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Additional Praise for Pete Carroll and Win Forever

“Coach Carroll has taught me that to be a true competitor, a true warrior, a person must master one’s own doubts, passions, and fears to obtain self-knowledge—self-knowledge being one of the greatest virtues an athlete can attain.”

—Troy Polamalu, safety, Pittsburgh Steelers

 

“Coach Carroll will forever be remembered as one of the best coaches in the history of college football. Even though we may find ourselves on opposite sides of the field now that he’s back in the NFL, I can’t thank Pete enough for everything he taught me during my last two years at USC and helping me become the player I am today.”

—Carson Palmer, quarterback, Cincinnati Bengals

 

“Pete Carroll taught me what it takes to compete at a high level. He believed in me, and in those three years I started for him at USC, we accomplished things that no other team will ever accomplish. Because of Coach Carroll, his Win Forever philosophy, and how he prepared us, we never once felt the pressure of being on top.”

—Matt Leinart, quarterback, Arizona Cardinals

 

“Coach Carroll is the fiercest competitor I know. Not only as a coach, but also as a mentor and, more important, a friend. That mentality allowed me to enter the NFL with the tools necessary for the highest level of competition. Those traits transcended the field and will offer a competitive edge for anyone who reads his book.”

—Mark Sanchez, quarterback, New York Jets

 

“Sitting in the film room one day at Arkansas, coach Lou Holtz asked me what I thought of our twenty-five-year-old graduate assistant, who happened to be sitting in the back of the room taking notes. My response was short and simple, ‘Coach, get to know this young man because he won’t be here very long—he’s born to be a head coach.’ The Seattle Seahawks are fortunate to get Pete Carroll, not just the excellent coach that you will read about in Win Forever, but the great person.”

—Monte Kiffin, legendary defensive coordinator

“The thing that impresses me the most about Coach Carroll is that he practices what he preaches, as he is both the student and the teacher. He lives his life, both on and off the field, with passion, enthusiasm, integrity, a can-do attitude, a tireless work ethic, and a heart of gold. Coach Carroll lives his Win Forever philosophy, and the results of choosing such a life are beautiful, inspiring, and wonderfully successful.”

—Kerri Walsh, two-time Olympic Gold medalist and the world’s top-ranked women’s volleyball player

 

“The teachings of Coach Carroll are universal and stretch beyond athletics into all aspects of life. Win Forever is a must read for anyone looking to maximize his or her potential and live a richer and more fulfilled life.”

—Dean Karnazes, ultramarathoner and New York Times  bestselling author of 50/50

 

“Pete’s infectious passion for the game of football, his competitive edge, and his zest for life are a reminder to us all that it’s the journey and not the destination that counts. I have been inspired by his enthusiasm, impressed by his professionalism, and challenged to become an even better coach and person myself thanks to his example.”

—Jürgen Klinsmann, international soccer icon and former Germany World Cup and Bayern Munich manager/coach

 

“Pete Carroll’s fiery effervescence burns through this book with marvelous clarity and wisdom. Win Forever will inspire men and women young and old for a long, long time to come. Its integration of sport and high, hard-won philosophy opens new ways for us into our own undiscovered country.”

—Michael Murphy, founder of the Esalen Institute, author of  Golf in the Kingdom and The Future of the Body

 

“Win Forever is not about sports, it is about life. Pete has found a way to create a vision that instills character and integrity through the competition that we call life. It is about how we choose to see the world, our life, and the problems within both, and find a way to have faith and confidence that we have it within ourselves to solve these problems.”

—Tim Leiweke, president and CEO, AEG




[image: 001]




PORTFOLIO

Published by the Penguin Group

Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, U.S.A.

Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4P 2Y3 (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.)

Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

Penguin Ireland, 25 St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd)

Penguin Books Australia Ltd, 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd)

Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi—110 017, India

Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd)

Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

 

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 
80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

 

First published in 2010 by Portfolio, 
a member of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

 



 

Copyright © Win Forever, LLC, 2010

All rights reserved

 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

 

Carroll, Pete, 1951- 
Win forever : live, work, and play like a champion / Pete Carroll with 
Yogi Roth and Kristoffer A. Garin. 
p. cm. 
Includes index.

eISBN : 978-1-101-43719-3

1. Success. 2. Excellence. 3. Sports. I. Roth, Yogi. II. Title.

GV965.C414 2010

796—dc22 2010011848

 



 

Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

 

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrightable materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

http://us.penguingroup.com




To Glena, Brennan, Jaime, and Nate, 
who have allowed me to chase 
the dream all these years




INTRODUCTION

I slammed the book shut, stunned.

It had been six months since I’d been fired as the head coach of the New England Patriots and in the summer of 2000 I was trying to figure out what to do next with my life. I was reading a book by the legendary basketball coach John Wooden.

