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Zismer: Ben, you played a sport at the highest 
levels surrounded by elite professionals paid 
enormous sums to perform in the largest ven-
ues on a world stage.  By definition, everybody 
"in the game" competes to win, every time out.  
The average fan thinks "these guys are pro's, 
they know the plays, when the ball is kicked, 
they know what to do", yet your position is, to 
be a championship team takes more than pre-
cise execution on a list of plays from a three-
ringed binder; the difference between winning 
and losing is the culture of the team and the 
best leaders intentionally create and manage a 
winning culture.  Did I get that right?

Utecht: Absolutely.  Being on a world-champi-
onship team with future hall-of-fame leaders 
for the first time gave me a true definition of 
what it takes to be a champion leader.  As I've 
looked back on my time with the Indianapolis 
Colts, I've discovered that a Champion Leader 
is a person who listens empathetically, learns 
relentlessly, uses language effectively, and 
loves and values others deeply.  Yes, we of 
course had to execute the playbook, but there 
was so much more to it.  These four founda-
tional principles ensured that all eleven minds 
on the field were thinking together as one.  
Leaders who embody these disciplines and 
consistently perform them begin to change the 
culture of their team.

Zismer: "Culture" is often defined as "how we 
do it here".  You captured my attention during 
one of our opportunities to spend time togeth-
er when you said, "The Colts even had a culture 
for the huddle".  Again, to the average fan, the 
huddle has to be the easiest part of the game.  
Eleven guys form a circle, Peyton Manning an-
nounces the play, the team goes into formation 
and the action begins.  Apparently it is more 
complex than that and culture matters, even 
in the huddle.  Take us into Manning's huddle.

Utecht: First let me share with you my defini-
tion of championship culture based upon my 
time on a Super Bowl championship team.  
Championship Culture is an environment that 
inspires, challenges, values, and equips teams 
and individuals, resulting in maximum unity 
and engagement.  The part of the game most 
fans take for granted is the huddle.  But from 
a player's perspective, the huddle is the bed-
rock of every single play.  It was so important to 
the Colts' offense that we drilled it in the first 
period of every practice throughout the sea-
son.  The efficiency of our huddle required that 
when Peyton Manning stepped into the huddle, 
each person had to stop (put others first), look 
(pursue information), and care (choose empa-
thy).  The success of the play was completely 
dependent on each 
player's ability to 
listen.

Zismer: Let's merge 
your world in the 
NFL with mine and 
global healthcare or-
ganizations.  Culture 
is a frequent topic of 
conversation in the 
C-Suite.  No leader 
in her/his right mind 
would dismiss cul-
ture as unimport-
ant.  Yet, the recipe for creating and nurturing 
a healthy and productive (winning) culture as 
a priority; success requires the application of a 
framework of principles.  The message here is 
culture can be led and managed.  Help us with 
the understanding of these principles.

Utecht: This is a very important question.  In 
the NFL, our coaches and team captains set a 
standard of culture to which all players were 
called to commit in order to be a part of the 
team.  Culture in many ways is all team mem-

bers believing in the same philosophy.  Once a 
team member chooses to be "all in," now lead-
ers can begin to manage their skills within the 
existing culture or environment of the compa-
ny, which, in my experience, was done through 
accountability and discipleship strategies.  One 
way to look at managing culture is through the 
lens of franchising, which is a business model 
designed around the replication of a philoso-
phy, products, and services.  Don't forget the 
NFL is a highly-efficient franchise system.  Rep-
licating a belief system requires total commit-
ment.  If leaders are all in, culture will naturally 
demand unity and engagement from the entire 
system and it will begin to replicate itself.

Zismer: Healthcare may be somewhat like 
pro sports in that it is 
chock full of competitive, 
high-achievers, with sub-
stantial egos who "play a 
high-stakes game" under 
considerable pressure.  
Some healthcare leaders 
may argue that with this 
type of talent in an orga-
nization there is less of 
a need for leaders to be 
intentionally engaged as 
active managers of cul-
ture; "we are all seasoned 
professionals and every-

one knows what is expected and they certainly 
know how to behave".  I suspect you might dis-
agree.

Utecht: My challenge would be that nothing 
should be left to chance.  Whenever there is 
an expectation for behavior and action, there 
should be communication that clearly defines 
what that expectation is.  In the NFL, we only 
had 16 games guaranteed each season, so 
there was no room for the assumption that all 
players knew what was expected of them and 

A Championship Culture is No Accident; 

the Role of Leaders
Ben Utecht, former NFL tight end, Super Bowl champion, notable public speaker, author, and 

recording artist advances the position that the NFL championship won by the Indianapolis 

Colts in 2006 was a direct result of a "championship culture"; a culture created by strong, 

committed leaders, driven by a clear mission, built on the values-based foundation called "The 

Champion's Way"; the central message, a "Championship Culture is No Accident"

"CHAMPIONSHIP CULTURE IS AN 
ENVIRONMENT THAT INSPIRES, 

CHALLENGES, VALUES, AND 
EQUIPS TEAMS AND INDIVIDUALS, 

RESULTING IN MAXIMUM UNITY 
AND ENGAGEMENT."



