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To DJ

Whose little life has been such a big lesson of leadership and inspiration to so many.
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I don’t know anyone who says life is easy. But I do know that life is easier when you surround yourself with people who share in your vision with an unbridled passion, conviction, and enthusiasm. And the writing of Lead or Get Off the Pot! was a case in point.

I admit this book was not an easy undertaking. The reliving of my past business lives, the purging of my mistakes and mishaps, the stoking of shadows and celebrations buried deep in the recesses of my memory banks, and the chronicling of hard-earned lessons learned (using a two-finger-pecking typing method) required the unwavering assistance of several special individuals.

“Dig a little deeper here!” “Be more specific!” “I want more Croce in this lesson.” “Does the reader feel your passion?” “Is it in-your-face enough?” “Now this reflects what this title is all about!” These were just a few of the love notes scribbled across my manuscript by the Caribbean Queen of Edits, Cherise Grant.

And I’m happy, now, to say the headaches she created helped make the journey worthwhile.

Lucky for me, I had the rare opportunity to work once again with two very creative and focused friends who made this journey enjoyable. I treasure the assistance and guidance of Bill Lyon and my personal editor, Greg Jones, without whom I would never have elicited, let alone overcome, the Queen’s challenges.








Foreword



For many years, Reader’s Digest had a monthly article entitled “The Most Unforgettable Character I’ve Ever Met.” After meeting Pat Croce and spending an evening with him at the Ernst & Young Entrepreneur of the Year National Awards Gala in Palm Springs, California, I came away impressed and supercharged—he is truly an unforgettable character. Pat had just finished giving a speech to several thousand of the country’s most successful entrepreneurs—all regional Entrepreneur of the Year Award winners from around the country. They responded to Pat with fire and enthusiasm, giving him the only standing ovation that had been given in the conference for years. When he told me of this book project and its title I thought, How fitting, how appropriate. I was impressed with how deeply he listened, that he wasn’t full of himself, and that he was on a continuous growing and learning adventure himself.

In 1969, I took a sabbatical from my university teaching to write a book. Wandering through the stacks of a university library in Hawaii one day, I pulled down a book, opened it, and read three lines that truly changed my life. They became the foundation for my own work, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People. Here are the lines:

Between stimulus and response there is a space.

In that space lies your freedom and power to choose your response.

In those responses lie your growth and your happiness.

As I studied the book you are about to read, that experience and learning in Hawaii came back to me in a powerful way. I found, magnificently illustrated in this book, the capacity of a person to observe his own participation in life, to step in and reinvent himself, to acknowledge mistakes and not let the past hold his future hostage, and thus to learn from those mistakes and move on to new learnings and new contributions. You will feel, as you read this material, an affirmation of the space between stimulus and response in yourself—that you are not primarily the product of your nature (genes) or your nurture (upbringing and present environment), but the product of your choices. Of course, both nature and nurture influence tremendously, but they do not determine us. Our choices do.

As you read this book—from the introduction through the conclusion—you will sense how Pat made use of this space between his conditions and his decisions. You will also see how the space became larger and larger until he literally became the creative force of his own life. We are not animals who are totally a product of genes and/or training. We, like Pat, don’t need to extrapolate from our past to create our future. We, too, can become the creative force of our own lives.

You will sense that the learnings Pat shares in this book are really his “earnings.” In other words, he earned these lessons, often the hard way. Moreover, he’s so authentic and so in touch with these processes of growth that, at times, you will feel you are overhearing his most intimate conversations.

Carl Rogers, the great American psychologist and one of the leaders in the field of communications theory, concluded one of his major works with the idea, “That which is most personal is most general.” When Pat shares his intimate insights, I think you will identify with his experience and feel, as I do, that you can personalize his insights and learnings. They truly have general application. This is not an abstract theory book, but very practical, real-life, and down-to-earth. In a fundamental sense, he is teaching the basic principles of leadership: vision, team building, consistent communication, integrity, deep listening, Golden Rule service, and celebration.

One of my favorite books is Man’s Search for Meaning by Viktor Frankl—an account of the learnings Frankl acquired in the death camps of Nazi Germany. He, too, became an observer of his own participation in life, reinvented himself, and earned his learnings. It was when he was stripped naked, tortured, and had various experiments performed on his body that he discovered this space between stimulus and response and came to realize that he could choose to find meaning in his suffering. He could learn from the adversity and prepare himself to share those learnings with others. The insights from his experiences eventually led, after his release from the death camp, to the development of one of the major forces in psychotherapy, called “logotherapy,” which deals with the need for meaning in our lives. “He who has a why can live with any what and with any how.”

