ALL

BUSINESS
John Adams took a
couple of negative
experiences early on
in his life and turned
them into positives
that ultimately led to
his position as NCAA
national coordinator
of men’s basketball
officiating. Adams
has left his mark in
a number of areas,
mainly due to his
forthright nature in
working with those
around him.

BY RICK WOELFEL

H

is playing career
ended after he tried
out for his high school
freshman team. But
John Adams is one of
basketball’s most influential figures.
Adams is the NCAA’s national
coordinator of men’s basketball
officiating and will retire from his
post after the 2015 Final Four. He
has worked to upgrade officiating
standards and practices while at
the same time striving to educate
the basketball community — fans,
coaches, players and media alike —
about just what it is officials do on
the floor every night.
“I think John is a tireless
worker,” says John Cahill, the men’s
basketball officiating coordinator for
the Big East. “He has approached his
job with vigor and stamina, and an
undying desire to make officiating
the best it can possibly be.”
“I actually think men’s college
basketball is the best sport out there,”
Adams says. “So to be involved in
it at a meaningful level not having
been a player or a coach, I feel pretty
lucky.”
Adams truly considers himself a
fortunate man. He’s retired from a
successful career in commercial real
estate and was the managing general
partner of a Carmel, Ind., golf club
that was sold in 2012. He is a proud
husband, father and grandfather.
And he knows all too well that
his life could have gone in an entirely
different direction.
John Willard Adams grew up
in Larchmont, N.Y., in Westchester
County, some 18 miles north of
midtown Manhattan. He got his

first job at age 12, caddying at
Westchester Country Club. His
pay was $5 per round and the job
required he shag balls on the range
prior to each round while his player
warmed up.
His basketball career ended on
the second day of freshman tryouts
at Archbishop Stepinac High. “I
was first in line (for a layup drill),”
Adams recalls, “and asked the coach,
‘What do you want me to do?’ He
said, ‘Dribble under the basket.’ So I
took the ball and dribbled under the
basket and he screamed at me, ‘You
dummy! I told you to shoot the ball
under the basket!’ I didn’t want to
argue with him so I just slipped the
ball back to him. I didn’t make the
second-day cuts.”

Early Turning Point
Adams’ best sport was swimming;
he was a sprint freestyler in high
school and later swam in college.
But after what he calls a “two-year
bout with immaturity” at Southern
Connecticut State, he found himself
kicked to the curb.
The timing could not have been
worse. The year was 1968, when a
19-year-old male would often find
himself on a fast track to Vietnam.
“I had a 60-day window to find
a new college before I’d lose my
student deferment,” Adams says.
But fate intervened on his
behalf. A family friend named Slim
Chalmers was at the time the athletic
director at Indiana State. He had
previously coached swimming at
Westchester Country Club and at
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Businesslike Approach

I don’t know
that I would
have ever
been a really
good Division

but get on the other side of the floor.
And do me a favor. Only call your
out of bounds on your endline and
sideline and I’ll take care of the rest.’
“Had it not been for Chuck
Weinkauf taking an interest in me on
Day One, we would not be talking
to each other today. I would have
gotten so discouraged and figured I
was lousy, like lots of people coming
into this business that don’t get
encouragement from a mentor. They
quit.”
Adams worked high school and
college games through the latter
portion of the 1988 season when an
old knee injury, suffered while he
was in college, forced him off the
floor. The injury prevented him from
working the Indiana state high school
tournament that year, something that
was the goal of virtually every official
in basketball-crazed Indiana.
“You aspired to go to the state
tournament,” Adams says. “I waited
until I knew what sectional I was
assigned to before I called them and
told them I was laid up and couldn’t
work.”

Oncourt Career Ends

Adams was just getting his feet wet at
the Division I level when his oncourt
career came to a halt, but he doesn’t
spend a lot of time thinking about
what might have been.

I referee.

Adams, seen here in 1987, officiated
high school and college basketball
through the 1988 season before a
knee injury forced him off the floor.

“Quite frankly things probably
worked out pretty well,” he says.
“I was almost 40 years old and had
four kids and had a pretty good
commercial real estate career taking
off. I would have been faced with the
choice that so many referees make;
what do you sacrifice to continue
trying to move up the ladder? Do
you sacrifice home? What do you
sacrifice?
“I get being in the arena and the
noise and the excitement and the
notoriety, but those are hard choices.
Fortunately for me, I didn’t have to
make the choice. I don’t know that I
would have ever been a really good
Division I referee.”
After hanging up his whistle,
Adams’ connection to basketball
included being a Butler University
season ticket holder and an observer
for the Indiana High School Athletic
Association. He also served on the
executive committee of the Indiana
Sports Corporation, a group charged
with attracting big-time sporting
events to Indianapolis.
It was in that capacity that he got
to know Jonathan LeCrone, who came
to Indianapolis in 1992 to assume
the role of commissioner of what
was then the Midwest Collegiate
Conference (it became the Horizon
League in 2001). The two struck up
a friendship and when LeCrone was
looking to upgrade the conference’s

