	
  

RAISE YOUR GAME – FORWARD BY JAY BILAS

	
  
I first met Alan Stein, Jr. at a Skills Academy for high school basketball players.
It was essentially a camp for many of the best prospects in the country, players that
would soon populate the NBA Draft and be some of the biggest names in the game. Alan
was introduced to me as an expert in athletic performance training. I soon learned he was
much more than that.
From the very beginning of the Skills Academy, Alan was never on time. He was
always early. He didn’t speak in meetings unless he had something important to say. He
listened intently and took notes purposefully. He was always available, and no task at the
camp was too small for him. He was, to use a term that has become almost cliché, a
“servant leader.” In my view, however, Alan was something more valuable. He was a
great teammate. He did his job and helped others do theirs.
To me, that is an important aspect of Alan’s character. He has ambition to move
up and succeed, just as any motivated person would. But, rather than concentrate on
“networking,” Alan was resolute to do the job in front of him, and look for any way to
add value to the jobs being performed by others. If a player was in the gym early, Alan
rebounded for that player. If someone was needed to jump into a drill, Alan was right
there to do it. If there was something on the floor, Alan picked it up. If the floor had not
been swept from the day prior, Alan swept it.
It was not done to impress, it was done because it was needed. But, it did impress.
It impressed everyone. General Martin Dempsey, former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, once said that leadership is a journey, not a destination. If you ever think you have
it right and have nothing else to learn about leadership, Dempsey continued, you are
making a serious mistake. To me, Alan embodies what General Dempsey’s three key
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principles of leadership: character, competence and humility. Alan is a man of great
character, a man with a moral firmness that does not bend to any prevailing wind. He is
an expert in his field, and continues to study and learn as the game and technology
changes. And, Alan is humble enough to listen, learn and work as if he is dirt poor.
Alan has risen in his field and is held in such high esteem by the best players and
coaches in the game because of the consistent excellence in the performance of his job,
and because he is constantly getting better, and making his team better. Alan brings
positive energy to everything he does, the positive energy that comes not from
cheerleading, but from the inspiration of doing hard things well. Alan does those hard
things, and others join in willingly because of the example he sets.
An example of his example: several years ago, I started a basketball camp in
Charlotte, NC for high school players that wish to get better and for young coaches that
wish to develop their skills. I believe I started this camp and continue it every year for the
right reasons, to give back and help others the way that so many helped me along the
way. When the camp started, it was low budget and fledgling, and I mentioned it to Alan.
Immediately, he said he would be there to work the camp. Frankly, the camp was far
below Alan’s level. Yet, he was there from the first coaches’ meeting to the last moment
any player was on the floor. He was, literally, the first person in the gym and the last
person to leave.
Although Alan would shrug this off, the example he sets for these young high
school players is invaluable. And, the role model he is for young coaches is unmatched.
Alan brings a technical expertise to the camp that few camps around the country can
match. But, he brings an inspirational presence that no camp anywhere can match. That is
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how important he is.
Both Alan and I are products of team sports, and I believe we both understand and
value how the lessons and principles we learned in team sports can be applied and used in
academics, business, and countless other pursuits. For many reasons, the principles that
make one successful in team sports resonate with people and reach them on a different
level, one that lessons from other endeavors seemingly cannot.
In basketball, my team always had an opponent. We had a talented, athletic and
unified group of players actively and physically trying to stop us from executing the
actions we intended to take. In school and business, I may have had competitors, but I
never had an opponent.
Never once in my career as a lawyer or broadcaster did anyone actively try to stop
me from executing the actions I intended to take. The only one that could stop me was
me. This book will help you get out of your own way and free you up to achieve without
fear of failure. It won’t motivate you, because you don’t need motivation. It will inspire
you.
I have spent the last 26 years as both a lawyer and a broadcaster. I can confidently
state that I have not worked a single day without consciously using the lessons I learned
from a coach or a teammate I have been around, or from the books I have read in my
field. This book will provide you will those lessons and principles of success that
translate across boundaries of sport and business.
I am so pleased that Alan has written this book. He has learned from the best, and
as a result, he is the best. And, I am profoundly lucky to have him as a friend.
- Jay Bilas, ESPN
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In 2013, USA Basketball invited me out to Las Vegas to work at a camp
alongside some of the best college coaches in the world, giants like the University of
Kentucky’s John Calipari, the University of Florida’s Billy Donovan, and Gonzaga
University’s Mark Few. The first day was dominated by shooting drills and scrimmages
before the coaches conducted a formal draft, led by CBS’s Bill Raftery and ESPN’s P. J.
Carlesimo, to select the teams. But as I looked out onto the court, I wasn’t watching
college stars or future NBA prospects. No, the players were all middle-aged men with
lots of disposable income, a willingness to hustle, and an undying love of basketball.
USAB was getting into the sports fantasy camp business, a booming industry. Incredibly
successful men will pay serious money to run up and down the court for hours, shoot
hoops, and get yelled at from the sidelines by their heroes. That’s their dream.
I worked this camp for several years, and it’s a fantastic experience. The
participants may take their private jet to Las Vegas and get chauffeured to the gym in a
Bentley, but they are almost universally down-‐‑to-‐‑earth guys. They are just incredibly
driven and enormously successful. The glamour of being a multimillionaire and
Fortune 100 CEO drains away as they pant up and down the court with their headbands,
gym shorts, and for some, beer bellies. But this doesn’t diminish them in my eyes—
Not at all. In fact, it elevates them. I love how seriously they take the games, how
intensely they prepare, how they get out there early to do foam rolling and stretching,
how they scream their heads off at the referees after a blown call.
During breaks in the day, they’re making calls, conducting deals, and running
their businesses. Then the games start up and they’re on the court again, boxing out and
hustling back on defense. They’re hypercompetitive. It’s how they got where they are in
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life. And that competitive element is not a switch they can turn on and off—it’s in their
nature, part of who they are. Athletic skills may not transfer from the boardroom to the
court, but the approach, fundamentals, and attitude most certainly do.
Sport is the great equalizer, and these guys know it. Everyone might “yes” them
