
Toronto Leadership Summit

The Toronto Leadership Summit Dinner for 2008 treated attendees

to an insightful dialogue on leadership informed by examples from the sports world. Jim

Citrin, founder of Spencer Stuart’s Technology, Communications & Media Practice,

kicked off the evening by discussing what he learned while writing his most recent book,

The Dynamic Path. The book focuses on how the secrets of champion athletes can help

others become great leaders. After dinner, Johann Koss, four-time Olympic Gold

Medalist in speed skating and now CEO of the international organization Right to Play,

shared the insights he gained while reinventing himself from champion athlete to

organizational leader.

Discovering the Dynamic Path

Citrin mentioned that his original book concept for The Dynamic Path was to get into the

mind of a champion. But, after speaking with recently retired all-time NFL leading rusher

Emmitt Smith, Citrin realized there was something greater that people could relate to.

“Emmitt wasn’t interested in telling me about his athletic exploits,” said Citrin. “What he

really wanted to do was figure out what to do with his life. The story, for me, was

realizing that whether you’re Emmitt Smith or any one of us or anyone we work with,

everyone has the same challenge of deciding what to do next.”
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Athletes, who grow up in a self-centered universe, run a big risk of crashing and burning after

achieving success, said Citrin. He compared those who failed to those who really accomplished

something once their playing days were over.  And that became the focus of his book, which describes

the concept of what he calls the Dynamic Path.

“Wherever you are from an individual standpoint, there is a series of traits you can cultivate to be 

the best you can be in work, in sports, in any aspect of your life. That’s going from individual to

champion, and those characteristics are natural talent, hard work and mental toughness.”

But, as Citrin points out, after athletes become champions, at some point their natural talents wane.

Some of them react in a way that enables them to make an even greater impact on society — a

process that can be instructive for those in the business world.

“The people who break through and go to a next level — from champion to leader — go outside of

themselves and change their focus to think about how they can do something for the benefit of

others,” said Citrin. “And that transition is a very difficult one.”

Building a Legacy

The highest level on the path, according to Citrin, is becoming a legacy builder. He listed Billie Jean

King as an example for her work to promote equal rights for women. People know about her famous

match against Bobby Riggs, Citrin said, but her real legacy came from being a leader of the legislative

movement to create what became Title IX in the U.S.

“Title IX dictated equal funding for boys and girls in sports and other educational programs,” he said.

“If you go back to 1972, 270,000 American girls were playing high school sports; 2.5 million American

boys were playing high school sports. Today, 3 million boys play high school sports in the U.S. and 3

million girls play high school sports. The social ramifications of that, much less the leadership

ramifications, are just astounding.”

Citrin also related the story of a 25-year-old man he’d met. The young man, an American student living

in Belfast, had described his efforts to create a travel basketball team of high school students made up

of five Catholic and five Protestant players to promote healing between the two groups. He had the

two groups practice separately and, after he’d earned their trust, told them his plans for the team. 

At that point, none of the students were willing to continue.
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“This young man, just a college student, sought out Eddie Copeland, the head of the IRA, one of the most

wanted men on the planet. Through intermediaries and secret cell phones and blindfolds and being passed

from car to car, he got an audience with Eddie and told him his story. Eddie said, ‘You know what? The time is

right. I support this.’ And literally a couple of days later it got known through the network that Eddie said it

was okay and his equivalent on the UDF (Protestant) side said it was okay. And over the next year, they built

this team.”

Citrin used the story to remind the audience of their ability as individuals to get things done. “All of us in this

room are very, very privileged in the positions we find ourselves in, in our companies, in our organizations, in

society. So if we keep reminding ourselves what we can do to help others, I think we can have a huge impact.”

From Champion to Leader: A Personal Journey

After dinner, Johann Koss was introduced. His impressive background as an Olympic speed skater was

discussed, including his gold medal win in the 1992 Winter Olympics five days after having emergency surgery

on his pancreas. Koss then went on to win three golds in Lillehammer, Norway, in the 1994 Winter Olympics,

setting new world records in all three of his events.

At Lillehammer, Koss donated the prize money from his victory to what is now Right to Play, an international

humanitarian organization that uses sport and play as a tool for the development of children in the most

disadvantaged areas of the world. And he encouraged other athletes to do the same. Today, he’s the president

and CEO of the organization, which has grown to have a $30 million operating budget; field operations across

Africa, the Middle East and Asia; and national offices in the U.S., Canada and the United Arab Emirates.
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“I think of what we have to do to be good — about the decisions we need to make

and the focus we need to have, instead of thinking about where the organization

should be. That goal can be in the back of your mind. You don’t need to think

about it anymore. It will always come through and drive your motivation.”

— Johann Koss, president and CEO, Right to Play



Koss reflected on his years as an athlete and how he was able to summon record-breaking performances. 