basketball officiating standards a few
years later, he asked Adams to get
involved.
“I told him, ‘I want to improve
our officiating program,’” LeCrone
recalls, “‘and cut costs by 10 percent.’
He said, ‘I can do that.’”
Adams was officially hired by
the conference as its coordinator of
officials on July 1, 1999, but soon
after he was diagnosed with throat
cancer. Adams spent nine days
in the hospital and went through
eight weeks of radiation treatments
in conjunction with two weeks of
chemotherapy.
“From August to January being
the coordinator of officials for the
Horizon League wasn’t very high on
my priority list,” Adams says. “I was
trying to stay alive.
“You get incredibly sick and you
lose your immunity. The real danger
becomes infection. You don’t feel
great, but when you’re in the hospital
and everybody is wearing gowns
and masks and hats you’re thinking,
‘I don’t feel great but I don’t feel this
bad,’ except that you really were bad
and just didn’t know it.”
By January, Adams was well
enough to attend his first conference
game in Chicago.
In short order he was overseeing
the officials in two other conferences,
the D-II Great Lakes Valley
Conference and the D-III Heartland

COURTESY OF JOHN W. ADAMS

Not long after settling in Indianapolis,
Adams started officiating basketball
to earn a few extra dollars. While he
had worked some intramural games
in college, he was essentially starting
from scratch.
More than four decades later,
Adams can still recall working his
first junior high school game. His
partner was Chuck Weinkauf, a
veteran official with NCAA Division I
experience.
“Here’s a guy who was a very
successful referee who was still
working junior high,” he recalls. “I
didn’t know what side of the floor to
stand on for the opening tip. My last
game was a college intramural game
and it didn’t matter where you stood
as long as fights didn’t break out.
“He came over to me and said,
‘Look, don’t make a big deal about it,

Collegiate Conference, both of which
are headquartered in Indianapolis.
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Army. Chalmers arranged for Adams
to be admitted to Indiana State on
academic probation. It turned out to
be a defining moment in the young
man’s life.
“That was kind of a wake-up call
for me,” Adams says. “I could have
been 8,000 miles away in a rice paddy.
I think for people of our generation
that was a pretty good motivator.”
Adams went on to earn a degree
from Indiana State, graduating in 1971
with a bachelor’s degree in political
science. He also met his future wife
on a blind date; she was a student
at nearby St. Mary-of-the-Woods
College. Following his graduation,
Adams worked on Wall Street for a
time. But after he and Mary Beth were
married in November 1973, the couple
decided to settle in Indianapolis,
where they’ve lived ever since. The
couple celebrated their 41st wedding
anniversary in November. They are
the parents of four boys and Adams is
the grandfather of seven.
“It’s one of those things where you
just take a chance,” Adams says. “You
figure out, ‘You know what? Maybe
there is life outside of New York City.’
“Moving to Indiana is one of the
greatest decisions I ever made. Mentally,
physically, emotionally and financially,
all four of them saved the day.”

Well before the concept became
commonplace nationally, Adams
established an ad hoc officiating
consortium.
“I was able to build an internal
pipeline,” he says, “with the Horizon
League as the goal for officials
coming in. You had three leagues
headquartered in the same city and I
think they realized, even before I did,
some of the efficiencies that could be
gained by having one person oversee
all three.
“It was one-stop shopping,
especially for an entry level to midlevel official whose services were not
being competed for at the D-I level
just yet. You had kind of a laboratory
to experiment in at the Division III
and Division II levels. You could test
whether an official had what it took to
work at the next level.”
By that time, Hank Nichols had
served more than two decades as the
NCAA’s first national coordinator
of men’s basketball officiating and,
in fact, for any sport. Adams had it
in the back of his mind that he’d be
interested in applying for the post
when Nichols retired. The opportunity
to do so came in September 2007
when Nichols announced he would
be stepping down following the Final
Four the following spring.
At his initial interview, Adams
says he felt like Phil Bengston, the
man who succeeded Vince Lombardi
as coach of the Green Bay Packers. “I
was following a legend,” he says, “the
best official I ever saw referee, and I
had no national profile.”
But just prior to the start of the
2007-08 season, Adams was named
Nichols’ successor. He spent much
of that season talking to people who
had close ties to college basketball and
learning about the issues that were
impacting the sport.
Drawing on his professional
background, Adams took a
businesslike approach to the task. “It
was clear to me that college basketball,
in general, and the NCAA men’s
basketball tournament, in particular,
was a huge business,” he says, “and

