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Vince Lombardi, Coach and Leader 

By 

Audrey Rain DeLuca 

 

His first year after serving as an assistant coach for more than ten years, Vince Lombardi turned 

a losing team into one of the most successful franchises in NFL history. After playing semi-

professional football, Lombardi became head coach and general manager of the Green Bay 

Packers in 1959. 

 

 During Lombardi's NFL days, he implemented new tactics and rules-some of which involved 

integration and a requirement that teammates not be separated due to segregation. During a time 

when race divided much of the nation, Lombardi's commitment to unity demonstrated that 

leadership is not about conforming to cultural norms, but about challenging them. By insisting 

that talent and character, rather than race or sexuality, defined a player's value, he transformed 

his team into a model of respect and accountability. His actions suggest that true leadership 

requires moral conviction, especially when that conviction is unpopular. 

 

 Lombardi's willingness to fight for equality, even at personal risk, reveals the kind of courage 

that defines true leadership. He refused to allow discrimination in hotels, restaurants, or locker 

rooms, especially when traveling to the South. From 1933-46, the NFL upheld an informal ban 

on Black players. Principles such as those demonstrated by Lombardi helped pave the way for 

the NFL's later "Inspire Change" initiative. 

 

As David Maraniss explains in When Pride Still Mattered, Lombardi's impact during the 1960s 

was monumental. As the NFL became one of the most widely viewed sports in America, his 

integration rules were seen by millions. Fans watched Black and white players compete together, 

demonstrating that unity rather than race determined success. John Eisenberg notes in That First 

Season that "Lombardi also favored discipline...workday began at 8 a.m....didn't end until 

midnight." His commitment and perseverance in every aspect of his life made him not only one 

of the greatest coaches of all time, but also a dependable and compassionate person. 

 

After his passing in September 1970, his wife Marie Lombardi established the Vince Lombardi 

Cancer Foundation in 1971 in his memory after dying of colon cancer. His work ethic was 

commended in 1971 when he was inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame, and the Super 

Bowl trophy was named in his honor. Studying Lombardi's life has shown me that leadership is 

not defined solely by success, but by the principles one refuses to compromise. Today, Vince 

Lombardi is remembered as a driven, passionate, and fierce leader on and off the field. His 

philosophy, that character and effort are more important than innate talent, resonated deeply with 

both athletes, the wider public, and in me, offering a model of leadership applicable in business, 

education, and everyday life. 
 

 

 