all day— waiters scurry to find them the best wine, valets hustle after their car— but
deep down they want someone who will get on them for a poor shot or swat their layup
into the stands. They want to earn their buckets. They know that you get strong by going
uphill. And there’s nothing like a basketball game against other fierce competitors to see
what you’re made of.
Vasu Kulkarni, CEO of sports analytics company Krossover and Courtside VC,
has made basketball the frame around which all of his businesses revolve. He gets
incredibly enthusiastic talking about basketball and wears his love for the game on his
sleeve. “The court brings out your true colors,” he told me in an interview. “A lot of
times what you see on the court is what you get off the court. So many people I do
business with, I try to bring them to a court.”
A game of hoops is a shared experience. It’s intense, it’s exhausting,
and you get to experience the highs of victory and the lows of defeat with others who
care about the outcome. “I find basketball to be a great way to forge relationships and
build bridges with people,” he said. Vasu is taking his perspective from one of the alltime greats. Hall of Fame legend Larry Bird reportedly said he knew everything he
needed to know about someone based on how that person behaved on the court.1
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The link between the sports and the business worlds is a natural one. It’s not a
coincidence that the top coaches do double duty as leadership and motivation experts.
John Calipari of Kentucky and Jay Wright of Villanova write business leadership books,
Duke coach Mike Krzyzewski works as a motivational speaker in his free time,
UNC coach Dean Smith was invited to give lectures at management schools in far-off
places like Switzerland.
Institutions, companies, and regular people just trying to get ahead will cough up
serious money, sacrifice weekends, and travel substantial distances to hear what a top
coach has to say. And they’re not taking notes on zone defenses and how to execute the
pick and roll. Some attendees may not even follow sports, but they understand the jewels
of wisdom that these coaches carry. Their lessons are universal, and their results are
concrete and inarguable.
College coaches also have to start over every couple of years or so from scratch,
with a new crop of talent and new strengths and weaknesses. The coaches—and the
programs they develop— are the consistent factors so a college team’s long-term
success is a testament to their leadership. They understand the basic principles of success
because they have to continue to execute them year in and year out.
It’s an important reminder: Success is a result of what we do all of the time. The
highest performers in all walks of life have embraced this fact; they have taken full
ownership and have chosen to create and implement positive habits. They understand that
you can’t be selective when it comes to excellence. As the saying goes, how you
do anything is how you do everything.
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Most of my career has been spent helping elite basketball players improve their
athleticism and their mind-body connection. I’ve worked with the likes of Kevin Durant
and Victor Oladipo and watched superstars like Kobe Bryant and Steph Curry in their
private practice routines—and two things stick out. One, they stick to the basics. They
study and practice the basics to the point that they’re automatic, as if the actions are
doing them. Two, they work harder than anyone else. They might lose, but they simply
will not be outworked.
I’ve been a basketball performance coach since I graduated from college in 1999.
Major companies from all over the world now hire me to teach, train, and consult on
effective leadership and teamwork because the principles of achievement on the court
parallel the principles necessary to succeed in any industry. I believe in the fundamentals,
and I preach the fundamentals. I’ve seen people fail or succeed based on their
commitment to the unsexy, the unpopular, and the unglamorous. “Success is neither
magical nor mysterious,” wrote one of my heroes, Jim Rohn. “Success is the natural
consequence of consistently applying the basic fundamentals.”
I want to teach you how to live present in a distracted society so you will be a
more connected, productive, and influential leader and teammate. Monumental change
occurs only with the accumulation of the little things. Remember: it’s what all the big
things are made from.
Success isn’t something that happens to you. It’s something you attract, you
choose, and you create. Successful people do the little things better than everyone else.
This is what makes the best the best. World-class performers and the uber-successful
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amassed their achievement by sticking to the fundamentals and doing the little things:
every single day.
We can look to athletes and businesses because they are masters at willing a
certain outcome into existence. LeBron James can visualize himself catching up to an
opponent on a fast break, see when and how that player is going to go in for the layup,
and then time his movement to smack the ball against the glass. He saw it before it
happened; he willed the result into existence. The greats like LeBron do that all the
time—but so did Steve Jobs and Bill Gates.
I’ve spent the past fifteen-plus years working with the highest- performing
athletes on the planet. I now teach people how to utilize the same strategies in business
and life that elite players and teams use to perform at a world-class level. My goal for this
book is simple—to educate and inspire readers to take immediate action to improve their
mind-set, habits, and value.*
The very first step to raising performance is learning how to live present. The
happiest, most influential and most successful people I’ve ever met are able to put their
full attention into the present moment.
They have learned how to focus on three things:
1.   The next play
2.   The controllables
3.   The process
* Note for Readers: For simplicity, I’ve chosen to use the pronoun “he” throughout this book.
Consistently saying “he or she” is clunky and alternating pronouns is confusing. I believe in being
direct. Just know that effective leadership and elite performance know no gender—every word of this
book is equally applicable to males and females.
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In my quest to help organizations run more efficiently, I’ve befriended, learned
from, and interviewed successful CEOs, executives, entrepreneurs, and leaders. In doing
so, I’ve found that the traits that are needed to be a successful player, coach, and
teammate are the same characteristics that are used to run some of the biggest and most
significant companies in the world. The parallels are eye opening. I’ve been fascinated by
how these aspects of culture, commitment, and teamwork transcend industry.
The tools required for success are available to everyone. They’re shared openly
by countless individuals who have made it to the top. Everything we need to maximize
our happiness, fulfillment, confidence, influence, and success is readily available. But it’s
up to us to put these strategies into practice, make them habits, and live them out daily.
And that’s the reason I wrote this book.
You need to make the choice to act—to apply the information here and become a
more influential leader, and teammate. You need to make the choice to close the gap
between what you know and what you do. Because the choices you make today will
determine where you are tomorrow.
This book will help you drill down on your answers to these vital questions:
1.  
2.  
3.  
4.  
5.  