that officiating was one element, plank
if you will, of that business.
“First of all, you have to identify
the issues. I’ve always felt like
identifying problems from a business
standpoint is incredibly easy. I think
solving them is incredibly hard.
“So what I wanted to do was talk
to as many stakeholders on a national
level as I could about what the issues
were. I went to a lot of games and
talked to a lot of athletic directors,
officials and coaches and started
compiling a list of what they thought
the issues were in college basketball
officiating.”
It was a busy season for Adams,
who was still serving as the
coordinator for three conferences at
the time. But by year’s end he had put
together a list of things “I thought we
should pay some attention to.”
Adams shadowed Nichols
throughout the NCAA tournament
that season, which concluded at the
Alamodome in San Antonio. He was
on hand with Nichols for the national
championship game between Kansas
and Memphis State — a game that
saw Kansas rally to win in overtime
— but during the final minutes
Adams left his seat at courtside.
“I remember leaving my seat
near Hank to go stand in one of the
hallways,” Adams recalls. “I watched
the last minute of regulation and
overtime from a tunnel at the end
of the arena. I didn’t want anything
to detract from Hank’s last game.
I wanted this to be Hank Nichols’
night.”
When Adams assumed the
national coordinator’s post, he didn’t
have Nichols’ officiating background
or national reputation. But once more,
his business background worked to
his advantage.
“I tried to make it as smooth as
I could for myself,” he said, “and
viewed coaches, players, officials,
the media as customers. We were
delivering a product and that was
officiating expertise.
“And the people who would
pass judgment on the quality of that
product were our stakeholders. So
much like in the commercial real estate
business, when you build high-rise
office buildings and go out and try to
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Adams (far left), with Seth Davis (center) and Matt Winer, began appearing on NCAA
tournament telecasts in 2011. He made it clear from the beginning that he would be
candid in his on-air analysis of officials.

between Butler and Pittsburgh that
saw Butler hit a free throw to prevail
by one point after a foul was called
against the Panthers off a missed free
throw with eight-tenths of a second
left in regulation.
Adams went on camera to
discuss the game-ending situation.
TBS broadcaster Ernie Johnson
asked Adams, in effect, why officials
would call a foul with so little time
remaining in a tie game.
“We have one point of emphasis,”
Adams replied. “Enforce the rules as
written. Part of that is a foul is a foul.
I don’t think anybody would argue
that that was not a foul, especially if
it happens in the first minute of the
game. That is a foul and you penalize
the other team if you don’t call it.”
In 2013, Adams found himself
at the center of the storm once more
after a controversial charging call late
in a third-round game between Ohio
State and Iowa State. Ohio State went
on to win the game and the forthright
Adams publicly admitted the call had
been missed.
“It doesn’t do me any good to
say, ‘The referee got it right’ when
everybody, once the rule is explained,
knows we didn’t get it right,” Adams
explains. “So what I tend to focus
on is all the action going on at that
exact moment and the things that the
official trying to make the call had

to deal with because he couldn’t see
everything. He judged the play based
on a reflex and a response that he’d
been involved with many, many times
and he didn’t get the play right.
“You can’t argue whether he
got the play right or wrong when
everybody knows the call was wrong.
But what you can do is mitigate it
to some extent by bringing in all the
factors with an official having to make
that split-second judgment.”
That emphasis on accountability
is at the core of the legacy Adams
will leave behind when he retires.
And while today’s video technology
virtually forced certain officiating
issues, that openness is a concept
Adams has embraced.
“I think John’s tenure coincided
with an era in which there has been
more transparency in the officiating
industry in general,” says Dan
Gavitt, the NCAA’s vice president for
men’s basketball. “I think John was
a leader in achieving that in college
basketball.”
That penchant for candor is at the
core of Adams’ makeup. Tim Adams,
the youngest of his four sons, coaches
high school basketball. He recalls his
father coaching him and his brothers
when they were involved in youth
sports growing up.
“It was nice to always have him
there to help guide you down the

COURTESY OF JOHN W. ADAMS

While some would doubtless prefer
that Adams defend officials at every
turn, Cahill points out that the
national coordinator must answer to a
broad swath of constituencies.
“Aside from dealing with the
men’s basketball committee, he has to
stay in touch with coordinators from
the various conferences,” Cahill says.
“Certain commissioners are actively
involved and ever increasingly the
media is becoming more involved in
wanting to know the inside scoop on
officiating.”
When he began appearing on
NCAA tournament telecasts in 2011
to discuss rules and officiating issues,
Adams made it clear he would
call things as he saw them (the
appearances were a stipulation of a
new TV contract that took effect that
year). His first national appearance
came during a third-round game

