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FOREWORD



It seems like every year there’s another new book on what it means to be a successful leader!


As some will say, leadership is just another word for “influence.” And I believe this to be true: Leadership is simply the ability to influence people.


Don’t get me wrong, I believe the topic of leadership is important, but too many people (from what I’ve read) put it in a box. It looks like this or that. But as Marty shares in Sideline CEO, there are many forms of successful leadership and influence. It can take a variety of shapes and sizes. When Marty first shared the idea of his book with me, I was so intrigued. I thought, Who wouldn’t want to pick up a book about how some of the best leaders of all time do great things in different ways? It’s not a one-size-fits-all approach. Leaders can be big, small, short or tall, introverted or extroverted, a visionary, an operator—you name it!


In fact, if you want to talk about the most effective “leadership,” it’s probably manipulation. Yes, you read that correctly. One of the easiest and quickest ways to “lead” people is to lie and deceive. It’s not right, but it’s reality. It happens all the time. That’s why I don’t like talking about general leadership. I’m more interested in talking about leadership that lasts. And in Sideline CEO, Marty shares some of those things that lead to long-term impact.


Throughout my life, I’ve had the privilege of being on some great teams, and I’ve been employed by some great companies and mentored by some great people and coaches. One Sideline man I’ll never forget is my high-school football coach, Coach Howard. He took a team that was everybody’s “Homecoming game” and eventually led us to a state championship. Coach Howard had three team rules: Do what’s right. Do your best. Treat everybody the way you want to be treated.


He would say, “It’s my job to love you, and it’s your job to love one another.” I’m forever grateful for Coach Howard because he focused on building our character, not just developing us as athletes. He was a man who had leadership that lasts.


From what I’ve observed, if you want to impact people over time and have influence that spans generations, it starts with one thing: respect.


Notice I didn’t say “like.”


We live in a culture that cares so much about “likes” (social media, for instance). And unfortunately, we have conditioned ourselves to believe that our value and worth are determined by our post’s popularity. “Likes” are fickle and fleeting, but respect is earned and can stand the test of time.


Our English word respect comes from a fourteenth-century Latin word meaning “to look back at.” And as I look back at Marty Smith’s career, I have the utmost respect for him. He is someone who speaks with conviction, works with great discipline, and has a deep sense of care for what he does. Working with him at ESPN over the years, I’ve seen Marty stand out among his peers because he never goes through the motions. He leads by example. You may not always “like” what he has to say about your favorite college football team or “like” his outfits on TV, but Marty is a man who earns the respect of people… even in his skinny jeans.


So if you’re someone looking to learn from the best of the best, Marty’s done the hard work for you. The following pages are the result of someone who has walked up and down the sideline listening to the things that make people great. Take advantage of his wisdom—and that of many others—and I believe you’ll learn the qualities that make great leaders last.


“Leave the sides…”


Tim Tebow
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LEADERSHIP




“If you want to make everyone happy, don’t be a leader. Sell ice cream.”


—Steve Jobs, co-founder, Apple


















Leadership. It is essential to conceptualizing, developing, growing, and sustaining any business. Confident direction from the top is essential, undeniable, hard to quantify and, sometimes, the greatest intangible.


Leadership can be lonely. And it’s never easy.


It’s not always William Wallace in Braveheart yelling “FREEDOM!” at the top of his lungs to motivate a legion. Sometimes it’s a closed door and an open ear for a troubled soul, or the vulnerability and self-confidence to delegate responsibility in key moments to empower others. Sometimes it’s an ass-chewing. Sometimes it’s letting someone else run point in an important meeting. Sometimes it’s presence during a silent ride home from practice.


Without strong leadership, failure is virtually inevitable. Rare is the unit that overcomes poor direction. Leadership includes myriad attributes and must possess a very fluid dynamic—what works with one group today may not motivate a different group tomorrow. Hell, what worked today may not motivate the same group tomorrow. What makes one person tick may turn someone else off. That’s why tenured coaching leaders like Bill Belichick, Gregg Popovich, Dawn Staley, or Nick Saban are so fascinating. Think about who Saban was when he first became a head coach in 1990 at Toledo versus who he is today at Alabama. The evolution of the world, of society, of technology, of psychology, of relatability, of parenting styles, of operating rules, of the young people themselves, have all vastly changed during those decades.