What sacrifices do I need to make?
What skills do I need to acquire?
Whose help would I benefit from?
What challenges should I expect?
What habits do I need to change?

This book will be the initial spark to raising your game, in every area of your life.
It will provide you with the tools, concepts, stories, lessons, and actionable tasks that I’ve
learned from a variety of high performers. Along the way I will share the meaningful and
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impactful conversations and observations I’ve been so fortunate to have from countless
high achievers. But the real work is up to you. After all, you can’t pay someone else to do
your push-ups.
I was taught at a young age that knowledge is power. But that is actually
incomplete: Knowledge by itself is useless. The power is in the application. Knowing
without doing is the equivalent of not knowing at all.
So it’s not necessarily about knowledge. The vast majority of people know what
foods they should eat, how much sleep they should get, and what they should do for their
physical fitness. Yet obesity has been on the rise for years. Why? Although people know
what they need to do, they just don’t do it.
When it comes to improving performance—in any area of life—the most basic
and effective strategy is to close performance gaps. These are the gaps between what we
know we are supposed to do and what we actually do. Everyone has performance gaps,
but the world’s highest performers and achievers have found ways to eliminate or reduce
them in the most important areas.
We live in the information age. Thanks to technology, we can find quality
information on just about anything in a matter of seconds. Not knowing something is
hardly ever the reason our performance suffers. The reason we get stuck, frustrated, and
exhausted is not from lack of knowing—it’s from lack of doing. This book will help
motivate, inspire, and guide you to start closing your most pressing performance gaps.
1. David Halberstam, Playing for Keeps: Michael Jordan and the World He Made (New York: Random House, 1999),
165.
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The book is divided into three parts: “Player,” “Coach,” and “Team,” which
correlate in business to employee, manager/CEO, and organization. Each part contains
the five characteristics required to be successful in that specific role.
All three parts flow into each other like this:

It’s important to note that none of these parts are mutually exclusive and each
section has valuable characteristics applicable to everyone. The key traits for a coach can
be utilized by a player now (or later, if he plans to become a coach)— and vice versa—
and a team works only if the players and the coaches are fulfilling their roles.
I intentionally divided this book into three parts to take a closer look at each
vantage point and perspective, as every one of us fulfills the role of player, coach, and
teammate throughout our lives. Regardless of your age or vocation, I guarantee you are
constantly flowing from one of these titles to another (and are often serving as
two or three of them at once).
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Part I: Player
A player is any individual that is part of a team, company, or organization. This
section is divided into five chapters, each focusing on a single quality that is necessary
for an individual to have (and work on) in order to succeed. Each characteristic builds
on the previous one, and the final one—confidence—is a result of the previous four
working in harmony.

Chapter One: Self- Awareness
This is what everything else in this book is built from. Making “you” your business. Selfawareness means having and developing an understanding of who you are, and what you
can and can’t do. If you don’t know where you’re starting from, then it is impossible to
develop the tools to move to the next level. It all starts here.

Chapter Two: Passion
This is hard to teach but monumentally important to emphasize and tap into. It’s the
possession of a love for what you do and the inner drive to pursue your goals. It’s a
willingness to do what needs to be done—even the unpleasant stuff—because the
outcome matters that much to you. It’s about having heart and putting yourself— all of
yourself—into your work.

Chapter Three: Discipline
Discipline is about developing the routine, structure, and habits to achieve your goals. It’s
about doing what others aren’t doing, investigating how to get ahead, and understanding
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that talent alone is never enough. This is the system that the self-aware and passionate
put into place and repeatedly develop, adapt, and hone.

Chapter Four: Coachability
Successful people are open to learning. The best never stop and it’s their commitment to
finding their gaps and filling them that brought them to where they are. It’s also what
keeps them moving up. They possess the humility to understand that good enough is
never good enough. If you aren’t coachable, you will never progress. Coachability is
about having the right attitude and approach toward self- improvement.

Chapter Five: Confidence
This is the accumulation of the first four. Confidence, earned confidence, is about outlook
and attitude. It’s knowing that you will succeed because you have put in the time, effort,
and learning into mastering what it is you do. It’s the face you wear out in the world
because the mechanics on the inside are solid and humming.

Part II: Coach
A coach, for our purposes, refers to someone who has been given authority over others.
This could be a CEO, a director, a manager, a supervisor, a coach, or a parent. It can be
someone who has one direct report or can be someone who has a thousand. Part II is for
anyone looking to improve their ability to lead, impact, and influence others.
This part is divided into five chapters, each focusing on a single quality that is
necessary for a coach to have—and develop—in order to succeed. As in Part I, each
	
  

3	
  

	
  

RAISE YOUR GAME – HOW THIS BOOK IS ORGANIZED

	
  
characteristic builds on the previous one, and the final trait—empowerment—is a result
of the previous four working together in harmony.

Chapter Six: Vision
A coach must work to stay ahead of the competition and see what others don’t or can’t. In
order to move yourself and those you lead forward, you must envision what you want to
create and take the steps to make it happen. Vision is carrying a map to the future, and it
includes how you communicate that map so that others are inspired to get behind you.

Chapter Seven: Culture
A coach is only as strong as the environment he creates. It should be a place of safety,
motivation, and inspiration. Culture includes the physical space where you work, the
manner in which everyone interacts, and the rules and values the coach instills,
encourages, and rewards. A coach should build a work environment where everyone is
able to achieve both their highest selves, as well as what is best for the team. The right
culture will convince everyone that these are one and the same.

Chapter Eight: Servant
True leaders serve their people, not the other way around. Leaders make themselves
available and accessible to those they lead. Being a servant leader is about understanding
your people’s desires and responding to their needs. It is an antidote to the brute force
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management style that is outdated and ineffective. A servant leader empathetically
listens, remains open and adaptable, and is willing to get his hands dirty in the service of
the vision and the culture.

Chapter Nine: Character
Character refers to who the coach is as a person, even when there’s no reward involved.
It’s about being someone of honor and integrity whom others can trust and get behind.
No one wants to work for a liar, a jerk or a cheater. Having character means you are the
kind of person you would work for. Though the short- term may occasionally reward
those who take shortcuts, the long term always rewards high character.

Chapter Ten: Empowerment
Empowerment is the culmination of the first four coaching traits. It’s the final step
because it is about leaders letting go, allowing their people the freedom and support to
become leaders themselves. To empower is to make your people feel valued and
valuable. A leader trusts his team in a way that lets the members know they are each
integral parts of the whole.

Part III: Team
A team is any group, business, or organization that collectively works together to
accomplish a shared vision and mission. Like the previous two parts, this is broken down
into five characteristics, each building on the previous one. Once again, the final
characteristic, cohesion, is the culmination of the previous four.
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Even if you work for a nontraditional company or even by yourself, you are part
of a team. No one achieves success alone. While you may have to do most of the heavy
lifting, everyone needs and receives help in some way, shape, or form. All of us are a part
of something bigger than ourselves—in our families and in our communities. We all
depend on teammates whom we count on and those we need to serve and support. In
ways big and small, we are all teammates.