ISSUE 01/2016
LEADERSHIP INTERVIEW SERIES

002CASTLING PARTNERS  ISSUE #01/2016

how they were to behave.  I would argue that 
NFL teams whose leaders are unengaged in the 
management of culture experience more prob-
lems on and off the field.  As fans, we see the 
evidence of it every year.  Every field of busi-
ness has something in common: people.  In my 
opinion, the most effective leaders not only 
know how to manage the talents of their peo-
ple but inspire them to believe in a philosophy 
that creates unity and engagement.  The secret 
is understanding that a belief system can be 
replicated by engaged leaders.

Zismer: My guess is professional football, like 
healthcare, has individuals who, from time to 
time, behave contrary to the culture and val-
ues of the organization.  My interest here is 
less about what might have transpired directly 
between Tony Dungy and a player, but more 
about how the culture of the Colts took over to 
send the right messages to address the wrong 
attitudes and behaviors.

Utecht: In my four years with the Colts, we had 
very few behavioral problems because expec-
tations were clearly communicated and well-
managed by our team leaders and coaches.  A 
critical aspect to our culture was accountabil-
ity.  Our culture demanded a deep value and  
respect for each other, and one of the things I 
admired most about Coach Dungy was his abil-
ity to consistently "practice what he preached."  
We witnessed the actions of our leader, who 
created an environment built on love and re-
spect.  This developed a mindset in each player 
of wanting to always perform at our best, out of 
a deep reverence for our coaches, leaders, and 
fellow teammates.  While there is disciplin-
ary action that is taken for any failure to meet 
expectations, there was, more importantly, a 
natural conviction that grew out of our innate 
respect for our leaders and the culture of the 
team.  We didn't want to let anyone down.  This 
was only possible because of a Colts culture 
that was clearly defined and implemented 
consistently from the beginning.

Zismer: Your NFL career was cut short by a se-

ries of debilitating concussions.  At a young age 
you were faced with the need to reinvent your-
self for a host of reasons, chief among them 
your obligations to a wife and young family.  
Tell us how the lessons you learned from suc-
cessful leaders and a well-built culture, sup-
ported and encouraged you as your next phase 
was revealed.

Utecht: We all go though trials of many kinds in 
our lives, and if we're honest, we would admit 
that life has "concussed" each of us at times.  
The real question is how do you choose to re-

spond?  Having to walk away from the game 
I loved to play due to injury gave me the op-
portunity to evaluate my life through the lens 
of the championship culture I was a part of in 
the NFL.  I asked myself this question: "Now 
that football is over, how do I become a world 

champion in life and business?"  The journey 
of answering this question revealed the four 
disciplines of "The Champion's Way" that I be-
lieve were pivotal in creating the Super Bowl 
championship culture I experienced in India-
napolis.  Becoming a stronger listener, learner, 
language-user, and someone who loves peo-
ple more deeply has profoundly impacted not 
only my career pursuits but my ability to be 
a better husband, father, and man.  Now, as a 
leader in life and business, I'm committed to 
replicating that same culture in my family and 
career.

Zismer: I would disappoint our readers if I 
didn't provide you an opportunity to take us 
onto the field.  Anything you are willing to 
share from the 2006 Super Bowl game that 
those watching might not have fully appreci-
ated?  Give us the "player's view".

Utecht: It was 3rd and 8 in the 3rd quarter, one 
of the most important first downs of the game.  
Three seconds before the ball was snapped, 
Peyton leaned over to me as I was in a half-
back position to his left.  He said, "Tech (his 
nickname for me), the ball's coming to you.  Get 
open."  Talk about pressure!  Brian Urlacher, the 
Chicago Bears' all-pro middle linebacker, was 
showing a blitz, which Peyton said he was fak-
ing.  The ball was snapped, and sure enough, 
Peyton was right.  The Bears' linebackers 
dropped into zone coverage, which allowed me 
to release freely into my route.  As I turned to 
look for the ball, Peyton had already executed 
his throw.  I swear, to this day, I can still see 
the drops of water jumping off the spiral of the 
ball.  The ball landed perfectly in my hands as 
I turned to see the 6'5" 265-lb Brian Urlacher 
standing on the first down line.  I knew in that 
moment there was only one thing I could do, 
and that it would hurt.  A lot.  I lowered my 
shoulder and ran through him as hard as I pos-
sibly could.  I'm happy to say I won that battle 
and got the first down, which enabled us to put 
points on the board, and the rest of the game 
was history as we defeated the Chicago Bears 
with a score of 29-17.
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