So leadership has to adapt. Not leadership principles, necessarily, more so the execution thereof.


Every individual requires unique direction to find the best version of themselves. As a result, there is a certain clairvoyance required of individuals in leadership positions, because no two individuals are motivated in the exact same manner. You may have fifty employees. No two of them respond to the same stimulus exactly the same way.


We all have an innate understanding of what leadership does. But what is it, exactly? What are the attributes, qualities, personality traits, and experiences that develop great leaders? How is leadership built? And how is it cultivated and maintained?


How does it evolve over time, and how must you evolve with it to ensure its relevance and effectiveness? What are its supporting tentpoles and tactics? What percentage is muted psychology and what percentage is spittin’-mad motivation?


With age and experience, I began to wonder about these things. And I knew I had some resources to help uncover and extrapolate answers. My broadcasting position at ESPN affords me the tremendous opportunity to engage with some of the most successful, most prominent leaders in America and beyond—professional athletic coaches and executives—on a daily basis. These men and women shape and mold tomorrow’s leaders on a globally visible, high-pressure scale, with annual roster turnover and astronomical expectations. Sports is a performance-based business. In most instances, you either win or you’re gone.


So if anyone knows how to define leadership and its key values, complete with unique, specific examples of its impact, it’s them.


For this book, I spent hours interviewing coaching titans over a three-year span. I interviewed Doc Rivers as he rode the Philadelphia 76ers team bus to the arena. I interviewed Dabo Swinney during the forty-five-minute lull between events at one of my son’s high school track meets. I interviewed Kim Mulkey minutes before she flew with her LSU Women’s Basketball program to the 2023 NCAA Women’s Final Four in Dallas, Texas. (Days later, Mulkey’s Lady Tigers won the school’s first women’s basketball national championship.) These men and women scrapped and clawed and fought to earn and sustain pinnacle coaching positions. And as their careers blossomed, every person within these pages created an influential legacy of leadership excellence, both between the lines and beyond the game.


The idea for this project arose during the restless uncertainty of the COVID-19 pandemic. I don’t sit still very well. Never have. Personally and professionally, all I have ever known is to grind. I was never the best athlete on my teams. I had to absorb my coaches’ tutelage and work my ass off to maximize my ability. I am not the most talented television host or reporter. But I’ve never been outworked: This airplane to that assignment—next assignment, next airplane. Home for a day or two, kiss Lainie and our kids, and gone again.


But during COVID, we all had no choice but to be still.


For the first time in my adult life, I was at home for months. And while Lainie and I were intentional about maximizing the blessing of undistracted time together and with our children, I, like many of you, was concerned about our future. I felt confused, anxious, and restless.


So I controlled what I could control. I went to work.


I’d had the book title in my head for a couple of years: Sideline CEO. It has a hell of a ring to it. And if I was at home with nothing but time, and desperately yearning for fellowship, I figured many of my coaching relationships felt the same. So, I picked up the phone and called University of North Carolina head football coach Mack Brown in Chapel Hill, North Carolina. Fifty-three minutes and change later, I’d attended a Master Class. The insight, vulnerability, candor, and experiential storytelling he shared with me suggested to me that this project had merit and just might resonate. Next, I called Urban Meyer, the former head football coach at The Ohio State University. His perspective left no doubt.


In total, twenty leaders shared their time and tutelage with me—many when they barely had time to offer, but they did so for the benefit of this book. For my benefit. I hope their brilliance resonates with you, and offers you perspective and consideration that you can apply to your own daily walk, just as I have.


Welcome to Sideline CEO: Leadership Principles from Championship Coaches.
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ROY WILLIAMS (2007 Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame inductee; three-time National Champion Head Basketball Coach at the University of North Carolina): The definition of leadership is a question I ask myself all the time, because it constantly evolves. The biggest and easiest way to define leadership is to look at people’s words and actions, and see how many people follow them. See how many people trust them. I tend to complicate it, but leadership is simple, really—it’s the guy everyone else will follow anywhere, anytime, because that person earned their loyalty by trust of his words or trust of his actions.


JOHN CALIPARI (2015 Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame inductee; National Champion Head Basketball Coach at the University of Kentucky): Leadership is helping people get to where they’re capable of going—even when they’re not sure they can get there themselves.


