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“Lynn Guerin listened very carefully to my father for 15 years. He worked with Dad to learn, to understand, and to capture his philosophy, wisdom, life lessons, and coaching expertise. He became a lifelong student and disciple of Dad’s Pyramid of Success and has worked enthusiastically and tirelessly to apply it to his own life and prepare to teach it to others. This book will help you understand what made my Dad such a remarkable coach and teacher and an even better person. It will help you coach yourself and provide momentum for your journey to be your very best. Dad would be so pleased to know his teaching is still making a difference at a time when his life lessons are more important and more needed than ever.”


— JIM WOODEN, SON OF COACH JOHN WOODEN


“I had the honor and privilege to have played for Coach and, as a member of his last championship team at UCLA in 1975, the good fortune to learn each and every day directly from him. Like many of my teammates and the players before us, at the time we didn’t fully appreciate or understand it, but Coach’s life lessons were going to have a very positive impact on our lives.


“Through the ups and downs of my professional career, I always tried to stay true to Coach’s success behaviors including Integrity, Honesty, Loyalty, Team Spirit, and Industriousness (Hard Work), which are some of my favorites. It wasn’t, however, until I had the opportunity to work for Starbucks Coffee Company that I truly was able to apply what is described in the book as the Wooden Coaching Model and the Five Lessons for Leading. It all started with me, and there was not a day that I did not strive to model Coach’s success behaviors. As a leader within the Starbucks Store Development Organization my teams were known for doing things the ‘right way’ no matter what the challenges and while always striving to be the best we were capable of being, we were able to accomplish some incredible things. I have no doubt that my success as a leader was a direct result of my commitment to live life The John Wooden Way. With Coach ’Em Way Up, Lynn and Jason have created the perfect tool to introduce you or expand your knowledge of


Coach’s behavior and leadership philosophies.”


— JIM SPILLANE, FORMER SVP U.S. STORE DEVELOPMENT, STARBUCKS COFFEE COMPANY AND UCLA BASKETBALL TEAM MEMBER, 1973–1977, NCAA CHAMPIONS 1975


 


“Coach ’Em Way Up: Five Lessons for Leading the John Wooden Way is a must read for any leader, teacher, coach, supervisor, parent, or individual who is working to apply Coach Wooden’s timeless principles to their life and career. As Jason Lavin and Lynn Guerin affirm in this very insightful and highly applicable book, it is ‘the goodness and the greatness’ of Coach Wooden that sets him apart as an example for others to follow.”


— TIM TASSOPOULOS, PRESIDENT AND COO, CHICK-FIL-A, INC.


 


“A great read for any John Wooden disciple, and a must read for any leader of an organization. If you want to succeed, follow the time-proven plan. It is that simple, and you can learn a lot about yourself from the legend himself. Like many educators, I’ve had Coach Wooden’s Pyramid of Success on my office wall and at my home to center myself; it also keeps my professional and personal goals at the forefront of every thought. This book is by far the most practical book I have read on the 25 behaviors that make up true success, and will give you applicable habits to exceed what you thought possible. The assessment is something we can all use to start living The John Wooden Way and live up to our true potential.”


— DR. SEAN BOULTON, PRINCIPAL, NEWPORT HARBOR HIGH SCHOOL
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Foreword


by Sam Reese, CEO of Vistage





As the CEO of Vistage, I am blessed with the opportunity to work with nearly 25,000 CEOs and business owners across the globe as they pursue their paths to becoming better leaders, making better decisions, and driving better results. On my very first day leading the company in 2016, I noticed John Wooden’s Pyramid of Success and its framework for achieving Competitive Greatness on the walls of the offices of many members of my executive team. Just like my days as a young athlete in Wheatridge, Colorado, I knew Coach Wooden’s principles would help guide me once again.


Like most athletes growing up in the 1970’s, the success of Coach Wooden was a reference point for every coach I encountered. The success of his UCLA basketball teams with legends such as Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Bill Walton, and (my favorite) Keith Wilkes had me and countless high-school boys and girls nationwide dreaming of college basketball stardom. Even if we did not understand the depth of his lessons and our coaches lacked the patience of Coach Wooden, we were captivated by his concepts of teamwork, effort, unselfishness, and integrity.


