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New Cook & James exec Phil DaCosta left 

the ring for the board room  

 

 

Phil DaCosta’s previous experience include leading projects at Cbeyond, Home Depot and BellSouth.  

By Melanie Lasoff Levs  –  Associate Editor, Atlanta Business Chronicle  

Jan 26, 2018, 1:00pm  

As the new vice president of business development at the residential real estate closing firm 

Cook & James, Phil DaCosta said he is living the American dream. A native of Zimbabwe and a 

former champion boxer, DaCosta found he had a knack for sales soon after college. He attributes 

his success in work and life to following five core tenants, which he shares below. DaCosta’s 

comments have been edited for space. 
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What led you to your career? I attended the University of Nevada on a boxing scholarship and, 

after graduation, I went to South Florida to be trained by legendary boxing coach Angelo Dundee 

with the intent of turning pro. After a few months of training and with my pro debut scheduled, I 

did some soul searching. After 17 years of boxing on five continents, I decided that I wanted to 

trade in getting punched to putting my college education to work. I quit boxing and got a job as 

an outside sales rep at a major telecom provider, Frontier. In my first month on the job after 

training, I was the top sales representative. In a few months, I got poached by another telecom 

company. I found my biggest challenge in sales was dealing with the customer experience after 

the sale, which led me to post-graduate education and a subsequent career trajectory of 

navigating the customer journey and experience.  

Who was your biggest influence in your career (mentor, teacher, relative)? What did he/she 

do? That is shared by two men on opposite coasts and opposite sides of the political spectrum. 

Mike Martino was my boxing coach at University of Nevada, and recently was the executive 

director of Boxing USA and the Rio Olympic team. Mike gave me a scholarship to the 

University of Nevada almost 30 years ago and is someone with whom I still talk frequently. 

While he led the boxing program at Nevada, he was also head of juvenile probation where, by 

example, he modeled kindness and how to invest in people.  

As a new American citizen in the early 2000’s I wanted to become politically involved with my 

country. I had the good fortune of meeting [then-]Georgia State Senator [now Lieutenant 

Governor] Casey Cagle. Similar to Martino, I was drawn to how Cagle put people ahead of 

himself and politics. Like Martino, he grew up poor with an absent father and, through his 

success, was determined to help as many people as he possibly could. 

What is the biggest challenge in your career or job? The answer to this question is what 

excites me about coming on board at Cook & James. Typically, getting C-suite executives to 

invest in the employee and customer experience is the biggest challenge. If you want to see true 

Jim Collins’ “Good to Great” Level 5 leadership, then come and meet C & J leaders, Kara Cook 

and Heather James. I have worked for some great companies with great C-suite people, but Kara 

and Heather truly understand that our firm is only as good as our culture. They truly believe that 

the same way we interact with our employees is the same level of service our customers can 

expect.  

What’s the most rewarding part of your job? A chance to serve and help people meet their 

goals. I love creating an environment at work that makes people want to show up and look 

forward to the day and future.  

What’s the hardest business lesson you’ve learned? The importance of having the right people 

on your team. Resist the temptation to hire someone with tremendous talent but who is not a 

good culture fit.  

You’ve been responsible for many significant financial successes at your previous 

companies. How are you transferring that success to your new position at Cook & James? I 

find success when I follow these five core tenants: Translate strategy from concepts to targets; 

live out the company values and get the right people on the bus to deliver results; use statistics or 
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data to direct my focus to reach targets; keep an up-to-date score card and display it everywhere 

(people play differently when they are keeping the score); hold myself and team members 

accountable for results in a positive, productive way.  

As a young man, how did you come to get involved in boxing? I was a small kid with a few 

disabilities. I had to wear special boots (like Forrest Gump) and I stuttered. This lead to teasing, 

and I usually got into several fights a day with kids often much bigger than me. I adopted a “do 

or die” attitude to every fight, refusing to ever give up, which led to some long battles. My oldest 

brother’s best friend was a boxer who suggested I take up the sport. I stepped into a boxing gym 

at 7 years old and immediately felt at home. The teasing soon stopped as the fights got shorter 

with my newly acquired skills. By the time I turned 12, I was a neighborhood hero representing 

Zimbabwe in international competitions.  

Do you return to Zimbabwe much, and what are your thoughts about the political situation 

there? I left Zimbabwe at age 15 and have never returned. Communism destroyed one of 

Africa’s most promising countries. However, Zimbabwe’s dictator for the last 37 years, Robert 

Mugabe, was recently removed from power so there is hope! I am a naturalized, proud American 

who refuses to let society make me a hyphenated American. I am 100 percent American and it is 

this moniker which makes me the most proud.  

What are the most important lessons you try to impart on your children? I try to live by 

example by putting God, family, and country first. I strive each day to teach my kids to make 

every moment count, and stress the importance of being kind and respectful to everyone. 

You became a U.S. citizen in 1998. Why do you say that was the best day of your life? Ever 

since I can remember, I wanted to be an American and I can’t overstate the value of being an 

American citizen. There is nothing more valuable to me than being part of history and belonging 

to that uniquely successful experiment, that people from all over the world could come together 

to live freely under the rules and responsibilities of the U.S. Constitution. I love living in Atlanta 

and I am living proof that the American dream is alive and well!  

PHIL DACOSTA 

• Born in: Harare, Zimbabwe 

• Lives in: Cumming, GA 

• Age: 49 

• Current job: Vice president of business development, Cook & James 

• Previous job: COO at EnBio Industries  

• Education: BA in communications/international business, University of Nevada; MBA, 

University of Phoenix; post-graduate work in logistics, University of Miami; executive 

international business program, Thunderbird University 

• Family: Wife, Lori; children Eli (age 10), Isabella (4), Gabriel Jesse (4 months)  

• Hobbies: Attending church and church community activities, animal rescue, watching all 

college sports, working out (running, boxing, weight training) 
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