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Introduction
Effective communication is widely recognized as one of the most essential leadership competencies in contemporary organizations. Leadership is not exercised solely through administrative authority or strategic decision-making; rather, it emerges through communication practices that shape shared meaning, guide collaboration, and cultivate relationships among stakeholders. 
Leaders influence how individuals interpret challenges, pursue goals, and align their actions with institutional values through intentional communication strategies (Fairhurst & Connaughton, 2014; Northouse, 2022).
Within athletics administration, communication is particularly significant because athletics programs operate in dynamic environments with diverse stakeholders, including student-athletes, coaches, institutional administrators, alums, and community supporters. 
Athletics leaders must communicate across multiple audiences while navigating institutional missions, governance frameworks, and the increasing influence of digital communication technologies. Effective communication ensures that policies are clearly understood, expectations remain transparent, and relationships are strengthened across organizational contexts.
My leadership experiences within faith-based educational institutions—including Walla Walla University, Union Adventist University, and Forest Lake Academy—have demonstrated that communication also serves a ministry function within athletics environments. 
Seventh-day Adventist education emphasizes the holistic development of the mind, body, and spirit (General Conference Department of Education, 2022). Athletics programs within Adventist institutions, therefore, function not only as competitive programs but also as environments for character development, leadership formation, and spiritual mentorship.
Seventh-day Adventist athletics ministry recognizes sport as a powerful platform for leadership formation and community engagement. Communication within these programs must therefore reflect both administrative clarity and spiritual intentionality. Leaders communicate expectations for athletic performance while reinforcing values such as integrity, humility, perseverance, and service.
The purpose of this reflection is to examine how my development in leadership communication theory and practice has shaped my approach to athletic leadership within Seventh-day Adventist educational institutions. 
By integrating communication theory with practical experiences in athletics administration, digital communication management, and student-athlete mentorship, this reflection demonstrates how effective communication contributes to mission-centered leadership and holistic athlete development.
Theoretical Foundations of Leadership Communication
Leadership communication scholarship increasingly emphasizes that leadership is fundamentally communicative. Rather than existing solely as a function of positional authority, leadership emerges through communication processes that shape shared meaning, coordinate organizational action, and foster relationships among stakeholders (Fairhurst & Connaughton, 2014). 
Leaders influence how individuals interpret complex situations, respond to organizational challenges, and collaborate toward shared goals through the messages they communicate and the relationships they cultivate.
Transformational leadership theory provides one of the most influential frameworks for understanding leadership communication. Burns (1978) conceptualized transformational leadership as a process in which leaders inspire followers to pursue shared values and collective goals. 
Bass (1985) later expanded this theory by emphasizing the importance of inspirational communication in motivating followers and reinforcing commitment to organizational mission. Transformational leaders communicate vision clearly, encourage collaboration, and cultivate trust among followers.
Within athletics leadership contexts, transformational communication plays an essential role in fostering team identity and collective commitment. Athletics programs depend heavily on shared purpose, discipline, and cooperation among athletes and coaches. Leaders must communicate expectations related to performance, teamwork, and ethical conduct while inspiring athletes to pursue excellence.
Another theoretical framework that informs leadership communication is sensemaking theory (Weick, 1995). Sensemaking theory suggests that individuals interpret complex organizational environments through communication processes that help them construct meaning. Leaders play a crucial role in guiding sensemaking by framing events and helping organizational members interpret uncertainty and change.
In athletics administration, sensemaking communication often occurs during moments of transition, such as policy implementation, program restructuring, or competitive challenges. Leaders must communicate not only procedural changes but also the ethical and organizational rationale behind those decisions. When athletes understand the purpose behind policies, they are more likely to embrace organizational expectations.
Relational leadership theory further emphasizes that leadership emerges through patterns of interaction that build trust and collaboration (Uhl-Bien, 2006). Communication practices such as listening, empathy, and dialogue strengthen relationships and contribute to healthy organizational environments.
Together, these theoretical perspectives demonstrate that communication functions as the primary mechanism through which leadership is enacted.
Communication in Athletics Leadership
Athletics leadership requires communication across multiple contexts and audiences. Leaders within athletics programs must communicate effectively with student-athletes, coaching staff, institutional administrators, and community stakeholders.
Communication within athletics programs frequently involves clarifying expectations related to athletic performance, academic responsibility, and team culture. Student-athletes often balance demanding academic schedules with competitive athletic commitments. Leaders must communicate expectations clearly to promote accountability and organizational cohesion.
Through my leadership experiences, I have observed that communication significantly influences team culture. Programs characterized by transparent communication and consistent messaging tend to develop stronger trust between athletes and coaches. Conversely, ineffective communication can create confusion and undermine team unity.
Athletics leaders must also communicate effectively with institutional administrators to ensure that athletics programs align with academic priorities and institutional mission. Effective communication strengthens collaboration between athletics departments and broader university leadership.
