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INTRODUCTION

THE MOMENT OF TRUTH

I had been stuck in a tense negotiation with the chief operating officer and several other executives of a company called AMF, which made Head tennis rackets, for what seemed like hours, when the conference room door suddenly flew open.

I expected the renegotiation of tennis star Arthur Ashe’s Head racket deal to go smoothly. Head was a ski equipment company that had just made a great amount of money selling the very first graphite tennis racket with Arthur’s endorsement. The new material and snowshoe shape were far superior to wooden rackets and sold for more than twice their price. Head now made seven different graphite models, and my client, Arthur—who had his name on the original model—had been receiving a 5 percent royalty on all of them. But AMF, which had recently bought out Head, said they were finished paying Arthur royalties.

The COO and I had been cordial but firm on our stances: I pushed for Arthur’s royalties, and he refused. We were at a  complete impasse until that door swung open and the chairman of AMF came storming in. Pierre (I’ll refer to him only by his first name) was so angry that I could see the veins popping out of his neck.

“Goddamnit!” he screamed. “We’re not paying Ashe any more royalties. This is outrageous. He’s making ten times what I’m making, and I’m chairman of this company!”

The silence was deafening and palpable. Tension filled the room. After a moment of shock, everyone turned to me to see what I would do next.

These are the moments I live for.

This is when the instincts of a true dealmaker really come into play. All the preparation and all the hard work had been done, and now the moment of truth had arrived. It was pass or fail, and the decision was largely in my hands.

I suppose you could say that I am a born dealmaker. In fact, back when I was a color commentator at Wimbledon for NBC, my broadcasting partner, Bud Collins, would tease me by calling me “Donald Deal” over the air, as in, “Donald, it’s eight a.m. back on the East Coast. So how many deals have you done today? ” Or, “Donald, I guess I can’t accuse you of conflict of interest today because in this match you represent both players.”

Still, there is nothing in my background to suggest I would go on to represent a who’s who in the world of sports including Arthur, Stan Smith, Michael Jordan, Pudge Rodriguez, Patrick Ewing, Jimmy Connors, Andy Roddick, and about three hundred other world-class athletes.

Except for one thing: I have always been supercompetitive.  Even as a kid I was ranked number one in U.S. Junior Tennis, and when I got a little older, I managed to make it as far as the quarterfinals of the U.S. Open Championships.

The reason I’ve always loved tennis is its competitive ethic. You go out, usually one-on-one, and try to beat the other guy’s brains out. Then, win or lose, you go up to the net and shake hands.

I suppose the parallel in business is making deals. You do everything you can for your client or for your company. Then, if it’s going to be a good deal for everyone, you need to be able to go to the net and shake hands.

When I started out, I was captain of the U.S. Davis Cup team just as tennis was about to turn professional. My two best players were Stan Smith and Arthur Ashe. I already had my law degree and was looking forward to working in a big firm and becoming a successful litigator. But then Arthur said, “Why don’t you represent me? ” That’s what led me to found ProServ, one of the first sports management companies, and started me on a lifetime of dealmaking.

Everything I know has been the result of on-the-job training, learn as you go. And when it comes to dealmaking, I feel I’ve learned a lot. Now, after doing this for forty years, I’d like to share everything I’ve learned with you. Because what I can pass on is based on real people and real events, I think in many ways it is more valuable than anything you’re going to get out of a negotiating class in business school. Among the subjects to be covered are: the keys to great networking, how to win before you even begin, how to develop leverage for yourself, how to take  advantage of what others may accidentally give you, and, of course, how to close the deal. I also believe you can learn more from your failures than from your successes, and I have shared plenty of both in this book.

Sports can also be a dirty business, with people going back on their word, lying, cheating, and stealing—and that’s just the expected thing. I’ve included some stories here that will reveal the seamier side of sports as well. It is shocking what people will do when a lot of money is on the line, and I’m not someone who is easily shocked.

In addition to representing many prominent people, I have also had the opportunity over the years to turn a number of my business relationships into friendships. Many of these friends, some with familiar names, are or were at the top of their professions. While writing this book it occurred to me that it might be interesting to get their perspective on the dealmaking process as well. So interspersed among my stories (and set off from the rest of the text) are their responses to the question: “What do you think is the most important aspect of a deal? ” I think you will find many of their answers provocative.

Now back to Pierre. When we left off, Pierre had just walked into the room and announced that he was no longer willing to pay royalties to Arthur Ashe that were substantially more than Pierre made, because he was the chairman of the company. One of the obvious rules of negotiating is to keep emotions out of the process. So, once Pierre had given this ultimatum, it was obviously too late for that. My job was to try not to respond in kind and to try to lower the temperature in the room.

