Walking the Talk

How Self-Reflection Can Make You a Better Coach
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In 1953 New Zealand mountaineer Sir Edmund
Hillary and his Nepalese Sherpa Tenzing Norgay reached
the summit of Mount Everest—the first to do so.
Conquering Everest was and is one of man’s greatest
challenges. The grinding mental, emotional, and physical
aspects of the climb along with intellectual problem-
solving are the heart of the challenge.

In 1996, Rob Hall and Scott Fischer led a commercial
expedition team attempting to climb Everest. Hall and
Fischer were considered expert climbers, both having
scaled the summit of Everest. The two highly talented
climbers were hired by a motley crew of inexperienced
hikers who made the trek to Nepal to attempt the climb
under the guidance of the esteemed Hall and Fischer.

Jon Krakauer, a journalist, was a member of the climbers
joining Hall’s team. As it turned out, Krakauer ended up
chronicling a tragic expedition in which five people lost
their lives, including Hall and Fischer.

The two leaders, very experienced and somewhat
arrogant, “rightfully” behaved authoritatively. Both Hall
and Fischer issued and demanded adherence to their
rules for a safe and successful climb. Krakauer recorded
a self-confident Hall reminding his team “I will tolerate
no dissension up there. My word will be absolute law,
beyond appeal.”

One team member recalled, “Rob had lectured us
repeatedly about the importance of having a
predetermined turnaround time on summit day...and
abiding by it no matter how close we were to the top.”

Knowing the descent from the summit to be perilous, the
leaders invoked a two o’clock rule. The Sherpa’s, guides
and clients all understood that if a climber had not
reached the top by two o’clock in the afternoon of
“summit day” they were to obey the order and turn
around and abandon their bid for the summit. Yet Hall
and Fischer would go on to ignore the safe-guard and not
retreat down the slopes upon the clock hitting two.

Fischer kept climbing, though exhausted and suffering
tremendously, touching the top at 3:45. He continued to
climb, every step perilous to his declining health, though
he would never let any of his team to do so under similar
conditions.

Krakauer’s book of the expedition, Into Thin Air, exposes
the autocratic nature of Hall’s leadership. Hall had a
pecking order and no one was to question his decisions.
As Krakauer recorded, “Passivity on the part of the
clients had thus been encouraged throughout the
expedition.” And the Sherpas and guides too were afraid
of Hall’s rebuke, unsure of the consequences of
displeasing him.

The Idiosyncratic knowledge and unique skills of Hall and
Fisher were not enough to overcome the blizzard they
encountered on their way back to Camp IV. Having
scaled Everest they were in grave trouble.

The vulnerabilities inherent in self-reflection lead us to
develop mechanisms to bypass or minimize the
embarrassment or threat that we might experience
when we scrutinize our thoughts, feelings, and actions.
My sense is that both Hall and Fischer never really had to
answer to anybody but themselves, believing self-
reflection to be something for the other guy. After all,
why do you need to question your assumptions and
behaviors if you're successful? And the more successful,
the less likely you are to self-reflect. Bragging of their
conquests and boasting about their track records led
them to believe they were above their own rules—those
were for the novice.

I've seen it time and time again, coaches that dismiss the
practice of self-reflection tend to create cultures that
turn out to have unintended and unpredicted side effects
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that degrade the environment. These coaches fail to
recognize or respond to value conflicts, often violating
their own standards. It is striking that many coaches
choose to overlook the practice of self-reflection.

Thankfully what you do is not a matter of life and death.
However, deep inside your coaching bubble you might
just find walking your talk difficult at times. Contrary to
the popular thought that all coaches are grounded in
reality, it ain’t always so. Like Hall and Fischer we all
have times we simply ignore our rules.

Here’s where the rubber meets the road: the following
seven questions require you to turn off the noise for
fifteen minutes daily and sink your mind into your walk
and your talk for the day. If you are serious about self
improvement, just like you ask your student-athletes to
be serious about improvement, then adopt this process
as a daily routine. Learning to lead ourselves, just like

leading others, is a truly a life-time project—our own Mt.

Everest. My guess is that after a solid month of
performing this after action reflection you’ll seamlessly
work your way into doing reflection-in-action.
Remember, reflection is all about growth and
development—yours and your players.

Daily Self-Reflection Questions
What did | say | would do today that | didn’t do?

What did | do today that will affect team cohesion?
(positive and / or negative)

How did I relate to the players today?

What did | do today that is not something I’'m proud of
doing?

How did | lead the players today? Coaches?
How did | follow the players today? Coaches?

Based on what | learned today, what will | do tomorrow?
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What They’re Saying...
As a high school athletic director “in the field” | have
found Cory Dobbs and his materials to be a great asset to
my personal mission, that of developing and fostering
character and leadership in the student athletes that |
have had an opportunity to serve. His most recent book
“Coaching for Leadership” hits me right in the sweet spot.
I am in full agreement when he states: “Coaching for
leadership starts with the desire to make a sustainable
difference in the lives of student athletes; it has to do
with long-term value of students learning to lead and
build high performance teams.” From that perspective,
Cory Dobbs equips the reader with tools to get to work
and challenges us to use those tools on EVERY athlete we
serve, not just a few. | am a more skilled AD because of
the influence Cory Dobbs has had on my own growth
journey.

-Todd Moeller, CAA, Athletic Director, O’Fallon

Township High School, (IL)

Cory Dobbs goes above and beyond making the case for
team leadership and why it is a valuable leadership style.
We are coaching in a changing world and our student-
athletes are different. | am a big believer that it is our
charge to teach leadership, more than ever before and
sports can be by far, the best classroom. Cory’s book gets
you started.

-Kathy Delaney-Smith, Women’s Basketball Coach,

Harvard University

A thought-provoking guide to enlightened leadership and
progressive team building behavior.
-Jerry Lynch, Ph.D., Author of The Way of Champions
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