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VSI Executive Education (VSI) 

VSI designed and delivered the world’s first MSc in Sports Directorship 

programme out of Manchester England in 2014. Since then, VSI has gone 

on to deliver ten programmes with global delegates from professional 

sport graduating through the programmes. 

 

In 2017 VSI designed and delivered an MBA for CEOs of Sports 

Organisation, this programme now forms the VSI CEO of a Sports 

Organisation Programme. 

 

In February 2020 in partnership with the Global Institute of Sport the 

MSc in Sports Directorship Programme broke ground in USA delivering 

the programme at Inter Miami FC. 

 

 VSI specialise in human performance and organisational development. 

Our role is to be the trusted high-performance partner who helps clients 

achieve real change and sustained competitive advantage.  

 

We are committed to helping business leaders in the following ways:  

Strategy  

Create and implement sustainable growth strategies  

Performance  

Build high performance culture to improve team results  

Leadership  

Develop emerging leaders to create impactful performance  

Talent  

Identify and maximize high performing talent for long-term success  

Inspiration  

Inspire organisations to achieve peak performance  

 

 

https://vsiee.com/msc-sports-directorship/
https://vsiee.com/msc-sports-directorship/
https://vsiee.com/ceo-of-a-sports-organisation/
https://vsiee.com/ceo-of-a-sports-organisation/
https://gis.sport/your-degree/graduate-degrees/sports-directorship/
https://www.intermiamicf.com/
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The way we work  

We Listen to our client’s current challenges and focus on understanding 

their business. We always put our clients first and respond to their 

specific needs through solutions that are grounded within their 

organisational culture.  

We Collaborate with our clients in a challenging and supportive way to 

ensure that we create an integrated solution that is better than either of us 

could achieve alone.  

We Deliver customised solutions that address our client’s specific 

challenges and achieve the greatest impact. We utilise our global network 

of partners, who combine intellectual rigor with real-world experience to 

deliver high quality and sustainable solutions  

You improve because we accelerate transformational change and energise 

leaders to ensure it lasts. We are passionate about our clients achieving 

high performance and sustaining their competitive advantage.  
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Introduction 

 

This article is intended to establish the definition and the viability of the 

Sporting Director in the lower leagues of English football. Often known 

under other titles such as ‘Director of Football’, ‘Head of Football 

Operations’ and/or ‘Performance Director’. 

 

There is such a wide and varied perception of the role depending on the 

demands of the industry in The English Football Leagues 1 & 2 due in part 

to the structure of the Organisation itself.  

 

It has long been a misconception that the role of a sporting director simply 

heads up recruitment, which is often reflected in the job description used 

to recruit the role.  

 

This report will identify that’s it’s time to create clear communication and 

clarity around the role of a sporting director similar to that in countries like 

Germany. The VSI job description, which is the result of extensive research 

carried out in 2012, 2016, 2018 and 2020 provides the framework for a 

clearly defined role. Job Description  

 

It was reported by all interviewed, that the job description they were 

originally drafted in to do has expanded so much that it doesn't resemble 

the original contract that they signed (all those interviewed have been in 

the role for a min of 18 months) the role in fact has expanded from head of 

recruitment, to managing sport science, medical team and academies and 

in one case the facilities too. 

 

This is largely due to the changes within the industry and/or a better 

understanding of the role from the owners/boards, plus the added 

responsibilities and positioning of the role after a change in strategy. 

 

  

https://vsiee.com/2018/08/14/the-job-description-of-a-sporting-director/
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Very rarely have the clubs in general followed an independent recruitment 

process. It has traditionally been through the ‘quiet coffee’ conversation 

that leads to many roles being appointed. Perhaps a better understanding 

at board level around the value of what the role brings to the business 

would improve the job description and the recruitment process of a 

Sporting Director. The roles are often offered to those that have a proven 

track record in football at a senior level and who are known to the CEO 

and already have a foundation of trust involved. This said it is becoming 

much more common for clubs to work alongside recruitment companies 

during their initial search for potential candidates to sit in roles such as 

Sporting Directors. 

 

Making the correct appointment for the Sporting Director is just as 

important as hiring the correct manager. “Understanding that clubs can 

spend as little as two per cent of their time recruiting and 75 per cent 

managing their recruitment mistakes” - (Rasmus Ankersen 24 Jan 2020 

interview with talk sport) indicates a culture that can be risk adverse when 

making these decisions. 

 

Methodology 

 

The research was conducted over a video platform so that the interviews 

could be recorded, and the transcripts could be produced. 

 

In our attempt to standardise the study we interviewed Sporting Directors 

from difference clubs across the English Football Leagues 1 & 2. The 

interviews were conducted by asking the same series of questions over a 

period of approximately 40 minutes. 

 

The Sporting Directors interviewed all gave approval to use quotes and 

indirect quotes on receipt of the transcripts. 
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Findings 

 

When it comes to creating a job description for the role of a Sporting 

Director within football at least, it appears that it can vary from primarily 

a recruitment role to a role that strategically leads and manages the whole 

football department. These include coaching, recruitment, academy, sports 

science, medical, analysis and other departments that directly impact 

performance on the pitch. This means in lower leagues that football clubs 

are moving to a model that sees the Sporting Director oversee the football 

side of the club, making them responsible for the performance on the pitch, 

talent identification, player development and driving and implementing 

the culture and philosophy of the club promoting a sustainable business 

model. Eighty percent of Sporting Directors interviewed reported that they 

did not have a written job description with objective measurements of 

success. 