He said that focusing on the process, not the outcome, was the key. “Thinking less about myself and more

about what I needed to do to get there is what created results,” Koss said. He took this lesson with him to

Right to Play.

“I think of what we have to do to be good — about the decisions we need to make and the focus we need to

have, instead of thinking about where the organization should be. That goal can be in the back of your mind.

You don’t need to think about it anymore. It will always come through and drive your motivation.”

Koss said that it was an experience in Africa with impoverished youth that both laid the groundwork for his

future occupation and motivated him for Lillehammer. “I met this group of 12-year-old boys and noticed one

who was very popular. I asked him why, and he said, ‘Can’t you see? I have long sleeves.’ Then he rolled his

shirt up and tied the sleeves into a knot. And they used it as a soccer ball. They had never had a ball, a coach

or an opportunity to play. Before the Olympic Games, I was told that I was the most self-centered, complaining

athlete in the world. I felt the pressure of my country to perform well, because everybody expected me to win. I

had an enormous team. And I was thinking about quitting because I couldn’t handle it anymore. Then I saw

children who had nothing, and they were striving with whatever they could to play. And I was going to waste

my talent, not appreciating what I had, not encouraging my team and the people around me. Those kids

motivated me more than anything I could ever do to motivate myself.”

Today, no one would confuse Koss with the self-centered athlete he was once accused of being. In fact, he now

views motivating others as his primary focus. As CEO, he said, his role “is mostly to mobilize and structure

and try to create the inspiration and belief that things are possible.”

A Best Practice From the Sports World

In making the transition from success in the sports world to executive success, Koss found it helpful to seek

out the same kind of guidance he benefited from every day when preparing for the Olympics.

“I have a personal coach,” Koss said. “I always have a coach and I believe the role of a coach is very important.

In sports it’s fantastic, because you have a coach who helps you to be better. And you can find ways to

improve. My coach at school focused on what I was good at and helped me to see sometimes what I was

really good at, particularly when I was down.”
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The Most Difficult Transition — And Its Profound Impact

Despite his coach’s inspiration, Koss struggled with shifting from being a “doer” to one who does

things through others. “When you’re a success at doing, you get recognition from your peers. You get

recognition from the media. You get recognition from what you’ve done. And I believe that all of you

have come to where you are because you’ve succeeded by doing. But then you have to start

empowering others, and I guarantee that the same recognition will not happen to you. The more you

make them succeed, the less recognition you will get. And that’s the dynamic that’s exceptionally

difficult to handle.”

The result of overcoming this difficulty is greater success for the organization as a whole. As Citrin

remarked, “I think most everyone in this room has the opportunity to mentor others. And if you focus

on the success of others, that simple message can create a dynamic of leadership and success in an

organization. So I believe that can be perpetuated.”

Following their speeches, Citrin and Koss took questions from the audience. Citrin fielded a question

about how organizations can most effectively take a unique talent like Koss and put him into a

conventional corporate structure.

“No one, whether it’s in a not-for-profit or a for-profit, can do it alone. One of the things that boards

can do and that we, as advisors, can do is diagnose the core strengths and limitations of any

individual in a leadership capacity. Rather than try and create the leader as hero, we can understand

where the gaps are that need to be filled.”
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“I realized if I wanted to follow my purpose in my heart, I had to build this

organization. And I believe if you can find that purpose for what drives you,

you will find it exceptionally easy to reinvent yourself. It will just happen.”

— Johann Koss, president and CEO, Right to Play



The Importance of Purpose

Koss then answered a question about how he was able to reinvent himself. “I had to make a choice

between building this organization, Right to Play, or becoming a doctor. That was a very different and

difficult choice. I realized if I wanted to follow my purpose in my heart, I had to build this

organization. And I believe if you can find that purpose for what drives you, you will find it

exceptionally easy to reinvent yourself. It will just happen.”

The statement hearkened back to something that Koss had said earlier in the evening — that purpose

is a common trait among the best companies. “I got my M.B.A. from Rotman, and Roger Martin is

one of my heroes. He had an excellent lecture in which he said that the best companies, the ones that

last the longest, are the ones with purpose. They’ve done a lot of studies on this. When you see a

company like Johnson & Johnson, they have a purpose other than the bottom line. They serve people

with health care products and create a better world.”