I eventually found my success on the track, not the hardwood. I was recruited by colleges nationwide after winning two team and two individual state titles before my senior year in high school, and I used Coach Wooden’s Pyramid of Success principles of self-control, conditioning, and confidence to drive me. After an injury early in my senior season, several colleges lost interest in me, but the University of Colorado still offered me a scholarship. Without that offer, I would not have been able to attend college, let alone pursue my dream of becoming an Olympian.


I posted some of the best cross-country times in the country as a sophomore at Colorado and became a first team All-American in 1982. I signed my first shoe sponsorship deal with Nike that same year. It would be the last year I ran competitively. A series of injuries and subsequent surgeries forever ended my Olympic dream. After graduating from college, I headed towards a traditional career path, which felt like a disappointment. I longed for something that felt as important and motivating as my track and field career. I was lost and only found what I was looking for after I was promoted into my first management position and felt the generous weight of leadership responsibility.


To guide me, I once again turned to John Wooden and his Pyramid of Success to help me build the character and confidence of the teams I managed. At the same time, the Pyramid guided me and reminded me of how far I still needed to go to fulfill my potential as a leader. That is even truer for me today at Vistage.


Vistage is one of the world’s largest CEO membership organizations. I had benefitted so much personally from the insights and coaching I had received as a Vistage member for fifteen years while I was running a successful training company. The Vistage model is anchored around a peer advisory structure led by a Vistage Chair (i.e., coach) who brings together local CEOs to help each other work on their most challenging issues and opportunities. When I took the job as Vistage’s CEO, I knew it would be an incredible adventure and an incredible challenge to lead a company with more than 1,000 chairs and nearly 25,000 members. Add to that the fact that the Chairs and members are experienced CEOs, and it can be daunting to think you bring added value to the equation. I had to raise my leadership game immensely. But seeing those Pyramids on the walls around Vistage inspired me and reminded me how far I had come as a leader and how I still needed to set the example for those I was leading and serving. The leadership lessons of Coach Wooden tightly align with our purpose of helping high integrity leaders make great decisions that benefit their companies, families and communities.


Today, I have a front-row seat watching thousands of CEOs focus on their own leadership potential, and I have found that those who embrace John Wooden’s principles are the ones who see sustained success and balance. Like me, they know the Pyramid of Success and its framework for achieving Competitive Greatness. We admire it and the man who created it. We truly understand the importance of being consistent in our behavior and in our personal and professional lives. Just like Coach Wooden, we know that self-improvement is a never-ending challenge. We are more energized by the challenge to improve than by pushing toward a crowning achievement. And we know that by teaching and mentoring others we turbocharge our own engines and continue to get better and better.


But while so many of us know the Pyramid of Success, we have never had a tool that expanded upon and codified what the Pyramid and John Wooden’s approach to leadership could do for us today—a book that laid out a practical approach for integrating them into our lives and organizations. Until now. Thanks to Lynn Guerin and Jason Lavin (a long-time member of Vistage) the lessons from this book will undoubtedly help keep us all committed to improvement and remind us of the possibilities we see in ourselves and in each other.
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Finding Coach and the “Wooden Way”


Why John Wooden?


Google “50 greatest coaches of all time,” and you’ll see a lot of debate on who is number two. Most lists have one name at the top: John Wooden. But who is John Wooden, and why do we need him today? What does a man who coached his last game in 1975 and passed away in 2010 have to say to leaders and coaches today about how to coach yourself, your team, and your business up—all the way up? Turns out, more than either of us ever imagined. John Wooden transformed the way we think, lead, and coach, as you will hear in our stories, told in the first person in the first two chapters. What will he mean to your story as you prepare to improve your thinking, leading, and coaching the Wooden Way?









[image: Image]




“The best competition
I have is against myself to become better.”










CHAPTER 1
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Employment Means Nothing: Jason’s Story





I graduated USC in 1992 and continued my career in service. Specifically, I was a waiter. My parents begged me to look for an office job. “Maybe you will like it,” they said. But I knew how to serve. I liked doing it. I believed I could own the Good Earth restaurant franchise I worked in one day. That would be something for a middle-class kid from Tustin, California, who put himself through college working there 40 hours a week (and with student loans). Nevertheless, I honored my parents’ wishes and looked for something else. With no family connections or business network, that meant first scanning the help wanted section, which was futile. Then I thought about the customers I waited on and remembered Floyd.