Just as Pat’s leadership reinvented the Philadelphia 76ers, our leadership can reinvent our own lives, our families, and the organizations to which we belong. It makes no difference what our position is. This entire book communicates that leadership is a choice, not a position, and that everyone who will “get off the pot,” exercise initiative, and follow correct principles will, like a magnet, draw a passionate team toward a vision that inspires commitment and passion. In this way leadership (influence) becomes broadly distributed throughout an organization rather than being concentrated in a one-man show. This is particularly true in today’s knowledge-worker age, where most of the added value to goods and services comes from knowledge workers, not manual workers.

Principles are universal, timeless, and self-evident. That is, you can’t argue against them any more than you could ever build trust without trustworthiness. In this book, Pat is not telling us to follow all of the various practices that work for him but, rather, to listen to the underlying principles upon which those practices are based and then to come up with our own practices that reflect the unique realities of our own personality and our own situation.

Jim Collins, in his best-selling business book, Good to Great, chronicles those organizations that, over a long period of time, have gone from good to great and identifies the underlying characteristics of the leadership that brought this transformation about. He calls it “Level 5 Leadership”—a paradoxical combination of humility and fierce willpower and unending determination to make good things happen. Humility has to do with the person feeling that it isn’t all about him or her but about the cause, the project, or the work—particularly the building up of other people. Fierce determination has to do with the willpower to do whatever it takes, consistent with correct principles, to further that cause or to accomplish a particular goal.

This book has the spirit of both humility and fierce determination. As you read it you will sense that you cannot violate true principles with impunity, particularly the integrity principle that is a central theme throughout the book.

Finally, let me suggest the greatest way I know to get the most from this book: Teach it chapter by chapter to your loved ones and associates. Teaching it will enable you to legitimatize changes you seek to make in your life, including personal style changes. It will legitimatize the opportunity to apologize to others for mistakes so you can move on and free yourself of the labels people have placed on you. As you teach this material, you can discuss practical applications of it because, ultimately and in the last analysis, to really internalize the learnings, we must practice the principles in ways that are appropriate to our own situation. To know and not to do is really not to know. To learn and not to do is really not to learn. This book can be a launching pad for making significant personal and organizational changes if you will sincerely attempt to share it with your teams at home and at work. In doing so, you will feel the space between stimulus and response becoming larger and larger; you will become less a function of past programming, present circumstances, or labels that have been put on you, and you will become more the creative force of your own life and an instrument to better serve others.

—STEPHEN R. COVEY








Introduction



In everyone’s life, there are major influences and defining events that help shape who—and what—you are.

A pivotal moment in my life happened on a typical Sunday afternoon when I was a boy. My mother returned from church and was beaming—not so much because of the weekly mass, but because of something that happened afterward.

As my mother made her way outside, a lady tapped her on the shoulder and asked, “Are you Mrs. Croce?” My mom answered, “Yes.” The lady said that “Mr. Croce” used to be her insurance man, and explained how his generosity of spirit gave her sustenance, support, and most of all, hope, in her darkest hour. In those days, my dad would travel from door to door to collect his customers’ insurance payments. Premiums were pretty low then, yet this lady found it difficult to keep up payments when her husband contracted a terminal illness that dragged on for months. After all corners had been cut, she decided to stop paying the insurance premiums. Following her husband’s death, she was shocked to receive an insurance cash settlement; after all, she knew that the policy should have been canceled. Then she learned from the insurance company that my dad had continued to make the premium payments—and even triggered the payment of death benefits—without telling her. Instead of facing her twilight years not only alone, but completely broke, she would have the resources to live her final days with dignity and some measure of comfort.

Who knows why my dad did it? When my mom told us the story later that day, my dad just smiled and shrugged it off.

I may not have understood at the time, but my father’s actions, in retrospect, taught me the most important lesson I’ve learned: You make a living by what you get, but you make a life by what you give.

We will never know the final tally of random acts of kindness performed by my father in his lifetime. But I do know this: in every way, by word and by deed, the original Pat Croce was a leader. I have tried mightily to follow in his footsteps, and in the process discovered much of what I know about leadership.

Leadership is not about getting the money or the fame or the accolades or the status. It is not about one person making decisions and giving orders from a lofty perch, pulpit, or vacuum. Leadership is not possible without a leader who genuinely cares about the cause and those behind it. Leadership is not a dictatorship, but a fellowship.