6



Amsterdam 
T 31 (0) 20.305.73.05
F 31 (0) 20.305.73.50

Atlanta
T 1.404.504.4400
F 1.404.504.4401

Barcelona 
T 34.93.487.23.36 
F 34.93.487.09.44

Beijing
T 86.10.6505.1031 
F 86.10.6505.1032

Bogota
T 571.618.2488
F 571.618.2317

Boston
T 1.617.531.5731
F 1.617.531.5732

Brussels
T 32.2.732.26.25 
F 32.2.732.19.39 

Budapest 
T 36.1.200.08.50 
F 36.1.394.10.97

Buenos Aires
T 54.11.4313.2233
F 54.11.4310.9100

Calgary
T 1.403.538.8658
F 1.403.538.8656

Chicago
T 1.312.822.0080 
F 1.312.822.0116

Dallas
T 1.214.672.5200
F 1.214.672.5299

Dubai
T 971.4.426.6500 
F 971.4.426.6501 

Frankfurt 
T 49 (0) 69.61.09.27.0
F 49 (0) 69.61.09.27.50

Geneva 
T 41.22.312.36.38
F 41.22.312.36.39

Hong Kong
T 852.2521.8373
F 852.2810.5246

Houston
T 1.713.225.1621 
F 1.713.658.8336

Johannesburg
T 27 (0) 11 707.9460
F 27 (0) 11 463.3371 

Leeds 
T 44 (0) 1937.547700
F 44 (0) 1937.547710

London 
T 44 (0) 20 7298.3333
F 44 (0) 20 7298.3388

Los Angeles
T 1.310.209.0610 
F 1.310.209.0912

Madrid 
T 34.91.745.85.00
F 34.91.561.42.75

Manchester 
T 44 (0) 161 499.6700 
F 44 (0) 161 499.6710 

Melbourne 
T 61.3. 8661.0100
F 61.3. 8661.0180

Mexico City
T 52.55.5002.4950
F 52.55.5281.4184

Miami
T 1.305.443.9911
F 1.305.443.2180

Milan 
T 39.02.771251 
F 39.02.782452

Minneapolis/St. Paul
T 1.612.313.2000
F 1.612.313.2001

Montreal 
T 1.514.288.3377 
F 1.514.288.4626

Mumbai   
T 91.22.6616.1414
F 91.22.6616.1444

Munich 
T 49 (0) 89.45.55.53.0
F 49 (0) 89.45.55.53.33

New York
T 1.212.336.0200 
F 1.212.336.0296

Orange County
T 1.949.930.8000
F 1.949.930.8001

Paris 
T 33 (0) 1.53.57.81.23
F 33 (0) 1.53.57.81.00

Philadelphia
T 1.215.814.1600  
F 1.215.814.1681 

Prague
T 420.221.411.341
F 420.222.233.087

Rome
T 39.06.802071
F 39.06.80207200

San Francisco
T 1.415.495.4141 
F 1.415.495.7524

Santiago
T 56.2.940.2700 
F 56.2.249.7883

Sao Paulo
T 55.11.3759.7700
F 55.11.3759.7736 

Shanghai 
T 86.21.2326.2828
F 86.21.2323.2888

Silicon Valley
T 1.650.356.5500
F 1.650.356.5501

Singapore
T 65.6586.1186
F 65.6438.3136

Stamford
T 1.203.324.6333  
F 1.203.326.3737

Stockholm
T 46.8.534.801.50
F 46.8.534.801.69

Sydney
T 61.2.9240.0100
F 61.2.9240.0180

Tokyo
T 81.3.3238.8901
F 81.3.3238.8902

Toronto
T 1.416.361.0311  
F 1.416.361.6118

Vienna 
T 43.1.36.88.700.0 
F 43.1.36.88.777

Warsaw
T 48.22.321.02.00
F 48.22.321.02.01

Washington, D.C.
T 1.202.639.8111
F 1.202.639.8222

Zurich 
T 41.44.257.17.17 
F 41.44.257.17.18



Amsterdam 

Atlanta

Barcelona 

Beijing

Bogota

Boston

Brussels

Budapest 

Buenos Aires

Calgary

Chicago

Dallas

Dubai

Frankfurt 

Geneva 

Hong Kong

Houston

Johannesburg

Leeds 

London 

Los Angeles

Madrid 

Manchester 

Melbourne 

Mexico City

Miami

Milan 

Minneapolis/St. Paul

Montreal

Mumbai 

Munich 

New York

Orange County

Paris 

Philadelphia

Prague 

Rome

San Francisco

Santiago

Sao Paulo

Shanghai 

Silicon Valley

Singapore

Stamford

Stockholm

Sydney

Tokyo

Toronto

Vienna 

Warsaw

Washington, D.C.

Zurich 

© 2008 Spencer Stuart. 

All rights reserved. For information about copying, distributing and displaying this work, contact permissions@spencerstuart.com.

Spencer Stuart
Spencer Stuart is one of the world’s leading executive search consulting firms.

Privately held since 1956, Spencer Stuart applies its extensive knowledge of

industries, functions and talent to advise select clients — ranging from major

multinationals to emerging companies to nonprofit organizations — and

address their leadership requirements. Through 52 offices in 27 countries and a

broad range of practice groups, Spencer Stuart consultants focus on senior-level

executive search, board director appointments, succession planning and in-depth

senior executive management assessments. 