I had waited on Floyd Wicks and his family for years. He came in every Sunday with his wife and kid. Other servers would run when they arrived. They’re so picky. Not me. I wanted them at my table. Chamomile tea with ice on the side; orange juice, no pulp; and hot chocolate but not too hot. It was the same thing every time. Picky perhaps but easy to execute and make them feel taken care of the moment they arrived.


Floyd always said to “look him up” at the water company he worked at when I was done with college. Did he mean it? I decided to ask the next time they came into the restaurant.


“Mr. Wicks, remember when you told me that when I was done with school I should look you up?”


Before he could answer, his wife grabbed him and said, “Hire him!”


Floyd told me to send him my resume. My resume said, “graduated college and managed and waited tables at the Good Earth restaurant.” Not even a professional resume writer could do much with those credentials. My friend Jerry, who had already succeeded in getting a corporate job after graduation, suggested that I should at least know something about the company and what Floyd did there before sending anything, so I called the water company and asked for some corporate literature. When Floyd said he worked at the Southern California Water Company, I thought that meant he replaced plastic jugs in office water dispensers. Nope. According to the information I received, the Southern California Water Company was listed on the New York Stock Exchange, employed hundreds of people, and served hundreds of thousands of customers. At the front of the annual report was a letter from Floyd E. Wicks, CEO.


Floyd hired me despite my feather-light resume, and they put me in the MIS, or Management Information Systems department, because they figured a recent college grad had to know something about computers. But I had never used a computer, let alone afford one. I didn’t understand any of it. WordPerfect? Lotus 1–2–3? DOS … what’s a DOS? MIS was understandably less than thrilled to have me and my lack of experience. I was only there because I was “Floyd’s Guy.”


My manager, Bob, was less than enthusiastic to have me on board, accepted that I was his new project, and told me that work started the next day at 9 a.m. sharp. I showed up at 8:45 and reported to my desk and computer. With nothing valuable to do, I was told to delete all the files the previous person left behind. That was all I did my first day and pretty much my first two weeks. Delete. Delete. Delete. When people would walk by my desk, I would lean in toward the monitor, pretending to be working on something important. At the end of those two weeks, Floyd’s secretary, Georgette, called me out while I ate lunch in the cafeteria.


“You have been given a huge opportunity. The very least you could do is show up on time,” she said.


“What? I come in 15 minutes early every day.”


“Don’t lie to me,” she beady-eyed me. “I’ve seen you walk in late every day.”


She told me work started at 8:30 a.m., not 9, and the look on my face told her I had no idea and had been the victim of some hazing. She demanded I tell her who told me to come in at 9, and I did. They reprimanded Bob (and eventually fired him). Everybody loved Bob. Now everybody really loved me (not). I was Floyd’s Guy. I didn’t like what I was doing. I can barely turn on a computer and do anything but delete files. And I got Bob in trouble. I was so miserable I went back to the MIS department and went on a delete binge until the day ended. Delete. Delete. Delete. Delete. Delete. Delete. Delete. Delete. Delete.


The next day I came in at 8:15 and my computer wouldn’t turn on. I asked for help from the only guy who didn’t resent me, and he couldn’t figure it out, either. Then he realized someone had deleted DOS. He looked at me: “It’s getting bad around here. Bob got busted, and now someone sabotaged your computer.”


He didn’t know it was all me being completely ignorant and that I was the one who deleted my entire operating system. I was useless. I went to see Floyd to give him my two-week’s notice. He asked why. I told him the whole story. “I don’t have anything to do. I don’t have any skills. I got Bob in trouble. I ruined a computer. I need to go back to the restaurant. That’s where I belong.”


“Before you quit, I need you to make me one promise.”


“Sure, Floyd, anything.”


“I need you to write a paper for me on how we can train every employee here to treat people like you treated my family at the restaurant.”


“That would be valuable to you?”


“Very. Do that for me, and then you can quit.”