Leadership is about compassion, and hard work, and dedication, and tireless enthusiasm for what you’re doing and for the people you’re doing it with. A leader challenges and mediates and motivates and communicates and inspires. Sometimes with a shout, sometimes with a whisper.

And always by example.

Ironically, the month my father died, in 1993, I was putting the finishing touches on the deal to sell my Sports Physical Therapists franchise, marking the earnest beginning of my journey as a speaker and motivator. (Of course, becoming minority owner and president of the Philadelphia 76ers was on the horizon, too, though no one knew it at the time.) All of the theories and practices and ethics and ethos that I would begin to advocate with massive adrenaline had started with my father. And though he would not be there to witness the next stage of my life, his guidance and exemplary, seamless leadership would be put to great use.

I have always believed that if I can do it, so can you. And I am not afraid to tell you so. Now, in Lead or Get Off the Pot!, I lay out all of the concepts and systems and skill sets, as well as the overall philosophy of leadership, that I’ve used from the training room to the boardroom and beyond. Some of these I got from my dad. Some I learned from the many books I’ve read and other influences that I cherish (you’ll see that I have a tendency to refer to these things often, and with great passion). And some I learned from experience—questioning, listening, reacting, erring, learning, challenging, and always growing.

These skills and this mind-set apply everywhere, from the playground to the office of the CEO, because the laws of leadership are universal. They apply to every circumstance, grade school through retirement home. And they work for everyone, from the quiet and meek to the loud and sleek. You don’t have to be the top dog to stir up the pack; every dog can have his day—every day. And every man or woman, boy or girl, can develop the qualities that make a great leader, whether you’re rubbing elbows with the titans of industry or the common man.

I see leadership as a bold and daring adventure, and I challenge you to attack it in the same way that I do. You don’t have to tattoo a pirate ship on your forearm (like me) to express your insatiable desire to set out and conquer. But I do urge you to take every chance you can to get on the ship! Every day offers an opportunity to lead; it’s up to you to grab the wheel with both hands and steer your journey toward that glittering treasure chest of dreams.

It is my hope and intent that this book will enable you to become a leader—or to become a better leader—no matter in what venture, situation, or station in life you find yourself.
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One

Paint the Vision in Vivid Colors




On July 25, 2001, the memorable day that ended my five-year tenure as president of the Philadelphia 76ers, I attended a press conference in the First Union Center packed with members of my staff, numerous friends, and media members representing every conceivable mode of communication. Following an introduction that thanked me for my enthusiasm, hard work, and leadership, I approached the podium with a smile and proudly shared the following message as part of my farewell speech:

 

A little over five years ago, I stated that I wanted



	to create a world-class organization,

	to empower the fans and restore their pride and passion back into the Sixers franchise,

	to use the franchise to help galvanize and have a positive effect on our communities, and

	to win a world championship.




I’m proud to say that we achieved all but one of these goals. The dream is still the parade…and dreams have no deadlines.

As I stepped away from the podium, there was a sadness in the air for what might have been. But there was also a reverberating buzz from the excitement we had all just shared, and for what we had in fact accomplished.

And so I walked away from the organization before realizing the final goal, but in a way, we had truly lived the dream. Though we fell just three wins shy of attaining the world championship, it wasn’t for a lack of inspiration or perspiration. We were an action-oriented organization, and truly a team on and off the court. We broke franchise records in attendance, merchandise sales, and overall revenue, as well as breaking the franchise consecutive-win record, on a thrilling journey from worst to first. And it was all part of the plan.

In the 1995–96 season, the year before I joined the Sixers, the team finished in last place. They recorded eighteen wins against sixty-four losses, had an average attendance per game of 11,935 (20 percent of those tickets were “comps,” or free-ticket giveaways), appeared on national television only once, and had relatively no merchandise sales.

In fact, no one wanted to wear 76ers gear for fear of looking like a loser or being associated with an embarrassing situation. It was a clear case of “out of sight, out of mind.”

Five years later, in the 2000–2001 season, the team won the Atlantic Division with fifty-six wins, won the Eastern Conference championship, averaged almost twenty thousand fans per game (tripling revenues), enjoyed forty-two appearances on national TV, and became the top-selling team for merchandise, accounting for 25 percent of all NBA-licensed sales product. (Can you spell “A.I.”?)

The franchise had become Philadelphia’s talk of the town. And the transformation from an utter embarrassment to a city asset could never have happened without maximum effort, without a coordinated action plan, and without willing participants.