It took him sixteen years to figure it out, I told myself, but once he did, he absolutely knew it. After that, he rarely lost, and he went on to win ten of the next twelve national championships. It seemed he won forever.

Looking back, I had been feeling all but down and out. Suddenly everything had changed.

I reached for a pad of paper and started writing. What Coach Wooden had done that so impressed me was to pull together his own vision, philosophy, and belief system into a detailed plan for winning. Once he had it, he went on, year after year, to build teams that were almost unstoppable. I needed to come up with a plan of my own. I needed to develop my own winning philosophy and design a plan for implementing it. I started that afternoon.

For the next few hours, days, and weeks I wrote down phrases,  bullet points, and definitions about who I was, where I had been, where I wanted to go, and what I wanted the next program I ran to look like. In no particular order, I wrote what came to mind. It was completely unorganized, but I knew just getting it all down on paper was a critical first step.

I embarked on a process of discovering who I was, not only as a football coach but, more important, as a person. At one point I leaned back in my chair, football in hand, and smiled. I couldn’t believe that I had been coaching for the past twenty-six years and had never stated my philosophy, let alone written it down.

The process was long and difficult, but the more I wrote, the more powerful the experience became. Finally, I made a breakthrough. I realized that at the core of my being, I was a competitor. I had been competing my entire life at everything. With this understanding, I set about structuring a football program strictly based upon my core belief. Competition would become the central theme of the program, and our day-to-day thinking would be driven by this single thought: to do things better than they had ever been done before. I was making real progress solidifying my philosophy and was truly excited about how things were coming together.

My entire life and coaching career were about to change. After coaching sixteen years in the National Football League, I had decided to return to the collegiate level and pursue a head-coaching position. When the University of Southern California called and asked me to interview for their opening, I realized that this was a chance to unveil my philosophy. The job was offered and I accepted. A once proud and traditionally powerful football program had fallen on hard times, and now it was my turn to take over.

Throughout the hiring process I sensed a newfound confidence and belief in myself. I had never felt so prepared and well equipped  to deal with the challenges of taking over a program. Coach Wooden’s example inspired me to create a vision and a philosophy that would become the foundation of the USC football program.

After two seasons we had become Pacific 10 Conference Champions, won the Orange Bowl following the 2002 season, and watched quarterback Carson Palmer receive the coveted Heisman Trophy in New York City. We were on our way to becoming one of the most dominant football programs in the country. During my nine years at USC we went on to win seven straight Pac-10 titles, appear in seven straight Bowl Championship Series games, win two national championships, have three Heisman Trophy winners, and set an all-time record for being ranked as the number one team in the Associated Press poll for thirty-three straight weeks.

Our success at USC began with the philosophy I refer to now as  Win Forever. It is an approach that allowed us to sustain high-level championship performance over a record-breaking period. What might appear to be a philosophy targeted primarily on wins and losses was in fact a vehicle for maximizing team and individual performance. We were in the midst of a great run, with hopefully no end in sight.

After the 2009 season, I was in the midst of solidifying our upcoming recruiting class, when I received a call to interview for the head coaching position from Tod Leiweke, the CEO of the Seattle Seahawks. Initially, the interview was similar to meetings that I had had in the past with various NFL teams, but I soon realized that this opportunity might be different. It did not sound like a typical sales pitch. His words and his tone had a depth to them, a sincerity and a sense of legitimacy. Tod and owner Paul Allen assured me that I would have all the control and support I would need from the organization, similar to the situation I already had at USC.

It was difficult to think about leaving USC, but the opportunity to take the Win Forever philosophy to the NFL was compelling. In Seattle I would have the chance to compete at the highest level in football and I was fired up about the prospects of that happening. It was becoming clear that this opportunity in the NFL could be a perfect fit, a situation that, up until now, I didn’t think existed for me. I spoke to my family and close friends and considered the impact this would have on everyone around me. This was one of the most difficult decisions I ever had to make, and it helped knowing my wife, Glena, and our family supported me either way.

The Seahawks called back and offered the job. They told me they wanted me to bring the philosophy and the approach that had been so instrumental at USC. After careful thought and consideration, I called Tod Leiweke and said I was ready to go. It is amazing how your life can change so suddenly.

Taking the step to return to the NFL may have seemed daunting to some people and certainly has been challenged by others, possibly due to the fact that during a lengthy career in the league, I had been fired twice from head coaching positions. Since then questions had been raised repeatedly about whether my style and approach fit more appropriately in college than in the pros. However, upon returning to the high-risk world of the NFL, I could not be more excited or more confident about coming back.