TOM IZZO (2016 Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame inductee; National Champion Head Basketball Coach at Michigan State University): Leadership for me is getting guys to do things they don’t believe they’re capable of doing. And that’s a simple statement but a complicated challenge.


NICK SABAN (Seven-time National Champion Head Football Coach at the University of Alabama and Louisiana State University): I think the only thing I’ve had to do as a leader is make it about the players [I’m leading]. So, define goals and aspirations for what they want to accomplish and what they want to achieve. And then I want them to understand—and clearly define—what do they have to do to accomplish that? And how do they have to edit their behavior to be able to do it? And can they have the discipline to execute it every day? I’m talking about self-discipline, now. We make hundreds of decisions every day that come down to two questions. Number one: “There’s something I know I’m supposed to do, but I really don’t want to do.” Do you do it? And number two: “There’s something over here that I know I’m not supposed to do, but I want to do it.” Do you do it?


LANE KIFFIN (Ole Miss Head Football Coach; National Champion offensive coordinator at the University of Alabama): (laughing) That’s Nick Saban 101, right there. Coach Saban always used to say that statement to the entire team every Friday going into the weekend, about discipline and decision-making. And listen, he could say it, and everybody listens because that guy lives it. He was an undeniable example for leadership about how to be disciplined. I tell everybody: Coaches say stuff all the time to their players, but Coach Saban lives it. He exudes discipline in every area of life. His leadership approach and dedication had a major impact on me.


NICK SABAN: Those kinds of personal self-disciplines are really the most difficult thing to sustain. But if you can do that, you’re always going to make the right choices and stay on path to accomplish the goals that you have. So, as the leader I try to work on mindset, and the mindset is really about the individual becoming the best that they can be.


DOC RIVERS (2008 NBA Champion Head Coach of the Boston Celtics; former head coach of the Philadelphia 76ers): I would say leadership is consistent. Leadership is not a democracy. Teams aren’t a democracy. But there are attributes of leadership that have to be consistent. You don’t treat everybody the exact same. Leadership, at times, can be very lonely and it can be very unpopular. But if it’s coming from the right place, from a place with no personal agenda, then leadership is powerful. People follow when they know their leader doesn’t have an agenda, except for what the team agenda is.


DABO SWINNEY (Two-time National Champion Head Football Coach, Clemson University): Leadership comes down to this: If your actions and your habits motivate and inspire others to want to do more, be more, dream more, then you’re a leader.


GREG SANKEY (1991 Golf Coaches Association of America Region VI Co-Coach of the Year, Northwestern State University; see also: The Southeastern Conference Commissioner): Leadership is influence. And that doesn’t mean power.


KIM MULKEY (2020 Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame inductee; four-time National Champion Women’s Basketball Coach at Louisiana State University and Baylor University; currently at LSU): There’s several definitions of leadership. And there’s several ways you can lead. But first, you have to figure out your own personality and not try to be someone you’re not. A leader has to stand before people in such a way that those people want to follow. What will make someone follow you? If they see that you’re leading them in the right direction, that you believe in what you’re doing, you know what you’re doing. And you get results.


NANCY LIEBERMAN (1996 Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame inductee): Leadership is constantly and consistently giving somebody a reason to follow you. Not because you make more money than them. Not because you have a better title. But because you’re deep, you’re obsessed with excellence, you’re wise, you have intensity, you’re determined and passionate, you listen, and you’re willing to take care of the people you lead.


FRANK BEAMER (2018 College Football Hall of Fame inductee; Big East Conference and Atlantic Coast Conference Champion Head Football Coach at Virginia Tech): A leader is someone of high integrity, who has great communication skills and is highly organized. A leader has to be who they really are, has to be genuine. And for me, this is critically important in leadership: A leader never embarrasses a player in front of his peers or coaches. That was always an important part of my leadership approach.


URBAN MEYER (Three-time National Champion Head Football Coach at the University of Florida and at The Ohio State University): As a leader, you can’t just say you’re going to fix a problem. You have to lead when there’s a problem or you’re going to fail. So that means you have to confront the problem or failure and demand the problem is addressed and rectified, and then follow through to confirm it is addressed and rectified. If you don’t do that, you’re not a leader.


TOM IZZO: I’ve spent time with Urban Meyer. His confront-and-demand concept is unbelievable, because I think real leaders confront people. There’s not many people who have the guts to confront people. But Urban takes it a step further: Leaders confront, but real leaders demand that what you’ve confronted gets carried through. That is critical.


