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To Michael Tomlinson and Pauline Tomlinson


What we say isn’t always what we mean. What we mean isn’t always what we feel. What we feel isn’t always what we say …
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FOREWORD


BY EARVIN “MAGIC” JOHNSON


In the world of sports, I’ve seen many people exceed expectations, redefine norms, and overcome odds. I’ve seen underdogs rise to the occasion, proving that standards can be shattered and that limitations are often only illusions.


Even though I was the first pick in the 1979 National Basketball Association (NBA) draft, many people told me I couldn’t be a six-foot-nine point guard. I didn’t fit the mold. But for me, that didn’t matter. I wanted to put my stamp on the NBA at the point guard position. That is the same approach I have used in my life beyond basketball. Whether it’s on the court, in the classroom, or in the board room, I believe we should always challenge society’s predetermined norms and push ourselves to positively impact the world.


My friend and colleague, Imamu Tomlinson, has also put his unique stamp on the world. Over the years we have worked together to care for those who have been ignored by the system—a system that wasn’t built with them in mind. In Less than One Percent, Tomlinson explores a world of contradictions and introduces us to those who have risked disrupting that world.


In a society overwhelmingly dependent on structure, standards are often used to determine who is worthy enough to succeed. But as Tomlinson provocatively asks, who creates these standards? More importantly, what happens to those who struggle to fit into those predefined boxes?


In Less than One Percent, through both heartwarming and gut-wrenching stories, Tomlinson elaborates on society’s contradictions and how many embrace disruption to pursue greatness. Tomlinson challenges us to reexamine the structures by which we evaluate individuals and highlights the fortitude one needs to disagree with the status quo to change the world for the better.


In a world where conformity and predictability often take center stage, Less than One Percent challenges us to embrace the nonstandard, break free from the chains of convention, and dare to achieve the extraordinary. It offers a powerful reminder that greatness isn’t reserved for those who follow the beaten path. Greatness is for those brave enough to choose an unconventional path.


Enjoy the ride!




 


CHAPTER 1


<1 PERCENT




It is likely that unlikely things should happen.


—Aristotle





It was a typical summer day in 2016—the type of day when families frantically spend their precious time attempting to create memories. Parents think it’s for the kids, but it’s mainly for the future moments when everyone will regrettably wonder where all the time went. Even when everyone is giddy with the preoccupation of uninterrupted and overly orchestrated fun, there’s always that one parent—the one inevitably preoccupied with the nimble task of multitasking. Fortunately, wireless earphones and the mute button can transform a monotonous and noisy car ride into an otherwise functional mobile office.


Participating in a highway-careening conference call is one thing, but this call was even more painful than that. As he compelled his spouse to pull over to decrease the risk of reception loss, he listened not so intently. Struggling with his propensity to say yes and his commitment to never let work become a career, he listened skeptically to career advice from his assigned coach.


He never really wanted coaching, much less career coaching, but that’s what everyone does. It’s easier to comply and not stand out. It was a trade-off. Just agree, he thought as he checked the time on his phone—again. After four long hours of driving, he was hoping to get to the beach before sunset. The best way to get off this call was just to be agreeable. Unfortunately, Disagreeable was his middle name.


On the other end of the call was a corporate coach—an individual charged with bringing out the best in people, subduing the worst, and finding the balance between the two. You know the kind! The type of coach the company puts in the middle of he said, she said to get them to we said—hopefully before they kill each other. Fortunately, it was almost time to start the summer fun. But then the coach asked him that question. The giggling in the background made it difficult to hear.


The coach repeated, “If you could have any job in the company, what would it be?”


The usually know-it-all middle manager was stumped while silently beckoning the kids to be quiet. After all, a job was just a job. If it were fun, it wouldn’t be called work. A job was something you didn’t want to do, so you could do the things you wanted to do—like the things this call prevented him from doing. His coach’s question hit a nerve. He had never really thought about it, and now he was forced to think about it. After all, he was more of a just-send-the-check kind of guy.


Eager to wrap up the call, he brainstormed out loud. He told the coach he was particularly fond of numbers but wasn’t sure he liked the idea of being a CFO. He liked detail, but the COO job seemed too much of a grind. He enjoyed selling but didn’t like all the fleeting relationships that came with the territory.