Moreover, Pierre’s argument was completely bogus. In fact, the more royalties they paid to Arthur, the more rackets they were selling. And the more money the company made, the more likely the board of directors would be generous with Pierre. In reality, Pierre should have been making the exact opposite argument. But none of that mattered now. There were eight or nine people in the room, and they were all looking at me to see how I was going to respond. There was dead silence, and you could feel the tension. After thinking for a moment—and I don’t know where this came from or why it occurred to me—I said, “But Pierre, Arthur has a much better serve than you do.”

Everyone laughed, and the tension in the room was immediately broken. We ended up accepting a smaller royalty, but we did get a royalty and we kept the relationship going.
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TEN RULES OF POWER NETWORKING

In 1937 a man by the name of Dale Carnegie wrote a book entitled How to Win Friends and Influence People, which went on to become the best-selling self-help book of all time. It was intended primarily as a book on personal growth, yet more than seventy years later it remains among the top fifty titles on the business best-seller list. Why? Because all things being equal, people like to do business with their friends; and all things not being equal, people still like to do business with friends.

By “friends” I don’t mean your buddies from back in high school. More often than not that can be a loaded situation. What I do mean is that there is probably nothing more fundamental to  good business than building long-lasting relationships—dealing with the people you know and like and who know and like you.

One of the most well liked men in the sports business today is Under Armour’s young founder, Kevin Plank. Like many “overnight” success stories, Under Armour was actually founded twelve years ago but flew under the radar for a good seven years before it really started to take off and began showing up in sporting goods stores and gyms with the same ubiquity as older, more established brands such as Nike, Adidas, and Reebok.

Today Under Armour is a $ 750 million company, and recently I had the opportunity to talk to Kevin over breakfast. When I asked him to what he attributed his success, he said, “Relationships. It’s all about relationships—meeting people, treating them with decency and dignity, and turning them into friends.”

Kevin told me how he had started his company one relationship at a time. He said he didn’t have any business connections whatsoever when he was a football player at the University of Maryland. Still, his goal was to start his own business selling compression T-shirts to university athletic programs. Kevin did have a good relationship with his equipment manager, and one day he asked him whom he should talk to about his business plan. The equipment manager said, “You should be talking to me.”

Most people assume that equipment managers are responsible just for washing the jocks and laying out the clothes every day, but as it turned out, this “lowly” equipment guy controlled an annual budget of $650,000! He explained to Kevin that that was how it worked throughout the Atlantic Coast Conference (ACC), and because Kevin had always treated the  equipment manager with respect, he agreed to introduce him to other equipment managers from the ACC. Kevin took his performance apparel on the road, building relationships with other equipment managers and attending their annual conventions. At the conventions he would take eight to ten managers out for dinner and drinks.

Kevin had gone to high school at Fork Union Military Academy, a school known for developing football players into college and pro material. In his class alone, twenty-three players went to Division I schools, including future Heisman Trophy winner Eddie George. Of the twenty-three Division I college players, thirteen ended up turning pro. That was the beginning of Kevin’s entrée into professional sports.

He said he never asked any of his former classmates to plug the shirts on his behalf, but what he did do was send them free shirts and say, “Let me know what you think, and if you like them, give some to the guys in the lockers next to you.” Then he’d call their equipment managers and say, “You might have seen some of your players wearing our compression T-shirts. They’re superior to anything else out there, and I’d like to come down and talk to you about them.”

Today Under Armour is in contact with most of the Division I teams and professional teams throughout the National Football League, the National Basketball Association, the National Hockey League, and Major League Baseball. It is these connections that drive the retail sales in sporting goods stores and fitness clubs, and these connections were initially built one equipment manager at a time.

Kevin told me, “When people ask me if I am surprised by the success we have achieved, I often say, ‘I’ve always been smart enough to be naïve enough to not know what I couldn’t accomplish. ’ And what we have accomplished is directly attributable to the friends we’ve made and the relationships we have built and maintained.”




Rule #1: Make Friends 

Kevin Plank’s secret isn’t just that he’s a nice guy. He worked at every relationship—and not just by scheduling business meetings on the road. What Kevin has done, and what I think is the most basic aspect of achieving business success, is to create opportunities to get to know people out of the office, out of the normal parameters of the business relationship, and outside mutual comfort zones. When you are away from the negotiating table, it is incredible how much people start to open up. And it’s surprising how much fun you can have.

What you have to remember is to be informal, not to have an agenda, and not expect instant rewards for befriending people in your field of business. It takes time, and a friendship will only work if you’re natural and consistent. It is the ultimate test in people skills. When you make friends with one or two people, a whole network of professional contacts will become apparent and available to you.