Chapter Eleven: Belief
Belief is the first trait in this part because it is the groundwork that enables any team to be
successful. It refers to the underlying attitude that a team has about itself. Believing
means having the conviction that the team can succeed and carrying a commitment that
what they are trying to do is valuable. It’s how a team knows they can trust each other:
Each member is “all in,” and gaining strength from knowing this fact about one another.

Chapter Twelve: Unselfishness
Selfishness will destroy any team. Every member of the team needs to be unselfish and
genuinely care about his teammates, coaches, and mission—not just his own success,
advancement, or credit. Each member must be willing to put the team before his own
agenda and desires and acknowledge that he is simply part of a whole. Unselfishness
means that recognizing collective achievement is the primary goal.
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Chapter Thirteen: Role Clarity
Role clarity is a key aspect of how a team operates and interacts with one another. Each
member understands his specific place in the whole and where others fit in. Successful
teams know that every member matters, that they are a puzzle made up of different
interlocking pieces. The whole doesn’t work or make any sense without each piece
fulfilling his part.

Chapter Fourteen: Communication
Communication is the glue that keeps the team together. It’s about having the openness to
talk and listen with respect, purpose, and attention. It’s not just about the verbal but body
language and tone as well. This trait is applicable across all industries, types of
relationships, and organizations.

Chapter Fifteen: Cohesion
Cohesion is the accumulation of the previous four traits discussed in Part III. It is the
natural result all members understanding their individual role, communicating with the
others, believing in the mission, and being unselfish in the execution. To cohere is to
operate successfully as a whole, one that is stronger than the sum of its parts.
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Self-Awareness
Embrace the people who tell you you’re full of crap.
— Gary Vaynerchuck

Here’s a foundational argument for the rest of this book: the single most important thing
a person needs for success is self-awareness. This includes who you are, what you can do,
what you can’t do, where your value comes from, and where you need improvement.
Nothing I teach or preach in this book will matter if you don’t start here.
Self-awareness is not just the most important quality; it’s the hub of all the others.
In today’s business world, recognizing your edge and your deficits is the go-‐‑to skill.
What to capitalize on, what to hone, where to build, where to delegate—it’s all part of
that pool of self-awareness.
Self-awareness is not something you just do as a once-‐‑in-‐‑a-‐‑while inventory
thing—at the start of a project or job or at the end of the year. It’s far too important for
that. It’s a habit that you have to cultivate and sharpen every single day. Remember that:
Practicing self-awareness is a habit.
When Houston Rockets general manager Daryl Morey, a pioneer in advanced
statistics, was asked what things he wished he could forecast about his players, he
answered, “Do they have the self-awareness of where they’re not as good as they need to
be, meaning do they understand there’s a gap between them and Chris Paul or James
Harden or any of these great players in the league? And then . . . what are their habits to
improve that gap?”1
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Self-awareness is like the arrow on the Google map—you start there, figuring out
where you are. Then it’s about the commitment to do what needs to be done to get you
where you want to be. “The best performers observe themselves closely,” business
journalist Geoff Colvin wrote in Talent Is Overrated: What Really Separates World-Class
Performers from Everyone Else. In the book, Colvin looked at what distinguishes top
performers in all arenas and found, “They are in effect able to step outside themselves,
monitor what is happening in their own mind, and ask how it’s going. . . . Top performers
do this much more systematically than others do; it’s an established part of their
routine.”2
I’ve given many corporate talks around the country, and I would argue that most
people are sleepwalking through their work routine or, at the very least, comfortably on
autopilot. Be honest: How often do you take this kind of inventory of yourself? Is it a
daily habit? If not, ask yourself how you can make it one. It will be a game-changing
decision and will lead to growth on a variety of different levels.

Self- Test
1.   What do you do really well?
2.   What do you need to improve on?
3.   What is your plan for addressing No. 2?

Meeting the Gary Vee: The Whole Ball Game
Gary Vaynerchuck is booked down to the second. When I called his office for an
interview for my podcast, his assistant said, “The next time he’ll have a thirtyMinute window is three months from now.”
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“I’ll take it,” I said, because I’m not stupid.
Serial entrepreneur, marketing expert, and investor Gary Vaynerchuck is already a
legend. He’s like a flash of light, a meteor across the media landscape whose effect is still
being felt. But his beginnings were incredibly humble.
Gary is the son of immigrant parents from the Soviet Union. When he was
growing up, his father owned a wine store in New Jersey where Gary worked from a very
young age. In 2006, Gary started a wine show on YouTube, back when that was still
called a webcast and people were just figuring out what YouTube even was. In just five
years, he helped his father grow a $3 million retail store into a $60 million online wine
business. Not resting on his laurels, he then parlayed that into VaynerMedia, which is
now a $300 million consulting business and one of the world’s hottest digital agencies.
Along the way, Gary became a prolific angel investor and venture capitalist,
investing in companies including Snapchat, Facebook, Twitter, Uber, and Venmo, and
co-‐‑founding the VaynerRSE fund. One day he’d like to buy the New York Jets. Unlike
most people, this is a totally realistic goal for him.
Three months after that phone call, I was at VaynerMedia, in Gary’s New York
office. It was surprisingly small given that it’s his company, but Gary doesn’t come off as
the kind of guy who cares about pomp and circumstance. The walls and shelves were
covered in sports memorabilia, mostly Jets and Knicks, along with framed pictures of his
book covers and photographs of Gary with various celebrities and big-time influencers.
His office had a comfortable sports bar feel to it, a place you can imagine killing
an afternoon in. It was designed for function; there was a stand-‐‑up desk with a computer
and a small conference table with four chairs for meetings. One wall was floor-‐‑to-‐‑ceiling
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glass with no blinds, so everyone could see into his office 24-‐‑7. The whole vibe was
approachable transparency, just like Gary.
At 9:00 a.m. on the dot, he walked in, passionate and fully present, telling me he
was fired up after hearing my podcast’s opening theme music. Gary has this rapid-fire
intense way of talking that just ropes in his audience. It’s hard to focus on anything else
when he’s in a room. He is who he is and he doesn’t pretend or apologize.
“Self-awareness is the game,” Gary told me. “I think self-awareness is the single
most important drug in society.” He admitted that it might not be the sexy thing, but it
undoubtedly is the most important. “When you know yourself, you win,” he said. “In
business, the reason I’ve been successful is I know what I’m good at and I know what
I’m not good at.” He later added, “If you BS yourself, you never excel.”
This is the essence of self-awareness: swallowing hard truths and recognizing the
real version of you that is staring back in the mirror. Not the you that you wish you were
or the you that you’d like to present to the world. The you as you actually are, right here
and right now.
Despite his enormous success, Gary doesn’t shy away from admitting there are
things he doesn’t know and isn’t good at. In fact, his willingness to recognize these is
what gives him a competitive edge. I’m sure that many guys who grew up working class
and are now worth almost $200 million wouldn’t bother to search for those gaps or admit
to them even if they did. But Gary knows he didn’t just stumble into success. He carried a
commitment to self-awareness that brought him to where he is. And he continues to
preach and teach the value of self-awareness.
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For instance, Gary’s a competitive guy, but that’s not why he won’t let his kids
beat him in one-‐‑on-‐‑one in basketball. The reason? He wants them to understand what it
takes to beat him. Letting them win would give them a false sense of accomplishment.
Because of this, when one of his kids got old enough to genuinely beat him, that victory
“tasted delicious.” (Side note: I completely agree with Gary and even take this a step
further—I won’t let my kids beat me in anything. I think the everyone- shouldget-‐‑a-‐‑trophy mind-set damages self-awareness.)
Gary knew he had thirty minutes with me, but he never once looked at his watch
or phone to see what time it was. Despite having a packed day, he didn’t just go through
the motions. Gary demonstrated why he’s successful; he was fully invested in what he
was doing at that moment, looking me in the eye, and giving me pure, honest, and direct
answers. The whole conversation was hyperfocused and present. If he was like that for a
podcast interview, I could only imagine how locked in he is during a meeting or business
call. It’s how he approaches everything, and it taught me a great deal about why the
successful are where they are.

