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INTRODUCTION 

 
 

FROM COAL TO DIAMONDS 
 
 
 

 
The gem cannot be perfected without friction, nor can man be perfected 

without trials. 
~ 

-Chinese Proverb- 
 
 

Barry Alvarez—The Wisconsin Badgers’ Football Coach 

It was a beautiful, warm day. The sun was shining, not a cloud in the sky. 
However, this was not just another normal day in Pasadena, California. 
History had been made. The Wisconsin band was playing “On, 
Wisconsin!” Fans were cheering; players shouted with joy. This was the 
Wisconsin Badgers’ first Rose Bowl game—and they’d won, defeating 
hometown favorite UCLA, 21-16.  

Head football coach Barry Alvarez was proud. He was the man who had 
turned a perennial loser into a winner in just a few short years, bringing 
the team here, to the “Granddaddy of Them All,” the Rose Bowl. 

As Barry Alvarez left the field, thoughts and emotions swirled in his 
head such as how far they’d come as a team, but most importantly, how 
far he’d come in his life. From very humble beginnings as a kid from a 
small coal-mining town in western Pennsylvania, just one generation 
removed from his Spanish ancestry, to heading off a football field that 
carried with it so much pride and tradition, it had been one hell of a 
journey. And there was more to come. 
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Adoni Maropis—The Hollywood Actor 

On his first drive to the Hollywood set of the hit television show 24, 
Adoni Maropis was heading to one of the biggest opportunities of his 
acting career. Slated to appear in several episodes, this was not just an 
opportunity for him to perform on a primetime show, but also to work 
with one of Hollywood’s biggest stars, Kiefer Sutherland—the show’s 
lead character, Jack Bauer. Adoni had invested hours of preparation.  

His role was that of a terrorist opposing Jack Bauer. To embody this 
character, he needed to draw on strong emotional experiences. 
Knowing that his character’s brother’s murder was his motivation, he 
thought back to growing up with his two brothers, Sam and Chris, and 
drew from those close relationships. The process of getting into the 
character of a terrorist helped him prepare for the scene, but also 
drained him emotionally. No matter, he thought. This was the 
opportunity of a lifetime.  

The excitement and anticipation rose as he approached the set, and 
Adoni couldn’t help but think about his life’s journey—from first-
generation Greek kid from a small town in western Pennsylvania, 
struggling with the never-ending demands of living with Type 1 
diabetes, to overcoming the difficulties of maneuvering through 
Hollywood, with all of its competition and rejection. Now, he was on the 
precipice of attaining his dream career as a professional actor. It had 
been a long, tough road from the streets of that small town to 
Hollywood, but one that was well worth the effort—and it boded well 
for what was to come.  

Dr. Pete Stracci—The Respected Cardiologist   

As I spoke with Dr. Pete Stracci, I could feel his unique blend of 
confidence and humility—an all-too rare combination these days. Dr. 
Stracci is a highly respected and successful cardiologist in the Pittsburgh 
area, working at one of the most prestigious cardiology institutions in 
the U.S., Allegheny General Hospital—an impressive achievement for an 
impressive individual. 

Dr. Stracci gives much-deserved credit for his success to his Italian-born 
parents, Domenic and Fortunata. Dr. Stracci is a shining example of grit, 
perseverance, and hard work—all character strengths learned from his 
parents, strengths that also included a strong emphasis on education, 
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greatly driven by his mother.  

Dr. Stracci’s long journey started in a small Italian village and led him to 
America at age nine, where he began fourth grade with no English 
proficiency. The journey further included a brief period of playing 
professional football for the Cleveland Browns before he became an 
expert physician.  

Reflecting on how far he’d come, Dr. Stracci couldn’t help but think 
about what an adventure it had been. As he put it, he’s a graduate of 
“The School of Hard Knocks.” But for him, there is no regret. It was that 
school that made him who he is today—a worthy education, indeed. 

The Common Denominator #1: Poor Immigrants Coming for 
Opportunity 

These are just three examples of ordinary people who went on to 
become extraordinary in their fields of endeavor. They are part of a 
lineage of highly successful immigrant families who faced great odds, 
overcame significant adversity, and prospered in the rough coal mine 
town of Burgettstown, PA, most often producing successful offspring as 
well. These three people and their stories were not the exception; they 
were the norm. What do these three highly successful people, and 
others in their community, have in common?  