The last time I was hired as a head coach in the league was 1997. That was a different time and place and so much has happened since then. This time around, I see things differently. The wealth of experience and all that has taken place since that time has changed me. The process of self-discovery that was necessary to formulate my vision, and the power of having a philosophy has given me a confidence I didn’t have before. One of the keys to success lies in  knowing and believing in yourself. When you are confident and you trust in who you are, you can perform to the best of your ability, and that is exactly what I plan to do. Whether you are coaching the USC Trojans or the Seattle Seahawks, working at your job or running a household, all you should ever strive for is to be the best you can be . . . and that is the essence of what it means to Win Forever.




PART ONE

BEFORE THE PHILOSOPHY
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BEGINNING TO COMPETE

As a kid growing up in Marin County, California, I was more or less like all the other kids interested in sports: I just wanted to play. I never dreamed of becoming a coach.

It did not matter what season it was, or what sport—it could even be a game that we made up on the spot—the competition was always on. In our close-knit neighborhood, we played in the shadow of Mount Tamalpais and on nearby school playgrounds. As far back as I can remember, I was always battling with my friends to be the best at all the things I enjoyed. I took great pride in excelling in all sports as I moved through Kentfield-Greenbrae Little League, Pop Warner football, and whatever else I could find to test my abilities. I knew that when I finally got to high school I was going to do well. There was no doubt in my mind.

Unfortunately, my body at the time had other ideas. In spite of my youthful confidence, my physical development was slow and was not cooperating with my ambitions. While other kids experienced growth spurts and puberty, I still had a ways to go. I entered Redwood High School as a five-foot-four-inch, 110-pound freshman needing a doctor’s note in order to be cleared to play football. I had  passion and a fiercely competitive spirit, but that could take me only so far. Guys I would never have considered my competition were suddenly the ones to beat.

This period was one of my first real encounters with disappointment. I hated being told that no matter what I did I would not be good enough to compete to be the best at something I loved. But there was no denying the limitations I was facing as an athlete. As I moved from the ranks of Little League and Pop Warner to the more competitive arena of high school sports, my lack of size made it difficult to excel like I wanted. It seemed that the only thing about me that was growing at the time was the chip on my shoulder.

My frustrations were probably shared by the members of my family, but they were nonetheless loving and supportive. The lessons I learned from them and the other people who remained closest to me at the time continue to play a large role in my personal and professional development today.

My mom and dad were always there for me. They went to every game that I ever played, and they were the best kind of Little League parents. They expected me to play hard and to do my best, but they never made me feel pressured or afraid of failing. Their support was something I always felt. I knew that I could count on them.

My mother was a great influence on my values and outlook. She was a real giver, and throughout my childhood our house was always open to my friends. It was a fun stop for everyone, and it became a way station for a lot of kids as we were growing up. Some of my friends would stop by to talk with her even when I was not there. My friends and I felt close to both of my parents, and my mother especially was always available as a sounding board for whatever ideas we had. She instilled in me a great curiosity about how the world works, along with an overall sense of optimism and possibility.  She used to say: “Something good is just about to happen.” I still believe that today.

My dad was extraordinarily competitive and showed that often as a boisterous fan. But when it came to me, I only had great support from him. He was smart and tenacious, and whether he was playing cards, golf, or board games, it didn’t matter—he was going to win. I did not realize it at the time, but looking back it’s obvious that’s who he was and what he was all about. I always hate to reduce people to a single dimension, but when you get right down to it, my dad was first and foremost an extraordinary competitor, and my mom was about as open and giving as someone could be.

In classic little-brother fashion I worshipped my big brother, Jim, who was five years older and would follow him around like a puppy dog whenever he let me. He was a three-sport star growing up and in high school. His friends would mentor me, and I would imitate them in everything: how they shot a basketball, threw a football, or stood in the batter’s box. Jim would go on to teach me the finest points of gamesmanship and competitive tactics that most little kids in Marin were not exposed to. By the time I entered Little League I probably had an edge. I knew how to hook slide, pop-up slide, and hit the dirt and go in headfirst. My pitching arsenal was also growing as I was taught how to throw a curveball, slider, change-up, and knuckleball, to name a few. When most kids in town were watching The Mickey Mouse Club on television, I was watching Jim and his friends compete at whatever sport was in season—it didn’t matter. I wanted to be like Jim, but I also vividly recall wanting to beat him at something, just one time. I guess I felt if I could beat my older brother, my hero, just once, I would know I could beat anybody. It seems a little over the top how hard I would try to beat them; my brother and his friends would crack up over it, and looking back, I can’t blame them.

The support that I got early in life did not come just from my family. My early coaches were also great sources of guidance and motivation. We may have been playing “little league,” but I can tell you that my Pop Warner coaches were seriously tough and demanding. Even though we were very young, they made us understand that we had to put in our best effort if we wanted to be part of the sport. All of them helped to teach me that when you are trying to do something really well, the stakes are always high: You’re either competing to be the best you can be or you’re not.

