riding in the Tour de France or being selected in the NFL draft. Although I did have the privilege of sitting next to Chris Evert at the 2006 US Open and interviewing my boyhood idol, tennis legend John Newcombe, it did not earn me a wild-card entry into Wimbledon. Perhaps most disappointingly, walking along with Tiger Woods at the Masters in April 2006 did not magically help me get up and down from the sand to save par or help me nail that knee-knocking 3-foot birdie putt.

For another thing, try as I might, I could not seem to unearth surprising new breakthroughs about the benefits of sports in life and business. There are many and they are powerful. But they seem to be widely known: learning how to collaborate with others through teamwork, the importance of hard work and discipline, the health benefits of physical exercise and exertion, and the knowledge that young boys and girls who play sports perform better in school, develop greater self-esteem, and have a dramatically lower risk of succumbing to obesity, an issue of crisis proportions in the United States and increasingly in other developed countries as well.

The elusive linkage between great athletic champion and great business leader remained hidden beneath the platitudes. And then it dawned on me . . .

If a genie granted your wish to become the world’s best athlete in your favorite sport, what would your next wish be? Now, here’s where it gets interesting. What would you do with your life if you were 36 years old and recently retired as the leading rusher in NFL history? How about if at the age of 45 you are known around the world as the best rugby player of all time and blessed with the charismatic leadership gene? What if you were declared the greatest tennis player ever and decided to hang up the racquet at 27? Or in a similar vein, what should come next after earning a well-deserved reputation as one of the most respected global citizens of our modern era, and hanging up the boots after a career in the US Army and having served as the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and US secretary of state?

I’ve been about as close to being that genie as it gets. Over the past 3 years, I have discovered that the answers to these “what next” questions are most assuredly not obvious. I learned that the link I sought wasn’t to be found in any singular attribute or action. Life isn’t quite that straightforward. Instead, what I discovered was a process, a path. And what became clear is that the path to greatness is not static; it demands change and adaptation, learning and learning some more, letting go of the skills and actions that led to achievement at one level and developing new ones. It requires learning how to lead and inspire others and directing your efforts to a deeply meaningful cause. It is The Dynamic Path.

ON THE STREETS OF NEW YORK

The New York Road Runners (NYRR) is the nation’s largest running club, hosting 55 events a year across the city’s five boroughs. Its signature event is the ING New York City Marathon, which began humbly in 1970 with a $1,000 budget and just 55 finishers and has become an annual festival that attracts 30,000 runners from around the world and brings out 12,000 volunteers and more than two million cheering spectators to the city streets. Runners cover the gamut—from the sport’s best men, who cover the demanding 26.2-mile course in under 2 hours and 10 minutes, and the world’s best women, who clock about 2:24, to firefighters, office workers, students, teachers, doctors, nurses, and retirees who have trained for months to achieve their goal of completing this race.

Mary Wittenberg became president and CEO of NYRR and race director of the ING New York City Marathon in April 2005, the first woman ever to oversee a major city marathon. Today, sitting atop the world’s largest running club, a not-for-profit organization that boasts 40,000 members and a $30 million operating budget, the intelligent, athletic 45-year-old is coming into her own as a leader. A hard-nosed attorney with a background in corporate law, she also was a world-class distance runner who qualified for the Olympic Trials in the marathon event. With her professional experience as a law firm partner and elite running credentials, Wittenberg was recruited to NYRR in 1998 as executive vice president of administration.

In her office, atop an Upper East Side townhouse, Wittenberg said excitedly, “Big news. Lance Armstrong has decided to run the NYC (2006) Marathon this year. The marathon will be a bigger draw than ever with Lance in our ranks since he epitomizes the spirit of the marathon.” Wittenberg is evangelical as she describes the New York City Marathon. “It is a celebration of life at its finest, with tens of thousands of runners striving to overcome hurdles and achieve great personal goals, using the support of millions of spectators. It reinforces our efforts to get people moving toward healthier and fitter lives.”

