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SPORT BUSINESS INTERNATIONAL: AIMING FOR TOP TALENT

By Andy Fry; Feb 2009

The below is an excerpt from a feature article in the February edition of Sport Business International.

Within the sport’s world, stadia are still being built, events are still being held and franchise owners continue to plot global expansion. At the coalface, fans are turning up at the turnstiles and watching sport on TV – all of which means there are plenty of jobs to be done by brand marketers, rights agencies, sponsorship consultancies, corporate entertainers, venue management, sports tourism firms and PayTV broadcasters.

Paul Nolan – founder of sports executive search specialist Nolan Partners... “I worked as HR Director at The Football Association for 6 years before forming this consultancy. And what that taught me was the complexity of working in multi stakeholder environments. Finding the right person in the sports industry isn’t just about them having the right business capabilities, it’s about how they cope with the sector’s unique challenges.” Nolan, whose recent assignments have includes search and selection of chief executives for The FA, Wembley Stadium and the British Horseracing Authority, says the situation is particularly complex with governing body roles. “Executives in governing bodies operate right at the heart of the multi-stakeholder nexus,” he says. “Not only do they have to work with public and private organisations, they also have a board which is made up of people who have in successful in other fields of industry. That kind of role requires great political and diplomatic expertise.”

This raises another point, continues, Nolan, which is that it is vital that you fit the right individual with the right organisation: “sport is a very diverse business. You can have one business which has been built up from scratch by an entrepreneur while another will be very well-established with lots of tires of management to deal with. Different executives function better in different environments and it’s for companies like ours to ensure the match is correct”

Despite such observations, recruitment experts agree that is important to bring new blood in to sports organisations. Nolan says he is a fan of moving executives between sports “as a way of transferring learning and ideas. Executives moving backwards and forwards between sports like football, rugby, cricket and tennis have a basic familiarity with the issues involved – but also bring new insights.”

It doesn’t stop there, however. “One of the big advantages of looking outside sport is that you can find senior executives who have already overcome commercial challenges that the sector is only just beginning to get to grips with,” says Nolan. “It makes sense to draw on that.”

Specialist knowledge of the sports market is clearly key – with all the main players emphasising the importance of on-the-ground knowledge. Paul Nolan, for example, makes a big play of the fact he and his staff have been on the other side of the HR business – experiencing recruitment issues from the other side. “I’ve been a buyer of recruitment services so I know what it’s like to be on the other side of the fence. And part of the reason I started this company was because sport felt like it was not being served very well.”

Viewed from this perspective the choice of recruitment agency is not simply about matching the right person with a job – it’s about helping organisation maximise the potential of their workforce. Get this part of the process right and you can have a transformational impact on your business.
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