These people came from a town of many immigrant families—Polish, 
Irish, Italian, Syrian, Greek, Armenian, German, Spanish, African—nearly 
every nationality around the globe. They came to America with little to 
nothing, not speaking each other’s languages, let alone English, not 
having the minimal necessities like indoor plumbing. In addition, they 
had no welfare, no safety net, and little-to-no government assistance. 
These people, from a tough, unforgiving environment, turned into truly 
exceptional people, diamonds in their own right.  

Common Denominator #2: Adversity as the Pressure that 
Transformed Them into Diamonds 

The high success rate of these families was, in my opinion, due to their 
ability to face and overcome adversity. They were strong-willed and 
persistent, seeking the American dream, and no obstacle, big or small, 
could stop them. They knew that in America, they had options. 

I marvel at how many successful individuals came from Burgettstown, 
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my hometown. It produced athletes, actors, authors, inventors, lawyers, 
physicians, educators, politicians, scientists, businessmen and women—
people from essentially every profession. Ordinary people who came 
from nothing and became successful. 

Not only did they face many struggles upon their arrival to America, but 
the journeys in and of themselves were filled with difficulty. After 
coming to America, Barry Alvarez’s father had to return to Spain and 
was jailed for political reasons because he opposed the Spanish dictator 
Francisco Franco. After a brief stay, he eventually made it back to 
America.  

When Speros Maropis, grandfather of Adoni, first came to America, he 
was jailed, as he didn’t have a sponsor. He was shipped back to Greece, 
eventually found a sponsor, and made it back to America.  

Pete Stracci’s father came and worked in America for five years before 
he saved enough money to bring his wife and three children over to 
once again be a family.  

Tough times and individuals, indeed—but these situations made them, 
rather than broke them. 

I believe these individuals’ experiences and initial difficulties paved the 
way for dealing with future trials and tribulations with hard work, grit, 
and determination. 
 

 
 

SAGE INSIGHTS 
My paternal great grandfather fled his country with little more than a 
suitcase, a bride, and a baby, and started a business based on his passions. It 
is still in place today, I believe, because of the passion that it supports and 
the community that surrounds it. 

-Brian Petrucci, Corporate Training & Development Manager at Acme 
Construction Supply (born and raised in Burgettstown, PA) 
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A Stark Contrast from Today 

I overlay that tough area and timeframe with the way people today 
cope (or don’t cope) with adversity, and conflict.  

My intent is not to paint everyone with a broad brush; every day, 
people still face and overcome problems, learning and growing from 
them. However, there appear to be more excuses for failure and too 
many unrealistic safeguards to avoid facing obstacles. This avoidance, in 
my opinion, is counterproductive, as it doesn’t prepare people for the 
real world.  

Why, with so much more opportunity and assistance available, do so 
many people today fail, quit, and complain in the face of obstacles? 
Why are so many people afraid to face and deal with difficulties? Afraid 
of change? Afraid of risk? Why do they do everything to avoid conflict or 
discomfort or feeling out of their element?  

Is there a way to educate people that adversity should not be feared or 
avoided, but rather leveraged to learn, grow, and become stronger—
much like so many of those above-mentioned individuals and families? 

Those questions, as well as many others, will be reviewed and discussed 
in this book. 

In Defense of Adversity—An Overview  

In our high tech, fast-paced, rapidly changing world, adversity is hitting 
us at speeds significantly faster than ever—and at a younger age—
leaving us little time to respond and arming us with far too few tools for 
controlling  our responses in a productive manner. When an individual 
lacks the tools to handle challenges, it’s easy for a person to become 
frustrated, averse to risk, and afraid. 

In Defense of Adversity alleviates this problem, bridging the gap 
between what we’re naturally inclined to do and what works best in the 
modern environment. By educating readers that adversity, failure, 
change, and conflict can paradoxically be catalysts for positive things 
and help us evolve into who we were born to be, this book prepares the 
reader to succeed in today’s chaotic environment, much like those 
individuals from my hometown. 



