How Winning Works Q&A
with Robyn Benincasa
1. You are a two-time world champion Eco-Challenge
adventure racer and Guinness World Record kayaker.
How did you get involved in extreme sports?
I grew up doing gymnastics, diving, track and cross country. Then after
college I discovered triathlon. I fell in love with the Ironman distance
because I was more competitive at the longer races and discovered it was a
core strength of mine to "go long". When I read about adventure racing in
Runners World Magazine, I got goosebumps. I just knew it was something I
was meant to do. Several months later, I was at Mark Burnett's house
(Survivor Producer and one of the original US Adventure Racers) in
Topanga Canyon trying out for a team to go to the Borneo Raid Gauloises.
And I never looked back. The longer and sillier the race, the more epic and
insane and beautiful the experience. It's something I would never seek to do alone, nor would I succeed
alone. The journey is a gift that my teammates and I give to one another.

2. How have your experiences around the world taught you the importance
of teamwork?
I'd love to say that it was higher level thinking that caused my teammates and I to become defacto PHDs
in teambuilding, but the truth is that, per the rules in these 6-10 long non-stop endurance races, the
entire team is disqualified if any of our teammates quit along the way. So the best of the best teams
quickly became experts in motivating and inspiring every individual on that team across a difficult finish
line. It was simply part of the game if you wanted to win. But we then discovered that building and
succeeding with a team in every aspect of life was not only fulfilling but integral to our reaching the
highest levels as business people, parents, husbands and wives, etc. So what I often find myself explaining
to people who raise an eyebrow about what they might learn from a crazy extreme sport is that, although
many of the entertaining stories in the book come from the thrill of victory and agony of defeat in extreme
endurance races, the teambuilding principles in the book have little to do with sports. In fact, doesn't the
description of an adventure race mirror most of our 'real' lives?: you've got small teams of men and
women, trying to make it through a seemingly endless series of difficult projects, on a quest for a
seemingly impossible goal, working against extreme time pressures, in changing market conditions and
trying to do it better than anyone else in the industry. I rest my case!
Why Winners Win offers unique, authentic, humorous, and very real examples of those make or break
moments in life in which who we ARE as teammates and leaders is the difference between success and
failure, and shows you how to apply those skills to every important relationship in your life. Nobody gets
to the top of the podium alone, nobody truly builds a successful business alone, nobody creates a fulfilling
life alone. Winners in any challenging endeavor learn to strategically create World Class Teams
capitalizing on their strengths and bartering their weaknesses for mutual gain.
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3. What is Human Synergy?
Human Synergy is that magic that makes us better together than any of us could ever be alone. It says
that we are better stronger, faster, more productive, and more successful BECAUSE of one another versus
DESPITE one another. Having teammates around you is not incidental to your success, it's instrumental
to your success, whether you are striving for a team goal or a personal one. Perhaps Vince Lombardi
described Human Synergy best when he said "the secret is to work less an individual and more as a team.
As a coach, I play not my 11 best, but my best 11. " In other words, it’s not the brightest superstars that
create the greatest teams--the greatest TEAMMATES create the greatest teams.