I never finished the paper, but I never quit, either. Before I could complete my assignment, Floyd hired Diane Rentfrow, a retired Air Force officer, as his manager of employee development. Floyd told her about my paper. Diane looked at what I had started, and with her help, the company’s first customer service training module was born. I could do customer service, I thought. I’d learned the art of it at the restaurant. I won customers like Floyd over with customer service principles, and he’d overheard me training the other waiters and staff. Now Floyd and Diane were sending me to Shipley Associates’ Customer Service Training (which later was acquired by and became part of FranklinCovey) in Salt Lake City, Utah. When I returned, I started adapting what I learned to our industry, and with Diane leading the charge and with unconditional support from Floyd as CEO, we wrote the company’s first customer service training curriculum. I presented it to the executives at the first class with Diane and then proceeded to put everyone in the company through it.


Teaching customer service at a water utility company in the 1990s was unheard of. There were no water companies anywhere doing customer service training with this level of executive commitment. There was no need. Back then, like today, most water companies were owned by municipalities. The rest, like Southern California Water Company, were private (i.e., investor-owned). But we all shared one thing: a lack of competition. Residents had no choice in who delivered their water. They still don’t, though today customers have the internet and social media to post reviews and launch campaigns against those companies with poor service.


All that didn’t matter to Floyd. He saw our “competitors” as department stores and banks and restaurants—anyone and any company that delivered a service. He wanted our service to be the equal of the best anywhere (as good as it was at the Good Earth when I served him), and he put Diane in charge of it with me by her side. I was promoted from intern to employee development generalist, and with the full support of the CEO’s office, we didn’t just help create that training program, we built Southern California Water Company University. We modeled the curriculum after other corporate programs like Disney University and Motorola University, and next to water quality, nothing was more important than the employee development linked to the education and training programs we ran. The university was so successful at motivating employees, boosting morale, and increasing integrity and competence (in addition to providing great service), Diane rebranded it as “Employee Development University,” with the idea of selling its training programs to other water companies that were beginning to understand Floyd’s way of thinking. Teaching them was no threat to us. After all, they were not our competitors. The goal was to make the university pay for itself or even become a profit center for Southern California Water Company.


I watched and learned as I helped Diane execute everything involving the university and all employee training, and she became not only my boss but my mentor. She taught me lessons I have carried with me to this day, like “Employment means nothing. Be employable.” Employment can be taken from you at any time. You can do a great job and still lose your job. Employability can never be taken from you. She wanted to make me employable, because when you’re employable, you know you can leave at any time and get another job. She drove this point home one morning when she found me, like most mornings before work started, reading the sports section. I played baseball when I was a teenager and had a giant collection of baseball cards. I was obsessed with reading the back of baseball cards as a kid, and it carried over to combing the baseball box scores as an adult. Diane asked how that was working out for me. I told her it was working out great. Here we are together, in Figure 1–1 on page 10.


“So, how’s your career in baseball turning out?” she asked. “Jason, what are you thinking about all day? I would suggest you swap those box scores for this.” She handed me The Wall Street Journal. “I want you to read this in the morning because your future is in business, not baseball. If you want to be successful, you’re going to have to change how you’re thinking.”


Diane’s words were life changing for me. From that moment on, how I was thinking became synonymous with the business acumen I demanded of myself and everyone who worked for me since then. That meant doing things like reading books and watching business and news media, staying up-to-date on trends, contributing new ideas, understanding the big picture, exhibiting curiosity—all things I was not doing when I read the sports section in the office.
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FIGURE 1–1 Jason and his first mentor, Diane Rentfrow, in 1997
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I worked with Diane for eight years at Southern California Water Company. For five of those years, I drove her to and from work. Diane hated to drive, and our relationship became a kind of Driving Miss Daisy situation. We became quite close. Four days per week I would drive her home after work, and she and her husband, Bill, would feed me dinner, and afterward Bill taught me computer stuff. Before long, I started to master the things I was clueless about when I was working in MIS.


While I worked at Southern California Water Company with Diane during the day, I built my first website with Bill’s help at night.


My friend Jerry, who worked at an advertising agency, had asked me if I knew anyone who could do a website. I thought for a moment. “No, but I can do it.”


“No, man … I’m being serious. This is for one of our clients. I need to find someone who can build a website.”


“I don’t know anyone, sorry. I still think I can do it, though.”


We hung up. A couple weeks went by, and Jerry called back, “Do you really think you can build a website?”


“Yes, I can do it!”


“OK, what do you need from us?”


“I need $5,000. And I need half of it up front.”


Jerry’s company sent me a check for $2,500.


