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Team WORKS!

The Gridiron Playbook for Building a Championship Business Team

“Teamwork is a vital component for success, and the skill and insight required are vividly portrayed in this book. Give Team WORKS! your time and attention, and you will benefit a great deal from your investment.”

Donald Trump, Chairman & CEO of the Trump Organization (excerpt from Foreword)

“Having covered Chris since his earliest playing days at Texas A&M, I am not surprised by his business and personal success. Nor am I the least bit surprised that Chris Valletta—one of my all-time favorite quotes—would so eloquently put into words a business book that clearly illustrates the traits that make champions on the football field and in every business field. I absolutely love his sports analogies and how he applies them to business endeavors from Main Street to Wall Street. Chris is a winner, who truly has a game plan for success whether he is wearing a grimy uniform in the trenches on Saturday afternoon or dressed in his power suit for a Monday morning meeting in Manhattan.”

Rusty Burson, Associate Editor of 12th Man Magazine at Texas A&M and author of 15 books

“Chris Valletta’s Team WORKS! shares the fundamental keys to building a great business with a true focus on the “Little Things…” Chris is living proof that practicing the “Little Things” day in and day out builds the foundation for success in everything you do.”

Warren Barhorst, CEO Iscential

“After having an opportunity to start multiple businesses and currently in the process of building an internet software company – Aajo – I was looking for a way to get a leg-up in the process. Team WORKS! cleverly associates business with football, giving me new principles I need to manage and motivate the team and ensure that we’ll be a champion!”

Raj Verma, CEO/Founder – Aajo

“Nothing of any consequence happens without the involvement of other people. Wherever you go, you are going to get there with a team. Find out how to make the connections that matter most - and win - with Chris Valletta.”

Chris Westfall, National Elevator Pitch Champion and author of The NEW Elevator Pitch

“Team WORKS! is an inspiring read on the fundamentals of business principles written from the lens of a competitive professional athlete turned successful businessman and entrepreneur. Chris does a thorough job illustrating how lessons learned while playing professional sports have a direct correlation to business success off the playing field.”

Van Adams, Principal at the VanAdams Sports Group
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Dedication

To my parents, John and Michaela Valletta, who never missed a single game, from Little League to the NFL. Thank you for your love and incredible dedication as parents, for driving me two hours to practices and waiting in the parking lot, for enrolling me in skills camps, for teaching me the value of dedication, discipline and the desire to be as much a champion off the field as on. Your unwavering love and support not only paved the way for me to achieve great things in athletics, but also allowed me the incredible experience of learning what makes a team a TEAM, something that has translated to every facet of my life and without which this book would not be possible.

To my big brother, John Valletta, thank you for being a constant rock of encouragement and support. Thank you for beating me up on the basketball court as kids and teaching me the value of healthy competition. Thank you for seeing me through the toughest times, for standing by me in the best of times and for your incredible strength as a brother, husband, son and father.

To my wife, Lili, thank you for always believing in me, for your never-ending strength, for your constant encouragement, and for loving me for ME. You are the best teammate a guy could ever have. Te amo con todo mi corazon.

To my son, JD. You have changed my life in more ways than you can imagine and have inspired me to a level one could only hope to deserve. May you grow up to become a man of respect, humility and passion – and may you always understand the value of hard work and sacrifice. While my fatherly advice will likely continue for a lifetime, but be memorialized in this text, just remember the cardinal rule of human interaction and teamwork: God gave you two ears and one mouth, which means he wants you to listen twice as much as you speak. I love you, son.

To my incredible friends, business partners and mentors, you have not only been fantastic teammates over the years, but you are truly some of the most incredible Rope-Holders I’ve ever known. Thank you for your support, coaching and commitment. I am blessed beyond measure to have you in my life.


Foreword

By: Donald Trump

Team spirit is a necessary ingredient whether you are an entrepreneur or a football coach. Getting things done with the right team can make the difference between a big win and a big loss, whether you’re on a television show or working in a corporation. Chris Valletta knows what he’s talking about in his book, Team WORKS!