 

What emerged through the discussions was that all those interviewed bar 

1, didn't have clear objective measures of success. In fact, they remain 

subjective with minimal key performance indicators (KPI’s) being the 

normal trend. 

 

Clubs in the English Football Leagues now seem to be acknowledging that 

the role of a Sporting Director is important within the structure of the club. 

Most of the Sporting Directors interviewed reported directly into the CEO 

of the club, and in some cases with a link to the owners. Most were expected 

to contribute to regular board meetings whilst managing the head 

coach/manager. This symbiotic relationship between the boardroom and 

performance falls firmly on the Sporting Directors shoulders.  

 

The ability to communicate at all levels, means having to articulate the 

strategy of the board through to the football side of the Organisation, whilst 

reciprocally communicating the demands from the boot-room, all while 

managing everyone’s expectations is a mammoth task in itself. 

 

https://www.efl.com/
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Each of the Sporting Directors interviewed articulated their clubs had a 

clear vision for the future with the Sporting Directors able to articulate the 

club’s ambitions. One of the biggest challenges all the Sporting Directors 

shared was inheriting a manager and his staff.  

 

Therefore, it stands to reason that the main skills needed to be successful in 

the role of a Sporting Director by those we interviewed are as follows:  

 

• Strong communication skills 

• Empathetic approach  

• Emotional intelligence,  

• Decision making 

• Humility 

• Drive  

• Model behaviours 

 

Summary 

 

Below we summarise the main findings communicated by Sorting Directors 

interviewed as part of this research: 

  

1. A clear consistent description of the responsibilities of the Sporting 

Directors job role across football as a whole but particularly in the lower 

leagues is needed to provide the incumbent with the best possible 

opportunity for success 

 

2. More transparent communication within the infrastructure of the clubs 

on the role could alleviate the confusion that currently exists within 

many football clubs on the exact nature and purpose of the Sporting 

Director.  
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3. In the light of an ever-increasing demand to embrace the diversity and 

inclusivity movement, more clubs need to use a more stringent and 

robust recruitment process and cease to utilise their tried and trusted 

method as reported in the interviews.  

 

 

4. The costs of changing a manager are more than just financial, they often 

take with them their staff, the playing philosophy and a piece of the 

team’s culture. The Sporting Directors interviewed agreed that one of 

the most important factors when recruiting a new manager is that they 

fit the culture of the club first, a culture that should be set by the club.   

 

5. Of those interviewed, they unanimously agreed that having the right 

people in place and on the team coach, was the starting point for their 

journey for success, and also how much of a detriment it was when they 

don't have the right people around them. They also communicated that 

this is the same for most businesses and to expect this to be the norm is 

somewhat unrealistic. 

 

 

6. These interviews highlighted that some of the more traditional 

executive boards within clubs may still see the role as recruitment 

based. Also mentioned was how certain CEOs across clubs in the 

English Football League like to have control over the signing of players 

contracts. It was also stated within these interviews that the value of the 

Sporting Director is being recognised as significant enough to warrant 

voice on the board. 
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Conclusion: 

 

In conversation with the Sporting Directors interviewed there was a strong 

sense that although the role is not uniformly understood across football 

there is a movement towards clubs becoming more educated and 

understanding of the value a skilled Sporting Director can bring to the 

business and critically where this position should sit within the 

infrastructure of a club. 

 

It seems that regardless of the club or the league they are in if there is no 

clear job description, and the role is not clearly understood internally to 

include the main decision makers across the performance function of the 

business then there are common barriers to success.  

 

Some of the main barriers articulated by those interviewed are listed below:  

  

A)  The SD and the manager share a comparable level of authority. This can 

cause discord between them especially when it comes to signing a new 

player. Who is responsible for making this decision? 

 

B)  The Sporting Director inherits a manager and their coaching staff, 

which can be commonplace when joining a new club.  

 

They unanimously agreed that their role is more effective when the 

manager reports directly to them, and everyone is aligned to the strategy of 

the club.  

 

C)  Building trust and influence in complex club hierarchies – Many clubs in 

the lower leagues have somewhat unconventional ownership models. This 

leads to decisions being made at board/owner level that bear no resemblance 

to the agreed direction of travel. Whilst this is the owner’s prerogative the 

Sporting Directors interviewed all spoke passionately about “being able to 

find a way to have a greater influence on executive level decisions within 

the business” 
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The findings of this study point to a further body of research looking into 

the relationship between the CEO, Sporting Director and Head Coach (The 

Golden Triangle) in order to highlight the separate and conjoined functions 

within Football Clubs. It was suggested by a current Sporting Director who 

has worked in the role in the UK and on the continent where the role is 

ingrained within the industry of football that “Only by understanding the 

dynamics of these relationships and the decision-making processes 

involved, will we conclude the extent of the accountabilities in the role of 

a Sporting Director in football”. 

 
  