MACK BROWN (2018 College Football Hall of Fame inductee; two-time National Champion Head Football Coach at the University of Texas, now at the University of North Carolina): Leadership to me is two- or threefold, but number one, it’s taking crises and turning them into positives. Because as a CEO, as a head football coach, you deal with so many different people, and your job has so much diversity that you’re going to have crises. It’s inevitable. And instead of running and hiding from them, or panicking every time one comes up, what you’ve got to do is figure it out. That’s your job.


TOM IZZO: We get some guys who confront issues that need to be addressed. But then I say, “Did you follow up? Did you demand that he did what you confronted him about?” That’s so important. That way it’s not an idle threat. I think, in general, we’ve become such a weak and soft society that we don’t confront and demand because there’s not as many good leaders.


URBAN MEYER: The definition I used for leadership for many years was to set a standard and demand all live up to that standard. I call that the 1970s version. That’s very shallow. You don’t demand anything nowadays. So, the new and improved version is, a leader has to earn trust, and then with great clarity equip and inspire others to live up to those standards. The key points are this: Earn trust, equip, and inspire. That’s what a leader today has to do. The best leaders earn trust, and they equip and inspire those that they’re trying to lead. Notice: There’s no more “demand” in there. That’s not the way the world works anymore.


TIM CORBIN (Two-time National Champion Head Baseball Coach at Vanderbilt University): When it gets down to it, leadership is the ability to learn how to serve, and to draw people in, emotionally, toward a group effort. We don’t have captains on my teams. If I ever did have captains on a team, it would be voted on at the end of the year, after the experience was over. Because I’ve always felt like real leadership happens through the experience, through the environment. True leadership is the ability to model the standards and behaviors of an organization. It’s more about looking out for other people than anything else.


CHRISTIAN HORNER (Eleven-time Formula 1 World Champion Team Principal—six driver, five constructor; currently CEO, Team Principal, Red Bull F1): In leadership, you set the tempo and the example. And the key attribute is being able to communicate openly, honestly, effectively, to build an effective group of people around you.


JIMBO FISHER (National Champion Head Football Coach at Florida State University, currently head football coach at Texas A&M University): Leadership is giving direction and confidence and instruction with great value in your words, that results in giving people confidence to be able to know that they can do their job. And that includes times when they don’t believe they have the ability to do it themselves.


MACK BROWN: First you try to keep crises from happening, get ahead of it. But if it costs you, and you’re in trouble with it, you stop it, you’re honest, you fix it, and you move forward and learn from it and make it as positive as you can. The other variables great leaders possess are being self-confident and having a confident plan, making people believe in you, making people want to follow you. And in my estimation, a good leader makes everyone around you do what you think is the best thing to do, while making them feel like it’s their idea. It’s got to be all-inclusive.


TOM IZZO: Real leaders are trying to push people, trying to pull people, constantly encouraging people to do things beyond what anyone ever thought they could do. Including themselves. A lot of people dream about what they can do, but naturally don’t—or won’t—do it. And to me, a leader is one that brings other people with you.


PATTY GASSO (Seven-time National Champion Head Softball Coach at the University of Oklahoma; 2012 National Fastpitch Coaches Association Hall of Fame inductee): I’ve learned through my time as a coach that leadership is about relationships. And there is a fine line, in the way of understanding that I’ll meet you halfway, but I’m not trying to be your best friend. I want players to feel like, “If I need something I’m going to call her, because I know I’m safe with her; I’m not afraid to tell her what I need to tell her because she’s not going to reprimand me.” But there’s a measure of respect required. I want you to feel comfortable with telling me what you need to say. I want them to know that I’m here to make them, first, the best human they can be through lessons learned, but also help push them to be the best athlete they can be. And sometimes that means pushing them past what they think they can be.


GREG SANKEY: There are probably fifty definitions for leadership. I tell people what I want to be is influential and effective. So, whether you’re trying to get a friend to go with you someplace or lead a group of people in an organization to accomplish a goal in order to achieve an objective, you’re trying to influence them in a certain direction. And then the question is: Are you effective at that? To me, that’s the essence of leadership.