Who You Are and What You Do
Understanding who you are and what you can offer puts you a step ahead of
everyone else. It tells you what to capitalize on and what to improve, and sometimes,
what to avoid. Self-awareness offers the needed element of perspective: the clarity of the
big picture and your place in it.
The most dangerous people in the world are the ones who don’t know what they
don’t know. Taking a bad shot is one thing. Not knowing it was a bad shot? Now you
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have a problem. “I’m always shocked by how many people don’t seem to have that selfawareness,” Krossover CEO Vasu Kulkarni told me, “knowing your limits, knowing
what you’re good at, most importantly, what you’re not good at.” It seems so
fundamental, but that doesn’t mean it’s common. In fact, like all in-‐‑demand skills, the
reason self-awareness is so valuable is because it’s so rare.
Figure out what separates you from everyone else. If you don’t know who you are
and what you do, how is anyone else going to know? Without self-awareness, you’re not
going to be able to maximize your potential. And potential is not rare. Look around. The
world is filled of people with unused, wasted, or lost potential. They fill the seats of
arenas around the globe. You have to acknowledge that you have more to learn. It’s not
humility for its own sake, or to be more likable; it’s humility as a path to self-awareness.

Self-Test
1.   What specific thing do you do at a very high level?
2.   If I polled the people closest to you, what would they say you do really well?
3.   How many opportunities do you have to do this thing?
Clear Eyes
Confidence is important and it is the focus of Chapter Five, but self-awareness
requires that you avoid the pitfall of arrogance. Arrogance prevents us from seeing our
flaws. Humility gives us 20/20 vision and allows us to stay open.
Too many people do not own up to their mistakes and they are constantly trying
to hide their flaws and shortcomings. I think this is alpha dog nonsense and a recipe for
self-destruction. It is a short-term strategy that will cause long-term problems. “Own your
weaknesses at work,” Adam Galinsky and Maurice Schweitzer wrote in Friend and Foe:
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When to Cooperate, When to Compete, and How to Succeed at Both. “Be powerful with
them, be the first to admit them, and what follows may surprise you.”3 The experts
suggest that one of the key ways to improve your self-awareness is through listening.
Think about all the conversations and meetings where you’ve just been waiting to
talk. What could you have missed? Do you honestly think you’re the only one who has
anything to offer? You should be least interested in what you have to say; you already
know what you know.
As counterintuitive as it sounds, a key step in acquiring self-awareness is to ask
those who know you best. This is your inner circle—trusted friends, family, and
colleagues who you know love you, challenge you, push you, support you, and want what
is best for you. If you ask your inner circle if you are an empathetic listener and they all
say “no,” then it doesn’t matter what you think: you are not an empathetic listener. You
will have reached a high level of self-awareness when your evaluation of your strengths
and weaknesses is aligned with your inner circle’s.
Don’t worry about them. Let them worry about you.
— John Wooden

Control the Controllables
Self-awareness is about knowing where your control begins and where it ends. Often,
understanding where that line is determines your chances of success. Something I say to
my players, to my colleagues, and to my audiences all the time is control the
controllables.
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There are only two things in this world that we have 100 percent control over, 100
percent of the time. That is our effort and our attitude. Coming to this epiphany was a
tough pill for me to swallow, as I’ve always skewed a tad toward being a control freak.
But it’s true. Granted, we can dictate our mind-set, enthusiasm, and
preparation (all vital ingredients in performance)— but these are all just branches of
effort and attitude.
Spending our time, focus, and energy on things outside of our control is a poor
use of resources. Face it, you have minimal control over your boss, your co-‐‑workers, your
employees, your colleagues, your customers, your spouse, your friends, or your children.
So don’t waste your mental, emotional, and physical currency on them! Instead, focus on
the two things you actually have control over. You can absolutely impact and influence
many of the events and people in your life—but you do not control their behavior, their
decisions, or the outcome. So let it go. Invest that energy internally. You’ll feel
better.
I remember my parents telling me as a young kid, “You don’t control what other
people do or say, but you do control how you respond and react.” As a father of three
young children, I have said this exact statement on countless occasions. And it’s not only
true for children—it’s true for all of us. Learning how to control the controllables is
imperative to maximizing performance. When you get distracted by things you don’t
control, your performance suffers. We have limited energy, attention, and resources—so
put them where they can actually make a difference.
One of the things that separates elite basketball players from the average is this
ability to focus on their own effort and attitude. Average players worry about what their
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coach is doing, what their teammates are doing, what their opponent is doing, even what
the referee is doing! Great players process feedback from each of those domains. But
they spend each play and practice session focusing on what they’re doing and how they
process what is happening. They work on their effort and attitude.
We decide how we view things and what we do about them. That’s it. Everything
else is out of our hands. If you don’t get that promotion or new client, you can stew on
fault, fairness, and blame. You can spend weeks swimming in that— lots of people do it!
Or you can work on what you do. Which of these options is most likely to lead to that
next promotion or client?