I told Chris that I liked his choice for the title, because it has several meanings, and all of them are important. As we’ve all learned from watching The Apprentice, the teams that work well together always do the best. They have power and momentum, which proves that teamwork does work. It also represents collaboration and cooperation, which is a necessary step towards learning the art of negotiation, which is a crucial skill in today’s marketplace. Lastly, teamwork also represents what it takes to create and maintain a thriving organization, and as the Chairman and President of The Trump Organization, I know what I’m talking about. Teamwork is a vital component for success, and the skill and insight required are vividly portrayed in this book.

Give Team WORKS! your time and attention, and you will benefit a great deal from your investment. And one last word for Chris Valletta: Great job!


Donald Trump

President / CEO

Trump Organization




Team WORKS! – Preface

It was all in my head.

The Infamous Warren Sapp Incident.

 

It was the fall of 2002 and the New Orleans Saints, my second team in two years, had just released me. I was home in Dallas and going through a bit of an emotional struggle as I decided whether or not to continue my career as an offensive lineman in the National Football League. Most people would say that I was crazy to even be pondering retirement, as playing in the NFL is a rare opportunity and every football player’s dream.

NFL life isn’t all roses, however, and after the emotional upheaval of two moves and two teams in two years, I started to look toward the future a bit more. When I considered the constant physical struggle associated with maintaining a 305lb offensive lineman’s build atop a perpetually sore and battered frame, retirement certainly seemed like an attractive option. On the other hand, I loved football and I loved being a pro football player.

As I licked my wounds and pondered my next step, I was keenly aware of the players’ inside joke about what the National Football League’s initials really stand for: “Not For Long.” There’s a great deal of truth buried in the pith – the average player lasts just three years, and there is no such thing as a guaranteed contract. Teams release players all the time, regardless of how much money and time still remains on the contract. All of this churned in my brain as I struggled to arrive at a decision.

One more thing was on my mind: as of the day before, I was officially unemployed. I wasn’t treated to a large signing bonus with either of my previous teams, so I wasn’t sitting on a pile of cash. My deliberations certainly had a bit of financial urgency to them.

At the height of the emotional turmoil, and after countless phone calls to friends and family for advice, something quite memorable happened. It was 4:30 on a Monday afternoon and I was wandering aimlessly around a department store, eyeballing a Random Celebrity’s Deluxe Power Juicer for no apparent reason. Before I could complete my senseless impulse purchase, I received a phone call from my agent. “Congratulations!” he said. “Tampa Bay called a bit ago, and you’re now a Buccaneer! I’m booking a flight for you tonight, and you need to report to the practice facility at 5 AM tomorrow morning.”

The Deluxe Power Juicer suddenly lost its appeal, and my confusion and consternation dissolved instantly. I was immediately elated – I guess I had wanted to play much more than even I was aware. The celebration officially began, and I left loud messages (something to the effect of “I’M PLAYING BABY!!”) on more than a few voicemails.

The icing on the cake was that I was going to be playing for the Tampa Bay Buccaneers in sunny Florida – literally a dream come true for me. Tampa had been in a major transition period, and many analysts felt that the team was extremely well poised for success in the upcoming season. Coach Jon Gruden was in his first year and the team was stacked with talent across every position. Experts predicted that Tampa Bay would make a serious run for the trophy that season. With talent like Keyshawn Johnson, Anthony McFarland, Mike Alstott, Derrick Brooks and, of course, the inimitable Warren Sapp, few argued against the pundits’ predictions.

On my way out of the store, I had to pause for a moment to reflect on what had just happened to me. Just a few minutes earlier, I had been wandering around a department store in a daze trying to decide whether I still wanted to continue my career in the NFL. Now, I found myself dashing home to pack my bags for a last-minute flight to join a new NFL franchise. It was a dizzying turn of events, and I was ecstatic. OK, so it wasn’t a “guaranteed” multi-million dollar contract with a juicy signing bonus, but it was still a contract to play professional football. And a contract of any sort whatsoever seems pretty appealing when you’re currently out of work.