DABO SWINNEY: You can be smart, intelligent, and you can lead an organization. But that doesn’t necessarily make you a great leader. There’s a difference. There’s a difference in leading and being a great leader. A leader is someone who people truly want to follow. Other people may not necessarily be great leaders, but they’re in a position of leadership. They may be able to lead strategically or lead from a business acumen, decision-making standpoint. But that doesn’t make them a leader. To me, a leader has a high level of trust and respect, and uncompromising integrity that people are drawn to and want to follow. Those are the best leaders.


JOE GIBBS (1996 Pro Football Hall of Fame inductee; three-time NFL Super Bowl Champion Head Coach; 2020 NASCAR Hall of Fame inductee; five-time NASCAR Cup Series Champion car owner): The leader sets the standard for what you’re trying to accomplish. And to me, the most effective leaders are servant-style leaders. In other words, the best way to lead is you’re there early, you stay late, and you’re constantly getting after it yourself. It’s awful easy to just give direction to other people. But it’s better to show them through action that you’re in it with them.


JOHN CALIPARI: Leadership is taking the players you’re leading with you. And part of that leadership is, the players are always watching. So it’s your actions as much as what you say. Maybe more. How you deal with things. How you approach things daily. Consistency. But I would say, for me, it’s getting people to go to places they’re capable of going, but they’re not sure they can get there.


TOM IZZO: I tell you what I hate. I hate when people say, “He leads by example.” I hate when I have a parent that always says to me, “Hey, my son’s a leader.” And I say, “What do you mean he’s a leader?” He says, “He’s a 3.8 [grade point average] student. He works out every day. He does this. He does that. He’s a hell of a leader.” And I say, “Your son is not a leader. He’s in the gym by himself. He studies by himself.” A leader must influence other people. So I hate the term “He leads by example.” That only means nobody else is watching. And if nobody else is watching he ain’t leading nobody. He’s just leading himself. So I’d say a real definition, a leader is somebody who brings other people with them.


JIMBO FISHER: Leading is about the effect you have on the other people. Some guys are real vocal, but just okay leaders. Other guys can be quiet. It gets down to how you affect the guys on your team positively every day, and at what consistency level. You have to, in leadership, get across what you’re trying to instill in them, the information you’re trying to relay or what you want them to do. And you’ve gotta live it. Live. It.


TIM CORBIN: Leadership… I don’t think everyone is cut out for it. I do think everyone has the ability to learn it. I think everyone has the ability to try to understand it. And if it’s something that raises your emotions, then I think you’ll have the ability to follow through on it. But leadership is fluid. There’s a lot of responsibility to it. It requires a lot of emotional and mental energy. And it’s not something you do just when the feeling or the mood is right. It has to be on the front of your brain. If leadership is something that’s very important to you, then you understand the communication that exists in your life, whether it’s verbal, it’s listening, or it’s modeling, it all applies. It’s habit. There’s an awareness level of a leader that has to be different, because you have to be very, very aware of your own being and you certainly have to be very aware of the people around you, and the environment you’re in.


LEONARD HAMILTON (Big East Conference and Atlantic Coach Conference Champion men’s basketball coach; currently at Florida State University): It’s academic to have nine leadership points of this, or nine leadership points of that, but leadership is not always putting it down on paper. It’s your forward thinking. It’s your sensitivity to everyone else’s needs. It’s your ability to adapt and be patient when things are not going well. And it’s trying to teach when everyone has a different learning skill. What I might expose you to, and expose him to, you might pick up, and he might be just as smart as you but he doesn’t learn the same way. So as the leader, I’ve got to find a method that works for him. And as the leader, I’ve got to be sensitive to those differences.


TOM IZZO: It used to be, when I started, your title gave you seniority. It gave you power. Now, the president of the United States, coaches, everybody… We [as a society] rip everybody! Your title doesn’t matter! Parents get ripped. Your title does not get you a hall pass. You have to earn trust with every group that comes in. If you’re a five-star general, everybody just respected you. Not anymore.


ROY WILLIAMS: Nobody cares what you did. They care what you do.


NANCY LIEBERMAN: Leaders have to answer the why. Why are we doing this? Your ego is not your amigo. And you can have confidence and high levels of self-esteem, but you also have to humble yourself to develop genuine relationships with the people you lead.