At the end of my freshman year, my high school coach, Bob Troppmann, invited me to work at his summer Pop Warner football camp as an instructor, assistant coach, and all-around helping hand. It was a huge moment in my development as a young competitor. Working and coaching the kids for a week would earn me the right to attend Coach’s two-week high school summer camp, the Diamond B, for free. I would have happily done more than that for the opportunity.

The opportunity meant a lot to me, as the Diamond B was known in our world as a boot camp for aspiring football players. And it was the real thing: The rustic setting and bare-bones facility located in the hills outside Boonville, California, was where Coach T, a proud marine, gave me my start. Coach T may not have been able to make me taller, but he definitely toughened me up. The days started with early-morning wake-up calls to the tune of the “Marines’ Hymn” and five-mile runs and included grueling two-a-day practices that would set the tone for what football was all about for me. I loved every minute of it. Looking back, I see that working at Coach T’s Pop Warner camp and participating in the Diamond B camp gave me an early start in coaching; I just didn’t realize it at the time.

Like any kid, I had heroes, and most of mine were athletes. Growing  up outside San Francisco in the late 1960s was exciting, and I was interested in a lot of what was going on around us. But especially in high school, my life revolved around sports. I played baseball, basketball, and football throughout my high school years. I worshipped Gale Sayers of the Chicago Bears as one of the greatest open-field runners of all time and the NBA legend Rick Barry for his unwavering confidence and his understanding of who he was as an athlete. My favorite idol was San Francisco Giants Hall of Fame baseball player Willie Mays. Even today I feel blessed to have had the chance to cheer for Willie, one of the greatest performers of all time.

I could not have imagined back then how many of those heroes I would actually have the chance to meet and even work with someday. I had a poster hanging on my bedroom wall of Sayers and Mike Garrett from their days as star players in the NFL. If you had told me then how closely Mike and I would become connected in the years to follow, I would have called you crazy. I never would have thought that Mike would be my boss one day—as the USC athletic director, he was the one who hired me as the coach of the Trojans, and we worked together closely for nine seasons. At the time, I just wanted to play the same game they did.

During my high school years, I never lived up to my desires and expectations as an athlete even though I competed more or less non-stop. I played baseball, basketball, and football all four years, but I was never really satisfied with my play. My coaches saw my frustration. I clearly had a passion and competitive spirit that separated me from others. I was arriving early to practice, staying late, and essentially always looking to find a competitive edge. I just couldn’t seem to find one. Nevertheless, by my senior year, I was taking the field for Coach Troppmann on a steady basis. I remember one occasion that year when he put me in at quarterback late in the game against  Santa Rosa High School, essentially to mop things up. In those days we called our own plays, and all the guys in the huddle were begging me to throw the ball to them. Coach T had told me specifically not to throw the ball and just call running plays. Instead I called a pass to one of my receivers and their defensive back intercepted it. On the interception return, I tried to tackle him on the sideline, but he got around me and ran in for a touchdown. I’ll always remember the sight of Coach standing over me as I opened my eyes, lying there in the mud. “Carroll,” he said, “you’re on my black list.” Eventually he let me off the hook and forgave me. To this day, I still call Coach T from the sidelines before every game we play. I don’t think we’ve missed one of those conversations in years.

What I didn’t know was that those disappointing years in high school sports would prove to be invaluable when I entered the coaching circuit later in life. When I left Redwood High as an eager seventeen-year-old graduate, a career in coaching was the furthest thing from my mind. I wanted to be a player, and after a long wait, my body was finally starting to catch up.

With aspirations of still making a significant mark as an athlete, I entered junior college at the College of Marin to improve my game as a football player—along with my grades, which were less than stellar coming out of Redwood. At Marin, at long last, I started to become the player that I always had hoped to be and I started to get recognized. After two years at Marin, I was awarded a scholarship to play safety for the University of the Pacific in Stockton, California. At the time, UOP had a reputable Division I football program under Coach Homer Smith and, in my final year, Coach Chester Caddas. It was a dream come true for me. In a two-year career at UOP, I received recognition as an All-Coast and All-Conference player—the first time since before high school that I had received recognition for  my play. It was a chance to reclaim my personal identity as a real athlete and performer, and I will forever be grateful to Pacific for my days playing there. The opportunities I had there literally changed the direction of my life forever.

My career as a UOP Tiger may not have propelled me into the NFL to play alongside personal heroes like the guys on my wall, but it did open important doors for me. From Pacific, I was invited to training camp with the Honolulu Hawaiians of the World Football League. I recognized from the beginning that it was a “world” away from the real thing, but here was a chance to play professional football. Instead of having training camp in the team’s home city or some other exotic place, we were relegated to hot and smoggy Riverside, California, but I didn’t care. Although it was going to be difficult to break in, even to this league, I was determined to make the most of it. I resolved to put everything I had into that fall camp.