The Lessons of Socks and Shoes
Controlling the controllables also comes down to basic preparation: being ready when
and where others are not. John Wooden won ten National Championships with the UCLA
Bruins, including a record seven straight titles, a record that is so eye-poppingly insane
that I would wager it will never be broken. How many schools even go back-‐‑to-‐‑back?
(Only Florida and Duke have done that since UCLA’s streak ended in 1973.) Wooden is
an icon and a legend, but let’s not get confused. He was not a wizard. He worked on what
he could: he managed the basics.
Every season at UCLA, one of the first things Wooden would do in the locker
room was teach his players how to correctly put on their socks and shoes to alleviate
chaffing and blisters. Most eighteen-year-olds would laugh off such an instruction, but
Wooden had a reputation, so his players trusted him. They knew his record so they
did what he said.
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Because of this little, seemingly insignificant—almost childish—thing, Wooden’s
players almost never got blisters. By the end of the game, when the other team’s feet
were aching like blazing coals, Wooden’s guys were as fresh as they were at tip-off.
Socks and shoes are as basic as you can get, but Wooden understood that the players’
game started there. If they couldn’t stand up, if they couldn’t run, they couldn’t execute a
single thing he taught them. Start with what you can control.
Any time spent on something outside of your attitude or effort is wasted, because
it’s energy and time away from what you can control. Most people waste a tremendous
amount of time and energy complaining. What do they complain about? They complain
about everything outside of their control. No one ever seems to complain about their own
attitude or effort. It’s always someone else’s that they find fault with.
“Complaining is like throwing up,” my friend Jon Gordon likes to say. “It makes
you feel better, but it makes everyone else feel worse.”
Focus on your attitude and your effort and do so consistently.
That’s how you win.

Self-Test
Rate yourself on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
1.   I have high expectations for myself and my team.
2.   I constantly ask questions to my close friends, family, and colleagues.
3.   I work on my craft daily and am constantly learning and growing.
4.   I handle pressure well and embrace adversity.
5.   I am focused on the right things, and my schedule is aligned with my priorities.
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6.   I am an active and empathetic listener.
7.   I communicate clearly and effectively.
8.   I encourage feedback and questions, and I accept criticism well
9.   I openly admit when I am wrong and accept responsibility.
10.  I have a healthy way of dealing with disappointment, anger, and frustration.
Put all your eggs in one basket, and watch that basket.
— Andrew Carnegie

One Thing Well
Focus on who you are and what you do well. That is how you succeed. NBA
sharpshooters like Kyle Korver and J. J. Redick get paid absurd amounts of money to do
one thing: catch and shoot. That’s it. Catch and shoot. And I don’t say that to diminish
them. But that is what got them to where they are, and it’s where their greatness lies.
Well rounded is overrated. Use your self- awareness to double down on what you do best.
Find the one thing you do better than anyone else and continue to pour into that.
That is a dying idea. Simon Sinek, bestselling author and leadership
consultant for Microsoft, Disney, and Airbnb, believes that we’ve lost the desire—and
ability—to excel in one thing. “Giving a lot of one’s self to a small number of things,” he
wrote, “seems to have been replaced by giving a little bit of one’s self to a large number
of things.”4 Own your space. Turn yourself into someone invaluable: make it so no one
else can do what you do. Self-awareness is the key to getting a competitive advantage; it
leads to a pattern of utilizing your strengths and managing your weaknesses. It’s how
you become great, singularly great, at anything.
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A Gallup poll of thousands of organizations showed that when an organization
focused on an employee’s strength, the level of that employee’s engagement was nearly
75 percent. And when they didn’t? It was 9 percent.5 If people don’t feel like they’re
being utilized well, if their strengths are not being tapped, then they’re just going to feel
like they’re being wasted. And they withdraw. Another study of top business executives
found that self-awareness was both the highest predictor of performance as well as the
least utilized criteria. That pattern emerges again and again: self- awareness is so basic
and yet so exceptional.

Be Willing to Close the Store
Self-awareness is not just in the knowing but in the adjusting and the correcting. On a
Tuesday afternoon in 2008, Starbucks CEO Howard Schultz, who had recently taken over
a second time at the company he founded, closed every single one of its stores in
America. That’s over 7000 stores. The cost? Twenty-three million dollars. The reason?
The espresso just wasn’t good anymore. That’s it. No disease outbreak or food poisoning
or lawsuit. It was that simple. The coffee wasn’t good. What Starbucks was known for,
where its value came from, had become subpar. And Schultz decided to do something
about it.
Every Starbucks barista in America had to be retrained, so Schultz did what he
felt he had to do: he closed all the stores. Now, Schultz probably could have staggered the
training in a series of sessions, and I’m sure his publicity team and accountants wanted
him to, but he wanted to make the statement that they had been failing and they were
going to correct it. He wanted the public to know they were closing all the stores. The
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sign out front of every closed Starbucks even admitted that’s what the retraining was for,
opening themselves up to a slew of negative press and comments. But Schultz insisted on
doing it this way.6
Soon after, Schultz flew in 10,000 Starbucks managers to a single arena—at a
cost of $30 million, to break some bad news to them. He told them that Starbucks was on
the verge of closing within the year because their “Success [had] bred laziness and
sloppiness.”7 He spoke to all of them openly and honestly and clearly laid down the dire
path the company was on if the negative trend continued.
The Starbucks experience, the thing that Schultz had built, was vanishing. He
needed to bring it back. Schultz became aware of the problems in his organizations and
took action to stem the tide. Ten years later, Starbucks is again of the biggest companies
and most popular brands in the world. Schultz’s self- awareness, regarding himself and
his company, is what saved it and helped it thrive.