Wittenberg was the first child in a large family in Buffalo, New York. She and her six siblings played baseball, softball, and basketball, both with each other and in local leagues, with their father coaching many of the teams. In her senior year of high school, after 3 years of cheerleading, Wittenberg decided to become a more active athletic participant. She found the perfect opportunity at the West Side Rowing Club on Lake Erie, which happens to be the largest rowing club in the United States. She took to crew instantly, dedicating the next 5 years to the sport. Her lean build, long limbs, and stellar coordination gave her a natural ability on the water.

Wittenberg attended Canisius College in Buffalo and continued rowing with the West Side Rowing Club. She was also selected as a freshman to become coxswain for the men’s college crew team. The job of the cox is to be a leader, coach, and motivator for her rowing teammates; it was a breakthrough position for a woman at the time. The team’s daily training schedule included demanding runs, and Wittenberg more than held her own with her male teammates. Her ability to keep pace with the boys not only boosted her status on the team, it sparked a lifelong love of running, which ultimately led to a memorable road racing career.

On a night out with friends during her senior year of college, Wittenberg accepted a challenge to run a road race being held the following day. To her own surprise, she went out and won. Her performance caught the eye of Canisius’s cross-country coach, who approached her after the race and suggested she give his team a try. She demurred. But he persisted: “Try it for two weeks. If you don’t love it, go ahead and quit.” Wittenberg accepted his offer and, indeed, fell in love with the sport. She trained with the men’s team for the rest of her senior year and culminated her season by winning the Diet Pepsi 10-K Road Race Series in Buffalo, which qualified her to race against the best in the country in New York City.

After graduating in 1984, Wittenberg went to South Bend, Indiana, to begin law school at the University of Notre Dame. Again, she found a way to train with the best, having been invited by Coach Joe Piane to run with the university’s men’s cross-country team. This experience gave Wittenberg a foundation of friendship, camaraderie, and mutual respect (not universally present in law school) that allowed her to create collegial bonds with men, an ability that she says has served her well throughout her professional career. While training with this group, Wittenberg decided to run the 1985 Chicago Marathon. Mary lined up next to champions Joan Benoit, Ingrid Kristiansen, and Rosa Mota. “It was incredibly exciting,” she recalls. With stern instructions from Coach Piane to run conservatively, Wittenberg finished the course in a blistering 2:46, earning her a 16th-place finish with energy to spare.

At the end of law school, Wittenberg decided to work for a large law firm in a smaller city, with the goal of becoming a top partner in a major corporate law practice. She joined the firm Hunton & Williams in its Richmond, Virginia, office. Coincidentally, the head of the corporate group who recruited her also was a runner. He encouraged her to leave work at 3:30 every afternoon to train. Just as she did in South Bend, Wittenberg joined up with the top local runners, this time with the University of Richmond cross-country team. After her workouts, Wittenberg returned to the office and studied for the bar exam or worked until the wee hours of the morning. “I was burning the candle at both ends trying to walk the line between my work and running. I could have easily ended up injuring myself and failing the bar.” As it turned out, she passed the bar exam in the first sitting and her running became better than ever. In 1987, she won the Marine Corps Marathon in 2:44, earning her a spot at the 1988 Olympic Trials.

The Marine Corps Marathon, however, proved to be Wittenberg’s running peak, as the demanding schedule of legal work and Olympic training took its toll. Just 11 weeks before the Olympic Trials, she injured her knee and had to undergo surgery. Then a week before the race, she was further debilitated with a back injury. Though she started the race, she was forced to drop out after only 2 miles. She shed tears of anguish and disappointment, which were broadcast by news media across the United States.

Over the next several years, with her serious running career behind her, Wittenberg dove into work at her law firm with the same devotion she used in her training. In 1994, she moved to New York City with her firm, a move that pushed running to the back seat in order to maintain the ferocious pace of corporate legal work in the big city. Despite the professional demands, however, she did find a way to hook up with several running teams in the area, and in the process met her future husband, Derek. Her dedication and performance at work were rewarded in 1997 when she became the first woman to make partner at her firm.

