














The Scottrade Center in St. Louis
CHECKETTS, CONTINUED

especially now, but even a few years ago—is going
to be controversial, is going to get fought about.

Kaizen: So your argument has three legs: The tax
money used was dedicated for that purpose; the
job creation argument—the 600 jobs as opposed
to spending it other ways; and then spinoff
benefits that come from tax valuation, real estate
valuation, etc.

Another line of argument is economic—that
sports facilities have to be so expensive
these days that only governments can raise
that kind of money. Is that true? Would
Rio Tinto have been viable without the
government funds?

o Checketts: No. We wouldn't have built
it. It couldn’t get done, and most projects
in sports can't get done today without
government funding. I don't know many
that we could go back and find that have been
totally privately funded.

Kaizen: About leadership in particular you have
said, “As a leader, it becomes your challenge to
be able to identify people who at a certain point
in time rise to the occasion.” What traits do you
look for when hiring or promoting key people?

Checketts: It's almost impossible to identify that
in interviews, but you can learn a lot about people
based on their past performance.

We have this problem with the St. Louis Blues
right now. And as I gave them my annual State
of the Franchise Address just before the start of
training camp, I said to them, “The thing that this
team needs to learn to do is to win, and to grab
hold of a game in the last five minutes when you
have a one goal lead, on the road.” It’s actually that
simple. You're up three to two, seven minutes left
in the game last night in Nashville, you should
win that game. The right kind of toughness,
mental toughness, just takes the other team and
puts it away.

I always looked at coaches in the NBA and I said,
“What is their record in games that are decided

by three points or less?” That, to me, separates a
great coach from a not-so-great coach, because
that's where coaching really has an impact—in
games decided by three points or less.

Kaizen: Can we break “mental toughness” down
a bit? Is it a matter of saying, “I am going to win?”
Or being able to handle your emotions or being
cool-headed when the pressure is on? What
makes someone have mental toughness?

Checketts: It is instilled by a coaching staff who
understands that concept. It is a wise coach who
can tell immediately on the faces of his players
when he needs to take a timeout, when he needs
to do something differently, when he needs to
disrupt the flow. Then he learns to trust a certain
group of players that he’s going to put on the ice
or on the court in the last three to five minutes of
the game to get the right things done.

Kaizen: At all stages of your career you have been
simultaneously running several operations and
planning future ones. Where does all your energy
come from?

Checketts: I think it comes from anxiety, I guess.
I don't have anything, necessarily, I'm trying to
prove anymore. If I set out to be in this business
for 40 or 50 years as my career, I wanted to look
back and say “I did the very best I could” and“I
learned enough and developed enough skills and
created enough value that I could be considered
one of the best in the field for a long time.”

So that’s what drives me now—as I started out
saying—is to create environments where really
extraordinary people can do their best work.
That's my value. Create an environment where
John Davidsons, the Bill Mannings, the Jason
Kreis, the Pat Rileys, whoever it is, can step into
a situation where they can do their best work.
If that's what I accomplished, then I'll feel like I
accomplished a lot.

Kaizen: When leaving Madison Square Garden
in 2001, you bought your employees a gift—a
table-top scale—the scale being symbolic of
the need to balance one’s life. How have you
managed to balance your ambitious career goals
with your other important life goals, such as
your family and other relationships?

Checketts: I think about it all the time,

and I think if you're not thinking about it,
then you're probably not getting the kind of
joy and fulfillment out of your life that you
should. If you become extreme in any of those
cases—either an extreme work addict, which is
easy to do in this business, or extreme family/
personal—neither one works. So that was why
the scale was meant to say,“We have to have a
balance in our life.”

In my view, the best people are people who have
outside interests, they have hobbies, they have
people who are meaningful in their lives, so

they have a certain stability about all that which
allows them to perform well at work. And if you
neglect that personal side, that relationship with
your children, your family, your partner, you will
probably be less effective at work.

The best people have
they have hobbies,

who are meaningful

Kaizen: If you had to pick just one, which of
your accomplishments has given you the most

pride?

Checketts: I guess I would say that my proudest
one is probably the creation of a charitable
enterprise at Madison Square Garden to take
care of after school kids. When I say “after
school kids,” these are kids who get out at 2:30
in the afternoon and return to an apartment
where there is no parent there. 70 percent of
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kids born in inner-city New York were born to
a single parent. So what has happened is that
this after school issue has become a huge issue.
So we started something called the Cheering
for Children Foundation at Madison Square
Garden. It's now called the Garden of Dreams
Foundation (www.gardenofdreamsfoundation.
org). And it was meant to create after school
programs for New York City kids. And it
involved our teams, our players, our coaches.
Every time I signed a player I'd get right to the
point where I could set the contract in front

of him, and I'd say, “Now look, before you sign
this, I want $100,000 a year for our charity to
take care of after school kids. Don't sign this if
you're not willing to do that.” For some player
who's going to make $3 or $4 million, it seems
like a small price to pay—a tax deductible
$100,000 gift. But then we took that money and
we created after school programs all over the
city, where kids could leave school, go and play
an organized game of street hockey, basketball,
get on a laptop, do their homework, get a tutor.
They had a place to go until mom or dad or
grandma or grandpa or whoever it was would
come home at 6 p.m. So we had them from 2:30
to 6, at a place where they were safe and well-
protected.

outside interests,
they have people

in their lives.