And before all of that, of course, there had to be a vision.

There’s an old Japanese proverb: “Vision without action is a daydream. Action without vision is a nightmare.” Either way you look at it, one without the other creates a conclusion that falls somewhere short of celebration.


PAT CROCE


POINTER:

Vision without action is a daydream.

Action without vision is a nightmare.



This concept is shared by all great leaders, though their expression of the concept can vary as much as their personalities and personal histories. Last year, I was honored to be the keynote speaker at the 2002 Entrepreneur of the Year Awards ceremony in Palm Springs, California. It was an exciting challenge for me, having to address and inspire 2,500 of my kindred souls whose visions had fueled their actions to fruition. And later in the evening, I had the pleasure of being introduced by The Tonight Show’s Jay Leno as a presenter of one of the prestigious awards. I love Jay’s wit and wisdom, and since I’ve had the opportunity to be on his top-rated show several times in the past, we had a little fun during my introduction.

But the icing on the cake was my seat in the magnificent ballroom. Front and center. Perfect sight lines. Only a whisper away from the stage. And, I was seated next to the “American Socrates” on the subject of leadership: Dr. Stephen Covey.

I had read Dr. Covey’s books and related strongly to his mission and message, and so I was eager to talk shop with one of the greatest interpreters of leadership theory. He complimented me on my speech and we started into a discussion on the greatest values of leadership. He reaffirmed the importance of my concept of a leader’s need to “paint the vision.” In fact, he related my concept to one of his own—Habit #2 from his best-seller The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People. It states: “Begin with the End in Mind.” Dr. Covey explained that when people do not keep the end clearly in mind, they get caught up in an activity trap, in the busy-ness of life, and end up working harder than necessary at climbing the ladder of success, only to discover that the ladder is leaning up against the wrong wall.

I couldn’t agree more! Avoiding such a devastating pitfall in the end is a task that must be tackled in the beginning. It all starts with finding your vision. And finding your vision is not something that magically comes to you; it is something that you have to create out of nothing. I call this process “the Vision Quest.”

The Vision Quest

Finding your vision in any situation, and in any station in life, is not something that can be bought, taught, learned, or stolen. It has to be created out of thin air. It is something that has to start inside you, and most of the time it’s been brewing inside you for longer than you even know.

But what, exactly, is this “vision” we’re talking about?

Well, we can start by defining what a leader’s vision is not. It’s not a fleeting apparition with blurry boundaries, or a faint mirage with fuzzy form. It may be a fantastic dream, but it’s not an unrealistic daydream.

A leader’s vision is a fusion of the goal at hand, the actions needed to reach that goal, and the attitude that must always color the campaign. It is a complex plan with a singular focused purpose.

The vision is the force behind the action. It is the underlying mantra as you strive for the goal. The vision creates cohesion within the group, and the vision makes it possible to overcome the inevitable obstacles that arise.

Because of the vision’s importance, it is crucial for the leader to state the vision and preach the mission early and often.

And even though a leader’s vision comes from within, it often has to be coaxed out. When you start out on any new endeavor, set out on a Vision Quest by asking yourself some questions about the state of things, such as:



	What am I passionate about?

	Does this idea fuel my passion?

	What would I do if I knew I couldn’t fail?

	What opportunity is staring me in the face?

	Is there a need unfulfilled?

	How would I fill that need differently?

	Why is it done this way?

	Is there a better way?

	How will my involvement make an impact?

	What if…?




There are plenty of other questions that can be asked, depending upon your situation; just remember that no great answers exist without great questions. When you ask Vision Quest questions like these, you begin to create possibilities. This is where your creativity and imagination can truly fly.

I’ve always believed that just because something always has been does not necessarily mean that it always has to be. In fact, when you simply try to maintain the status quo, you are going to fall two steps behind. That is, one step behind the person who is envisioning continuous improvement and refinement, and two steps behind the person who is already implementing such vision.

But some people are averse to change. You have probably heard their common refrain, excuse, justification: “We’ve always done it that way.” And you probably also know that these six words are the most expensive words in the business world.

I don’t understand that way of thinking. If you’re not in tune with the dynamic environment you’re operating within, you’re going to be left out. And make no mistake about it: every human situation is dynamic and filled with the potential for change.

As Socrates said, “The unexamined life is not worth living.” That applies to every aspect of your life. It’s a good thing to keep your eyes open for opportunities to get more out of—or put more into—your business, relationships, hobbies, and other interests. It’s not productive to continue working with things and systems that don’t work, like keeping a dead-end job because it’s convenient, or doing anything in life “out of habit.” Staying firmly in the same old tracks will eventually grind you into a rut.