URBAN MEYER: Leadership now is relationship-based. Back when I started coaching it was authority-based. I grew up with Woody Hayes, Earl Bruce, my father. It was authoritarian. It was simple: You do this because I’m telling you to do this. That’s the way my career started. When I was a high school player, yes, you had a relationship with the coach. But that relationship was, he’s the coach, you’re the player, and you do what they say to do. That’s it. Period. That was the extent of the relationship. Same way with parents. Be home at ten o’clock or you’re gonna get your ass beat in! The teacher told you to shut up or she was going to kick your ass out of class. It was authoritarian. Now it’s very relationship-based.


MACK BROWN: You’d better make time for the people you’re leading. It has to be personal.


ROY WILLIAMS: Leadership is twenty-four-hour devotion to our team in everything I do. For me, it’s my family and basketball. That’s it. Nothing else. And my devotion is toward this basketball team. And I’m going to make every decision based on what is best for that basketball team, with one addendum, and it’s a very important addendum: I also realize that all of the players have their own individual dreams and goals, too. That’s very important.


TOM IZZO: If someone asked me what I think I do best here at Michigan State, it’s not recruit, it’s not coach my guys—it’s that I spend time with my guys. I spend time learning who they are as young men. Times changed. I grew up in Iron Mountain [Michigan], man, a tough, blue-collar environment. That’s all we knew. The Vince Lombardi era. And the Vince Lombardi era was, I’m going to line you up, and I’m going to tell you to run through a brick wall. And you’re going to run through that brick wall and you’re going to ask questions later. So when I got this job I thought, How can I keep the Vince Lombardi theory with the new way of doing things? So I said, “I’m going to line you up, I’m going to tell you why you should run through that brick wall. Because the objective is to get through the brick wall. The objective is not how you get through the brick wall.” You have to get to the other side of the wall. I always thought the only way you can do that is, you’ve got to get guys to trust you. And trust requires time.


JOHN CALIPARI: A good leader can move things for different reasons. The great ones lead people enthusiastically in the right direction, while knowing they’re being led. I call it “servant leadership,” where the player knows without question, “This is about me.” That’s when they become enthusiastic people within the organization, when they believe—when they know—it’s about them. In my mind, those are the guys and ladies who are great leaders, when you can move people.


JIMBO FISHER: Leadership varies. Because you have to learn to understand how certain people interpret things. I’m not going to treat everybody the same. I’m gonna treat everybody fairly. Because people are different. They’re different personalities, and they interpret things differently. And I think you have to coach each player differently as a result. Each individual has a certain organizational standard they have to live up to. You can’t deviate from that standard. Because for success, reaching that standard is what we have to do. But each individual, getting him to see what he’s got to see—and how he’s got to see it—to meet that standard, will be different with each individual guy. So you, as the leader, have to figure out the best way to reach them.


JOHN CALIPARI: Sometimes you move your players by being mean and nasty. But when you move them when it’s about them, when you move them based on the belief you have in them—and they know it—they know you’re invested in their well-being. [Former Kentucky forward] Nick Richards came in for the last meeting we had with him, and that was his comment—“You guys believed in me when I didn’t believe in myself, and you stuck with me. And I love you for it.” That’s what we try to do. That’s the essence of how we try to lead.


URBAN MEYER: The greatest leaders, especially in this generation, are those that genuinely care for those they’re leading. Not just say they care, but genuinely care. Not driven by narratives, not driven by media or how it’s going to look to the outside world. And I’ve seen coaches that are driven by those other things. Great coaches have one concern—their team. That single-minded focus. The leaders who have that sole focus are the ones that win.


MACK BROWN: I went to Iraq in 2008, and I spent ten days there. There were a lot of generals over there. I spent an hour and a half with General Raymond Odierno. I asked him, “Do you recruit leaders or do you make leaders?” He said, “You make leaders. Why do you think we have academies?” He said, “I’m really concerned right now that we’re spending so much time in war, that we’re spending more time fighting than we are teaching. And I’m really concerned about our leadership going forward.” He told me, “You’ll have a lot of leaders on your team. Your best leader may be a bad leader, but kids follow him. So you’ve got to be really careful that your best leader is not a guy that’s hurting you more than anything else.” He told me I should constantly teach leadership. The way to do that is to bring in people that you admire, that you emulate, and have them constantly talking to your team, doing seminars with your team. That applies to every team. We start practice with a team meeting every single day. Every day. Without fail. We never have a practice without a team meeting. And I start every practice off with a thought of the day. And then I follow the thought up with a conversation about how that thought relates to us today. And then I’m constantly talking to them about me as a leader, their coaches as leaders, them as leaders. It is a constant narrative. To be an effective leader, it has to be.


