RIKKI JOHNSTON
‘THE NATURAL’
A DROMANA FC SUCCESS STORY

Reference 2022/19

Rikki Johnston and the art of taking young footballers to new heights.Following his stellar
career in the MPNFL, Rikki Johnston is carving a fine reputation at VFL level as a coach.
Here Rikki is shown wearing the impact pad at marking skill training at Frankston VFL in
2021. Rikki’s future career as a coach looks bright and bountiful.

INTRODUCTION

Rikki Johnston, one of the all time great footballers at Pier Street, is now
building a handsome reputation, as a coach in VFL circles. His appointment to
the Frankston VFL FC will cause little surprise with Dromana supporters as Rikki
was the most successful coach in the long history of DFNC .

In his four years as Senior Coach at DFNC ( 2016-2019), he rallied and lifted a
dispirited and disconsolate group to new heights. In 2018, his young team won
the MPNFL: 2" Division premiership; and twelve months later the club created
history by claiming victory over Sorrento in the 2019 Division:1 Grand Final at
Frankston Park. It was the first time in local football that any club had won back-
to-back flags in diferent divisions...

“Everyone, who had followed the fortunes DFNC throughout 2018, was aware of
the unswerving commitment and selfless dedication that Rikki had given in lifting
the club to the ultimate prize.

Rikki was also the captain of the 2013 premiership team and coach of the club in
2019 when the Tigers claimed the Division: 1 pennant.



Since his appointment as a coach in 2016, Rikki was determined to leave ‘nothing
to chance’ in rebuilding the team into a combative and competitive unit in
Peninsula Football. Rikki’s long hours of planning, his attention to detail and
belief in his playing group paid handsome dividends.

Never one to ‘blow his own trumpet’, Rikki is most unassuming about his role in
the club’s recent successes. However, most people at Pier Street know the truth
of the matter; and he will be recognized as the architect of the 2018 and 2019
flags.” Source: DFNC archives 2020.

It came as no shock that Rikki was appointed to the coaching panel of the
Frankston VFL in 2020. He would have been keenly 'sought after’ by many clubs
not for his deeds in football but his strong character and positive values are what
all clubs seek in building for the future.

Lessons from teen baseball prodigy turned
gun VFL assistant coach Rikki Johnston.

Rikki Johnston signed a six-figure contract to play baseball with the Detroit
Tigers when he was just 16. The now-Frankston assistant coach imparts
wisdom from his unique career wherever he goes, writes PAUL AMY.

This is the photograph of Rikki, in baseball days, which accompanied the article.
‘HIGH PRAISE FOR RIKKI JOHNSTON’ -THE ARTICLE.

The following article entitled: ‘High Praise for Rikki Johnston’ was published on
the Frankston VFL website in July 2021. It was written by Jonty Ralphsmith (
Frankston VFL Media ); and is re-published below for DFNC members to enjoy.
Jonty’s comprehensive article relates to four aspects of Rikki’s style and
philosophy of coaching. It is well worth reading....

1. Communication

2. Professionalism

3. Developing relationships

4. Leadership




Those who witnessed the manner in which Rikki led DFNC ‘out of the wilderness’
to consecutive premierships will certainly enjoy and appreciate Jonty’s
interpretation of what he achieved at Pier Street

HIGH PRAISE FOR FRANKSTON’S
RIKKI JOHNSTON

WRITTEN BY: JONTY RALPHSMITH
FRANKSTON VFL’ MEDIA :JULY 2021

Frankston defensive coach Rikki Johnston is esteemed on the
Mornington Peninsula. From 2016-19, Johnston was a playing
coach at Dromana. He orchestrated their rise from 9thina 12 team
MPNEFL Division 2 competition in 2016, to premiers in 2018, lifting
the Tigers to Division One where they would win the flag in 20189,
his final year.

His career spanned over 250 games, with Dromana from 2004-13
and 2016-19 and Langwarrin from 2014-15, captaining Dromana
to a premiership in 2013, before his run as playing coach.

He won five best and fairests for Dromana, one MPNFL best and
fairest was named four times in the MPNFL team of the year, and
was involved in three premierships, including two as coach.Away
from the footy field, he works as a “youth development coach” and
has an elite sports background having been listed with the Detroit
Tigers and Colorado Rockies as a professional baseballer, for seven
seasons, from the age of 16.

After impressing since arriving at Frankston in the preseason,
both senior coach Danny Ryan and Captain Josh Newman have
endorsed Johnston as a future senior VFL coach.This is why...

Communication

When Johnston talks, the players listen. He’s stern, clear, and
instructive, Newman notes.

“The way he conveys his message has built a lot of respect from the
players,” he said. “He doesn’t over-communicate so when he talks,
everyone listens. What he’s got to say has been really valuable for
us boys?

“He’s good with motivating and inspiring young players to play
team-based footy. That’s where he’s built that respect.

