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Sports Business Journal podcast 

First Look – Feb. 25, 2019 

 

Bill King: This podcast is sponsored by the Clio Sports Awards, celebrating creative 
excellence in global sports marketing as determined by the industry's top 
executives. Visit Clio.com/sports to learn how to submit your best projects of 
the year to the 2019 sports awards. Enter now before the final deadline on 
March 15th. 

Bill King: Guess what we're talking about today? With the MLS season upon us, we've got 
soccer writer, Ian Thomas in to take a look at the rise of that league and the 
consulting project that played a role in the turnaround. Then we'll turn to 
Olympics writer Ben Fischer and his conversation with the heads of two national 
governing bodies from the snow sports world, and we'll have Executive Editor 
Abe Madkour in to go over what he's watching in the week ahead. All that, and 
whatever else comes up once we get talking here in the newsroom of Sports 
Business Journal. I'm Bill King, and this is First Look. 

Bill King: The MLS is on the uptick, and you'll find no shortage of theories why. A 
generation that grew up playing soccer is now raising its kids to play and follow 
soccer. A spate of new downtown stadiums in well-chosen markets that have 
embraced them. The changing makeup of a nation that is increasingly Hispanic. 
They are all factors, but it may be more than that. Four years ago, with 
expansion on the horizon, MLS commissioned a consulting project that 
delivered some interesting and important findings about its fans. Then, and this 
doesn't happen often, it promised to act on those findings. Our soccer writer Ian 
Thomas went inside that project and it's impact on the league. Ian, season 
about to open, let's go back to that project. What did you learn? 

Ian Thomas: I think they learned a lot, and to your point Bill, they wanted to make sure this 
wasn't just something that was going to sit on a shelf or sit in a computer, or in 
an excel spreadsheet, and be something that, loosely guided what they were 
doing. Rather they really wanted to make this part of their strategy and, I think 
ultimately ... What they wanted to find out was, who is the MLS fan? Or who 
could it be and what could they do to make sure they were continuing the 
growth that they thought they could achieve? 

Ian Thomas: I don't think anyone would disagree if you said they ... Of the big five leagues, if 
you will, they are well behind. I mean, even on years alone, in terms of when 
they were founded. This is something that they felt that they could really dive 
down and get into fans needs, what would grow more fans, what those fans 
would want. That was the sort of thing that was going to help put them on a 
path where, hopefully, in x number of years they could be in the same 
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conversation when it came to the other leagues in terms of league revenues or 
media rights deals, attendance and so on and so forth. 

Bill King: Take us back to that earliest conversation when they said, "Okay, not only are 
we going to do this, but then we're going to do it." 

Ian Thomas: Yeah. I mean. There are [inaudible 00:03:20] governors has really ballooned in 
the last number of years. I mean, it wasn't too far off where there were three or 
four people around the table, the league included, that owned multiple teams. 
Now you're getting to the point where you're having savvy executives, not only 
those that have owned teams in other leagues and other sports, but really 
serious investors that are putting hundreds of millions of dollars into expansion 
fees, stadium projects, player investments that want to make sure that they're 
going to see some level of return on that. Whether it's their franchise fees 
increasing, or values, excuse me, or just the revenues that they're actually 
making on those teams. I think it has raised the bar internally [inaudible 
00:04:08] having conversations like this. Where can we maximize growth? What 
are some of the things that we can do to make sure that our next media rights 
deal increases three x like it did last time. 

Ian Thomas: What can we do to make sure attendance is up? What can we do to be in those 
sort of conversations? Those ultimately are the questions that they're asking in 
that room at every meeting that they had, and I'm sure it's no dissimilar in 
baseball or in the NFL or NBA or NHL. I think there also is just a heightened level 
of sense of, we're in a sport that more people in this country are connecting 
with, we have a different opportunity from a global landscape than the other 
sports do, there's a level of the league is only so big right now and can grow into 
itself in a lot of ways. I think, there's a real sense of, "Let's be aggressive and 
let's follow the plan we can figure one out," which I think is what they sought 
out with this when they originally went down this path. 

Bill King: [inaudible 00:05:07] a major, major project here. Like 24,000 responses, right? 
We're talking about a significant investment there. One of the things that they 
do with that, as other leagues have in the past, is they finally did a segmentation 
of their fan base, right? What did they see there and why was that important? 