LEONARD HAMILTON: You could call it leadership. Or you could say wisdom. Who we are is the result of the experiences we’ve had in our lives. So for me, being the oldest child from my mother’s second marriage, I had three brothers and a sister under me. My leadership started early. Because I realized that my siblings would probably develop in relationship to how they saw me developing. So I had added responsibility that was in part of my being. At twelve years old I’m babysitting my brothers and sister while my parents were working. When you ask me about leadership, you’re asking me from where I am now. But people who are good leaders, those skills start developing at a much younger age, when they don’t even know that the circumstances they’re living in allows them to have that leadership possibility. So now, as you get older and more mature, those mindsets they had to deal with as youngsters have a big part in how they respond to things. And being in that situation with my brothers and sister, the circumstances we operated in—eight of us living in a two-bedroom house, four guys on two bunkbeds, the bathroom on the back porch, taking my bath in a tin tub in the corner, no hot or cold running water—I’m operating from survival. We’re just trying to survive! How am I going to get me, and us, out of this situation, where we don’t have to live like this anymore? When you live in that environment, it’s survival of the fittest. You’re always aware. So in order for you to understand me and my leadership skills, and how they developed, you have to understand that environment. You have to understand where I come from.


ROY WILLIAMS: Tyler Hansbrough [former North Carolina forward; 2008 Naismith National Player of the Year] is a great example of powerful leadership from within the program. He was a four-time First Team All-American. If he said, “Come on guys!,” that was about all it took. His teammates followed him. They listened to him. The respect was obvious because it was earned. Because every frickin’ drill we ever did—every stinkin’ one of them for four years—he tried to kill people. He tried to win every sprint. And he didn’t ease up when he knew he was going to make the required time. No. It was all-out, all the time. He just tried to kill everybody in everything that we did. So what’s that do? How does that prove leadership? People followed that. People said, “Okay, that guy is the leader. And that’s what he does? That’s his personal standard? Then that’s what we’ve got to do.” It’s hard for a guy to talk the talk and then not do it on the court. If a guy says, “Come on guys, you need to do this or that,” but doesn’t do it himself in the arena, he has no following. None.


LANE KIFFIN: Let me tell you when I realized I had to practice what I preach. I made a decision to change my life after the [2021] Outback Bowl, when I saw a picture of the players throwing the Gatorade on me. I looked so fat. I looked like an anaconda snake when it swallows an animal, and the animal gets stuck in their neck. So, I’m like, I’m doing something to fix this. So, my doctor explains to me that there’s a cleanse in which there is no alcohol, no red meat, and no bread. I started it for ten or fourteen days, and the competitiveness in me said, All right, this feels amazing, let’s keep going. That led up to the next season, and I was still doing the cleanse. Matt Corral [former Ole Miss All-SEC quarterback] was asking me about it. And Matt said he thought the cleanse would be really cool to do and asked if I would match him if he did the cleanse all season. I said sure, it’s easy for me. I’m already eight or nine months into it. But here’s the interesting thing: I learned so much from Matt during that time. It was amazing to watch a college student, not just in Oxford, Mississippi, but anywhere, do that with all the peer pressure, the weekends partying, and all those normal things. And I just saw the clarity in him emerge, because of that decision to drink no alcohol. It was the ultimate clarity of a season, coach and quarterback working in unison to do something together. It was really neat to see. Players respect decisions like that a lot, because they know how unusual it is to make a decision like that. And there’s another layer here, too, when you talk about leadership and setting examples for the people you’re leading. I remember saying, “Hey, linemen, you gotta get in shape if you’re gonna play in our fast tempo offense.” At our end-of-the-year meeting with two of our linemen who were overweight, I’m telling them, “Look, you guys gotta have discipline, man. You can’t eat like you are. You gotta change your diet and what you’re putting in your body.” And I’m sitting there at the same time thinking, What am I doing? I’m saying this to them, but here I am doing it myself. That was part of it, too. I just thought it was hypocritical to go up in front of these guys and preach discipline and decision-making, and having the discipline to not do the things you want to do that you know you shouldn’t do, and doing things you don’t want to do but you should do, and following through and doing them. How hypocritical can you be? Did you hear that? Nick Saban 101. I sound just like him. You think he had an influence on me as a leader?