I used that money to buy my first computer (a Gateway 486). I finished that website for Jerry’s client, Atlantis Submarines, and then built a site for another customer and another and another. I got so good at building sites that people paid me even more for my work, and from those nights in Diane and Bill’s house, my company GoldenComm was born.


But GoldenComm stayed a side hustle for me, especially after I had a chance encounter at Diedrich Coffee Shop in Costa Mesa. A woman in front of me had ordered a coffee drink with nine nouns and adjectives, and I smiled and asked her if she was going to “put Wild Turkey in it too, because it already sounded terrible.” She laughed and said, “Do you have a job?” She introduced herself: Cynthia Nelson, a recruiter in the booming field of cellular communications. She was working for growing companies that needed to hire talented people. Business was booming, and she had a gut feeling about me. I didn’t even know what a recruiter was, but within an hour of our conversation, she told me she could get me a job that paid $20,000 more than I was making to do new employee development, training, and orientation at L.A. Cellular. I couldn’t say no.


Within a year, I was like the mayor of the company; I knew and served everyone. Either I trained them on their first day, or I worked with their managers and trained them on customer service. My enthusiasm rubbed off on people, and I loved the work, particularly making sure new people had a great first day. Even as I was promoted, I insisted on keeping that “first day” job. Others before me hated that part of the job, but to me the first impression was the most important one. The difficulty was in the eye of the beholder, just like serving Floyd and his family in the restaurant.


L.A. Cellular was acquired by AT&T in 1999, and my job only got bigger as the market expanded. In the early 2000s, opportunity was everywhere in wireless communications, and it wasn’t long before AT&T wanted me to relocate to Redmond, Washington. I turned them down. I was getting married and needed to stay in Southern California. I wasn’t sure what would happen next when Dan, a sales manager who was in one of my first-day orientation classes, asked me to come work for the sales division and “double my salary.” They wanted me to be in the “advanced services organization” and sell wireless data to police, fire, and other first responders. All my computer and internet training with Bill and Diane was paying off big time for me. Because of my computer knowledge, I was the only salesperson who did not need an engineer with me on sales calls. I stayed at AT&T Wireless for a couple more years but soon got recruited by Sierra Wireless at a trade show and doubled my salary again, selling wireless technology to companies like Cisco, Intel, and Amazon (for a product they were launching called Kindle). I was 32 years old, traveling the world to visit some of the biggest companies in the world, and already making more money than I ever thought I would.


And then there was GoldenComm. The market for websites had been growing too, and the business had become much more than a side hustle: Ten employees and a growing roster of clients with me, the owner, spending his days selling for another company. By 2007, it became untenable to do both, plus my wife, Brenda, and I just had our third child. I had to choose: my $300,000 per year job, plus stock options and benefits, or run GoldenComm. It wasn’t a question of money for me but risk. A lot of people call me an entrepreneur, and I always object. If I were an entrepreneur, I already would have been running GoldenComm for years. What I was and am is a risk mitigator, and for me, working at my own company was a high-risk proposition—all the risk and none of the security of working for someone else. But I also knew I had succeeded in everything I had done by outworking everyone else. I had a feeling I could do that if I went all in at GoldenComm. I became my company’s 11th employee. What’s the worst thing that could happen? I thought. I was about to find out.


Things were going great at GoldenComm until the crash of 2008. Sixty-five percent of our revenue came from mortgage companies, and by the start of 2009, almost all of them had closed their doors. GoldenComm started burning cash, first the company’s then mine. I started dipping into the second mortgage on my house, and we held on. Then my bank reneged on my home equity line of credit, and I lost access to the little cash I had.


I asked my wife, “Do you realize how badly I messed this up?” I had everything and now I had nothing. We and our kids were about to be homeless because I couldn’t pay our mortgage again. I went to HUD to see if I could save our house. I was a wreck when I told all this to Andrew, one of my first employees.


“We can’t make payroll. All our clients are gone. I’m at the end.”


“JL, I have some money.”


“Andrew, I appreciate that, but this is a bigger problem than it probably looks…. How much have you got?”


“About $200,000.”


“You have $200,000?”


“JL, I’m Vietnamese. I save everything. I’ll give it to you.” “I might never be able to pay you back.”


“Oh, you will. We can do this.”


I took it.