He was always a team player, so why not lead the team? Confused but confident, he landed on a theoretical position. He said, “Well, maybe I could be the CEO?!”


The coach, recalling his client’s anticareer laments, couldn’t believe what he heard. The coach asked, “Do you really believe that? I’m not sure that could ever happen.” The coach may have been talking tactically or politically, but it didn’t matter. The pot was officially stirred.


Confused and slightly annoyed at the thought he “couldn’t,” he asked his coach, “What do you think my chances are?”


After running through the list of candidates, most of whom were more qualified and some better suited for the position, the coach answered, “Less than one percent!”


That reluctant, always-say-yes, career-avoidant middle manager was … me. And a few months after my coach’s coaching, I became the CEO of a multibillion-dollar company!


My coach wasn’t a bad coach. He was actually very insightful. He had counseled, assessed, and advised hundreds of executives. He wasn’t wrong, and at the same time, he was wrong. We could probably stop there and chalk his error up to an utterly innocent miscalculation. But we can’t stop there.


That seemingly innocent paradox is a miscalculation that is all too common in our society. From corporate America to middle school math to high school basketball prospects, we live in a society rife with similar assessment errors. We use our standard and conventional logic to confidently answer questions, even before we fully understand the questions we’re asking. We create boxes based on what we think we know, without understanding that we don’t really know much at all.


It seems to work 99 percent of the time. But if we look closer, we’ll see we’re missing out. For an innocent miscalculated CEO prediction, there isn’t much consequence for being wrong. In other matters such a prediction can inadvertently change the course of an entire generation.


My paradoxical CEO origin story isn’t as rare as one would think. My seemingly unlikely career is the reason we should scrutinize society’s compulsion with miscalculated assessments and closely examine those who dare to disrupt those assessments in the search of truth. This is a journey into the less than one percent.




 


CHAPTER 2


256TH




A paradox is a seeming contradiction, always demanding a change on the side of the observer. If we look at almost all things honestly we see everything has a character of paradox to it. Everything, including ourselves.


—Richard Rohr





Our society is obsessed with measures and standards. This awkward obsession gives us permission to be confident in our assessments. And that confidence is responsible for our nagging compulsion to determine who will succeed or fail—long before they succeed or fail. And why not? Predictions preserve our sanity. They provide stability and maintain our understanding of how the world should work. They provide order to our everyday chaos. What’s more, our ability to predict allows us to allocate what we assume are limited resources to those whom we believe deserve them.


For example, the SAT—the test used to predict a high school student’s future academic performance—is often used as a predictor of college success. Fifth-grade students who excel in math are placed in an enrichment program, while the underperformers are often left behind—even though they were already behind.


These are the social constructs we’ve come to accept and even rely on. These constructs create standards, and those standards reassure us. The world seems right when it follows predictable patterns. Those stabilizing patterns seemingly prevent the world from falling into chaos. But if we look at almost all things honestly, we may see that what we believe is predictable isn’t always as predictable as we think. Our addiction to structure often unwittingly replaces truth with consistency.


Sentiment, opinion, and misappropriated logic guide our predictions. But looking at data might be more insightful. And a good place to find data is by starting our analysis in the world of sports. The best part of studying athletic contests is that they almost always have winners and losers. And because it’s a billion-dollar industry, it’s become big business to predict this big business.


To that end, sports experts and enthusiasts often try to identify the next big star. The sooner one can predict an individual’s ability to succeed, the more relevant they become. The search for the best player has evolved into the search for the best potential player. Skip Bayless, Shannon Sharpe, Stephen A. Smith, and countless other sports analysts have built lucrative careers on analysis, consensus, and prediction.


People want to be right, and that rightness isn’t necessarily about self-interest. They simply want to be a part of potential greatness. If one can’t be the next big thing, then the next best thing is to be the one to find the next big thing. The basketball world is no different. Thousands of coaches, scouts, and writers spend hundreds of hours evaluating high school players to find the next big thing.


Much of a college coach’s success rests on their ability to recruit. They must carefully evaluate skill, talent, and “fit” for their programs. But with thousands of players to assess nationally, coaches need help. Fortunately, they get that help from far too many analysts and evaluators who specialize in predicting that next big thing.


