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Background:


Mr. Kirschner’s career in public relations actually began during his college years at the University of Connecticut.  He gained valuable experience as a student manager in UCONN’s athletic department while assisting with several varsity sports.  His duties included public addressing activities such as press releases and quoting as well as technical tasks like preparing media guides and keeping stats.  After graduation in 1988, Mr. Kirschner accepted an internship with the UNC athletic department and assisted with five varsity sports.  The following year, he left the university to accept a new position at the University of Florida.  In Gainesville he gained experience on a managerial level, while getting a taste of big-time SEC football.  Kirschner returned to Chapel Hill in July of 1990 and became AD of Sports Information in the Carolina athletic department, a job he held until 1995.  50% of his time was devoted to men’s basketball and football—both of which attained enormous heights during this time period.  In 1995, Mr. Kirschner was promoted to Director of Athletic Communications.  He specializes in media relations, while devoting a bulk of his time to the men’s basketball and football programs.  During the interview, Mr. Kirschner stressed how similar his current job is to his days as a student manager at Connecticut.  The only difference is that he is performing his duties on a much larger scale.

Public Relations and the CAA:

A major role of the Carolina Athletic Association involves media communications regarding the university’s athletic department.  Mr. Kirschner is essentially the head man of the public relations department and is assisted by seven full-time staffers.  Furthermore, an additional fifteen student assistants encompass this department, and each hold major responsibilities.  All told, the department covers public relations for 28 varsity sports, many of which are headed primarily by the student managers.

Mr. Kirschner spends his days engaging in a wide variety of tasks involving public relations.  He estimates that about half of the department’s time involves putting together publications for all the varsity programs.  The rest of his time is spent creating press releases, overseeing press/teleconferences, overseeing the athletic department’s website (www.tarheelblue.com), answering questions, as well a multitude of other duties.  The department’s main constituents include students, alumni, the media, and the outside world in general.  Inevitably, the department’s chief purpose is to promote the UNC athletic department in a favorable light to these particular constituents.  Kirschner’s job requires him to communicate with all levels of the department, ranging from the student assistants to the Athletic Director, Dick Baddour.  Moreover, he is responsible for liaisons between coaches, players, and of course the media.

Mr. Kirschner emphasized that the department was not responsible for decision- making, but instead were seen as advisors.  In essence, they are regarded as the “eyes and ears” for the athletic programs and serve accordingly.  Not only do they advise coaches and athletes on what to say to the media, but they also help build healthier relationships within the athletic department.  While much of their media relations involve the successes of Carolina’s sports programs, the department also serves to rectify negative attention such as athletes being arrested.

The planning aspect to the CAA’s public relations’ department implements a dual method with respect to management.  The first method of planning concerns crisis management.  While approaching crisis management always begins in a formal manner, different situations force the organization to adopt informal planning strategies along the way.  In general, the department relies on all experiences as part of the learning process, and train themselves accordingly.  The second planning strategy is intended to be the department’s primary function, and that is promotional planning.  Planning of this type is meant to be very formal and convergent with the ideals and viewpoints of the individual coaches.  For example, promotional planning for the men’s basketball team is geared through the opinions of Coach Doherty, as well as the image he wants to create for the program.

Ideals:


Mr. Kirschner, as well as his organization, believes that it is important to hold high ethical standards in relation with public relations.  For example, he states that it is important to not lie or provide false information to the media.  It is equally important to not promote a skewed image of the athletic department, because this reflects on the character of the university.  At the same time, Kirschner attests that the department should not divulge information without regard to the consequences.  The university values the truth indeed, yet it also has a reputation to uphold to its constituents.  An example of this involves the academic records of student-athletes.  The university must protect the freedoms of its students, its most important assets; therefore it is illegal to divulge academic information to the media.  A last question that was posed to Mr. Kirschner asked whether he thought public relations should be classified as a trade or a profession.  He answered that he considered his field of work to be a profession because it cannot be performed in concrete methods.  Basically, there isn’t a right way to conduct public relations; it’s not a black and white situation.  One must utilize his personal values and his judgment to attain results favorable to him.  Moreover, Mr. Kirschner claimed that public relations involves a tremendous amount of dedication from the practitioner and that it had become a driving force in his life.  He is in charge of public relations for a behemoth athletic department, that state legislatures allocate $32 million dollars a year toward.  Mr. Kirschner, who is on-call virtually year-round, is very proud to be an integral component in the integrity and success of UNC’s athletic department.

