Feeling stalled in your career or in your life?

No one can stop you – but you.
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Almost always, legal administrators start out highly optimistic about their careers – and about achieving their peak potential.  At the beginning, the sky is the limit.

Over time, however, even the best of legal administrators can run out of steam.  As the months, years and even decades go by, we can become too comfortable – settling for the routine world of the mediocre rather than the challenging world of peak success.  As a result, we may feel stalled in our careers – and in our personal lives.
“If you want to live a mediocre life – with mediocre rewards – then you’re all set,” said Walter Bond.  “Have a nice day.

“If, on the other hand, you want to live a successful life – and enjoy the rich financial and personal rewards that come only with a successful life – then you need to regularly examine your game plan and continuously improve your execution,” said Bond.
Bond presented a two-day motivational seminar at the annual educational retreat of the Mile-High Chapter of the Association of Legal Administrators, held Feb. 23-24 at the Garden of the Gods Club in Colorado Springs, Colo.  About 60 members attended.  Bond is a professional speaker and president of Minneapolis-based Walter Bond Seminars (www.walterbondseminars.com).

Lessons from high school
Bond based his presentation on his previous career in basketball – emphasizing that the information and discipline he needed to reach the ranks of “best” in his chosen sport are the same skills he uses to succeed in business – and the same skills that legal administrators can use to become the best in their fields.
“I was not born with exceptional talent or physical skills – just an exceptional love of basketball,” said Bond.  “This (along with a lot of practice and the steady coaching and encouragement of my father) was enough in grade school and high school – but it got a lot harder in college and beyond.”

Bond attended Collins High School in Chicago – in a tough neighborhood where almost every other student qualified for free meals.  His father was the school’s iron-fisted principal.  “On my first day of high school, I could hear the buzzing in the halls,’” said Bond.  “‘That’s the principal’s kid.’  You can bet no one wanted to talk to me.

“After sulking for a little while, I decided that I could either give up or I could master the fundamentals of high school success and get to work,” said Bond.  “I figured out the most popular clubs, and I joined them, and I worked hard.  I figured out the most popular sport, and I made the team, and I worked hard.  By senior year, I had gone from shunned freshman to ‘most likely to succeed’ and an all-state basketball player in Illinois.
“What I learned in high school served me well for the rest of my life,” said Bond.  “I learned that you must be confident in your potential – despite the buzzing in the hall.  I learned that an undisciplined mind will focus on the 10 percent of things that are less than perfect rather than the 90 percent that are going right.  This kind of mental ‘pity party’ programs you for failure!  Discipline your mind to focus on the positive, not the negative.

“Finally, I learned to manage the ‘brand’ that is Walter Bond,” said Bond.  “Your personal ‘brand’ is what you get paid for.  Every single thing you do, every day – at work, at home, in the community – strengthens or weakens your personal brand.  The people you associate with strengthen or weaken your personal brand.
“Professional sports teams pay a premium for brand-name players; consumers pay a premium for brand-name products; legal employers will pay a premium for brand-name legal administrators,” said Bond.  “To improve what you earn, actively improve your brand – and don’t be afraid to take it to market.”
Lessons from college

Having made it to the Illinois All-State team, Walter Bond was recruited by colleges – including the University of Minnesota.  “The first lesson I learned from this process was the importance of doing your research and the value of personal connections,” said Bond.
“Before visiting my family in Chicago, the college coach had done his homework on my mother, my father and me,” said Bond.  “In the space of one hour, he used this information to make a personal connection with each of us.

“When he came into our house, he walked right up to my mom and said, ‘I hear that you are from Kentucky.’  Well, they talked about Kentucky for about 30 minutes.  Then he turned to my dad and said, ‘I won’t give your son playing time.  He’ll have to earn it.’  He knew exactly how my dad valued the role of discipline in the development of young people!  He won dad over in about 15 minutes.

“Finally, he turned to me and said, ‘You’re an all-star player in Illinois, and you are key to turning my program around.’  He knew that I had the vulnerable ego of a high school basketball star – and he stroked it!  By the time the hour was up, I was signed, sealed and ready to be delivered to the University of Minnesota.”
Personal connections are also important in the business world and the legal administration world.  After all, people like to work with likeable people.  “Personal relationships are essential to management, to sales, to leadership,” said Bond.  “Find out what a colleague or client likes, educate yourself on this subject, and then begin an ongoing conversation about this subject that can sustain your relationship over time.”

For Bond, the University of Minnesota became a significant personal improvement journey.  “It didn’t take me long to realize that my teammates were much bigger, stronger and faster than I was,” said Bond.  “I didn’t play in one game my freshman year.