Height, weight, athleticism, and skill are tangible ways to compare basketball prospects. Height and weight can be directly evaluated. Athleticism can be assessed by measuring vertical leap, forty-yard dash, and bench press. Although not as straightforward, skill can theoretically be quantified by on-court metrics: points, assists, rebounds, and steals.


Writers and evaluators use all of this data to develop a consensus-based player ranking system. These rankings affect everything from college coaches’ financial incentives to Olympic team selections. One would assume that a data-driven, logic-ridden, algorithmic approach would produce dependable and accurate results. If rankings were based solely on this objective data, their outcomes would be straightforward. Unfortunately, human beings are anything but straightforward.


If you talk with most evaluators and scouts, they’ll describe something else they also use called “upside.” Unlike the more objective and concrete data, upside is used to subjectively describe potential—a ceiling a given recruit can obtain. It’s something intangible that people can’t see that heightens the tangible attributes they can see.


Every year companies such as Rivals (a media outlet dedicated to college sports recruiting) and ESPN (the top sports network in the world) rank the top prospects in the country. They use a mix of writers and evaluators who have directly or indirectly assessed the athletes. ESPN typically ranks 150 of the best basketball players in the world. By far, it’s the most prestigious list of potential future stars. ESPN’s list guides the careers of all of the athletes on it. Unfortunately, that list also guides the careers of all the athletes who aren’t on it.


Highly ranked players are sought after by the best schools, and many of those programs are often swayed by consensus. If ESPN says a prospect is number one, coaches would be foolish not to recruit that player. With every published ranking, superstars are born, and other careers are ruined. While there is often fierce debate about the difference between number ten and number twenty, there is typically widespread consensus that the first player on the list is a better prospect than the last.


Here are the top twenty-five male high school players from the 2006 Rivals basketball recruit rankings: Greg Oden, Kevin Durant, Brandan Wright, Spencer Hawes, Thaddeus Young, Chase Budinger, Ty Lawson, Henry Walker, Wayne Ellington, Brook Lopez, Javaris Crittenton, Paul Harris, Darrell Arthur, Daequan Cook, Gerald Henderson, Sherron Collins, Damion James, Stanley Robinson, DaJuan Summers, Obi Muonelo, Earl Clark, Mike Conley, Robin Lopez, Derrick Caracter, and Duke Crews.


High school is a long way from professional basketball, but several of these players went on to play at the highest level. As they should, the top high schoolers on this list eventually became top NBA prospects.


Or did they?


Evaluators don’t only create player rankings. They also publicly document their evaluations to support those rankings. Rankings and their associated player evaluations are not-so-subtle ways to create consensus. This is the basketball world’s way of determining who the winners are and who the winners aren’t.


Let’s look closer at some other recruits on the 2006 Rivals high school basketball prospect rankings. Most of the top-ranked players on that list received scholarship offers from the best college basketball programs in the country. Size, skill, and athleticism made selecting a player at the top of the list obvious. But what if we look at the middle of the list? Or better yet, let’s look at the very bottom.


At number 256 stood the most obscure recruit of all, barely 6 foot 2 inches and 165 pounds. That particular 256th-ranked player only had scholarship offers to play basketball from a few small schools—none of which would ever be considered basketball powerhouses. And the associated player evaluation was even worse.


Here are some of the comments used to describe the 256th player from the 2006 Rivals high school basketball prospect evaluation: “Not a true point guard,” “Out of control at times,” “Poor shot selection,” “Stuck between two positions,” “Lack of ability to defend at the next level,” “Average athleticism, average size, average wingspan,” “Frail frame,” “Relies too heavily on the outside shot,” and the most damning comment of all, this recruit had “limited upside.”


That uncomplimentary evaluation describes a prospect who was unlikely to have an impact on college basketball. But that’s where the evaluators, coaches, and writers were wrong. That skinny, frail prospect with limited upside, who was too small, not athletic enough, and took too many bad shots, became one of the best point guards in the history of the NBA. That less-than-one-percenter is Wardell Stephen Curry II.