right path,” he recalls. “It seemed like
he always had the right thing to say
or the right thing to do — whether or
not you wanted to hear it sometimes,”
he added with a chuckle.
In a more serious vein, Tim Adams
says his father’s forthrightness is a
tool for self-improvement. “I think
you’ve got to be upfront and honest,”
he says, “because at least it lets you
know where you stand. It’s hard to
improve if you don’t know what
you’re doing wrong, not necessarily
pointing out your faults. He’s trying
to help you improve in some aspect of
your life, whether you’re a referee, a
coach, a son or a father.”
LeCrone, who is still the
commissioner of the Horizon League,
says coaches and athletic directors
understand that Adams takes their
concerns about officiating seriously,
regardless of where they rank in
basketball’s unofficial pecking order.
“If John’s in a film-review
session,” LeCrone says, “and a coach
— any coach, nationally known or a
coach from a smaller school — or an
athletic director wants him to look at
a film of a certain play, John’s going to
give you the truth. He’s going to say
‘Here’s where I think our guys could
have done better,’ or, ‘Coach, I think
you’re wrong about this particular
play situation and here’s why.’

TURNER SPORTS

attract tenants, you have to find out
what is it that your customers want.”
The list of items Adams formed
included regionalism, games being
called differently in different parts
of the country, along with excessive
contact during post play, and
excessive in-game conversations
between coaches and officials.
All were concerns that needed
addressing. But the word Adams
heard most in his first days in his new
job was “accountability.” There were
those who thought that officials were
not held to the same performance
standards as others with a stake in
the game. Adams did not necessarily
agree.
“I think that’s overplayed,” he
says. “I think all officials are not only
held accountable externally, but they
also hold themselves accountable
internally. But it was still the thing
that came up over and over again, this
concept that, ‘When coaches have a
bad year they get fired; when officials
have a bad year they don’t get fired.’
That was the prevailing thought back
in 2008-09.
“I never thought that was true but
again, if all your customers are telling
you that, it doesn’t do any good to
argue with them,” Adams said.

“He’s a guy with great integrity
who is trying to make the game better.”

Current Issues

Adams plans to stay busy during
his final season as the national
coordinator. He’ll likely attend around
60 games in person prior to the NCAA
tournament. He feels the quality of
officiating has improved during his
tenure, particularly at the NCAA
tournament. And he’s encouraged
that, for the most part, teams are
experiencing the same officiating
standards and philosophies regardless
of their conference affiliation or where
they play.
He does have concerns, however.
The aging of the officiating population
is one of them.
“We’re at a very critical point in
terms of the aging of the officiating
population,” he says. “There are guys
my age (66). We were post-war baby
boomers and we made up most of
the population, so it’s natural that
we made up most of the officiating
population.
“But there’s no way, from my
perspective, excluding a freak of
nature, that a 65-year-old man can
physically keep up with the game.
Mentally they may be great but they
can’t get in position often enough to
make the proper judgment.”

The Adams family includes (from left) Stephen Adams, John Adams IV, John Adams,
Tim Adams, MaryBeth Adams and Patrick Adams, seven grandchildren and spouses
of their sons.

Adams himself has helped bring
new blood into the officiating pipeline.
During his tenure, a total of 58 officials
have worked the NCAA tournament
for the first time and 12 of those
officials have been to at least one Final
Four.
“John has introduced a new
generation of officials into the NCAA
tournament,” Gavitt says. “They’ll be
with us for years to come.”
Adams describes himself as “very
pro-capitalist” and a supporter of
the laws of supply and demand, but
he believes that some officials are
working too many games.
“I think the law of diminishing
return kicks in at around 80 games a
year,” he says. “There’s a reason why
college players don’t play every night.
Because their bodies can’t hold up.
And mentally it wears you out.
“I think for too many people in our
business today, it is nothing but a nineto-five factory job. That’s not a knock
at factory jobs or factory workers, but
it gets like making a sandwich and
closing the lunch pail and trudging
off to work. The travel, the postgame
meal, the getting up at five in the
morning saps the enjoyment and the
enthusiasm out of the job.
“When this enterprise was out
together years and years ago, it was
never intended that officials be able to
create a full-time job out of officiating
college basketball.”
Adams would like to stay involved
in basketball in some capacity after he
retires. He’s also looking forward to
seeing more of his grandchildren and
playing more golf.
And he recalls that memorable
spring of 1968 when his life was
at a crossroads. Leaving Southern
Connecticut State turned out to be the
watershed moment in his life.
If I hadn’t gotten kicked out of
college in ’68, I wouldn’t have moved
to Indiana,” Adams says. “I wouldn’t
have met the woman I married. I
wouldn’t have the four kids that I
have. I think that was a career- and
life-defining episode for me. Getting
kicked out of college kind of jerked me
back into reality.”
Rick Woelfel is a freelance writer from
Philadelphia. He is also a baseball and
softball umpire. £
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