KIM MULKEY: When you lead people, you have to interact with the entire team, but also have to know a little bit about everyone that’s a part of that team. Because what motivates you doesn’t motivate the guy next to you. When I look at leaders, I don’t necessarily look at how they lead. I look at production. What have they done in their life? What are the results? To me, those are the types of leaders I want to follow. I may not always agree with things leaders do, but if the results are positive and powerful, sometimes you just need to follow.


JIMBO FISHER: It’s hard to follow a leader you don’t trust. Trust is the ultimate factor in leadership. They have to trust that you have their best interests at heart no matter how hard you coach them, how easy you coach them, and in everything you tell them.


GREG SANKEY: As a leader you have to make decisions about communication, timing, information, subject matter, all in an effort to figure out how to have influence and be effective. That can be a very lonely position sometimes.


URBAN MEYER: It’s amazing to me. Some of the mistakes—and I’m not throwing any daggers at all, because trust me, I’ve made them all—but when I go visit places and I’ll talk to the coach and a lot of the athletes, and when you’re too rigid and you don’t adapt to the kind of team you have, that’s going to be a very poor ending.


ROY WILLIAMS: I tell my players, if you’re willing to work as hard as I’m going to work, we’re going to have something very special and we’re going to be successful. But I’ve never had a player yet to work as hard as I’m going to work. Don’t just tell them. Show them. It is twenty-four-hour devotion to our team in everything I do.


MACK BROWN: Leaders can’t have bad days. You can’t say, “I don’t feel good.” You can’t say, “Man, I’m off my game today.” That mess doesn’t exist. And you’ve got to be the hardest worker. They have to see you want it. I’m the first one in our building and the last one to leave, and every last one of them knows that and sees that. I recruit harder than any of them, and every one of them knows that. I’m constantly talking to our staff about what leadership means, too. That never turns off. You have to coach your coaches. I tell my coaches, you can’t go out and get drunk with your buddies and then tell your players not to drink.


JOHN CALIPARI: When you’re the head of an organization, you feel a sense of responsibility to everyone below. From every assistant to every secretary to every trainer, everyone, you feel a sense of responsibility to do your best for them to lead the organization in a way that they will all benefit. To be that person that they know, and they’re excited that this is the organization they work in. When you’re at a job like Kentucky, it’s much bigger than just coaching basketball. If you’re here, and you’re in the seat that I’m in, and you don’t use it to do good away from the court, and away from what you do, you’re cheating the position. Some of us have been put in positions undeservedly. I don’t know why I got the Kentucky job. I wasn’t that kind of a player. I didn’t play for this guy, and didn’t coach under that guy, and I got the Kentucky job. But what I do know is I’m in a position to make a difference with other people, in different causes and different things. And I think you want everybody in the organization to see all of that. You do have a sense of responsibility for a lot more than just yourself—and you feel that responsibility every single day.


JIMBO FISHER: There are many kinds of leadership. But at the end of the day, people want to know:




• You know what you’re talking about, and…


• You know how to articulate what you know and get it across, so they can learn it and apply it, and how it can help them get better. And that they believe that I have complete and utter trust in what I say. That’s the thing leadership gets down to, trust.







Smith’s Sideline Summary: Leadership
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• Leadership is directing people to achieve their optimum potential, even when those people may not believe they’re capable.


• Leadership is influence, not power.


• Leadership is consistent.


• Leaders cannot have bad days, and leaders do not get days off.


• Leadership is not for everyone. If you’re concerned with popularity, or making everyone happy, leadership is not for you. If you are insecure or indecisive about your direction or conviction, or unwilling to confront failure, poor attitudes, or lack of discipline, leadership is not for you. Some individuals are born to lead and taught how to lead. Some don’t want the responsibility. Some can’t handle the responsibility.


• Good leaders have an intrinsic work ethic, unyielding determination, and fearlessness to confront others who do not share the same conviction.


• If leaders fail, they work. If leaders succeed, they work harder.


• Leaders expect excellence, not perfection. Approaches to that end often vary. Principles rarely do.


• Servant leadership is effective leadership: Show me, don’t tell me.
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