Kaizen: And, looking back, which of your
projects was the most fun?

Checketts: There’s a lot of those. I loved
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Mr. Checketts (center) breaking ground for the Rio Tinto Stadium

deal here.” So we went to dinner, we closed that
restaurant, We went to a club; that finally closed
at 2. I said,“I'm not leaving.” We finally went to
his apartment, and at 4 a.m. we shook hands.

And then I set out to renovate the whole place—
nine months, $70 million, to make it exactly what
it was in 1932 again, because it was really tired
and run down. But we started peeling paint and
replacing chandeliers with exact replicas of what
was there before. We even replaced the carpet
with the same carpet that was there in 1932, We
had to have it made. But all these little touches
were so important to me and it was like I was
bringing back eatly 20* century New York again.
I'm going to do that again here with St. Louis’s
Keil Opera House.

who are interested in doing this that I think
they need to get a solid education in business,
communications, finance, some vocation. And
then they need to spend a couple of years

out and about, working in all of the areas

that involve this industry. It could be
sponsorship, it could be operations, it

could be the contract side—there’s so

many places for them to spend time.

And then I think they need to go to

graduate school. I really think that

made all the difference for me. I like an

MBA, but I also like a JD. If you look at

all of the successful commissioners, they're

all lawyers. They're not businesspeople per se,
they're all lawyers: David Stern, Gary Bettman,
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renovating Radio City Music Hall. That was Paul Tagliabue. Professional sports has become

really thrilling for me because, first of all, it took Kaizen: Given the huge expansion of professional

so contractual in the important relationships

sports over the past twenty years, where do and labor becomes such a big deal, that a legal

me two years to buy it, two years of negotiating

you see the biggest opportunities for the next background, for someone who wants to be in this

with one of the toughest real estate guys in New

eneration of sports entrepreneurss? industry, is very valuable.
g t f sports entrep 2 dustry, y valuabl

York—just over the top. We finally made a deal
at 4 a.m. one morning in his apartment, only

Checketts: Well, I always tell young people CONTINUED ON PAGE 8

because I said, “I'm not leaving until I make a
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Kaizen: What is the best advice you've ever been
given?

Checketts: The most influential person in my
life was my father. Even though Covey was very
powerful, Stern has been a great mentor, and
there are others along the way that I've certainly
learned from, I would say it was my father. My
father was a Marine in World War IT and a
tremendous man—just a great, great person.
But he was also a lover of poetry, and he made
us memorize poetry when we were growing

up. He actually paid us money. That's how we
earned money from him sometimes if we needed
to go to the movies or a date or something—we
needed to memorize a poem.

Dad loved Tennyson but his favorite was
Kipling, and so that very simple, powerful poem
“If” has played a big role for me. There are

more times than not, especially in the early days
in New York when I was under pressure and
thinking maybe the job was too big for me, those
lines, in my father’s voice,

If you can keep your head when all about you
Are losing theirs and blaming it on you,

If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you,
But make allowance for their doubting too;

If you can wait and not be tired by waiting,

Mr. Checketts admiring Busch Stadium, home of the St. Louis Cardinals

And it goes on:
Or being hated, don’t give way to hating ...

And risk it on one turn of pitch-and-toss,
And lose, and start again at your beginnings
And never breathe a word about your loss.

I mean, you would have thought that Rudyard
Kipling had been running sports teams because
it's the perfect description of what it’s like and
how you feel, and it has been a real inspiration to
me. And it's always in my father’s voice because

I took over the Knicks in 1991 and he died in
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1988, so I was really missing him. I thought that
he would've gotten such a big kick out of my
suddenly being in New York, but I didn't have
that chance. Maybe he did.

This interview was conducted for Kaizen by
Stephen Hicks. To learn more about David
Checketts and SCP Worldwide, please visit
http:/ /www.scpworldwide.net/index.asp.
Kaizen's full interview with Mr. Checketts will
be posted soon on the Center’s website at www.
EthicsandEntrepreneurship.org.

HE

Kaizen is published by the Center for Ethics and Entrepreneurship at Rockford College. Founded in 1847, Rockford College is a four-year, independent,
coeducational institution offering undergraduate and graduate degrees in traditional liberal arts and professional fields. One of 81 colleges nationwide designated

as a“College with a Conscience” by the Princeton Review, Rockford College is also among 76 U.S. colleges and universities selected by the Carnegie Foundation

for the Advancement of Teaching for inclusion in a“Community Engagement” college classification. Rockford College is one of 11 colleges in Illinois and 276 in

the country with a Phi Beta Kappa chapter, the oldest and most prestigious academic honors society, and in 2007 was named a“College of Distinction.”

and Technol
Leadership

IKa7E (BRE) is a Japanese term meaning “change for the better”
or “continuous improvement.” Kaizen has been applied worldwide
as a method for improving the efficiency of all aspects of a business

improve performance. Kaizen is also used to eliminate wasteful effort
and to humanize relationships within the workplace.
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