STEVE GAVATORTA 

6 

Premise and Overarching Theme 

Adversity is in the eye of the beholder; how a person perceives 
challenges determines life’s journey. The purpose of this book is to act 
as a roadmap and supply a foundation to help people thrive in adversity 
and not just survive it. Addressing adversity purposefully in this way 
requires a plan; how to formulate that plan using an integrated process 
and expert insights is the theme of this book. This book’s foundational 
pillars are based on four parts: powerful expert insights and stories from 
over 60 highly successful individuals across multiple professions; brain 
functionality; a valid behavioral assessment; and lastly, my vast 34-year 
professional experience working in corporate America  as a consultant 
and business owner. 

Foundational Pillar #1: Expert Insights (called Sage Insights) 

As part of connecting the dots for you, I interviewed and surveyed over 
60 highly successful individuals across multiple professions. The 
individuals who supplied their insights surrounding the topic of 
adversity include: 

• Speakers, consultants, coaches, and trainers (personal and 
business-oriented) 

• Athletes and sports coaches 

 Football - NFL, collegiate, and high school level 

 Wrestling - collegiate level 

 Mixed Martial Arts (MMA) - professional, amateur 

 Basketball - specialty 

• Arts and Entertainment 

• Education 

• Entrepreneur/Business/Executive/Professional/Military 

These individuals’ insights will be peppered throughout the book and 
further shared in the closing chapter. 

Foundational Pillar #2: Brain Functionality 

Human instinct is to react emotionally to adversity as our primitive 
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ancestors did, using the limbic part of the brain, an approach that 
worked well for the caveman. Since then, the human brain has 
developed a cortex that lets us learn and grow from adversity, instead 
of just reacting. It gives us the ability to use the lessons of experience in 
thinking and acting purposefully when faced with adversity anew. In this 
way, people develop and thrive. We will learn about brain functionality 
in this book, and how you can leverage this knowledge when facing 
adversity. 

Foundational Pillar #3: Behavioral Assessment  

A validated behavioral assessment is included in this book which will 
show people how to create a mental process for facing adversity, 
whether it’s a difficult boss, colleague, friend, traffic accident, 
unexpected change, a demanding client, or a public relations fiasco. In 
Defense of Adversity will increase your ability to successfully handle 
adversity by learning to proactively address difficulties with a more 
logical, reasoned, rational approach, versus an uncontrolled emotional 
one. 
 
Foundational Pillar #4: My Professional Experiences 
 
Lastly, much of the content from this book is based on my 34 years 
working in corporate America. For over 14 years I have owned Steve 
Gavatorta Group, a consulting, training, and coaching company. Prior to 
that I spent 20 years working in a variety of roles in various Fortune 500 
companies. 
 
During my career I’ve had the opportunity to experience a wide variety 
of roles in sales, management, leadership, training, marketing, etc. In 
my current role, I have the opportunity to work with a variety of clients 
across multiple industries. Due to my background, I bring valuable 
experience and knowledge to all my customer interactions, as well as 
leading, coaching, and training thousands of individuals. Much of what 
is shared in this book is based on my personal experiences and deeply 
supports the approach in the book. I’ve walked the walk, so to speak. 
 
Within these pages, readers will find insights from people who 
overcame great odds to become presidents, athletes, authors, 
entrepreneurs, leaders, etc. This book is not only meant to provide a 
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strong foundation for you in your daily battles with adversity, but also 
to inspire and motivate you in your travels on this journey called life. 

Real-World Application 

The key to getting the most out of this book is to apply both the 
learnings and tools to your life. There are many real-world examples 
that will serve as guideposts for you. In addition, you have the 
opportunity to take a valid, scientifically-backed assessment for free. 
This assessment will enable you to best understand your behavior style 
and your response to adverse situations. You will then learn how to use 
this knowledge to better identify and overcome challenges. This 
assessment can personalize the benefits from this book and the 
application of learnings to your life. 

Long-Term Benefits 

The lessons, tools, and examples you will read and learn can be viewed 
many times over. Inspirational stories and insights are always helpful. 
But when connected to personalized insights, this brings true value and 
retention of learnings. So, feel free to visit this book as often as you 
need and use the skills as you advance in your life personally and 
professionally.  