“And he has come in and had more and more impact the more
responsibility DR has given him throughout the year.



https://frankstonfc.com.au/2021/07/08/
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eaks to the group at a training session at the

Rikki Johnston ( circled ) sp
Frankston VFLs in 2020.

Newman believes his recent retirement heightens his credibility as
it provides him with an understanding of the mentality of the
modern footballer.

“He understands the lows and the highs we go through, and he’s
really sensitive to that.”

“He can identify when blokes need an arm around them and guys
who might need to be pulled aside to have a chat.”

Johnston agrees that he speaks to players from a player’s
perspective.

“I’'ve been there and experienced it all, even in the twilight of my
career,” Johnston said.

“That’s something | can see in players and we can have honest
conversations about how to overcome those difficulties.

“I do talk to them like | am a player. That’s the excitement | have
coaching these guys — | feel like I’'m on the journey with them!
“That is that understanding that I’m fresh out of the game and I've
had the best of both worlds that I’'ve played and coached at the
same time.”

Professionalism

His exposure to high-level sport gives Johnston an appreciation for
the standards required in a successful club.

“Learning how to do things correctly and having high standards in
the way we prepared and looked after ourselves has translated,”
Johnston said.

“That’s something | value highly so that’s one of the staples we
brought into Dromana and not letting anyone drop below that bar
so that you attract people who have those high standards and
that’s what we want to set up down at Frankston.




“Understanding the correlation between how we train and prepare
and how we play and it’s a difficult thing to understand as a young
player.

“Saturday is the reward for what you’ve done during the week.

“You should then be able to eyeball your opponent and know you’re
as prepared and fit as you can be so you can confidently execute
what you need to do.” That he won four ‘players’ player’ awards
for Dromana further illustrates his discipline.

That dedication in his leadership at Dromana saw the Tigers
winning the most disciplined MPNFL club in 2016, and he draws
parallels between the list demographic at Dromana that year, the
beginning of their ascent, and Frankston’s in 2021.

There was prodigious young talent in the seniors after Dromana
won the under 19’s 2015 premiership — 10 players from that side
would play in the 2018 premiership, complemented by seasoned
men Beau Cosson, Shaun Clarke, Ethan Johnstone, Dan Geurts,
Terry Wheeler, and Johnston.

By comparison, Frankston has nine 2019 NAB League graduates,
complemented by seven ex-AFL-listed players and the ultra-VFL
experienced Anthony Brolic and Newman. He has also been a great
source of support for the skipper, who has sought advice on
multiple occasions about keeping the squad grounded, during a
fast start to the season.

“I'm still learning and navigating my leadership and it’s been
different this year because we’re winning,” Newman said. “I’ve got
to keep blokes on the right path and not get ahead of themselves.

“I’'ve gone to Rikki a few times and asked ‘where do you draw the
line between being excited and wanting to celebrate a good win,
and knowing that we still haven’t achieved what we want to
achieve?’

Johnston has been a handy resource for Newman, given the
defensive coach has been on the journey toward success at
Dromana, learning the virtue of patience.“He’s been really good in
painting the picture of the standards we want to set for the boys
and how to communicate it,” Newman said. “Rather than telling
young men what to do and when to do it, using them to write their
own standards and hold themselves accountable.”



Johnston has tried to instil the notion that the best fun the players
can get from footy is through premierships, which is born through
hard work.

“Some players fight the discipline and the structure for a period of
time, then they work out it is enjoyable to be part of because it
translates to success and success is the ultimate fun.“Once you get
a taste of that, you prepare to do whatever you can to get there.
I’m young enough to connect and my story’s believable in that I’'d
ask every player to do what I’d be prepared to do myself.”

Acknowledging his great professionalism, Ryan praised Johnston’s
balance. “He’s got a really good understanding of when to be
intense and when to have fun and that’s a rare thing,” Ryan said.
“We’re under such fierce, competitive pressure, and they can burn
relationships, so someone who’s got the blend is really valuable, so
I really rate him. He’s a star and hopefully is one day the next coach
of this footy club.”

Back at Dromana in 2019. Rikki Johnston is seen speaking to his team and
preparing the players for the next challenge. Rikki had the ability to connect
with all players and an unique gift to channel individual efforts towards the
aims of the team. He arrived at Pier Street as a young ‘raw’ and keen recruit
and, in time, grew to become one of the finest players and coaches in the
history of DFNC.

Developing Relationships

Newman specifies Johnston’s ability to invest in people when
considering his future coaching possibilities...

“He creates that separation between understanding his role as a
coach and also building healthy relationships with players. He’s
worked really hard with building those relationships early, that
now he’s at a stage with his coaching that he can have those hard



conversations and knowing that the players know he has their
back.”

“I couldn’t say any of our players don’t respect him because all of
the players really take on board what he’s got to say.

“He’d done an amazing job within the MPNFL and shown he was
ready to go to a higher level and | could see him developing even
further. He’s definitely got the potential to be a senior VFL coach
and even go the next level.”