Ian Thomas: I think [inaudible 00:05:30] some of the folks mentioned to me is that the 
league was growing at such a rate, just sort of trying to reach everyone. I mean, 
it was a new league at that point in time, 2004, league is under 20 years old. 
Their point of view is, "I want you to get many folks in the building, [inaudible 
00:05:50] people to just tune in and just check it out. I think they started to 
realize that there are a lot of folks that consider themselves, quote unquote, 
soccer fans, but they just would never gravitate towards MLS. The folks that 
prefer National team soccer or Premier League soccer or some combination of 
both or maybe just don't connect to what MLS is offering. I think [inaudible 
00:06:15] that they were doing, trying to seek out a certain kind of fan or a 
certain family audience or [inaudible 00:06:22] to make decisions on big name 
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European players that might not have been able to keep up on the field, or 
stadium locations in a suburban area where their fan base wasn't going to be 
there. 

Ian Thomas: That wasn't the growth area long term [inaudible 00:06:37] marketed 
themselves as weak and showing goal highlights or player highlights that led 
people to say, "Well I can tune in on NBC and see better goals, so why am I 
going to tune into this instead?" I think that they found out that there's 
elements of the fan experience, of fan engagement, of what it means, the 
unique elements to be an MLS soccer fan in the US, but that's really what was 
drawing a lot of people in, not necessarily some of those other things that, 
maybe, they thought might have been doing so. They feel they're much more 
wisely spending their dollars, especially a limited dollar, as compared to some of 
the other leagues. 

Bill King: Very interesting finding, I thought, when they, not a surprising finding at all, but 
interesting in the way they acted on it. They identified that group of purists, 
right? They called them purists, and they counted about a million of them, 
right? Then they came to the conclusion that, no matter what they did, those 
purists probably were not coming over, and the consulting firm even said, "This 
is not money well spent. You've spent all this money chasing these people. 
You're not getting them." Tell me a little bit about that, because that's one of 
those things that, maybe you need to hear that from somebody outside. Maybe 
it's somebody who has to push you to say, "Hey guys, you tried a lot of things 
here." 

Ian Thomas: Yeah, and I think part of what the findings show too is, I don't know if the league 
ever really understood how big that group of fans is because they definitely are 
some of the most boisterous fans. I mean, you go on Twitter and search MLS or 
look at Don Garber's mentions or response [crosstalk 00:08:14] [inaudible 
00:08:14]. He gets flooded with messages that, the MLS needs promotion 
relegation or it's going to fail or it's not as good as watching Manchester City. I 
think if you live in that, or get that sense in a vacuum, it sounds like a lot of 
people. The study has shown that they feel it's really not a big audience. It's a 
very loud one, but it's not a big one, and to your point, not a group that 
[inaudible 00:08:43] going to flip a switch and folks are going to say, "Well now I 
really think the Red Bulls or New York City FC could compete with those teams." 

Ian Thomas: Frankly, I think the league will freely admit that the goal is to compete, but they 
can't right now. Financially or on the field or any sort of metric for that matter. 
To your point, I think it took someone else to say, "Guys, look. Step out of, what 
you actually see on a day to day basis and let's really analyze who could be a fan 
and, why they are, and that definitely was part of it. 

Bill King: Well, along those lines, they identified enthusiasts and they identified sports 
fans. Enthusiasts, tell me about enthusiasts. 
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Ian Thomas: It's, basically, those folks that love soccer, that basically ... One of the things that 
they found about soccer fans is that there's less of a concern of supporting 
multiple teams [crosstalk 00:09:48] sport as say, a fan of the NFL. It's very hard 
to imagine someone on the NFL saying, I like Cowboys, the Giants, the Vikings, 
the Jets and Patriots. Whereas it's not foreign for someone to say I like Bayern 
Munich, Manchester United, Real Madrid, and Juventus, and Club America in 
Mexico. 

Ian Thomas: That sort of fan is one that they think that will appeal to MLS because they feel 
that, it's not the front to my fandom and they are a team to like, the Red Bulls as 
well, or Atlanta United or something like that, and they can sort of really dive 
down into that. I mean, that's someone that's a savvier soccer fan that 
understands there are differences between the leagues but also loves the 
specific things about those leagues that makes them different. Then the MLS 
[inaudible 00:10:42] comes to an experience, comes to fan rituals, it comes to a 
fan friendly crowd that, in some other leagues, is not always the case between 
hooliganism or violence or the way those leagues are presented locally. 