Know Thyself
Self-awareness—especially in hypercompetitive fields—requires a stepping outside your
bubble. It means understanding yourself the way your competitors do. All campaigning
politicians do opposition research on their opponents, and the smartest ones want to get
their hands on their opponents’ opposition research on them. It’s gold because it tells
them what they need to work on, where they are vulnerable, and where they are likely to
get hit. (That’s exactly how Eminem’s character won the final rap battle in 8 Mile!) This
type of awareness is key: it helps you see how you size up to the competition,
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and gives you insight into how they might defeat you. Close the holes in your game,
whatever your game is.
Some people don’t like to look at their weaknesses—either because they’re so
focused on self- esteem or because they don’t want to admit that their weaknesses exist.
But those who do, those whom others might think don’t have any weaknesses, are the
ones who have worked like crazy on improving them. But it’s important to note, we are
only talking about applicable weaknesses. Weaknesses that matter and weaknesses that
affect performance. It’s okay if Kyle Korver and J. J. Redick are weak rebounders. It’s
okay if Starbucks doesn’t make world-renowned bagels. That isn’t what makes them who
they are.
Work with what you have. Find your competitive advantage. You’re dealing with
a much larger pool than those in the past. Not too long ago workers were only competing
with potential employees who lived within commuting distance from the office. Those
days are long gone. Now, in the information age, the pool is the entire globe. Good
enough is no longer good enough. Self-awareness will be your edge: securing that
interview, beating out a competitive pool, getting that promotion, or launching that
startup. Remember: if you don’t know what you do well, no one else will either.

Mile 17
Self-awareness tends to develop with age. It’s not that it automatically arrives as the
years pile on; it’s just that the young don’t seem to have much use for it. It’s funny how
maturity works. In my twenties, I thought I knew everything. Now in my forties, I realize
how much I didn’t know then as well as much more I still need to learn.

	
  

14	
  

	
  

RAISE YOUR GAME – CHAPTER ONE

	
  
In 2002, a few years after graduating college, I signed up to run my first
marathon. It had always been a goal of mine; running 26.2 miles just seemed to be the
most physically challenging thing a normal person could do.
Plus, I was trying to impress a girlfriend who was really into running.
I played college basketball, which was incredibly demanding, and had a fairly
decent understanding of proper training, but I didn’t know a lick about preparing for a
marathon. Basketball is an interval-based sport, meaning everything is short duration and
high intensity. The whole concept of pacing myself for 26.2 miles was foreign to me. It
was apples and oranges. So my preparation and marathon training program was grossly
insufficient. My youthful naiveté simply thought, A few years ago I was a college athlete,
I’ll be fine. I was blindly stepping off a ledge figuring I knew how far the drop would be.
But I had no clue.
At the start of a marathon, runners are staggered based on their predicted mile
pace. You can’t have everyone pushing their way to the starting line when the gun goes
off—it’s impractical, there’s no room, and it would make a mess. When I arrived to line
up that morning, I had no frame of reference for what my pace would be. I ran a 5:03
mile in college (when I was in the best shape of my life), but I wasn’t delusional—I knew
I couldn’t keep that pace for the whole race. So I ventured back to the 8-‐‑to-‐‑9-‐‑minute mile
pace and took a look around: I saw middle-aged soccer moms and guys in their sixties
with gray hair and outdated clothes. No way, I thought. These are old people. I don’t
belong here. So I inched my way up to a group I thought looked more like me, which
turned out to be the 6-‐‑minute-per-mile-pace group. Satisfied, I took my place among
them.
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When the race started, it was like I was shot out of a cannon. With my adrenaline
pumping, I started off at a lighting-fast pace that would be impossible to sustain. I didn’t
know at the time that the effects of distance running were a little bit like doing shots of
tequila at a bar: You feel pretty good after two or three shots, but that fourth one will
smash you. Everything feels fantastic until the moment you all off the cliff. The problem
is, you rarely see the cliff coming. You just fall. Your senses drain away, you feel sick,
and you lose control. It silently creeps up on you, and then it pounces. That’s how the
marathon was.
At mile 8, I felt great.
At mile 12, I felt okay.
At mile 17, it all . . . unraveled.
When I met Jesse Itzler, entrepreneur and co-‐‑owner of the Atlanta Hawks, he told
me that every single one of us has this little voice inside of us that’s full of self-doubt.
When things start getting tough in our lives—physically, mentally, emotionally—that
voice gets louder and louder and the negative self-talk begins. It’s a self-preservation
mechanism; if you’re putting yourself through grueling physical pain, your mind is trying
to get you to stop. That’s what it’s there for. Its job is to save you.
At mile 17, my little voice started whispering and I could not shut it up. I’m an
all-around positive guy, confident and optimistic in my day-‐‑to-‐‑day life, but I just didn’t
have the energy to ignore that voice. Plus, it sounded so reasonable. Every step I took, the
voice got louder and louder. My mind and body started shutting down. Feeling
immensely defeated, I started walking. Prior to that race, I would’ve bet someone a
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million dollars that I wouldn’t have to walk at all, much less the last nine miles. It was
dejecting and humbling and I felt like a failure.
Though part of me would rather ignore what happened next, it’s too important, so
we’ll return to my marathon debacle later in this section.

