
  

Guest comment from Mackrell.Solicitors Consultant Gary Newbon MBE 
(TV personality, sports presenter and executive).

Image and reputation are important aspects of many athletes’ careers and can have as important a role 
in an individual’s success as their achievements when competing. 

Many successful players and sports stars have found their careers cut short or 
tarnished by mistakes made in front of the media on and off the pitch, which is why 
they need to think about how they interact with the press and public.

By focusing on public relations and building a reputation, players and athletes can achieve:

•	 Greater	visibility
•	 Improved	perceptions	
•	 Influence

These factors combined can have a significant impact on the commercial success of their career, 
helping them to achieve sponsorships, deals, transfers and appearances that help them to build wealth 
and respect. 

This quick guide looks to provide players, families and agents with a brief overview of what to consider 
as they enter Stage 5 of the Athlete Journey.
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Gary	Newbon:

“One factor is to always think about is life after an athlete has finished competing. They may or may 
not have earned big financial sums but they will soon become a) bored, b) miss public attention and c) 
miss involvement with their sport. They should think about this when their sporting career is active. It is 
not essential but gives one a better chance. I developed Andy Gray, Andy Townsend and Gary Neville as 
players working in the media while still on top of their game. Their attitude was so important. 

Some players leave it too long after they have faded from the public eye. Others may not make it because 
they are not big enough stars. Television usually wants big names but not always. Certain players want a 
career in the media and go out of their way to grab TV pundit chances whenever they can. It makes them 
present in producers’ minds and helps build experience of live TV which stands them in good stead.

Do not say things just for effect but do say what you really think. Chris Sutton in my opinion is often guilty of 
the former while Roy Keane I believe calls it as he really sees it with great impact. It is easier to do that of 
course when you have retired. But Gray, Townsend and Neville called it as they saw it from the start even 
though they were still playing”.

Interactions with the media

Athletes are likely to have many different interactions with the press and media. From agreed interviews 
and broadcasting opportunities to being ‘doorstepped’ by journalists and the potential of having their 
image snapped by the paparazzi.

While some interactions can be managed, others can be unexpected, which is why athletes need to be 
switched on and understand what may make or break a story for the media. 

Journalists want to achieve several things when crafting a story:

• Context – What makes the story interesting 
• Explanation – How the story has developed
• Effect – What is the impact on others

By combining these elements, the media hope to craft a story that draws the reader in and so players should 
think about each of these when managing media appearances and when they are out in the public eye. 

One thing to always consider is how a media appearance may benefit the publication or broadcaster – 
they are after all commercial organisations. 

Athletes can use the media for their own means just as easily as a publication can use a player’s actions 
against them.

Talking to the media

There are various means of communicating with the media. If you work with a club or organisation they are 
likely to have their own public relations team, but seeking independent PR advice could assist your career. 

Generally,	the	media	is	approached	in	a	number	of	ways	when	looking	for	managed	opportunities:	

• Photo opps
• Pitches
• Press comment 
• Interviews 
• Press releases 
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Each of these different methods is effective in its own unique way. A press release may be a good way to 
quickly communicate about an event or achievement, whereas an interview could allow you to offer your 
input to a wider conversation. 

Press comments and statements, on the other hand, allow you to respond quickly to an issue or story, 
whereas a pitch to a publication or broadcaster could allow you to create a feature article or video for 
their channels. 

Athletes should try to co-operate with clubs and organisations before agreeing to media opportunities or 
seeking	out	promotion,	as	they	need	to	ensure	their	goals	are	aligned	and	don’t	come	into	conflict.	

Clubs and organisations may specify expectations in this area within contracts and what sports stars can 
and cannot do without prior permission. 

The importance of social media 

Athletes	cannot	ignore	the	power	and	influence	of	social	media.	While	in	the	past	a	sports	star	would	likely	
land themselves in hot water for being photographed by a paper, now heated debates, inappropriate 
comments and poorly thought-out photos posted on Instagram, Twitter or even on encrypted apps like 
WhatsApp can damage careers. 

All sports stars need to think carefully about the content they post, like and share online and may even 
want to review older content before their career to make sure there isn’t anything that could expose them 
to press attention. 

Conversely, players can use social media to their advantage to cultivate an image that helps them secure 
lucrative commercial opportunities or builds their reputation with fans and the industry. 

Gary	Newbon

“If you want to drive you need the practical experience of being with an instructor rather than just learning 
it out of a written guide, the media is exactly the same.”
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