It’s what they call getting “railroaded.” And for good reason…

The U.S. standard railroad gauge—which is the distance between all railroad rails—is exactly four feet eight and one-half inches. We are not talking four or five feet. We are talking exactly four feet eight and one-half inches! Doesn’t that sound like an odd number to you? Why was that inconvenient gauge used?

Because that’s the way they built the rail lines in England, and it was the English expatriates who built the U.S. railroads.

So why did the English use that gauge?

Because the first rail lines were built by the same people who built the prerailroad tramways, and that’s the gauge they used.

So why did they use that gauge for the tramways?

Because the people who built the tramways used the same tools and jigs that they used for building wagons, which used that specific wheel spacing.

So why did wagon builders use such odd wheel spacing?

Because that was the spacing of the wheel ruts along the roads of England, and if they used any other wheel spacing, the wagon wheels would have broken.

So who built those old rutted roads?

The ruts were made from the wheels of the Roman war chariots. Imperial Rome built the first long-distance roads in Europe for their legions as they ventured out to conquer the world.

So why did the Roman chariot makers use such odd wheel spacing?

Because the war chariots were made just wide enough to accommodate the rear ends of two warhorses.

So the next time you’re confronted with a horse’s ass who rationalizes, “Because we’ve always done it that way,” you can chuckle at his ignorance. And, hopefully, take advantage of an opportunity to set your vision on greater things.

In your Vision Quest, search for the ways and means that will enable you to have a unique impact, leave an imprint, and make a difference. Listen to intelligent, innovative people whom you respect and admire. Observe the environment of the times and the daily goings-on around you. Watch the moves and countermoves of those people who travel on the road less worn. (For me, these travelers include individuals like Sir Richard Branson of Virgin Group, Brian Roberts of Comcast Corporation, Oprah Winfrey, and Jimmy Buffett, to name a few.) To this end, do what I have found to be most effective: read.

And in the course of your reading, listen to the words with a “leader’s eye.” A leader doesn’t just see what everyone else sees; she sees what is as well as what could be. She constantly asks the question: What if? She is like a great painter who looks at a blank canvas and sees a masterpiece. And with bold, vivid strokes, she paints her vision.

The Vision Keeper

I recently read Peter Guber’s book, Shoot Out, after meeting with the movie mogul in his Hollywood home and listening to his views and vision. The man has made multiple blockbuster movies, ranging from Batman to Rain Man. I was pumped to find our common ground when he spoke about “vision keepers”—what a great term! He described how influential filmmakers, writers, musicians, and innovators of all kinds use the power of imagination to galvanize and inspire. Their creative influence, he says, rallies others and mobilizes the resources needed to bring their vision to reality.

For the greatest innovators and leaders, the vision and its eventual reality are one and the same, and making dreams a reality is just a matter of time and execution. These great leaders’ ability to bridge the vision and the reality so seamlessly is a tribute to the power of imagination.

One of the greatest imaginations of the twentieth century belonged to Walt Disney. My favorite Walt Disney story has nothing to do with lovable animals or animated heroes or memorable theme songs; it’s a simple story that illustrates the power of the great leader’s vision.

I first heard the story from Mike West, a friend of mine who is a senior producer-director for Walt Disney Imagineering at Disney World in Orlando, Florida. Mike has been with the entertainment giant for almost twenty-five years and has seen incredible advancements in both the company’s entertainment centers and its film and television productions. Advancements, you might think, that Walt Disney himself could not have predicted.

Or could he have?

When Disney World opened in 1971, Walt Disney was not present to witness the grand opening of his greatest dream come true—he had died five years earlier. During the spectacular opening ceremonies, the host of the festivities introduced Walt’s widow, Lillian Disney, who would say a few words on stage for the occasion.

“Mrs. Disney,” the host beamed with reverence, “I wish Walt could have seen this.”

Lillian stood up, walked over to the podium, adjusted the microphone, and said, “He did.” And then she sat down.

That simple statement said it all.

Such stories of great innovators and vision keepers are well documented, and their wisdom is out there for the taking and integrating.

So make time to read newspapers, magazines, trade journals, newsletters, and books. Look for cutting-edge ideas that might be cut even finer. Seek out kernels of wisdom that you can tuck away for future reference. Try to find connections where there apparently aren’t any. Become inspired by the risk takers and trailblazers of the world. And especially learn some lessons from others’ failures.