At Davidson, Stephen Curry became the all-time leading scorer. In 2009 he was the most prolific scorer in Division I basketball. He would go on to be the seventh pick in the NBA draft. He would make the All-Rookie First Team in 2010 and the NBA First Team four times. Stephen Curry was an NBA All-Star eight times and league MVP twice, once by unanimous vote in 2016. At the time of this publication, he’s won four NBA championships. He is also the all-time leader in three-pointers made in the NBA. Steph Curry’s 256th ranking was a paradox.


On the other end of the spectrum, the first player on the list is 7-foot, 240-pound Greg Oden. At the time he was arguably the most dominant player in high school and was the consensus number one prospect in America. Almost every college offered him a scholarship—a promise of free education in exchange for his athletic prowess. Oden, burdened by injuries and expectations, played only three seasons and never achieved the potential his ranking predicted.


How were ESPN, 247Sports, and every other analyst so wrong? How did they miss one of the top five NBA players of all time? He was right in front of them! After Stephen Curry’s story was written, everyone jumped on the bandwagon. Ironically, those same pundits who gave him less than a one percent chance of greatness are now calling him one of the greatest of all time!


In a letter to kick off his “Underrated” basketball camps, Steph wrote, “I think that’s one of the biggest things I’ve really come to understand about myself over the last 17 years: The way that ‘underrated’ might start off as just some feeling the world imposes on you. But if you figure out how to harness it? It can become a feeling that you impose on the world.”1


Apparently, Steph Curry hasn’t forgotten. He has repeatedly used that underrated moniker, not only as internal motivation but also to help others who are in the same predicament.




 


CHAPTER 3


BOB MCKILLOP, COREY CLAITT, AND BYRON FAISON




What we see changes what we know. What we know changes what we see.


—Jean Piaget





Steph Curry’s story should make us pause. It should make us realize that we trust our predictive instincts far too much. But is this really so bad? So we overlooked Steph Curry. What’s the harm in that? Steph’s poor prospect prediction was just a prediction. Predictions, by definition, are bound to be periodically incorrect.


Our faulty predictions misread the 256th-ranked high school basketball prospect, and that’s one thing. But the nagging question that follows is something worse. How many other Steph Currys have we missed? Basketball is incredible with Steph, but how amazing would basketball be if we had more players like him? This isn’t to take away from his uniqueness. Steph does things in the game of basketball that have never been done before. But if the evaluators had been right, Stephen Curry would’ve never been drafted, and we would’ve never had a chance to see the things we had never seen before.


The error of misidentification only tells part of the story. The success paradox is far more convoluted. How did Steph manage to avoid basketball obscurity? Because of their data miscalculations, most scouts, writers, and college coaches didn’t believe Wardell Stephen Curry would become Steph Curry. Fortunately for basketball fans, at least one person didn’t fall into that paradox. That person was Bob McKillop, Davidson’s head basketball coach.


In a January 2022 interview with GQ Sports, Coach McKillop discussed his first impression of Stephen Curry, and it wasn’t exactly what you would expect.2




He played in one of the auxiliary gyms, not the main gym.… And he was awful. He threw the ball into the stands, he dropped passes, he dribbled off his foot, he missed shots. But never once during that game did he blame an official, or point a finger at a teammate. He was always cheering from the bench, he looked into his coach’s eyes, and he never flinched. That stuck with me.





No, I didn’t make that up. What was the thing that stuck with one of the only coaches who saw Stephen Curry’s potential brilliance? Coach McKillop didn’t talk about Steph’s skill or prowess or athleticism or upside. He spoke of details that the other writers and scouts didn’t. And if the other coaches could see what Coach McKillop saw, Steph Curry’s recruitment would have been profoundly different.


Coach McKillop saw something in Steph that was different. Conventional means of ascertaining Steph’s potential didn’t reveal the future success story he would become. Of course, using an unconventional approach to identify success factors makes Coach McKillop a little bit of a success savant. If the story stopped there, we would have learned about a unique way to identify untapped potential. But of course, the story doesn’t stop there. Let’s listen to Stephen Curry describe Coach McKillop’s impact on him in a May 17, 2019, interview with ESPN senior writer Tom Junod.3




He gave me all the confidence in the world, in terms of what I could be—in terms of being a man, the balance of on-the-court and off-the-court expectations. He was an example of that every day, and we had no choice but to follow suit.… He told me when I was a freshman that I had license to shoot any shot I wanted, but I’d have to work for it. I’d have to put in the time and actually commit to learning on the job. Even when I failed early freshman year, he stayed in my ear because he saw my potential before I did.