Having earned the brass ring, Wittenberg felt a bit hollow, not unlike many others who achieve a long-sought-after goal only to question if the goal was worth the pursuit. “I got to the point where I knew I was not put on this earth to do tax-driven corporate transactions,” she says.

In the summer of 1998, Allan Steinfeld, president of the New York Road Runners, was looking for a “number two” for the organization. The club was still recovering and reorganizing after the death of Fred Lebow, the renowned founder of the New York City Marathon and longtime president of the New York Road Runners. “Fred was Mr. Outside,” says Wittenberg. “He was the visionary and Allan was the execution guy, the brilliant tactician. When Fred died [of brain cancer], Allan tried to do both jobs during a time when the club was growing at an amazing rate. All of a sudden, it had become a multimillion-dollar operation. There was this tremendous need at the club, which I found extremely attractive.”

The club agreed, offering Wittenberg the job of executive vice president of administration, the highest position a woman had held in the club’s history. In 2000, she became the organization’s first-ever chief operating officer, responsible for overseeing NYRR’s business, operations, administration, event production, the NYRR Web site, New York Runner magazine, merchandise, membership, and race scoring. She took to the role like a duck to water. “It was a daunting and exhilarating time,” Wittenberg says about her first months on the job. “I realized pretty quickly that this was my dream job, working to promote a sport I love. I’ve never looked back for a second.”

Leaders in the running community have lauded Wittenberg’s skill and impact. “Mary is simply terrific,” says Olympic gold medalist Joan Benoit-Samuelson. “She gets things done, creates exciting goals, works well with others, and has been tremendous for our sport.” Part of Wittenberg’s effectiveness derives from her authenticity and the alignment of her work with her life goals. “I really appreciate the opportunity to make a difference,” Wittenberg says. “Running changes people’s lives at all levels.”

Mary Wittenberg is a relatively ordinary person who has accomplished extraordinary things. She is having a positive impact on thousands of other people as she helps them live their lives to the fullest. Wittenberg is like thousands of others who have worked incredibly hard, grown, adapted, aligned their roles with their strengths and passions, and found themselves succeeding in leadership roles. While not a household name, Wittenberg is every bit the role model Bill Bradley is. Mary Wittenberg is a prime example of The Dynamic Path in action.

THE DYNAMIC PATH

By understanding and traveling The Dynamic Path, you may well achieve greatness beyond your own expectations or even beyond your dreams. The inherent force throughout the process, not surprisingly, is dynamism, an energy that drives change, vigor, and progress. Dynamism is by definition a fluid system, the opposite of static. The Dynamic Path is the course that Bradley, Wittenberg, and many others in this book have followed to progress, transforming themselves as well as the people, organizations, and institutions around them. It is one thing to be a star individual contributor in sport or life. It is quite another to extend beyond oneself, to work with and through others.

Look past the overt declarations of natural ability and unstoppable work ethic. Beyond them, you find the elements of The Dynamic Path—principles that guide the world’s most successful athletes forward. They are the very same principles that lead others to success in business, science, public service, and life in general. These principles are to:

[image: ] Grow or perish. You need to grow continually as a person by learning and developing new skills.

[image: ] Build on experiences and accomplishments. It is imperative to find ways to apply your experiences to new situations in order to create new opportunities for the future.

[image: ] Focus on the success of others. When you are dedicated to making those around you successful, success will accrue as a natural end result.

[image: ] Play to your strengths and interests. It is essential to become ever more aware of what it is that you are really good at and find a way to make that strength the core of your work. Strengths also become magnified when they are applied in a field where you are genuinely interested in the topic at hand.

[image: ] Find a worthy and relevant cause. Whether on a historic scale like battling to cure cancer, a large scale like helping inner-city youth find a way out, or on a smaller scale like becoming a mentor, the more you isolate something genuinely meaningful to you that is worth fighting for, the more your people, moral, and spiritual leadership will hurtle you along the path to success.

These are the principles themselves, the features of the path that the most accomplished leaders follow. But what is the
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