While my mind was instantly transported to Florida, my body was still in Dallas, and my agent called back quickly with the logistical details: my flight left in exactly two hours, and I would have a car waiting for me in Tampa to take me to my hotel, just a mile down the road from the practice facility. He gave me the number of the team staffer who would pick me up at the hotel at 4:30 AM and bring me to the facility to receive my gear. I had a little over thirteen hours to travel half a continent, get some rest, and show up prepared to impress the Tampa coaching staff and my new teammates. The adrenaline hit my veins like a drug.

I had about twenty minutes to dash home, pack, and race to the airport in order to make my flight. I made record time on the highway, and as I moved through security and headed toward my gate, my mind was focused on making a strong first impression with the team. I wanted to let them know by the way I performed during my first practice that I was there to stay. I wanted to make a statement.

I arrived at my gate only to discover that my flight had been delayed. The holdup gave me three hours of dead time, which I filled with agonized finger tapping and knee bouncing. The anticipation was almost unbearable. All I wanted to do was get to Tampa and get on the field, and pressurized thoughts pounded in my head: “I need to make myself known. I need to make a statement. I must show the team that they made a great decision.”

After what seemed like a lifetime of waiting at the gate, I finally settled in to a middle seat in the coach section. “Settled” isn’t quite the right word, as I was a not-very-svelte 6’3” tall, 305lb NFL lineman with a 22-inch neck. It was most certainly not the most comfortable place to be on the plane, especially for the two other people in my row. But even if I had been seated in first class, there was no way I could have slept during the flight. I was far too excited for my big chance in Tampa. “My time has come,” I repeated to myself.

I finally opened the door to my hotel room in Tampa at a little after one in the morning, but at the point when I should have been completely exhausted and ready to crash, something unexpected came over me. Even though I had to meet my driver in a little over three hours, and I should have been climbing in bed for a little sleep, a sudden rush of energy filled my body as I pondered what was happening to me. My dream of playing in the NFL was going to continue, and I felt I had arrived in the very place where my career was finally going to take off. Tampa represented a potential tipping point for me, a place where I could finally be catapulted into NFL stardom. Contemplating the monumental opportunity gave me a gigantic boost of adrenaline. “It’s all falling into place,” I kept thinking, and I was absolutely overjoyed. I paced around my hotel room, laughing out loud, even jumping up and down.

The next thing I knew, it was 4:15 AM, and I hadn’t even peeled back the covers on my hotel room bed. I was operating on zero sleep and pure adrenaline, but somehow, I felt great. “How long can this last?” I wondered.

With a smile on my face and a remarkably springy step given my lack of sleep, I bounded down to the lobby at 4:20 AM to wait for my ride. But the appointed hour came and went, and nobody showed up to take me to the practice facility. As the minutes ticked away, I became more and more anxious. In the NFL, you’re NEVER supposed to be late for a meeting, for any reason. Ever. Especially on your first day on the team!

I called my driver several times over the next half hour, but he never answered, and he didn’t respond to any of my increasingly frantic messages. I ran up to the front desk and rapidly described my dilemma to the sleepy hotel clerk. He had unwelcome news: the hotel shuttle service hadn’t yet started for the day, and the quickest cab company was likely fifteen minutes away. “But,” he said, “The Bucs are only a mile up the road. It’s probably faster if you walk.”

My adrenaline-soaked mind raced: “Surely they know someone was supposed to get me. I’m sure they are still sending someone. Surely they’ll understand if I’m a little late. Won’t they?” In the end, I decided to make the best of a tenuous situation, and I set off at a dead sprint to get to Buccaneer headquarters as fast as possible.

It was 5:15 AM, and I had been awake all night and operating on pure adrenaline for over twelve hours straight. Twelve hours earlier, I had been an unemployed shopper in the “As Seen On TV” section of a home goods store in Dallas, and was now sprinting in the pre-dawn Florida darkness, late for my first day in my new job as the backup center for the Tampa Bay Buccaneers. The decision to run to the practice facility from the hotel was easy, because I felt like I was running for my life.

Physically exhausted and completely soaked in sweat from the Tampa Bay humidity, I arrived at the facility at 5:23 – exactly eight minutes after I left the hotel (not too bad for a lumbering offensive lineman). I open the main door of the facility and was met immediately by a very put-upon equipment manager who looked like he wanted to kill me.