Unfortunately, I would be disappointed. Due to an NFL players’ strike just two weeks into my tryout with the Hawaiians, WFL rosters across the country were suddenly jammed with NFL players looking for work. These guys were literally in a different league, and competing with them was going to be close to impossible. Combine that unlucky timing with a nasty shoulder injury in practice, and it was all but inevitable that my professional career would be brief.

The beginning of the end of my professional career actually came on our very first day of practice. The coaches had me playing at free safety, and in spite of the fact that we were not playing in full pads, I was ready to prove that I could tackle and hit wide receivers harder than anybody there. As that first practice continued, I was gaining confidence and having a blast. During our final team period of the day, the offense completed a pass down the sideline and I moved aggressively to cut off the receiver. Just before the goal line, I was  about to hammer the receiver, but he stumbled and I dove over him instead, landing hard. It seemed as if it were all in slow motion, and I can still hear my shoulder crunching as I hit the turf.

The trainer diagnosed me with a mild shoulder sprain, said I was okay, and ordered a few days’ rest. As soon as he agreed, I was back on the field competing for a roster spot. I was far from being healed, and in hindsight I can see that maybe it was a mistake, but at the time I wasn’t going to let anyone or anything get between me and my dream.

Unfortunately, I was already going against better players than the ones I had played against at Pacific. With my shoulder banged up, I lost the punch I needed to strike receivers and tight ends the way I knew how. They just weren’t going down as easily as they had back in college. Two weeks into camp, in what ended up being my final practice with the Hawaiians, a golden opportunity presented itself. The tight end ran a beautiful corner route, and just as he was about to make the catch, I jumped to knock it down. I fell a few inches short and he ended up scoring a touchdown. As he was making the catch, something inside of me said, Pete, this may be your last play as a professional. I wish that voice had been wrong.

Early the next morning, the administrative assistant for the Hawaiians knocked on my door and said, “Coach needs to see you. . . . And bring your playbook.” I walked toward the head coach’s office, knowing my fate, and I sat down expecting to meet him. Rather, one of the assistants was there to greet me. “Pete, we know you’re a really good player, but with your speed we think you’re not going to be fast enough, so we’re going to release you.”

I was crushed by the news and to this day it still bothers me. I had worked so hard to beat the odds, and then, just as I was making my way toward competing at an elite level, my career was over. It all seemed to happen so fast and I was devastated. I have never completely  accepted that it didn’t work out for me as a player, and to this day I still wish I could suit up. I really do think that if there was a professional league for “old guys,” I would go for it in a second. Maybe that chip I had on my shoulder as a kid has never gone away.

After being released, I went back home with absolutely no plan. I never dreamed I would get cut, and I think I was probably a bit in shock about it. As I thought about what would be my next move, a man who had seen me compete for two straight years came calling, and that call changed my life forever. It came from Chester Caddas, one of my head coaches and early mentors at Pacific. When he heard that I had been cut from the Hawaiians, he offered me the chance to come back to the UOP program as a graduate assistant coach to further my education and pursue a master’s degree. He gave me a shot at a coaching career and I took it before he had the chance to change his mind. My playing days had ended, and instead of my finding a career, my career had begun to find me. The education and development behind my coaching officially began that day and in the words of my mother, something good was just about to happen.




2

LEARNING TO COACH

My three years studying and working for Chester Caddas at the University of the Pacific brought experiences and lessons that I never could have anticipated. There were challenges and setbacks, but they helped me understand new ways to compete. I was still bothered about not being able to take the field as a player in the way I’d imagined and expected, but at Pacific, both as a young coach and as a graduate student, I was learning faster than ever before.

It didn’t take long before I was competing as intensely and passionately in my new role as I ever had on the field as a player. Academically, I was focused on two objectives: to earn a secondary teaching credential that would qualify me to teach and coach on the high school level, and to take classes in a master’s program in physical education. My studies led me to my first encounter with sports psychology and performance. The lessons I learned there have become invaluable to me as a coach. The opportunity to be a graduate student while coaching Division I football was one of the greatest experiences I could have had at the time.

When I wasn’t consumed by my coaching responsibilities, I found myself immersed in the teachings of various psychologists and authorities  on sports performance. Many of these have influenced my personal philosophy and approach ever since. I will always be grateful to Professor Glen Albaugh, who taught sports psychology and served as one of my academic advisers. Dr. Albaugh challenged our class with ideas that transformed forever the way I looked at performance, competition, and coaching.