With many of my best business contacts, it actually hasn’t  taken a whole lot of effort to turn the relationship into something more personal, because following these rules eventually becomes second nature. The process usually begins with what I would describe as a “defining moment,” some sort of shared experience (often humorous) that takes place outside the normal business comfort zone. With Horst Dassler, head of Adidas, it began with an invitation from British track star and go-between John Boulter—not to Horst’s office (or to the restaurant he also owned) but to his home for dinner in Landersheim, France.

Horst lived on a magnificent seventeenth-century estate. After being treated to a delicious dinner, I retired with him and three of his business associates to another room for cognac and cigars. Horst and I had talked well into the night, when all of a sudden we realized that we were the only ones doing the talking. His three business associates, still sitting straight up in their chairs, had all fallen asleep! I guess that we two blowhards putting everyone else asleep was a defining moment in our relationship.

Adidas had been founded by Horst’s father, Adi Dassler (Adi + Dassler = Adidas). Adidas was the biggest name in sports in Germany and the biggest name in soccer in the world, but Horst was fed up with sharing the company with his four sisters, so he moved to France. There he took Adidas into other sports, such as track and field and tennis; other countries, including America; and other merchandise, such as apparel (the beginning of Adidas’s iconic three stripes). In five years he outgrew what remained of Adidas in Germany tenfold. Horst was the smartest sports marketer I’ve ever dealt with. He was also on the other end of my first company’s first deal.

The first deal I ever made for ProServ was for tennis star Stan Smith. Today it seems that every superstar athlete has his or her own shoe deal, but back then it was unheard-of. The most lucrative tennis shoe licensing deal ever was Stan Smith’s deal with Adidas, beginning in 1972.

Shortly after my cigar and cognac night with Horst, Stan Smith won his first Wimbledon title. The very next day I received a call from Horst, who said, “I want to sign Stan Smith.”

After a moment of hesitation I said, “You can’t afford him.” I knew that would infuriate Horst, which it did, and make him want Stan even more, which it also did. I had already put Stan in a package deal for shoes with other American players endorsing Converse. The contracts hadn’t been signed yet, but I knew that if I pulled Stan out of the package, there would be hell to pay (Converse didn’t speak to me for three years), so it had to be worth it.

“Okay,” I said, “but I want a five percent royalty on all Smith/ Adidas shoes.”

Horst went ballistic, but I knew what his goals were: Stan was his ticket into America. So after a lot of back-and-forth he eventually agreed. Neither of us knew at the time how big Adidas would become in this country, so it was sort of like dealing with play money. (Soon after this I would use the same approach in making that incredibly lucrative deal for Arthur Ashe with then-unknown Head rackets.)

Of course, making friends isn’t about pulling information out of people over cognac. If you go into a dinner with that  kind of goal, it will be transparent, and no one will warm up to you. Be authentic. Find commonalities between you and your soon-to-be friend. Get comfortable and sincerely enjoy yourself.

The first time I got to know Phil Knight, the founder and CEO of Nike, I completely didn’t see it coming, and that’s how it should always be. You can’t force a friendship, just as you can’t force a deal.

Both Phil and I were in Rome with our wives, Penny and Carole, for the Italian Open. On this particular day a steady light rain was falling, and by early afternoon all the matches had been canceled. Phil and I didn’t know each other very well, but the four of us decided to look for a place to have lunch together. We found this perfect little café where we could sit outside under an awning. It was still misting, and the whole atmosphere was Italian, intimate, and very sensual.

Basically what happened is that the four of us sat there for about five hours and proceeded to get very drunk. There is nothing like a few bottles of wine “among friends” to quickly break down barriers, and by early evening I had gone from barely knowing Phil to feeling I could talk to him about almost anything.

A few years later we would do what might be considered the most famous licensing deal in the history of sports: the deal with Nike for Air Jordan.

Horst Dassler and Phil Knight essentially controlled the athletic shoe business throughout the 1980s and 1990s. We would deal with their companies many times, though rarely with Horst or Phil directly. But we didn’t have to. Almost everyone we dealt with at  Adidas and Nike knew that I had more than a business-as-usual relationship with their boss. And in both cases I can trace back when the casual friendship began to a specific shared experience.




Rule #2: Make Friends of Their Friends 

One of the great opening lines to a business encounter is: “So-and-so suggested I call.” It gives you immediate credibility and opens the door to a potential new working relationship. Maybe this is just another way to emphasize the importance of networking, but whenever I need to get to someone I don’t know, my first thought is, “Who do I know that they know?” Simply by introducing you, that person is giving you a recommendation. What is less recognized is that it is also a kind of insurance policy. Most people aren’t going to risk their prior existing relationships just to try to screw you in a deal or not live up to their end of the bargain. There have been occasions when I could have reached someone directly but went through a mutual friend because of the protection it offered.