4. What do you mean when you say, “Every human interaction is a clash of
realities?”
Part of empathy and awareness of teammates (the 2nd of the 8 Essential Elements of Human Synergy) is
the ability to put yourself in one another's shoes. We are all very much in our own heads most of the day,
working out problems, working on goals, on a mission...so when we interact with others on our day's
journey, it's important to realize that the other person may have a completely different goal, agenda,
recent experience that they are bringing to the table.
This is the potential clash. One brain dump versus another. :) It's an important life skill to seek to
understand first--and to be understood second. For example, when we race, my teammates and I are in
our own universe, hauling butt at top speed, trying to win. Our ground crew, on the other hand, would
just pull up from driving for up to 2 days to meet us with food and gear, and they would have a plan for
how they thought the "transition area" should be run. They would have everything all set up based on
their game plan for us, then we would rush in and with our own game plan for the transition and end up
feverishly asking all kinds of questions and reworking their plan based on our own plan and the entire
transition would be a mess of conflicting goals and means. After one race, my boyfriend and ground crew
member, Jeff, and I had it out. And we came to the conclusion that when my team arrived next time, we
would all stop and LISTEN to his plan for us before we were allowed to do anything or ask any questions.
That worked a hell of a lot better.
Bottom line is that we were coming from two different realities when we would meet--a team of racers
who had been in our own bubble for days, and a crew that had their ear to the ground and knew a lot
about the course ahead and how to be successful. Yet we did a terrible job of listening to one another and
having the respect to give the other party the floor. We all want to be understood--but I believe we get a
LOT more out of an interaction and build better connections when we seek to understand first!
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5. In HOW WINNING WORKS, you say that you need to relinquish your ego
in order to make a team work. But what if you are a leader and one or more
of the members of your team are weak links?
When I speak about building a world class team around you on your way to that next highest peak, the
best case scenario is that these team members are people we have handpicked to help one another
become better , stronger, faster, more productive and more successful TOGETHER than we could ever be
alone. But indeed, sometimes we are given teammates for these journeys and must find a way to inspire
them to those finish lines. This is where you earn your paycheck as a great leader. :) In Essential Element
of Human Synergy #4, Mutual Respect, I talk about how important is to believe beyond reason and give
respect as a gift and not a grade.
Very often we get stuck in thinking that people like us are clearly brilliant, and people not like us need
some work. :) This isn't always the case. A great leader will do their best to find a core competency in the
person perceived as the "weak link" that they, uniquely, can bring to the table for the team and create
Ownership in that person (Element #6) by letting them shine. For example, someone on your team may
not be exceptional at face to face client meetings, but you discover they have a talent for writing great
copy, or for graphic design, or they're fantastic with strategy. Keep digging until you find the gold that
that person can offer the team. And let them lead based on their strength versus their title. If at the end of
the day this person isn't cutting it on any level, you have to do the rest of the team justice and move that
person off of your team before overall team morale is diminished. That's another important leadership
skill: when to inspire, when to instill tough love, when to coach, when to lay down the law, when to get
out front and show your team the way, or when to let them lead...and when to cut bait (Element #8
Kinetic Leadership).

6. Won’t a leader naturally surface in any team situation?
Absolutely. And they do. It's a beautiful thing to watch leaders rise to the occasion. This is where it's
important to understand the difference between management and leadership. A manger is a facilitator of
their teammates' success. That is a constant. The manager on a team never changes. But a great manager
will allow different leaders on the team to emerge based on their strengths and what they can bring to the
table for the team. Leaders on great teams change constantly--it builds ownership and an entrepreneurial
spirit, which are two very strong motivators that inspire a "whatever it takes" mentality when it comes to
goals. Great mangers don't hold the leadership role with an iron fist or feel less than if someone else is
leading. In fact, the job of a manager is to create other leaders!
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7. You’ve had your share of adversity, including four hip replacement
surgeries. How does one get past adversity in life? At work?
A lot of moving past adversity is your attitude. Once you embrace the fact that change is the only thing
that stays the same, you realize that who you are as a leader is based on your response to that change. I
love to partner with people who see "challenges vs roadblocks" and those who are "ruled by the hope of
success versus the fear of failure" (Element #3 Adversity Management). In other words, are you doing
what it takes to "win” or to simply "not lose"?
Leaders focus on how it will feel to succeed -- instead of consistently obsessing about avoiding failure. As
an illustration: when you're driving your car or riding your bike, where is your focus? On where you
WANT to go, right? Where we get into the most trouble is when we start focusing on where we DON'T
want to go (the ditch, the puddle, the loose gravel, etc) -- because that's inevitably where we will end up!
So why, when we're analyzing our opportunities and our risks, do we get so obsessed with what we don't
want to have happen instead of envisioning what success will look like? Top athletes are masters of
visualization. They envision themselves performing the perfect routine, victoriously crossing the finish
line, etc, and suffuse the feeling of that success into their mind and heart with the hope of achieving peak
performance. We can do that, too! What will it look like, feel like, smell like, and who will be there
cheering when you achieve that goal? Use that image to guide you on your mission as well as inspire you
through the rough patches along the way.
Great leaders also embrace setbacks as a chance to learn and excel. For example, after my first hip
replacement, I was forced to make a major life change. I knew I wasn't going to be racing at the top of my
game anymore, so I had to decide what I would do with this setback to move forward in a different way,
using the skills I had developed over my life. As I was recovering from the surgery, the idea came to me
for the Project Athena Foundation. Project Athena is a 501c3 non-profit that helps Cancer Survivors live
an adventurous dream as part of their recovery. And taking these Survivors out on treks across the Grand
Canyon or to run their first half marathon, facilitating the kind of success that allows these courageous
women to amaze and inspire themSELVES again is the most fulfilling and life affirming thing I've ever
done. And all because of a setback!