Abraham Maslow was the first of the big thinkers introduced to us by Dr. Albaugh. Maslow conceptualized a school of thought that emerged in the 1950s as a new, more positive way of thinking about the human personality, its potential, and its needs. He worked until shortly before his death in 1970 and produced a huge body of writing, including some of the early foundations of what would grow into the self-help movement. His classic book Toward a Psychology of Being became a foundation for me. I am not sure I would be the coach, or the person, I am today if I had not been exposed to Maslow’s principles.

He illustrated the “hierarchy of needs” and the concept of “selfactualization,” which left a lasting impression on me. In a nutshell, Maslow said that humans have categories of needs and that these needs—from basic survival to love and friendship—are arranged not randomly but according to a specific order, like a staircase or a ladder. More important, they can only be truly satisfied in sequence. Unless you are able to meet the needs on a lower step, you cannot successfully address the needs on the next step up.

Maslow’s sequence begins with physical needs, such as food, water, sleep, etc., and goes on to include less basic needs like safety, community, and love. Someone dying of starvation, Maslow liked to explain, is unlikely to be thinking about love—while someone who is drowning will probably forget about how hungry he is in a hurry. Like so many great discoveries and insights, a lot of what Maslow said seemed like common sense once he pointed it out.

The top level of Maslow’s ladder is what he called the level of self-actualization. This is the level where a person’s basic needs have all been met to the degree where he or she is liberated to go out and make an impact on the world.

It is also the point where people, in a host of different ways, begin to strive to be the best people they can possibly be. When we reach this level, we can begin to have access to what Maslow called “peak experiences,” or moments of great happiness and high performance. At this point people can begin to actualize moments of full potential.

From a coaching perspective, one aspect of Maslow’s findings influenced how I looked at players. Maslow is widely considered to have been the first psychologist to study happy, healthy people—from regular folks to extraordinary minds like Albert Einstein. He wanted to understand how they were able to be happy and successful in their lives. I was intrigued by that thought and would begin to look at my players with that new perspective.

What I learned about Maslow’s insights challenged me to start asking: What if my job as a coach isn’t so much to force or coerce performance as it is to create situations where players develop the confidence to set their talents free and pursue their potential to its full extent? What if my job as a coach is really to prove to these kids how good they already are, how good they could possibly become, and that they are truly capable of high-level performance?

As an athlete and a young coach coming from a conventional football background, this concept did not just challenge my early beliefs about coaching—it changed them forever. Maslow was thinking about individual development when he was writing, but the implications for team sports and leadership in general could be groundbreaking. I had grown up in the world of traditional football, where this kind of thinking would have been laughed right out of the locker room. But for some lucky reason Maslow’s teachings sank  in and stuck with me as I moved on in my coaching career. Clearly, as a coach, I wouldn’t be able to control every aspect of my players’ lives, but Maslow started me thinking about the entire notion of leadership and motivation in a new way.

At Pacific during those times, winning wasn’t exactly a given. But I kept asking myself, What if players were able to perform exactly how they envisioned themselves performing?

Fortunately someone with an answer to that question came to visit our class. His name was Tim Gallwey, author of The Inner Game of Tennis. Tim, who later became a personal friend of mine, captured my attention instantly. He spoke to us about performance and how an athlete can elevate his performance by mastering the art of playing with a “quieted mind.” Tim’s insights would be as important to my outlook in the years ahead as any other single influence.

One night during a spring semester, a few of us were invited to have dinner with Tim in San Francisco. We spent a long night talking about the power of our minds and how that factors into performance. I left dinner counting the days until I could try his approach with our UOP players. This was my early introduction to the principles of the Inner Game.

One of the great things about working and studying in northern California during that time was the accessibility to innovative thinking that made me look at the world in a new way. On the field, we executed hard-nosed old-school football, as represented by the program Coach Caddas built at Pacific. We were about discipline, tradition, and toughness—and it worked some of the time. In the classroom, we were working just as hard but looking at athletic performance through a different lens.

One of my first experiments challenging traditional thinking was not so well received by the head coach. We weren’t a very good team and we struggled. On a whim, at one of our nightly position meetings,  I decided to ask the defensive backs what they thought they needed to get better. And so I went around the room and asked each player the same question. Listening to their suggestions, I took notes and decided to restructure the next day’s practice. It was the first time we had really connected as a group, and it was a powerful meeting that left us looking forward to practicing the next day and the prospect of getting better.

When the meeting was over, I headed back to the coaching offices, proud of our meeting. The first person I ran into was Coach Caddas. Still charged up, I said, “Coach, you won’t believe what a great meeting we just had!” I started to tell him about it, and as I got to the part about asking the players what they thought they needed, he cut me off. Just when I was expecting praise, he looked me straight in the eye and said in his southern drawl, “Don’t you ever ask the players what they need. Don’t you ever tell the players that you’ll plan practice the way they want it, not as long as you’re here on this staff coaching the game of football.”