It’s a small world after all—a fact that I’ve been able to use to my advantage in business. “Six degrees of separation” is a commonly used phrase which means that if you are one degree of separation away from everyone you know, and two degrees away from everyone they know, and so on, you are only six degrees away from anyone in the world you might want to be in touch with. Confined just to business, I’m convinced that I can reach  anyone I want to know—and probably you can, too—in three degrees of separation: a friend of a friend of a friend.

I originally met Fred Smith, founder and CEO of Federal Express, through my friend Billy Dunavant, who had owned the Memphis Racquet Club in Tennessee and is also the biggest independent cotton broker in the world. Billy had set up a doubles match with Fred and another friend named Mac Winkler, and me. But, since a tournament was being held at Billy’s club and since it was the dead of winter, he had to find another indoor facility. As it turned out, the only other courts available were all hard courts.

Fred was actually quite good, and as soon as I saw him hit a few balls, I said, “I want you to be my partner.” The match had barely begun, when a ball was hit down the line, and Fred dove for it—I mean he was literally airborne—on this very hard court.

“What are you doing? ” I said. “You’re going to kill yourself.”

“What do you mean, ‘What am I doing?’ ” he replied. “I’m trying to win the point!”

We both laughed, but the game revealed his competitive drive, the drive that had made FedEx such a spectacular success. We remained friends, and I ended up representing FedEx twenty years later in the $205 million deal to rename the Washington Redskins stadium FedExField (the biggest naming rights deal in the NFL up to that time).




Rule #3: Find Mentors 

One of the most flattering things you can do for someone is ask him for advice. As much as I like to give advice, I like to receive it even more, only I call it coaching. Whenever I go into a meeting or a negotiation and don’t know all the facts or the personalities in the room, and someone else does, I will say, “Give me some coaching.” Obviously, the more I know, the more it is to my advantage.

There are two main mentors in my life. One is the tennis great Jack Kramer. The other one, who has taught me everything I know about people skills, is the politician and activist Robert Sargent Shriver Jr., affectionately known as Sarge. Although meeting Sarge was easy (he called me up one day when I was in my twenties and asked me to coach his son Bobby in tennis), I didn’t become his protégé by waiting for him to mentor me. I had to ask.

Soon after I started teaching Bobby tennis, Sarge offered me a job with a fairly new program he helped launch, the Peace Corps. I had a new job at a Washington law firm, so I turned him down but kept my friendly contact with the family. A few years later Sarge invited me to their Cape Cod home to play tennis with the family and have a relaxing weekend. One Saturday, when I was on a boat waterskiing with John Kennedy’s sister, Pat Lawford, she asked me where I worked, and I told her I was a lawyer at a firm called Hogan & Hartson. She asked me what I wanted to do with my life. Was my goal to make partner?

Back at the house while everyone was taking an afternoon nap, I lay awake. I knew I did not want to be a partner in a law firm, but I was headed directly for that kind of job. I wandered into the living room of the silent house and found Sarge reading a book. Here’s where I got nervous: I knew Sarge liked me, but I had turned down a job with him once already. I wasn’t sure if I should ask him for help or advice, but I knew it was better to try and fail than to keep silent. I asked Sarge if he would reopen his offer.

He said yes immediately. He told me he would be taking over as head of the Office of Economic Opportunity, and I could choose one of three jobs: as one of their lawyers, as a recruiter on college campuses, or as his assistant, his right-hand man. While the first two jobs sounded very interesting, I realized I had the unique opportunity to build a lifelong mentorship with Sarge by being his assistant. Sarge is still alive at ninety-three, and he’s still one of my greatest mentors and a close friend.




Rule #4: Give Advice (Carefully) 

Another way to build friendships is by offering advice—as long as it has either been solicited or is couched in such in a way that you don’t come across as a know-it-all or a big shot.

I tend to offer advice whether it’s asked for or not. (Stan Smith teases me that the only helpful advice I ever gave him was “Get your first serve in.”) But I have found that if it is offered in    such a way that the other person knows I am genuinely trying to be helpful, it is usually appreciated.

USE YOUR SUPPORT SYSTEM

Bill Bradley

Bradley is an American Hall of Fame basketball player, Rhodes scholar, former U.S. senator from New Jersey, and presidential candidate who ran for the Democratic Party’s nomination for president in the 2000 election.

 

 

When I was in the U.S. Senate, the most important aspect of closing a deal was to listen carefully to what the other side was really saying so that any counterproposal you offered would address exactly what the other side really cared about.

If the deal doesn’t work









Rule #5: Don’t Keep Score 














Rule #6: Massage Your Network 









Rule #7: Do Your Homework 











Rule #8: Show No Fear 






Rule #9: Do Good Work 















Rule #10: Do Good Works 
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