Nowadays, nearly everyone has access to a virtually limitless library at the click of a mouse. Still, there is something special about browsing through a bookstore, handling a wide variety of titles, and paging through the volumes of information in search of the seeds of hopes and dreams that may inspire you.

Maybe it is the physicality involved—the walking, squatting, lifting, and reaching around the bookshelves—that evokes the philosophy of my buddy Euse Mita, who says that if you want to move people emotionally, then you must move them physically. A creative leader in the automotive industry, Euse is famous for getting the owners of auto dealerships out of their seats, followed immediately by getting their minds out of their ruts.

Personally, I love the mental stimulation that a stroll through the aisles always provides. When I travel through that world of wonder with all of its opportunities—many of which are brilliantly disguised as impossible situations—I often find myself thinking, Wow, how did they think of that? You never know what will flip the switch on your cerebral lightbulb, and what will stimulate you to perceive the impossible to be possible.


PAT CROCE


POINTER:

You never know what will flip the switch on your cerebral lightbulb, and what will stimulate you to perceive the impossible to be possible.



The exercise of asking a series of Vision Quest queries worked wonders for me when I was just starting out as a staff physical therapist in 1977. I was dressed in my white lab jacket treating patients in the bowels of Tri-County Hospital in Springfield, Pennsylvania. The physical therapy department’s shabby digs were not a stone’s throw away from the boiler room. At the time, such low-rent real estate was not unusual for PT departments. Still, it seemed strange to me that they were always located in windowless rooms, usually in basements, that were void of the energy and bright environment conducive to feeling great.

Why is it done this way? Is there a better way? What if…?

What if I took the physical therapy department outside of the hospital into a freestanding facility? What if it had windows and sunlight? What if I modeled the department to resemble the athletic training rooms seen in collegiate and professional atmospheres? Why not utilize some of the same equipment used in health clubs? Must the staff wear white lab jackets? Why not let all patients feel they are being treated like professional athletes?

With the onset of the fitness craze in the 1970s—and especially jogging, aerobic dancing, weight lifting, and Nautilus training—came an increase in the number of athletic injuries. Weekend warriors were losing the battle of the bulge and injuring themselves by the minute. In answering my own questions, I saw that a need was going unmet. I saw an opportunity staring me in the face. I saw possibilities. I saw a vision begin to develop.

After I posed a long string of questions over a period of time, the Vision Quest was complete. My vision was to create a sports medicine center combining the best of both worlds: athletic training and physical therapy. We would help people heal by making them feel great with optimum exercise and therapy offered in a bright and energetic environment. Sounds like a no-brainer today. But twenty-five years ago, the only facility resembling that of my vision was located within the confines of Temple University in Philadelphia. And that center didn’t even have windows.

One year later, I opened the first sports medicine center in a hospital setting in the United States: Haverford Community Hospital Sports Medicine Center. Four years later, I opened Sports Physical Therapists, the first private non-hospital-based sports medicine center in the country. Ten years after that, we opened our fortieth center.

The “me” had become “we.”

Then, in 1995, after the highly profitable sale of Sports Physical Therapists to a public company called NovaCare, my next Vision Quest began. The “we” had reverted back to “me,” and I performed the exercise all over again. I watched. I listened. I learned. And of course, I read.

The switch flipped and the lightbulb flickered when I saw an article in the Philadelphia Inquirer describing the bright future of the National Basketball Association (NBA) in general and the value appreciation of the Philadelphia 76ers in particular, despite that team’s losing record, poor attendance, and fan apathy. I remember my first thought being simply, That’s interesting.

Fuel was added to the fire of my imagination when, browsing through the bookstore, I picked up a magazine and read a flattering profile on the marketing magic of NBA commissioner David Stern. Continuing to browse on return trips, I flipped through biographies of professional sports team owners, professional athletes, and big-time college and pro coaches, and even a book on servicing sports fans.

My interest was supremely piqued, and I became focused. I started asking myself some crazy questions….

What if I was the owner of the Philadelphia 76ers? What would I do differently? How would I make an impact? Is there a better way to run this team? Is the team even for sale? What if…?

It is at this precise moment—the start of a vision—that most people stop. Two lives ago, when I was the fitness guru preaching the benefits of a healthy lifestyle, I’d recite this little poem that comically defined this widespread dilemma:


I spent a fortune on a trampoline,

A stationary bike, and a rowing machine.

