Building a Relationship With Your AD
By Kathleen Hessert
President, Sports Media Challenge

 
Your Athletic Director has tremendous influence over the success of your team and your career. So, why wouldn't you want to cultivate the best possible relationship with this person? Coaches who build successful relationships with their AD's are more likely to receive help when they need it, get promotions and salary increases, and keep their team’s interests at the forefront of the athletic department’s priorities.

On the other hand, communication mishaps between coaches and AD’s erode credibility and productivity, leaving the coach at a competitive disadvantage. An indifferent, strained, or hostile relationship with the AD can create a no-win situation. Open communication between coach and AD is fundamental to the organization, ensuring that there is a winner – the team.

AD Profile
In the past, AD’s were former coaches you could count on to understand your everyday challenges. Not anymore – contemporary AD’s often have undergraduate and/or postgraduate degrees in Sports Administration, and/or come from diverse backgrounds such as banks and legal offices. Even if your AD was formerly a coach, he or she now faces a whole new range of challenges and responsibilities such as finances, personnel, public relations, media relations, and compliance.

All of this means that they have a totally different outlook, and may not understand sports as well as they did in the past. In their eyes, a winning record is no longer enough to provide you with tenure, or even a one-year contract extension. You have to win in other areas – such as recruiting, fund raising, and leadership. 

Develop a Healthy Relationship With Your AD
Many coaches have perfectly amiable relationships with their AD’s. They think that there's no need to worry, because the AD sees the team in the same light that the coach does. Right? Not always – an AD may have a completely different perspective than the coach.

You can have a tremendous influence over the way the AD views your team. When you talk to your AD, whether it's about official business or something else, be mindful of his/her perception of you, your team, and your role in the overall athletics program. Use this to better shape your answers.

How to Approach Your AD
· Be positive. A complainer is someone most people avoid, so don’t be one. The AD must often respond to incessant and unnecessary complaints.

· Be diplomatic. Go through the proper channels when you have a problem. In other words, don’t go over the AD’s head, and don’t complain to your athletes.

· Remember that your team has needs. In other words, remember who doles out the dollars.

· Incorporate "Big Picture" visions into every request. Use the following examples as your guidelines: 

· "Beating Central High is obviously our goal. Accomplishing that would be easier if . . ."

· "Because we're working toward a more diverse student body, an increased recruiting budget could help us draw more . . ." 

· Think before you speak. Don't approach your boss the moment an idea pops into your head – formulate your strategy, and then make your reasoned approach.

· Be aware of his/her situation. Remember that being the Athletic Director is a difficult job. Yours isn't the only team he/she must oversee.

Setting Goals, Reaching Agreement
Under the best of circumstances, you and your AD will achieve a positive, mutually supportive working relationship. Your goals for the team are fundamentally the same, use them as a common ground of understanding. 

Setting mutually acceptable goals for your sports program is the best way to develop a positive and highly productive relationship with your AD. Agree on the purpose, methods, and philosophy necessary to build and maintain a winning, classy program and set specific annual goals for three to five years. Write them down, then have face-to-face follow-up and feedback at on a regular basis to assess the degree to which you’re achieving or surpassing them.

Goal-oriented understanding promotes both accountability and feedback, the cornerstones of a healthy working relationship. It’s also a sound basis for consistent, positive communication between a coach and an AD. This kind of mutual understanding will serve you well during times of growth and success, as well as during times of crisis. 
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