The Rule of One: How One Person, One Comment, One Time Can

Change a Life Forever

“He made me believe that | was a good writer when | put forth the proper effort. He made me see
something in myself that | had never seen before, and may not have seen on my own. Every one of the
hundreds of thousands of words | have published since | started this blog and wrote my first book in 2012
| can trace back to Brother Jeff.”

THAT IS “THE RULE OF ONE.”
One person. One comment. One time. It can change a life forever.

Whenever we ask any group of coaches “can you point to a ‘Rule of One’ moment in your life?” everyone
raises their hand. Every single person. Perhaps it was not a coach, but it may have been a teacher, an
uncle, or an older athlete who believed in them. Everyone is affected by “The Rule of One.”

When amateur golfer Buddy Marucci qualified for his first Masters, he was paired with golf legend Arnold
Palmer. Marucci was incredibly nervous, until Palmer walked up to him on the first tee and said “Today is
going to be one of the most memorable days of your life. If there is anything | can do to make it better,
please let me know.”

Mia Hamm wanted to be the best soccer player in the world, and worked relentlessly to achieve that. Her
coach at the University of North Carolina, Anson Dorrance, once observed her training alone at 6am on
his way to work, and sent her the following note: “The vision of a champion is bent over, drenched in
sweat, at the point of exhaustion, when no one else is watching.”

These are examples of “The Rule of One,” a comment that can stick with a person for the rest of
his or her life. Every day is an opportunity to empower and inspire an athlete. Our words can be
affirming and life changing, or demeaning and depressing. We don’t get to pick and choose which ones’
stick, and which ones our kids forget, so we better be careful.

Today, | want to call upon all the adults who are involved in youth sports to remember that the Rule of
One applies to you. Think about a coach or teacher whose words or actions changed your life. Maybe
even send them a note of thanks. But more importantly, make a commitment to make that type of
difference for another. Whether you are a coach, an administrator, or a parent, every time you step on the
field is an opportunity to find that one person, and make that one, life changing comment.

Here are a few tips on how to make sure the Rule of One can positively affect your athletes:

#1 Be Aware. Your influence is never neutral, and we must be aware of the impact of our words and
actions. Don’t ever think that you do not make in impact, especially once you are in a position of authority
such as a coach or parent. There are certain times that are highly emotional (end of games, after a
mistake, after a great play) where your words can be a bit stickier.

Timing is everything! Catching an athlete doing something great after overcoming adversity, or a word of
encouragement after a disappointing outcome can be very powerful. Similarly, the opposite can be true. A
harsh word after a major disappointment rarely helps, nor does strong criticism right after a player just did
something very well. People tend to remember the things they learn right after they have a strong



emotional response to an event, so understand that there are certain times to teach, certain times
to inspire, and certain times to leave it unsaid for now.

#2 Be Intentional: Whenever | substitute a player, | am at midfield to shake every athlete’s hand as he or
she steps off, regardless of how they played. If they are doing well, it's a smile, a high five and a “well
done.” If they are struggling or upset, it's a smile, a high five, and a “keep your head up, get a drink, |
have an idea that might help and | will be right over.” This takes a bit more effort than many coaches
care to exert, but the difference it can make in the life of your athlete can be huge. Everyone gets
acknowledged. Everyone gets a reminder to focus on the process. Every time.

#3 Be Transformational: Coach the person, not the sport. Some kids need a hug, and some need a
metaphorical kick in the rear. Some need a quiet word, and others will respond to a shout across the field
or court. It is up to you to realize what every individual needs, and do your best to deliver it to him. If you
shout at the athlete who responds best to the quiet word on the side, you will not inspire. If you fail to
show caring and love to the athlete who never gets them at home, you will not connect. Your delivery
must match the needs of the recipient.

#4 A transformational coach values the things that are hard to measure (3" Dimension). It's easy to
recognize athletes when you count points, goals, saves, and rebounds, but that is insufficient. Athletes
need you to validate the things that are much harder to measure, but mean far more. Was she fearless?
Was he a hustler? Did she bring positive energy? Did he improve in the area you worked so hard on in
practice? A life changing “Rule of One” comment will rarely be about something easily measured
such as “nice goal out there.” But when you say to an athlete “I’'m so proud of you, look at what
you have become when you play with such energy and courage” you can change a life.

Next time you step on the field, remember that “The Rule of One” applies to you. Whether you are a
coach, an adult working with a child or an upperclassman/team captain speaking to a teammate who
looks up to you, you wield tremendous power.

One person.
Once comment.

One time.
It can change everything.

Now go make a difference.