We made it.
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By early 2010, we were back on track, making our clients’ websites work harder. I spent millions of dollars developing our own techniques, systems, and ecommerce and content management platforms. Everything was proprietary to us. We called it the GoldenComm Lead Machine (GCLM for short). I thought it was a great product. So did our clients. And it was. It worked for them and my company. It just didn’t work for my team. No one cared about the GCLM except the 50 people who worked on it. The result? I kept losing employees. Because while our product was working, my people weren’t growing. They couldn’t leverage their work for us into bigger jobs in technology and broaden our standing in the industry. Putting “GoldenComm Lead Machine” on a resume meant nothing to anyone but us, so their stock went down.


Our Lead Machine also made GoldenComm an island. The world of technology was and is a very collaborative place. My people couldn’t connect with others in the community who used mainstream platforms to solve problems and source ideas, because no one understood what we did. This made the stock of my people who understood our code go way up inside the company. They were our demigods. If they were unavailable and people ran into a problem? Everything was on hold until they got back.


It took longer than I care to admit, but I finally remembered what Diane taught me about employment versus employability. My people were not employable the way their peers were. The person who tipped me in that direction was my business partner in Pune, India, Ankur Agarwal, the CEO of Clarion Technologies and one of the brightest people I have met in the world. During one of my trips to India to visit Ankur, he suggested we mainstream the programming side of GoldenComm and the GCLM. That was it. I did what Diane told me. I changed my thinking. We left the GCLM behind and joined the mainstream. Things changed quickly for the better. Developers stayed longer because they felt like what they were doing was more applicable outside our company, and they were contributing to their profession and their personal growth. The clients didn’t notice a thing. If anything, we solved things faster for them.


In the wake of all this change, I began to think about the overall culture of GoldenComm. I believe a great culture is why people want to work for a company. That culture should be defined by a clear leadership philosophy and a shared set of values. We taught and trained around five values at GoldenComm: learn, change, grow, do, and serve. I thought they were good values, but of course I did. They were mine. The values of the company were just like the Lead Machine: “Jason’s Way.”


Why in the heck am I in charge of the philosophies and the behaviors of this company? Who am I? I’m nobody except to these 70 people.


If I owed it to my people to mainstream the proprietary part of our products, then I owed them a voice in thinking about and owning the values we would work and live by. I wanted to get away from “Jason’s Way” to a way we all could align around to help us move forward. We needed a new set of values, and we needed a coach to help us get there—to help coach me, them, and us through the process together.


We looked at lots of people and resources to guide us through the process of developing a leadership framework and methodology that focused on behavioral not operational change to help us and GoldenComm be our best. But we didn’t want some “flavor of the month” to lead us. We wanted something tried and true. Dale Carnegie, Napoleon Hill, Stephen Covey … those were the resources I gravitated to, as did the team. We needed someone who valued resources like those as well. In fact, we had mostly settled on a certified FranklinCovey facilitator when I decided to do one last “treasure hunt” and look at the search results beyond page one for leadership trainers and consultants. GoldenComm was now number one in search engine optimization (SEO) around the world, so I knew how easy it was to miss good options online. Page one captures most search traffic clicks. If a company—even a great company—didn’t understand the importance of SEO, they would be on pages two, three, and four. On page three, something caught my attention: The John R. Wooden Course.


As a sports fan, I knew a bit about John Wooden’s legendary coaching career at UCLA (even if, as a USC grad, I didn’t take too kindly to the results): Between 1964 and 1975, his UCLA men’s basketball teams had four undefeated seasons and won 38 straight NCAA Basketball Tournament games, seven championships in a row, and ten championships overall—the tenth coming in the final game he coached. All are records likely never to be broken. But I knew little about John Wooden’s story and never studied his framework for achieving competitive greatness—The Pyramid of Success—and I liked what read about them and the course based on them. The course, like the Pyramid, was behavior-driven, not operationally driven. John Wooden led his teams to competitive greatness (results) by following his Pyramid’s 25 behaviors and characteristics (see Figure 1–2 on page 16). They were the foundation for the way he lived his life and treated others, and he needed just 28 awesome words in plain English to spell out what those behaviors and characteristics were. (Only three blocks had more than one word.) The course would take our team through all of them and make the Pyramid our framework for success as it was for Coach Wooden. It all felt to me, in a word, “timeless.”
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