Of course I was crushed—I thought I had such a great moment, and here was my head coach, the man I played for in college, telling me I had made the biggest mistake ever. Still, the next day I found a way to structure practice to meet the needs of my players, and I think we got better after that.

Coach Caddas is a great guy and an excellent coach. It’s just that listening to the ideas of the players was not the kind of thing that was done in old-school football. In many cases it’s still not done today. But on a basic level, even then, I understood that whether or not that was the “way it was done,” I had made a special connection with the players. I had discovered the power of communicating with and listening to those you hope to help. If I was going to do something special and help players find their potential, I was going to have to build relationships and follow my instincts. No matter the  result or reprimand, I wanted to hang on to who I was and what I stood for, and follow my heart.

Another person who had an incredible impact on my way of thinking was Michael Murphy, cofounder of the Esalen Institute. He also was a guest lecturer in Professor Albaugh’s sports psychology class. He combined ideas from Western psychology and Eastern philosophy in new and exciting ways that I believe still resonate today.

Michael was one of the first researchers to explore the transformational potential of sport, not only in terms of performance but also in terms of how those experiences can drive you to be the best human being you can be. He spoke to our class about the power of an athlete’s mind and how he or she could train it to perform in what he called “the zone.” He shared story after story that stretched my perceptions about the levels of performance we could achieve through sport.

For the first time in my life, I was truly inspired to study and learn, as the academic subjects were finally set in the context of athletics and performance, things about which I was truly passionate. All of a sudden, I felt like a sponge trying to soak up as much as possible. But by far, the best part was how much it all seemed to apply directly to my job as a coach. Everything that got me excited in the classroom was taken back to the field, meeting room, and locker room. Armed with a newfound sense of confidence and a deeper understanding of the world around me, I began to apply this new knowledge to the way I coached at Pacific.

One small but telling example of how bringing the lessons from the classroom worked occurred during my second season coaching at UOP. Hoping to inject a little energy into my position group, I decided to throw out the wildly unrealistic goal that we could lead the nation in interceptions that year. If ever there was going to be a  test of whether mind over matter actually worked, it seemed like this would be it.

On a purely practical level, there was no reason for anyone in their right mind to think that this bunch of guys could accomplish such a lofty goal under the circumstances. We were an ordinary football program, having finished the previous season 5-6-1. We were young and very average athletically, but at the time it didn’t seem to matter. We decided to take our shot and see if we could make it happen. There wasn’t any reason to believe we would be successful, but there wasn’t any reason not to take a shot at something special anyway.

It wasn’t something we blew out of proportion—in fact, many of the guys who played for us that season might not even remember it. But for me that goal was always there in the background, not as a boast but as an affirmation: a true statement about what we thought the future could hold for us if we really, truly did our best. Nobody knew and few really cared, but the UOP Tigers had twenty-five interceptions that season, finishing as one of the nation’s leaders in interceptions. Who knows exactly why we pulled that off . Looking back, I wonder what would have happened had we not set our sights so high. It was an accomplishment worth being proud of, and it gave me confidence that maybe I was onto something. Maybe Maslow, Gallwey, Murphy, and friends really did know what they were talking about.

That defensive success at UOP may not have translated to a championship season, but it absolutely laid the groundwork for my young coaching career. Based on my studies and experiences, I knew that the first step to doing great things was affirming the belief that great things are possible. This is something I came to understand, but it would not be until years later that I would hear someone articulate  this principle in the language in which I think about it today. That person would be Lou Tice, founder of the Pacific Institute, based in Seattle.

Lou has been one of my great friends and mentors over the years. As an educator, thinker, and life coach, he has pioneered ways to help individuals and organizations, from major corporations to the United States military, work together more effectively. Many years after that season at UOP, watching Lou help others to function at higher and higher levels helped me put into words what I’d known instinctively back then: that the simple act of making thoughtful, affirmative statements about who we are and what we want to achieve can be an incredibly powerful tool for getting the best possible performance out of ourselves.

All in all, it was an exciting time for me. Some attempts to incorporate new ideas into my coaching, such as the goal of leading the nation in interceptions, were successful. Others didn’t go over so well, at least not with Coach Caddas. I was young, and Coach was probably right to see my thinking as a little too progressive for his program, so I followed and respected his lead. All the same, the ideas that came out of my studies stayed with me, and I looked forward to the day when I could try them out in a new environment.

Around this time Bob Cope, an assistant coach at Pacific, accepted a position on Lou Holtz’s staff at the University of Arkansas and convinced Coach Holtz to bring me on as a graduate assistant. For me, this was a jump into big-time college football that would have a profound impact on my coaching career.

The next six years were a whirlwind tour through the world of college football. A series of great jobs and opportunities took Glena, our young family, and me all over the country. From Arkansas to Iowa State to Ohio State to North Carolina State and back to Pacific,  it was a process of gaining invaluable experiences and developing a network in coaching that reached well beyond my years.