8. When part of a team, how can one focus on coaching rather than
criticism?
It's easy! You can deliver the same exact message, but it will be received as criticism if the recipient feels
you pointing a finger at them. It will be received as coaching if they feel you extending a hand. For
example, if you are a manager for someone who is struggling in their sales territory. They will feel
criticism if you lay blame, if you tell them to get their act together, compare them to other successful sales
reps (sounds like how we parent sometimes, doesn't it?). But you can deliver the same message and have
it be received as coaching if explain objectively what you have observed (i.e. sales in this district are
down) and ask them what they see as their challenges, allow them to explain the” whys" and ask them
how you can help to facilitate future success. When you extend a hand, it shows that person that you are
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on their team. You're a manager, yes, but your most important role is teammate. If your team truly
believes that you are with them, and that you as a leader represent the "us" in the universal "us vs them"
management scenario, they will go to far greater lengths to make you look good and to prove you right for
believing in them.

9. At one time you worked as a sales representative. How did you set
yourself apart from the pack when dealing with clients?
At first I did everything they told me to do in sales school. I used the correct visuals, mined for objections,
handled them with the appropriate by-the-book answers, and asked for the business. And I did fine. It
worked. But one day I had a bored doctor ask me to put the sales materials away and say to me "what else
you got. I don't want to talk about drugs anymore". So I scrambled through my bag and dragged out some
pictures from a recent Ironman Triathlon I had just completed. He lit up! Not only was he so excited for
my success, he began telling me about his wife who was training for her first triathlon, about his daughter
who was in college on a soccer scholarship, etc. We spoke for 20 minutes when he had previously only
given me 1 minute or less of his time. When I left, he said "hey, so what product am I writing for again?"
And just like that, I had a convert to my drug, and a new friend. From then on, I lead with something
personal -- questions about the photos on a doctor's wall, questions about their kids, their travels, etc,
and shared my own as well. Very quickly, I had "friends" instead of "clients"! And they always seemed to
make time for me . I spoke about the drugs less and the people more, and I became of the top sales reps in
the company. Which lead to my conclusion that in any human interaction, it's a much smoother process
when we "connect to the person before the point". And if you lead a team, along those same lines, it's
important to keep in the back of your mind that we work for PEOPLE in the long run, not for companies.
Be the person you'd want to work with and work for, and you can't go wrong.

10. It seems natural to want to take credit for one’s accomplishments, but
that can run counter to the idea of teamwork. How does one learn to put
the team first?
Of course we all want to get credit for our accomplishments! And on a great team, in which all of the
members bring something unique and valuable to the table that they share with the team, you are
absolutely recognized and applauded for your contributions. If we weren't, we wouldn't be there for very
long! It’s a common misconception that teambuilding is a completely selfless endeavor. But while it is
true that great team member must wrap their ego around the team's success instead of their own
individual glory (egos must be left at the start line--but not confidence!), the whole point of "strategic
teambuilding" is to seek out people who have strengths that you don't possess--and to share your core
talents with them. All for mutual gain. For example, over a few years of ups and downs with teams, I
formulated a recipe for success in my sport. The four team members who would travel together, day and
night, non-stop for 6 to 10 days had to be great teammates FIRST. Then I needed two of the team
members to be world class navigators, two to be solid mountain bikers, two to be very strong paddlers,
and one great strategic thinker who was great with interpreting the Road Rules we were given. As you can
imagine, everyone on the team got the be the hero when it came to their unique strength, and they were
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recognized and applauded by everyone on the team for their efforts. Then it would be another team
member's time to shine as we switched sports, took care of one another, navigated successfully through
the dark of night, etc. We genuinely needed one another and openly appreciated and applauded
individual effort, and we were on the podium race after race as a TEAM.