Digital Communication and Social Media in Athletics Programs
Digital communication technologies have transformed how athletic organizations interact with stakeholders. Social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and X allow athletics programs to communicate directly with audiences while promoting institutional identity and program culture (Pedersen, 2013; Sanderson, 2011).
Athletics departments frequently use social media to highlight athlete achievements, promote events, and build relationships with supporters. Research indicates that athletes increasingly engage with fans through digital platforms and use social media to develop personal and team narratives (Pegoraro, 2010).
However, social media also introduces challenges related to reputation management and professional conduct. Messages shared through digital platforms can spread rapidly and may generate unintended consequences if not carefully managed (Hambrick & Mahoney, 2011).
Athletics leaders must therefore develop communication policies and educational initiatives that guide responsible digital communication.
Seventh-day Adventist Athletics Ministry and Communication
Adventist education emphasizes the balanced development of the mind, body, and spirit (Knight, 2006). Athletics programs within Adventist institutions, therefore, serve as environments where leadership development and spiritual mentorship occur alongside athletic competition.
The sports ministry scholarship highlights the role of athletics in character formation and the development of ethical leadership (Watson & Parker, 2013). Athletic experiences often involve challenges that require perseverance, discipline, and teamwork.
Communication within Adventist athletics programs, therefore, reflects both administrative leadership and spiritual mentorship.
Strategic Communication in Athletics Branding and Recruitment
Strategic communication plays an important role in athletics branding and recruitment.
At Walla Walla University, the uwolves.com athletics website serves as the primary digital communication hub for athletics programs. 
The website provides schedules, athlete profiles, and program updates that communicate the athletics department’s identity and mission.
Social media platforms such as Instagram and Facebook complement the website by providing real-time updates and visual storytelling that highlight athlete experiences.
Communication and Governance in Athletics Administration
Athletics programs operate within governance frameworks that require clear communication of policies and procedures.
In my leadership experience, communication competency played a significant role in developing athletics handbooks and governance procedures.
Policies are only effective when they are communicated clearly and implemented consistently.
Artifacts Demonstrating Competency Development
Artifacts included in this competency portfolio demonstrate how communication theory informs leadership practice.
Artifacts include:
• uwolves.com athletics website communication
• Facebook athletics posts
• Instagram athletics storytelling
• Athletics policy communication
• Athlete leadership presentations
These artifacts illustrate how leadership communication influences both internal organizational processes and external stakeholder engagement.
Personal Leadership Development Through Communication
Developing communication competency has been one of the most transformative aspects of my leadership development. Through both professional experience and doctoral study, I have come to recognize that leadership communication extends far beyond the simple transmission of information. 
Rather, communication represents the primary mechanism through which leaders cultivate trust, guide collaboration, and foster organizational culture (Fairhurst & Connaughton, 2014). This realization has gradually reshaped my understanding of leadership practice and has influenced how I approach interactions with student-athletes, coaches, administrators, and community stakeholders.
Early in my leadership journey within athletics environments, my communication approach focused primarily on providing direction and ensuring that expectations were clearly understood. This approach reflected a more traditional view of leadership communication as a means of coordinating tasks and enforcing policies. 
While clarity and structure remain important elements of effective leadership communication, my experiences over time have shown that it must also emphasize relational engagement, empathy, and shared understanding. Scholars increasingly emphasize that leadership emerges through communicative interactions that shape relationships and influence how individuals interpret organizational goals (Uhl-Bien, 2006; Northouse, 2022).
Working within athletics programs has provided many opportunities to observe how communication influences team culture and athlete development. Student-athletes often experience significant pressures related to competition, academic performance, and personal growth. In these contexts, communication becomes a crucial tool for supporting athletes both as competitors and as individuals. 
Leaders who communicate with attentiveness and empathy can create environments where athletes feel valued and supported. This relational dimension of communication aligns with relational leadership theory, which emphasizes that leadership is co-created through social interaction rather than imposed by authority alone (Uhl-Bien, 2006).
My experiences within Seventh-day Adventist educational institutions have further shaped my understanding of leadership communication as a form of mentorship and ministry. Adventist education emphasizes the development of the whole person—intellectually, physically, and spiritually (General Conference Department of Education, 2022). 
Athletics programs, therefore, function not only as competitive arenas but also as environments for character formation and leadership development. Communication within these contexts must therefore reflect values such as integrity, humility, respect, and service.
Reflecting on my leadership interactions with student-athletes, I have increasingly come to view communication as an opportunity to guide athletes in their personal and spiritual growth. Conversations about athletic performance often evolve into broader discussions about perseverance, discipline, teamwork, and ethical responsibility. In these moments, leadership communication becomes a form of mentorship that supports the holistic development of student-athletes.
My doctoral studies have also expanded my awareness of the strategic dimensions of leadership communication. Organizational communication scholars note that leaders influence how individuals interpret complex situations through processes of sensemaking (Weick, 1995). Leaders help organizational members navigate uncertainty by framing events and providing narratives that clarify purpose and direction. 