Coach McKillop didn’t just identify that the 256th prospect had potential; he was a key part of Steph’s journey. He gave him “all the confidence in the world.” Steph was one of the only freshmen in the country who “had license to shoot any shot” he wanted, with a caveat. He’s going to “have to work for it” and “put in the time and actually commit to learning on the job.” And if that weren’t enough to differentiate Steph’s collegiate basketball experience, there was this: “Even when I failed early freshman year, he stayed in my ear because he saw my potential before I did.”


Coach McKillop was so confident in Steph’s potential that he gave him permission to fail. That kind of mentorship and support fueled the 256th recruit to become one of history’s best seventy-five players in NBA history. And Steph didn’t let him down. Time after time, he proved his coach right with repeated exceptional performances, including an improbable run in the NCAA tournament. The rest is history.


Steph is special! But we would never have found out how special he was without a coach who believed in him so profoundly that he let him do things almost no other prospect was allowed to do. Steph has made an extraordinary living by becoming proficient in shooting shots other players didn’t dare attempt.


To have someone believe in you more than you believe in yourself is one of the most powerful motivators in the world. Basketball is in a better place because of Stephen Curry. He has literally changed the game. He has broken every basketball convention on his way to four NBA championships. He has and will continue to break basketball records on his terms. As the 256th prospect in the country, Wardell Stephen Curry’s chance of becoming the player we’ve come to idolize was so rare—those odds were somewhere around less than one percent.


Maybe not as well known as the 256th high school prospect in the 2006 high school graduating class were the 255th prospect Corey Claitt and the 257th prospect Byron Faison. Other than family and friends, most people aren’t likely to be familiar with these names. Byron and Corey lived on either side of Stephen Curry’s ranking. As hard as it is to acknowledge the giant Steph Curry evaluation miss, what happened to Corey and Byron may be even worse.


In 2021 the Athletic compiled a list of the top seventy-five basketball players in the game’s history.4 Let’s look at a few of those top players and compare their associated high school rankings.5, 6






	Player


	NBA Top 75 Rank


	High School Rank







	Stephen Curry


	15


	256*







	Russell Westbrook


	46


	140







	Kevin Durant


	13


	2








For the three players from the 2006 prospect list who were selected to the top of the NBA ranks, no mathematical, scientific, or logical correlation exists between their NBA and high school rankings. This paradox continues to play out year after year and class after class. Stephen Curry’s story tells us a lot about his grind and work ethic, but his story tells us even more about those who weren’t Stephen Curry.


Who knows how many other players could have impacted the game if we supported them like Coach McKillop supported Stephen Curry? How many other players could have had similar development if they had Coach McKillop in their corner, if they were given all the confidence in the world, or if they had the license to shoot any shot even if they had to work for it?


Think of what other players on the list could have achieved if only they had been supported through their early failures. And what could Byron Faison or Corey Claitt have become if someone saw their potential before they did? Steph Curry succeeded despite the misidentifications and miscalculations, but he was lucky enough to have Bob McKillop.


Basketball’s predictive propensity made the same mistake as my professional coach. Even with all of basketball’s analytics, they still got it wrong. They got it so wrong that they were consistently inconsistent. Steph Curry’s 256 prospect ranking was actually an amalgamation of several different rankings; during Steph’s high school career, he was ranked as low as 300,7 as high as 147,8 and almost every number in between. Several of the most reputable ranking services refused to even give a ranking at all.9


How can we get better at predicting? How can we get more data to make our collective predictions more accurate? And that’s the challenge. Predicting is the problem.




 


CHAPTER 4


UNDEFEATED




There is no exception to the rule that every rule has an exception.


—James Thurber





On February 3, 2008, the New England Patriots were having what could be considered the most magical season of all time. They were the first National Football League (NFL) team since the 1972 Miami Dolphins to have an undefeated 16–0 regular season. They were led by their future hall-of-famer Bill Belichick and one of the greatest quarterbacks of all time—Tom Brady.