Complete with gadgets to read my pulse,

And gadgets to prove my progress results.

And others to show the miles I’ve charted,

But they left off the gadget to get me started.



So when I started to ask these questions about the Sixers, I knew I needed to take action on my vision…now! I needed to get off the pot! Sure enough, and soon enough, cursory telephone calls revealed that Harold Katz, the Sixers’ owner, might in time be interested in selling the team. Might.

Might to me was as good as yes!

In less than a year, I was in the middle of a $500 million deal. And that was just the beginning.

Write it Down…Please!

At the beginning of any new endeavor, I’m always excited and pumped and jam-packed with energy. And because I’m a very physical person, this extra energy comes out in the way I walk and talk and carry myself. My words become animated and urgent, and my arms and legs pretty much follow suit. But beneath all the bluster on the outside, my mind is working twice as fast on the inside. At the early stage of a project, when anything is possible, that’s when all the really valuable ideas crop up. They come fast and furious, and every single one of them seems like a winner. It’s in this mental maelstrom that the original seed of the vision takes shape. It’s your challenge to try to harness all that energy, to capture all those ideas like lightning in a bottle.

And there’s only one thing you’ll need to do this: a pen. Or a pencil. Or even a crayon.

When the ideas start to come, scribble them down. It doesn’t matter where or on what. It doesn’t matter what color. And it doesn’t matter what your penmanship looks like—well, as long as you can understand it. Because what matters is that you capture the idea at the moment of inception so that you don’t miss a future moment of opportunity.


PAT CROCE


POINTER:

Deals do die, promises are broken, sales are stolen, love is lost, and opportunities will vanish while you wait or wonder what happened to that great or small something that you meant to do.



I’m a fanatic about jotting down ideas and things to do on anything within my reach—pieces of newspaper, napkins, backs of business cards—or methodically posting them into my handheld electronic organizer. Once they’re written down, I can focus my attention on the issue at hand instead of wasting precious energy trying to prevent my mind from forgetting something important.

Flowers for the wife…oops! Phone call on an employee’s birthday…oops, another missed opportunity. A special gift related to a client’s passion…but what was that passion again? A new idea to vault your company past the competition…damn, where did that idea go?

The time invested in writing down an idea or errand is time well spent. I’ll be damned, but deals do die, promises are broken, sales are stolen, love is lost, and opportunities will vanish while you wait or wonder what happened to that great or small something that you meant to do.

How many times have you heard yourself say, “I should have done this” or “I should have done that”? Because you didn’t write it down, you forgot to do it or say it, and now you smell like should.

Don’t smell like should. Should stinks. Wipe the should off yourself. Slap the should out of yourself. Of course, we all know that should happens, but don’t let it happen to you. Write it down!

During staff meetings, I always enjoyed telling stories to drive home a specific point. For example:

An elderly couple had been married a long time and had come to the twilight of their journey, yet they continued to appreciate all that happened along the way. Alas, their good intentions were overpowered by memory loss that was becoming increasingly severe. It concerned them enough that they finally decided they’d best consult their physician.

He examined them and found everything pretty much the way it’s supposed to be when your odometer has turned over.

“Nothing to be terribly concerned about,” he told them. “We reach a certain age and we forget things. It’s a fact of life. Maybe not an especially pleasant one, but it’s pretty much unavoidable. But if it will help, you might want to write reminders to yourself. Little forget-me-not notes.”

The couple returned home, and that night after dinner retired to the den to read and watch TV. They didn’t need to say all that much. As with couples that have been together for about as long as they can, uh, remember, they were quite comfortable with silence.

Finally, the woman said: “I’m in the mood for some ice cream.”

And she started out of her chair.

“No, no, sit there,” the husband said. “I was planning on going to the kitchen myself. I’ll bring back your ice cream.”

“Well, that’s very thoughtful, dear. I appreciate it. But remember what the doctor suggested? Perhaps you’d better write yourself a little reminder.”

The husband reddened in anger. “Good grief, woman, I’m only going to the kitchen, not New York. And I can surely remember something as simple as a bowl of ice cream.”

The wife frowned. “All right, but I’d really like some strawberries on the ice cream.” Gently, almost in a whisper, she added: “Maybe you’d better write it down, like the doctor suggested.”

The husband flared and snorted: “A bowl of ice cream…with strawberries…I got it. It’s not like I have to recite the Gettysburg Address.”