The book is a living document, as is your development as a human 
being. At the end of each chapter, there will be a Reader Call to Action 
section. This lists specific steps and action plans you can take to help 
you achieve success, providing a daily roadmap to help you during your 
journey through life. 

Book Flow 

As you progress in this book, the focus will be on creating a foundation 
to enable you to “grind” better. This is a term you’ll see at various 
points in the book. Basically, “grind” means the ability to remain 
persistent and persevering in the face of obstacles. This book is your key 
to creating a strong foundation for effectively leveraging adversity to 
your advantage.  

 

As human beings, we’re often our own worst enemies. I know I’ve 
created unnecessary problems for myself many times. Despite building 
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a foundation for myself, I still make mistakes. It still can be a battle. The 
key, however, is this—I have a pathway, a foundation to get myself back 
on track during those times where I may feel lost. This book aims to do 
the same for you. This book is broken into three parts and follows a 
logical sequence of steps: 

• Part I: Accept and Acknowledge Adversity (Chapters 1-2)—
Possibly the biggest step you can take in learning to overcome 
obstacles is to realize and accept that adversity is a part of life 
and acknowledge that it is meant for us to grow. You need to 
view adversity as productively and positively as possible. Stop 
avoiding problems and instead, look at them opportunities. Fall 
back on learnings and insights from this book to solve them … OR 
recognize that, regardless of the outcome, there is a learning 
here that can help you in future situations. That outlook and 
paradigm shift is huge in and of itself.  

• Part II: Journey of Self-Discovery— (Chapters 3-10) 

 Understanding Brain Functionality (Chapter 3)—
Understanding how the brain functions during 
difficulties is key to overcoming adversity. By 
understanding brain functionality, you can learn the 
importance of handling adversity in a productive 
manner. 

 Build Self-Knowledge & Self-Awareness (Chapters 4-
10)—The second most important thing you can do is 
raise your own self-knowledge, and awareness about 
yourself. The more you’re knowledgeable and aware of 
yourself, the more you can recognize what puts you in a 
non-productive emotional state. By becoming aware of 
the root cause, you can better take action.  

• Part III: Build & Maintain a Strong Foundation (Chapters 11-
14)—The good news regarding strengthening your foundation 
and resolve amid problems is that you can hone those skills 
every day. Each day offers opportunities to keep building the 
foundation and a reservoir of experiences, creating more options 
for you to overcome obstacles. The more options you have in the 
arsenal, the more likely you will be able to succeed.  
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Helpful Guides 

This book will also provide helpful guides you can use to better connect 
the dots of learnings gleaned. 

• Reader Call to Action—At the end of each chapter there will be 
Reader Call to Action questions for you to answer. These 
questions will facilitate  your skills to effectively deal with and 
overcome adversity. You can write your responses in this book, 
or download the In Defense of Adversity Workbook (see 
instructions in the Developmental Tools section below). 

• Sage Insights—The insights from the over 60 people I 
interviewed and surveyed will be peppered throughout this 
book. Their insights are meant to motivate, inspire, and provide 
wisdom to help you. 

• Book Terminology—This book will have various words and 
phrases that are key to understand. Their uses may differ 
somewhat from the definitions you are most familiar with. 

• Developmental Tools—During the course of this book, there will 
be several opportunities to access developmental tools. These 
tools are located at the Steve Gavatorta Group website: 
www.gavatorta.com click on the In Defense of Adversity book 
icon and look for the IDOA Resources section.  

So, let’s begin taking the necessary steps to strengthen your 
resolve to learn from, face, and overcome adversity, 
transitioning from coal to diamonds in the process. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SAGE INSIGHTS 
The value of hard work, sacrifice, and commitment is only realized 

through a certain degree of personal pain. This pain is the heat that forges 
steel or pressure that creates diamonds. It changes people. They become 
special because  they have endured and learned. The first thing you learn is 
that you have separated yourself from most of society and that builds pride 
and confidence that nothing can stop you. 

- Ken O’Keefe, Quarterback Coach, Iowa Hawkeyes 
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DEVELOPMENTAL TOOLS 
If you prefer to capture your Reader Call to Action notes in the In 
Defense of Adversity Workbook rather that writing in this book, you can 
visit www.gavatorta.com. Then click on In Defense of Adversity book 
cover icon, and download it from the IDOA Resources section. 

  