“It soon became apparent that I had been recruited for my potential; to actually play on this team, and eventually for the NBA, I had to achieve my potential,” said Bond.  “I dedicated myself to the fundamentals – on-season as well as off-season.  As a result of this discipline, I was named “most improved player” – each year for four years.
“I became bigger, stronger and faster each year,” said Bond.  “The same holds true for any person in any job.  Unless you set the goal of being a metaphorically bigger, stronger and faster legal administrator each year – you won’t end up on a winning team.  This also holds true for your personal, family, community and spiritual health and relationships.”
Lessons from adversity

Finally, by his senior year, Bond had earned a reputation as the top “sixth man” in the NCAA – and made his college team’s starting line-up.  In the first game of the season, he broke his foot.  When he returned to the court six weeks later, he broke it again.
“After all that hard work, it sure looked like the end of my dream of playing for the NBA,” said Bond.  “Plus, I had been offered a very attractive job as a hospital administrator.  I asked my dad for his advice.  You have to understand that my dad never told us what to do; he led by asking great questions – questions that did not ‘trespass’ on your independence but could change your perspective on any decision.

“My dad asked me, ‘Do you believe that you are an NBA player?’  I did believe that I was an NBA player – in spite of the facts that I had never started in college, that I had a screw in my foot, and that I had averaged only seven points a game.

“‘Then what do you have to lose?’ asked my dad.  I turned down the job offer, graduated from college with a degree in communications, and re-doubled my efforts – to be big enough, fast enough and strong enough to play in the NBA,” said Bond.
For one year, Bond played for the Wichita Falls Texans in the Continental Basketball Association (the development league for the NBA), and made the CBA all-rookie team.

The next year, Bond was signed to play with the Dallas Mavericks, becoming the first rookie free agent to start for the Mavericks on opening night.  “I will never forget the spotlight, the NBA music, the announcer saying my name, the sight of my family in the stands – and the tears running down my face,” said Bond.  “By practice and discipline, I had achieved my dream.”  He also played for the Utah Jazz and the Detroit Pistons.
Lessons from business and life
After eight years playing professional basketball, Bond turned his attention to the world of business.  “Although I was 30 years old,” said Bond, “my non-sports resume read like the resume of a recent college graduate. All I could get were entry-level offers.  Unfortunately, by this stage of my life, I had more than entry-level bills to pay.”

As an athlete, Bond had been known for his strong will, his can-do attitude and his ability to motivate and entertain his teammates.  He decided to build on these qualities as well as his communications degree to become a motivational speaker.  He sought out mentors to learn all he could; he disciplined himself to put this new knowledge into practice.  By 2006, he was named “speaker of the year” by Minnesota Meetings & Events magazine. 
“The biggest shock to me when I entered the business world,” said Bond, “was the discovery that – compared with professional athletes – most professional business people in corporate America are just plain lazy when it comes to maximizing their potential.
“In sports, it is a ‘given’ that you have to constantly train in order to keep up – much less succeed,” said Bond.  “Why should it be any different in business – or legal administration?  How can you – as you build your career – be bigger, faster and stronger than your competitors?  It takes knowledge and discipline.”

Bond recommends that individuals in the business world adopt a concept from the world of sports by taking an annual “off-season” – and using this time to take inventory and consciously focus on how to become a better person and a better professional.

“An off-season is not vacation time,” said Bond.  “Rather, it is a time to work at your work – to refresh, refocus, regroup and retool for the year ahead.  In sports, each and every season is a new season, a fresh start.  Set personal and professional goals each year.  Each off-season, see how much progress you’ve made towards reaching these goals.”  
Ideally, this off season should take place annually, away from your daily work environment.  It should last a set number of days.

Finally, Bond drew parallels between athletic teams and work teams.  “The best team always wins.  In the best team, each person plays the position for which she or he is best suited,” said Bond.
Work teams operate in much the same way.  “Some people are creators – they create, dream and innovate,” said Bond.  “Others are advancers – they can take the plan and run with it.  Refiners are reality-testers; they look for weaknesses in a plan.  They sometimes come off as negative – but their role is essential.  Executors gladly accept the work assignments that transform the plan into reality.

“If a team is all creators, nothing will get done,” said Bond.  “If there are no advancers or refiners, logistics might suffer and avoidable mistakes might be made.  If a team consists of only executors, there will be no focus to the team’s efforts.  A winning team includes all types.  Especially valuable are team members who can ‘switch hit’ and play a different role, if the team needs it.”
Professional athletes do not achieve their status by being mediocre – but by constantly working on the fundamentals of the game and exercising the discipline to be bigger, faster and stronger than others who would like to play in the same league.  Professional legal administrators can learn many lessons from this playbook.