And the wife, ever so carefully, said: “You know how fond I am of whipped cream. I’d love to have some whipped cream on top of the strawberries and ice cream. So probably you should go ahead and write…”

The husband drew himself upright into a tower of seething outrage and stomped out of the room, toward the kitchen, muttering and fussing as he went, and over his shoulder he said: “Okay, woman, I’m off to the North Pole, and I’ll return with your bowl of ice cream with the strawberries and the whipped cream, and then we’ll see who can remember her name and who can’t.”

He was gone quite a time.

Five minutes. Then ten. Fifteen.

Finally, he emerged from the kitchen in triumph and vindication. He was bearing a large tray, which he set down with a grand flourish in front of his wife. On it was a platter of bacon and eggs, the bacon still making sizzling noises and giving off that irresistible aroma, and the eggs meticulously prepared and begging to have a fork burst the yolk from them.

The husband stepped back and awaited the apology and the applause that he was sure were his just due.

The woman looked curiously at the platter of bacon and eggs. And then she looked up at her husband and asked, simply: “So where’s the toast?”

Obviously, the blame for this gastronomic gaffe could be placed squarely on the kindly gentleman’s advanced age. But when it comes to precious ideas and brilliant flashes of thought, such gems can be lost by anyone who tries to commit them to memory rather than paper. No matter what your age.

When you have a great thought, or even when you think of a simple task that needs doing, write it down!

Make a to-do list. And when you complete a task, check that item off and move on to the next significant step of your action plan. Each check mark represents a tiny victory, a sense of accomplishment, a step in the right direction. And it prevents you from losing ground and wasting time trying to remember what was so important that you were supposed to do.

A Chinese philosopher once said: “The weakest ink is better than the strongest mind.”

The Vision Breakdown

Once your vision is clear, but before you take any action, it is essential to construct what I call a “Vision Breakdown.” The term itself seems to imply that your view is impaired or that something is in need of repair. But actually, just the opposite is true.

The Vision Breakdown enables you to see your future more clearly and to build up a solid foundation for success. It is a road map that will take you from the Point A of your vision to the Point B of your goals. In the simplest of terms, the Vision Breakdown is a to-do list, albeit a lengthy, complex, and ever-growing one.

But don’t let that last statement discourage you. Because, mostly, drafting a Vision Breakdown is fun, exciting, and rife with sweet anticipation.

It consists of three simple steps, plus one not-so-simple step:




	With your vision in front of you, work backward and break it down into a series of time-sensitive goals. Since goals are more defined than the vision, you should be able to paint a vivid picture of them…with borders. 
 When I took over the Sixers, for example, the vision was to reestablish franchise pride, profitability, and production. Those are real things, yet they exist in the realm of mind more than of matter.
 The goals, on the other hand, included signing the best players possible immediately, establishing a winning record within two years, and claiming the NBA championship within five years.


	Next, take those goals and break each one down even further into a series of necessary tasks. Tasks are the major to-do aspects of your game plan; they are clearly defined projects of limited duration.
 Continuing with the Sixers model, one of our goals was to fill our roster with the best possible players. So we had to set forth tasks designed to fulfill that goal, such as enhancing the computerized systems of the team’s scouting, increasing the number of scouts covering the country, and expanding our relationships with players’ agents.
  	Then, take the tasks and break them down even further into finite action steps. Action steps are the nuts-and-bolts items that fill your daily to-do lists. These lists should be prioritized to enhance progress.
 When prioritizing your action steps, remember the 3-D approach:


	 Do it now! Don’t wait. Don’t procrastinate. Many action steps are first and foremost timely and should be scheduled at the top of your to-do list, requiring immediate action.

	
Delegate it. Get more done more efficiently by assigning action steps to responsible individuals on your team.

	
Defer it. Meanwhile, some action steps are not in the urgent category and can be planned for a later date. Deferred items go to the bottom of your to-do list.


Completing the Sixers model, to support our scouting activities we immediately checked off action steps by visiting scouting combines in Phoenix and Chicago, where potential NBA draft picks would be put through their drills and skills testing.


	Now here’s the not-so-simple step. In fact, it is quite difficult. Are you ready? You must actually get off the pot and take action!

    
 All this vision development and goal setting and prioritizing of action steps looks wonderful on paper. But until you actually make a physical move and take action—that is, pick up the phone, call the travel agent, and book a flight to Phoenix with a change of clothes and a second flight to Chicago—all the dreaming and scheming in the world will get you nowhere near your vision. 
 Being a fan and collector of pirate lore, I saved this little poem from a Bits & Pieces publication that seems appropriate at the moment:
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