Markelle and the Power of Self-Awareness
I have seen self-awareness make or break people in life, in sports, and in business. It is
often the difference maker in whether or not someone rises to the top of his field. For six
years, I was the performance coach for the DeMatha Catholic High School basketball
program, a national powerhouse located just outside of Washington, DC. The school has
six national championships, thirty-nine conference championships, and has produced
fourteen NBA players. It holds an iconic and prestigious position in the rarefied world of
elite high school basketball.
As a quiet and skinny thirteen-year-old, Markelle Fultz attended one of our
summer camps. He was a polite and respectful young man who showed signs of potential,
but he was well below the level of player we usually recruited. When he expressed
interest in attending DeMatha, Coach Mike Jones was direct and honest: we’d love to
have you, but don’t plan on making the varsity anytime soon.
Markelle decided to come to DeMatha anyway, which says a great deal about him
and his commitment to the game. He probably could’ve gone somewhere else, gotten it
fully paid for, and been the big dog, but he chose to go with the best, playing for a coach
that guaranteed him nothing. This was exceptionally rare: young players
tend to go where they’re recruited, but Markelle came to us.
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Most recruited players expect to at least start on junior varsity, so they can jump
to varsity as soon as possible. But Markelle had the humility—and awareness—to know
his level, so he began on the freshman team. He didn’t get down or dejected because he
was starting at the “bottom.” He respected the process, worked on his game, and made it
up to JV the next year.
Of course, people were buzzing in his ear, “You should be on varsity,” or “You
should play at another school,” all the noise that comes with coming into your own. But
Markelle had the self-awareness to block them out. He kept on track, going to the gym,
working on his game, and finding a way to raise his level. Self-awareness almost always
leads directly to humility; when you know the things you don’t do well, you become
humble and driven.
Markelle put in so much work after his sophomore year that he jumped to varsity
and became one of the best players in the conference, then in the DC area. But even then,
after he made it to the top of this prestigious group, he didn’t stop. Instead of resting on
his laurels, he improved even more from junior to senior year, becoming an AllAmerican and accepting a full scholarship to the University
of Washington.
It’s called “self ” awareness but the people you choose to surround yourself with
play a part in that. A self-aware person is going to invite healthy criticism and one way to
do that is not to shy away from hearing the truth. It’s important to have supportive people
who aren’t afraid to tell you the things that you need to hear instead of the things that you
want to hear. The people in Markelle’s circle helped reinforce his own sense of self.
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In 2017, Markelle was the number 1 pick in the NBA draft. I wasn’t surprised at
all. He didn’t lose the work ethic, the drive, and the self-awareness—even as the
accolades rolled in at college. He stayed focused, even with all the hype and attention that
comes when you’re projected to be a top pick. Part of being in the NBA is knowing your
part in the whole. Most players can’t immediately dominate an NBA court like they did
in college—so they have to have awareness of what their place is among the other four
guys in the same color jerseys.
Unfortunately, a disappointing thing happened to Markelle during his NBA rookie
season with the Philadelphia 76ers. A shoulder injury before the season began sidelined
him for a month. Then two months. Then it looked like he’d be out for most of the
season. Then grainy cell phone video came out from the Sixers practice arena showing
that he had changed his jump shot. People were alarmed. Something just didn’t look
right.
Then the tweeters and commentators had a field day—a Markelle watch—where
week after week of the number 1 overall pick sitting on the bench brought theories and
criticisms. There was talk of him losing his confidence. There was talk of him being the
biggest bust in the NBA draft. It was an unprecedented amount of speculation and
scrutiny. But Markelle stayed quiet.
Then on a regular season game in March of his rookie season, he returned. And
you know what? He was fine. Better than fine. He was great. A month later he recorded a
triple double—double digits in points, assists, and rebounds—the youngest player in
NBA history to do so.
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I watched Markelle grow each step on his journey, and I know his career will soar
exactly as the scouts first predicted. He has the self-awareness to make it in a business
where a lot of talented players just don’t pan out. He knows who he is, and even with the
basketball world watching, he will not get rattled.

Self-Test
Despite the “self” in self-awareness, to ensure accuracy it is important to solicit
intentional and purposeful feedback from those that know you best (your inner circle).
As comedians know, there’s only one measure of whether or not a joke is funny:
Does the audience laugh? It sounds simple, but there is real depth to that concept. You
may believe you possess the necessary humility, but if the five people closest to you feel
otherwise, then guess what?
Identify three people that you feel know you the best. They can be friends, family,
or colleagues. You need to create a safe environment for them to share their honest
thoughts and feelings: Ask them to share the truth as they see it. Explain what it’s for and
that you’d appreciate constructive criticism. The more honest the feedback, the more
helpful and impactful this exercise will be.
Ask them to rate you on the following questions on a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being low
and 10 being high):
Do I communicate well? Do I effectively convey my message?
Am I courageous? Am I unafraid to take risks?
Am I disciplined? Does someone need to watch over me?
Am I focused? Am I easily distracted?
Am I generous? Am I a giving person?
Do I show initiative? Do I start things on my own?
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Do I use sound judgment? Do I know what is truly important?
Do I listen? Do I hear others, or only hear what I want to hear?
Am I optimistic? Do I choose to see the good in every situation?
Am I a resolver? Do I just identify problems . . . or actually fix
them?
Am I responsible? Do I hold myself accountable?
Am I secure? Do I trust those around me?

Once you’ve collected their feedback, see how it compares to the other people
you gave it to. See how it compares to how you see yourself. Look for trends and
patterns. Identify your top strengths and your most glaring weaknesses.
What sticks out?
It is important not to jump to conclusions or judgment.
Remember, this is simply feedback. The results themselves are neither positive
nor negative. You decide whether or not to use it in a way that serves you and moves you
forward or to use it in a way that hinders you.
We can’t change what we don’t notice.
— Tony Schwartz, author and journalist

The Fogged-‐‑Up Mirror
There’s a contradiction at work when we talk of self-awareness. You have to notice if
you have it and that ability is the very thing you’re looking to build! Because of this
catch-‐‑22, I don’t think you can ask people if they are self-aware and ever get any other
answer than yes. That’s the tricky thing about it. They can’t see their own blind spots.
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In fact, 95 percent of people, when surveyed, claim to be self-aware.8 No human
on the planet would admit to not being self-aware, but the vast majority are not. I think
this comes from a lack of understanding of what self-awareness means. There is a
phenomenon called the Dunning-Kruger effect, which put simply is: we can’t know
everything that we don’t know. (Dunning and Kruger were two Stanford researchers who
found that the subjects who did the worst on their tests were regularly the most
confident.)
There’s an emotional aspect, too—a type of denial at work. Just about anyone can
rattle off what he is good at, but then there’s the lurking stuff no one wants to address: the
things that scare them, that challenge them, that might keep them up at night.
We tend to look away from what we can’t do; we avoid digging deeper and
uncovering how to do something about them. It’s easier to ignore them or blame outside
forces. We live a lie that we keep telling ourselves, so our level self-awareness is weak,
or even nonexistent.
That’s where the real hard work comes in—being able to look in the mirror and
know what we’re scared of and what we’re insecure about. We are taught to suppress or
avoid our adversity and pain, but we have to look at that if we’re going to get anywhere.
It’s where we all have to start.
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Key Point: Learn your strengths and weaknesses, inside and out, because self-awareness
makes everything else possible.
Remember:
Ø   If you don’t know who you are and what you do, nothing else you know or learn
will matter.
Ø   Control the controllables. Don’t get caught up in things outside your frame of
influence.
Ø   Recognize what you can contribute—where your value is— and others will
notice. And they will reward you for it.
Ø   Avoid the arrogance that blinds you to areas in which you need to improve.
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