11. It’s clear that teamwork can be beneficial in the workplace, but how can
the steps in HOW WINNING WORKS be applied to one’s personal life?
The 8 Essential Elements of Human Synergy are completely universal, and they can be applied to every
aspect of our lives! Yes, it's in the business section of the store, but it could just have easily been in the
parenting, relationship, or self-improvement sections. Unless you're a hermit, your day is a long series of
human interactions. How Winning Works is all about tips, tools and tricks that great connectors and
great teambuilders use to find the win/win in every encounter, and in doing so elevate themselves and
their team. My goal with the book was to inspire, with real world and authentic stories of victory and
defeat as a team, the inner teambuilder in every one of us. If you finish the book and see everyone in your
family, your business and heck even the rest of the world as potential teammates versus potential
competitors, and are fired up to inspire and lead them to that next peak or through that next challenge, I
have done my job. Here are those 8 Essential Elements, so you may see how universal the concepts
are! But in the book, you live each of them in a way you've definitely never imagined :)
T--Total Commitment
E--Empathy and Awareness of Teammates
A--Adversity Management Skills
M--Mutual Respect
W--"WE" Thinking (vs "me" thinking)
O--Ownership of the Project
R--Relinquishment of Ego
K--Kinetic Leadership

12. You now work as a firefighter. What led you down that career path?
I would love to say that becoming a Firefighter was a mission I had as a child, but I was pretty sure I was
going to be a garbage person. I really dug the way they hung off the back of the truck. When I graduated
from college with a B.S in Marketing, I worked as a hospital supply and pharmaceutical sales rep for
about 7 years, but I was still equally drawn to my athletic life. So in 1996 I ditched the panty hose and
heels and picked up an application for the San Diego Fire Department. I passed all the tests, but there was
an unfortunate 3 year hiring freeze. So I had some fun as a substitute teacher and semi professional
athlete (the nice way to say "lived with roommates or friend's couches") until I got my shot at the fire
academy. Being a firefighter allows me to be all of the things I love the most--an athlete, a rescuer, an
emergency medical first responder, a teammate, and an adventurer. It's never the same day twice!

www.WorldClassTeams.com | info@WorldClassTeams.com | 619.368.0600

How Winning Works Q&A
with Robyn Benincasa
13. Are you still active as an Eco-Challenge adventure racer? What’s your
next challenge?
Aside from running the day to day operations of my non-profit, Project Athena, working as a full time
firefighter for the City of San Diego, and taking my show on the road to do keynotes for Fortune 1000
companies about teamwork (which are my ongoing but wonderful challenges in plate spinning!), I'm an
ultraendurance kayaker and stand up paddler now! On July 30th, I'll be racing my solo kayak 340 miles
down the Missouri River in a race called the MR340 (45 hours in a kayak! good times!), and in the last
week of September, I'll be trying to break my third Guinness World Record for "Longest Distance Paddled
in a Canoe/Kayak in 24 hours by a Female". I currently hold the "Flat Water"(lake) and "Moving Water"
(river) Guinness 24 hour records, so ocean is the last frontier! On the Project Athena side, I will be
leading two Rim to Rim to Rim 45 mile/2 day hikes in the Grand Canyon for our Survivors (aka Athenas)
and Fundraising Gods/Goddesses June 13-17 and October 10-14, organizing a Project Athena Relay
Marathon in Richmond on July 14, hosting the Project Athena Moab Trail Marathon November 3, and
leading the Project Athena "Keys to Recovery" Multisport Adventure (a 100 mile paddle, ride, and run
from Key Largo to Key West) November 15-18! I love my jobs. :)
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