In athletics administration, this process is particularly important when introducing policies, addressing challenges, or guiding teams through periods of transition.
One example of this occurred when communicating governance expectations and athletics handbook policies to student-athletes. Rather than simply presenting policies as administrative requirements, I learned to frame them as tools to promote fairness, accountability, and team cohesion. This approach reflects the principles of sensemaking leadership, in which communication helps individuals understand the broader purpose of organizational structures (Weick, 1995).
Another important area of communication development in my leadership journey has been integrating digital communication strategies. Athletics programs increasingly rely on digital platforms, such as websites and social media, to engage stakeholders and communicate their program identity (Pedersen, 2013). 
Through my involvement with Walla Walla University athletics communication initiatives—including content published on uwolves.com and social media platforms such as Facebook and Instagram—I gained valuable experience in communicating athletics narratives to broader audiences.
These digital communication experiences reinforced the importance of intentional messaging and institutional alignment. Content shared through digital platforms reflects not only the achievements of individual athletes but also the broader identity and values of the athletics program. Leaders must therefore ensure that digital communication reinforces the organizational mission and promotes a positive representation of student-athletes.
Through these experiences, I have come to understand that communication competency is not a static skill but a continuously developing leadership practice. Effective leaders must adapt their communication approaches to different audiences and contexts while maintaining clarity, authenticity, and ethical responsibility. This ongoing development aligns with Kouzes and Posner’s (2017) emphasis on leadership practices that inspire trust, encourage collaboration, and model organizational values.
Ultimately, my growth in communication competency has strengthened my ability to lead within athletics environments that prioritize both excellence and character development. By integrating communication theory with leadership practice, I have become more intentional in how I engage with athletes, colleagues, and institutional stakeholders. 
This growth continues to shape my leadership philosophy and informs my commitment to fostering environments where communication promotes collaboration, accountability, and personal development.
Conclusion
Communication remains one of the most essential competencies for effective leadership in contemporary organizations. Through communication, leaders articulate vision, guide decision-making processes, cultivate relationships, and reinforce organizational culture. Leadership communication, therefore, functions as both a strategic leadership tool and a relational practice that enables organizations to pursue shared goals (Fairhurst & Connaughton, 2014).
Within athletics administration, the importance of communication becomes even more pronounced due to the dynamic and highly visible nature of athletics programs. Athletics leaders must communicate effectively with student-athletes, coaches, administrators, and external stakeholders while navigating governance structures, institutional missions, and digital communication environments. Effective communication helps ensure that expectations are clearly understood, policies are implemented consistently, and relationships remain strong across diverse organizational contexts.
Reflecting on my leadership experiences within faith-based educational institutions such as Walla Walla University, Union Adventist University, and Forest Lake Academy, I recognize that communication has become central to my leadership development. Integrating leadership communication theory with practical leadership experiences has strengthened my ability to guide athletics programs in ways that align competitive success with ethical leadership and institutional mission.
The integration of communication theory into leadership practice has been particularly valuable in several areas of athletics administration. Transformational leadership communication has helped shape how I articulate vision and motivate student-athletes toward shared goals (Bass, 1985; Burns, 1978). 
Sensemaking communication has informed how I explain policies and governance procedures to promote understanding and organizational alignment (Weick, 1995). Relational leadership principles have guided my efforts to cultivate trust and collaboration within athletics teams (Uhl-Bien, 2006).
In addition, the growing importance of digital communication has required athletic leaders to develop competencies in social media engagement and digital storytelling. Platforms such as uwolves.com, Facebook, and Instagram allow athletics programs to share narratives that highlight athlete achievements, promote team culture, and strengthen relationships with supporters. These communication tools contribute to athletics branding and recruitment while reinforcing institutional identity.
Within Seventh-day Adventist educational institutions, leadership communication also carries a distinct spiritual dimension. Adventist education emphasizes the holistic development of the mind, body, and spirit (Knight, 2006). Athletics programs, therefore, serve not only as venues for competition but also as environments for character formation and leadership development.
Communication within these contexts becomes a ministry practice that influences how student-athletes understand leadership, teamwork, and service. Leaders who communicate with authenticity, empathy, and integrity foster environments in which athletes are encouraged to grow both personally and spiritually.
Looking forward, I recognize that effective communication will remain central to my continued leadership development. As athletics organizations navigate increasingly complex environments shaped by governance requirements, technological innovation, and cultural diversity, leaders must remain attentive to how communication influences organizational outcomes.
My commitment to developing communication competency reflects a broader commitment to leadership that promotes collaboration, ethical decision-making, and holistic development. By integrating communication theory, leadership practice, and faith-based values, I seek to guide athletics programs that cultivate excellence while contributing to the personal and spiritual growth of student-athletes.
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