Undefeated through the entire regular season and postseason, the Patriots were one win away from football immortality. A Super Bowl victory was simply a formality for the heavily favored Patriots. All that stood in the way was the lowly fifth-seeded New York Giants. Every data point, analysis, and simulation led to the same prediction—a landslide Super Bowl victory for the Patriots.


However, the disagreeable Giants’ head coach, Tom Coughlin, wasn’t going to go down without a fight. After nearly being fired following the 2006 season, Coach Coughlin rejuvenated his approach. Instead of the military-style rigidity that was his calling card for most of his career, he softened and allowed his veterans to lead. Instead of his stern and private resolve—which often alienated him from his players—he learned to open up, to be vulnerable and connect. That revitalized connection was most evident with his upstart quarterback, Eli Manning.10


Despite his dry humor and reputation as a better-than-average practical joker, Manning was quiet and businesslike on the field. Coughlin’s steely resolve and Manning’s quiet confidence forged a team that embodied grit and resilience. They were a good match. The duo, often dismissed, cultivated a strategy rooted in their unyielding belief that they could defy the odds. Or at the very least, they could disrupt Tom Brady. Cast as mere obstacles for the invincible Patriots, Coughlin and Manning devised a plan to target Brady’s strength.


Historically, Brady had been successful by throwing short, quick passes that were difficult for opponents to cover. Brady had mastered the three-step drop—a move in which the quarterback takes three quick steps backward before rifling the ball to the receiver midstride. In fact, Brady released the ball in 2.09 seconds. At the time that was the fastest in NFL history.11 Because most of the Patriots’ opponents were scared to give up the long pass, they tended to struggle with Brady’s quick and surgical passes.


The Giants chose a different tactic; they decided to defend these short passes and force Brady to make longer ones. They surmised that forcing the Patriots out of their comfort zone would challenge their undefeated bravado. After a back-and-forth battle, history was made. The Giants shocked the world and were crowned 2008 Super Bowl Champions.


By all predictive standards, measures, and conventional logic, the Patriots should have annihilated their New York rival. The Giants won “despite sound reasoning from acceptable premises lead[ing] to a conclusion that seems senseless, logically unacceptable, and self-contradictory.” That’s the Oxford Reference’s definition of a paradox, and that definition aptly describes the Giants’ less-than-one-percent “upset” win.


We all have very well-reasoned retrospective theories to explain why underdogs win. At our core the underdog story appeals to us. It’s an odd and confusing contradiction. We collectively agree on who is favored to win while secretly rooting for the unfavored to overcome. We all consent to the rule created by community convention, but we also revel in the rule’s exception. We want underdogs to win precisely because we don’t believe they can. Yes, human beings are confusing. We support and endorse the very rule that we hope isn’t true. We create a rule and then expect an exception.


The truth is that the methodology we use to create rules is flawed. The Giants may have been perceived to be the exception, but maybe they were the rule. Predictive analysis is based on data and theory, but outcomes are the only accurate measures. If we look closely at the Patriots paradox, we’ll see that it really wasn’t much of a paradox at all. The Patriots were twelve-point favorites, and we expected them to win. Because they were undefeated, we expected them to continue to be undefeated. That hubris is the reason our predictions often conflict with our outcomes. The twelve-point favorites lost by three.


Exceptions happen, and sometimes underdogs win. Even David beat Goliath. Like other underdog stories, the Giants’ win could have been the result of a fantastic anomaly. But this is something different. The Patriots paradox would be another statistical anomaly if the story stopped there. Of course, the story didn’t stop there.


In the 2012 Super Bowl, Tom Coughlin and Eli Manning found themselves back in the championship game. Who did they play? You guessed it. They played Tom Brady, Bill Belichick, and the once again favored Patriots. David was pitted against Goliath—again. The exception again challenged the rule. Ironically, that statistical anomaly from their first meeting was so rare that it occurred again in 2012.


The Giants once again decisively beat the Patriots. When the underdog wins twice in as many tries, what do we call that? We call that a paradox. And it’s the trap that we fall into. We were so wrong about the outcome the first time around that we made the same mistake when the same set of variables recurred four years later. It’s the same trap that ranked 255 high school athletes higher than Steph Curry and the same trap that tripped up my executive coach.
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