“Valletta?!” he yelled. It was more an accusation than a question. I answered in the affirmative, and he cut off my attempt at an apology: “I don’t give a rat’s a** about your excuses! You were supposed to be here at 5am! You’re late!” I wasn’t off to a great start with my new team.

Sweat from my hands curled the paper of my contract, which I signed while the angry equipment manager worked to fit my helmet. The trainers molded my mouthpiece, and two assistants laced up my shoes and fit my shoulder pads.

As the training staff worked to fit my equipment, other players slowly started to arrive at the field house to get dressed for practice. The veterans all noticed the flurry of activity around me, but my reception wasn’t terribly warm. There were more than a few askew glances and sarcastic remarks, and I distinctly remember someone asking, “Whose job did he steal?”

Harsh? Absolutely, but so is life in the NFL. Teams are allotted a fixed number of roster spots, and if a new guy suddenly appears, that means an old guy is no longer on the team. I had no idea who I had replaced – it could have been anyone at any position – but in the eyes of the team, I had taken a precious roster slot from one of their own.

I felt self-conscious and very alone. Most of the time, players in my situation have the luxury of knowing at least a couple of people on the team from college or previous NFL teams, but I didn’t know a soul. I felt every bit the outsider. This only added fuel to the adrenaline-fueled fire that was already burning inside me, and I felt an even stronger desire to make a statement. I was nervous and uncomfortable, but I told myself, “After today, they will all know who I am.”

I wasn’t wrong.

Before I knew it, I was lined up in formation with my new teammates to begin the stretching exercises that marked the beginning of my first practice with the Tampa Bay Buccaneers. Head Coach Jon Gruden welcomed me to his team with a slap on the helmet. “Let’s go to work son,” he said. Suddenly, my lack of sleep didn’t matter, the predawn sprint to the practice facility didn’t matter, and the strange looks and snide comments from the veterans didn’t matter – the only thing that mattered to me was making the best impression possible when it came time to perform.

As the stretching session came to a close, Coach Gruden announced the first practice event: “Post-stretch, seven on seven, second string offense against first string defense. Let’s go!” Sometimes referred to as the “inside drill,” seven on seven is a drill in which the offensive linemen, tight ends, quarterback and running backs square off against the defensive linemen, defensive ends, and linebackers. This is a brutally tough drill that separates the men from the boys – helmet to helmet, facemask to facemask. On the NFL practice field, seven on seven is the ultimate test of mettle. “It’s my time,” I repeated to myself.

It did seem a little strange that Coach Gruden would choose to start practice with this extremely intense full-contact exercise. Normally, teams start with lower intensity drills, and slowly work their way up in intensity as the practice progresses, but apparently Coach Gruden’s plan was for us to jump right in and start pounding each other. No matter – I intended to rise to the occasion and prove myself worthy of the contract I had signed minutes before.

As the backup (second string) center, I was thrust into the huddle with the remainder of the second string offense. As I shook hands and introduced myself to my new teammates, I had a keen awareness that I was in the most intense situation I had ever faced on the gridiron. I was about to square off in my first seven on seven drill against the starting defense for the Tampa Bay Buccaneers, with my future hanging in the balance. It would have been easy to shrink from the magnitude of the moment, but instead it just caused another bucket of adrenaline to hit my bloodstream. I was keyed up like never before in my life, and the seven on seven drill was the perfect opportunity to channel all of my energy and drive into making sure the coaches knew who I was. This was going to be my big moment!

I received the play in the huddle: a simple counter play to the weak (left) side. My job was to block the defensive nose guard – in this case, a gentleman named Warren Sapp. One of the best defensive linemen in professional football history, Warren was known for his gaudy compilation of quarterback sacks and his absolute fierceness on the field. He ultimately finished his career with the second-highest sack count in the NFL record books, and today, Warren is enshrined in the NFL’s Hall of Fame. Needless to say, even at the time, Warren’s reputation certainly preceded him.