Johnston has prioritised “building a rapport” with players since
arriving at the Dolphins, believing it to be a necessary foundation
ingredient for players to emotionally invest in a successful culture.

“My strong suit is being able to connect with people and
understanding all walks of life and that’s from everything | do in my
working life and also in a lifetime of being involved in team sports.

“So being able to motivate people in different ways and knowing
different people function differently. Even knowing that everyone
learns in different ways and coming up with solutions to connect in
different ways. That probably overrides the technical stuff because
if you can connect with players and they trust your messaging and
care for them, they’re much more likely to give you everything
they’ve got.”

“Mly learnings from my program at Dromana was that it was more
about building a program where players love coming down and
playing. Part of my DNA is enjoying working with people and trying
to get the best out of them.”

His investment in developing relationships with players is a result
of his work outside of footy as a “youth development coach” at
Brotherhood of St. Laurence. He helps people aged 15-24 years old
on the Mornington Peninsula with employment and study
pathways.

“As | got older I've developed an understanding about how | can
have an impact on the community in a positive way. They’re not
always people from conventional backgrounds so the doors for
them don’t open as easily as they do for others.”



Desire to Grow Leadership

Johnston calls himself a ‘footy nerd.’

A keen Richmond Tigers supporter, he speaks with intrigue about
player development, recruitment, and the AFL draft, goes to local
matches to absorb different coaching styles, and listens to different
podcasts. In particular, the Herald Sun ‘Sacked’ podcast has
enriched his understanding of coaching and leadership within the
sport.

“I’'ve always had a keen interest in leadership and upskilling where
I can,” he said. “Learning doesn’t ever stop. I’'ve been lucky to be
exposed to leadership after 14 games of senior footy.”

Johnston has enjoyed the step up to VFL level this season and is not
sure what the future holds.

“It was the great unknown about where your skill set fits in and
having to be confident in your own skin to have conviction in your
messaging. What I’'ve learned this year is that it’s all the same
game. It’s a lot more technically advanced but the crux of coaching
in terms of connecting with people is similar.

“Coaching in a lot of ways is pinching ideas from others and finding
stuff that resonates with yourself and bottling that up in your own
style. You never stop learning, the game’s always evolving. I’'m not
sure what the endgame is in coaching but anything footy related,
I’'ve got a keen interest in.”

GETTING JOHNSTON TO THE CLUB

Frankston has been trying to get Johnston across the line for a few
years. Initially, he was determined to finish the story he started at
Dromana.

After retiring in 2019, he had a road trip around Australia slated for
2020 with his wife and four kids.



While that was heavily truncated due to the pandemic, it is the
reason he was not part of the panel last year. Ryan again got in
contact ahead of the 2021 season; after a few weeks of
consideration, Johnston was affirmative. Ryan was attracted to
Johnston when listening to some of his coaching addresses at the
MPNFL and was buoyed that he was “switched on to the modern
game”.

“He was specific about the instruction his players were getting and
he got good results accordingly.”

When Johnston was asked why he chose to come to Frankston, he
said: “I could see that there had been a dramatic change in the way
people were starting to view Frankston from the outside looking in.

“It’s a lot more of a professional club now. The club’s doing the little
things better and that feeling from the outside looking in is huge. If
I can be a little part of changing the perception from local footy and
so people realise this is a viable option to a) come and watch the
footy and b) for young players to come and play.”

“I want to be part of something special.l think this could be a really

good story to turn this around and make this a winning club.”
Written by Jonty Ralphsmith (Frankston VFL Media) July 2021.

Two adroit football coaches- Rikki Johnston and Kevin Sheedy at the MCG in 2017. On that
day, Rikki captained the MPNFL against the Geelong FNL in the curtain raiser to the AFL
clash between Essendon and Geelong in the Round: 8 game which was branded as the
‘Country Game.’

CONCLUSION -A SALUTE TO RIKKI JOHNSTON



Rikki Johnston

There have been thousands of words written about Rikki Johnston as player,
mentor, and coach and club leader. He has left an indelible mark at Dromana;
and will always be remembered for his prowess on the ground, selfless
endeavours to strengthen Dromana FC, his guidance/ inspiration of young
players and, of course, his friendly and earnest interaction with all families
and supporters.

At the time of writing this article for DFNC, Frankston have won six games
(percentage of 95.93%); and with Rikki playing a central role in the Dolphin’s
leadership group it is a case of ‘onward and upward.’

It is not easy to find an apt citation that encapsulates Rikki Johnston’s time at
DFNC as a player and coach but perhaps the legendary Ron Barassi comes closest
in pinpointing the secret of Rikki’s exceptional success...

“You have to set very high ideals and show initiative ...be fair and really care
and, above all, be honest.” Source: Ron Barassi...Secrets of Coaching

In conclusion, everyone at Pier Street joins in a saluting Rikki and wishing him
well in the years ahead. All DFNC members will follow the progress of the
Dolphins with interest and anticipation. Good luck Rikki.
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