Head coaches Lou Holtz, Earle Bruce, and Monte Kiffin, along with a number of assistant coaches who would eventually go on to have exceptional coaching careers, would each play their own part in influencing my young coaching career. They all had strong personalities and were great thinkers. In these guys I saw different philosophies and approaches on how to coach and lead a team. Each of them had their own unique style, and they all had a special effect on their programs.

During those years, and even later when I had the opportunity to coach for various NFL teams, I was fortunate to work with coaches whose brilliance, insight, or personal style translated into a level of performance that seemed more like magic.

One of the coaches I’m most proud to say I worked under was Bud Grant with the Minnesota Vikings. Coach Grant is the third-winningest professional football coach in history, with a combined 290 victories in the National and Canadian Football Leagues, in addition to having successful playing careers in the NFL, CFL, and  NBA. His record is beyond legendary, but having seen him work up close, I can say that it was his intuitive powers that truly amazed me and I remain in awe of those abilities to this day. He saw what was happening in front of him so much more clearly than anyone else. Like other great sports figures, such as Muhammad Ali and Joe Namath, it seemed that just by making a prediction Coach Grant could make it come to life.

I recall one such story when we were playing our season opener against the San Francisco 49ers. They had just won the Super Bowl the previous year and were obviously an intimidating opponent for us. The night before the game, Coach Grant gathered us all together and gave a short, simple speech. In essence, he told us that the Niners  were used to winning easy. Their strength, he told us, would be their weakness. They had so much offense and had been so productive when it came to scoring that they were simply not accustomed to being in a close game.

“If we can keep the game close,” Coach Grant told us, “we’ll beat these guys in the fourth quarter. They’ll tighten up, they’ll have problems, and they won’t know what to do with the situation.”

Sure enough, the fourth quarter came around and we had managed to keep the game close, being down only 28-21. We had just scored but needed another possession to at least tie the game, but time was running out. The stadium was roaring, and I was listening on the headset when Coach Grant called the kickoff team together. “Kick it to number twenty-six,” he told them confidently. “Kick it to twenty-six, he’ll fumble it.”

Sounds impossible, right? How could anyone know such a thing? But sure enough, our kicker sent the ball to number twenty-six, he fumbled the ball when he got hit by one of our players, and we recovered it at the fifty-yard line. It was unbelievable. Everyone went berserk except Bud, who just stood there with a satisfied smile on his face, as calm as ever. Coach Grant just had that way about him. I was beginning to see how the true power of positive attitudes and clear intentions could affect outcomes.

Of all the great coaches I have worked with, none would have a more fundamental impact on the tactical side of my coaching than Monte Kiffin.

Besides being the preeminent defensive expert in modern-day football, he has been a generous friend. Monte has provided me with what seems like a lifetime of advice, opportunity, and mentoring, and certainly plenty of laughs both inside and outside the game of football. We’ve been sharing information and having conversations since we were first introduced to each other at the University of  Arkansas in 1977, where he served as the defensive coordinator. Certainly, the hallmarks of Monte’s aggressive, attacking style defense can be found in the defenses I have coordinated over the years. His trademark “Tampa 2” defense is legendary in football circles and has definitely been a factor in many of our wins.

Monte is a tactical genius who has been a great influence on my defensive game over the years. His greatest contribution to my career, however, came early on—long before I ever entered the NFL—when he impressed upon me a simple but powerful belief: In order to be successful, you must have a consistent philosophy. If you change who you are from year to year, he explained, you’re never going to be great at anything. I remember vividly when Monte pulled out a sheet of paper, which had no more than five or six sentences on it, and shared his philosophy. The essence of his philosophy was crystal clear: For him, it came down to playing with great effort and great discipline. Everything else flowed from that.

At the time, I was amazed at how clearly and succinctly he was able to express his philosophy. This was something I had never really seen another coach do. It was an inspiring and humbling moment in my development as a coach. For the first time, I saw the importance of being able to organize your thoughts and feelings about your work. At some point, I realized, I was going to have to stop just collecting pieces and develop a philosophy of my own.

It never dawned on me to take the time to reflect and evaluate what each learning experience meant—not just as an idea, but in terms of my entire journey, past, present, and future. From Redwood High School to the cusp of the NFL, I had been making great strides, but I now realize that in a sense I had also been doing exactly the opposite of what Monte was suggesting.

I had been operating with a multitude of ideas without a comprehensive philosophy to bring them all together. It would still be a long  time before that afternoon at home when I finally pulled out a pen and paper and started writing. The realization that I would need to have a philosophy in order to really maximize my potential was one of the breakthrough moments in my personal education and professional career.
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