“OK,” I said to myself, “if I’m going to make a big first impression, why not make it against one of the best defensive linemen in the history of the NFL?” We broke the huddle and I sprinted to the line of scrimmage. The others moved at a slow walk, and my comical eagerness elicited a few snide remarks about my likeness to “Rudy,” the walk-on defensive end for Notre Dame who, despite being too slow, too short, and too weak, managed to out-hustle everyone to earn a spot on the team. I was too keyed up to pay much attention, however, as I stood eye to eye with a living legend of defensive football.

Warren welcomed me to the team as only he could: “Who the he** is this guy and what the f*** is he doing on my field? Who are you?” My heart pounded in my chest, and I stared at him with hate in my eyes. Warren didn’t let up in the slightest. “Do you speak? What are you looking at? Are you an idiot?”

The jawing continued, and it was beyond colorful. Warren’s considerable playing ability was eclipsed only by his exceptionally well-developed tongue, which was known to unleash verbal onslaughts capable of peeling paint. Warren’s game was not only about out-playing, out-hustling and out-working his opponents, but also about getting inside their heads. Sapp viewed intimidation as an art form, and he was absolutely merciless, but I wasn’t about to give any ground to him. My future was on the line. The longer his tongue-lashing continued, the more determined I became to turn his trash talking into respect.

I was a smoldering volcano about to erupt. I grew angrier, more motivated, and more fired up, and the emotions amplified when I thought of the enormous opportunity in front of me: if I could crush the best defensive tackle in football on my first play as a Buccaneer, I would solidify my position on this team and etch my name into the coaches’ minds as a player worthy of keeping around for a long time.

I bent over in my stance and grabbed the football. As I gripped the ball in preparation to snap it to backup quarterback Brad Johnson, I began to go numb with adrenaline. My hands started to shake with anticipation as I mentally prepared myself for the most important play in my career.

This was it – it all came down to this moment. Brad called the signals that would start the play: “Black 28! Blaaaaaack 28! Set, HUT!!!”

With piston-like force, I snapped the ball and fired off the line of scrimmage like a rocket, with the top of my helmet aimed at the center of Warren Sapp’s chest. I made contact with the 6’5”, 340-lb defensive tackle in what felt like the most perfect hit of my life. It felt absolutely clean, like a driver hitting a golf ball square and true, and over the sound of our pads cracking together, I heard the breath driven out of Warren’s chest by the force of the blow. I continued to drive my legs with all of my strength, and I felt Sapp’s feet leave the ground. Driving my feet harder and harder, I pushed with the full force of the hopes and dreams of a long and lucrative NFL career in front of me. Sapp continued his fall, and I drove him into the ground with all of my weight.

I couldn’t believe it - I had just “pancaked” Warren Sapp! A “pancake” block is when the defender winds up flat on his back, staring up at the sky in a daze. They don’t happen very often, but when they do, pancake blocks are spectacular. Conversely, “getting pancaked” is the worst possible situation for a defensive lineman, because he knows it will be replayed forever in the highlight reels. I had just subjected Tampa’s all-star defensive tackle to the humiliation of getting flattened. I was beside myself with elation. I had crushed one of the best defensive linemen in NFL history on my very first play as a Buccaneer!

After I slammed Sapp into the ground and landed on top of him, I thrust myself up off his defeated body, pointed my finger in his face, and yelled “WHOOOOOOOAAAAAAAA!” I have absolutely no idea where this came from, but I had just unleashed enough pent-up energy to power a small city, and for some reason I felt the best way to round out the experience would be to rub it in the future Hall-of-Famer’s face in front of the entire team.

As I sprung to my feet in self-proclaimed victory, I noticed every player on the team standing dumbfounded around me, watching me the way a chicken might watch a card trick: they were more than a little confused. The thrill of my victory vanished and all the air left my lungs as I slowly realized what I had just done.

To my enduring embarrassment, I finally grasped that Coach Gruden hadn’t actually called for a full-contact seven on seven drill after the team finished stretching. Instead, he had called for the seven on seven walk-through drill. In a walk-through drill, players just review their responsibilities and move to their positions at a somewhat leisurely pace.

There’s no hitting in a walk-through.

No wonder I had pancaked Warren – he wasn’t expecting my ferocious hit because there wasn’t supposed to be any hitting whatsoever in this particular drill! The poor guy had literally stood there while I fired off the line of scrimmage and tried to rip
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