Ian Thomas: That's something that they really thought that they ... A large group, people that 
are already consuming a lot of MLS content, that there was a lot of room for 
growth there and the opportunity to convert more people and say, "Add your 
local team to your mix of soccer teams that you already like." 

Bill King: Then you've got sports fan, right? that is more importantly, "Add your local 
team to this menu of other local teams that you like. You're a sports fan. You're 
a Falcons fan, you're a Hawks fan, you're a Braves fan. Why don't you be an 
Atlanta United fan, right?" That's the pitch? 

Ian Thomas: Exactly. Yeah. I mean some of that just comes down to the fact that MLS hasn't 
existed as well as some teams [inaudible 00:11:41] cities. If your family is from 
Chicago, the Fire don't have the same tradition as the Bears or the Sox or the 
Cubs or the Blackhawks, or Bulls for that matter. Even the [inaudible 00:11:55] 
get some civic pride for them, that lead them to do more community 
engagement. Make sure those local MSL teams are on the same pedestal as 
those other teams are, and that sort of [inaudible 00:12:10] on that front too. 

Bill King: Last take away from that brand study that, very interestingly I thought, that less 
than one third of fans fit into one of soccer fans. Because again, this is not just 
MLS fans, right? This is soccer fans in the United States. Less than one third of 
those fans fit into those two buckets we just talked about, but they consume 
two thirds of the content. 

Ian Thomas: Yeah, yeah. That, for MLS, I think, was a very encouraging start, that there's so 
much room to grow and this study, I'm sure since it was done, that number of 
soccer fans in America has only bloomed even further. To have fans that are 
already so engaged in the product, I think, really encourage them to say, "These 
are areas that ... These people already love MLS," and from their point of view, 
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the best evangelists for the brand are going to be those people that are already 
going to games and love it, and that's what's going to bring more people into 
the fold. Even more so. 

Bill King: They didn't put it away in a drawer somewhere. They took it out and they acted 
on it, and they did that at the club level, right? What did they do? 

Ian Thomas: The league took right from that study and made it part of their, sort of, this 
overall data and research and analytics investment where they have used a lot 
of the [inaudible 00:13:35] fan needs that the Boston Consulting Group study 
showcased, and really tried to dive into that on a local level, making sure that 
the league really gets a sense of what fans are wanting even on top of that. That 
led to this brand health study sort of thing that they used, not only some of the 
things they do at a league level and some of the things they do there, but also 
factoring those needs down through a local market point of view. Really 
assessing how each team is actually needing what they identified as the things 
that will build more fans or strengthen that bond. 

Ian Thomas: The teams get to see those multiple times a year. The League itself makes 
annual presentations in markets and really compares and contrasts in say, "X 
team, you rank 12th in this metric. Here's the teams that rank ahead of you. 
Here's what they're doing that you're not doing." It's not necessarily a mandate 
to do anything, but the teams and the ownership groups have enough pride to 
say, "Well, here's some things that are kind of obvious, let's make sure we're 
doing them." They've given them that sort of [inaudible 00:14:50] to [inaudible 
00:14:51] if you will. 

Bill King: Well, so it's the NBA team [inaudible 00:14:54] model, right? They put that slide 
up ... Not only going in the market, but at the end the NBA they put that slide up 
at the owners meeting and everybody gets to see where you rank. 

Ian Thomas: Yes. I even spoke with some team presidents that have moved from the NBA to 
MLS and, I guess this is anecdotally and I'm sure it's a little bit [inaudible 
00:15:13] sort of thing, but they even said to me that some of the data they 
think is a little more in depth in some cases than some of the team [inaudible 
00:15:22] stuff and really dived down in a level that goes beyond just saying, 
"Here's the top 10 teams, here's everyone's ranking." It's a little more of an 
analysis and what you can do is do something different, which I think is 
important for teams that maybe had slipped a little behind some of those 
Atlanta Uniteds in LA FCs of the world, and are not as new and fresh as opposed 
to those clubs. 

Bill King: What's a decision that this thing really impacted that you would point to, that 
you'd say, "Look, look, this is where you could really connect the dots and say, 
here's the project, here's the findings. Here was a situation and here is how 
those findings, led to either a solution or at least addressing what that problem 
was." 
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Ian Thomas: I think a lot of it ... Sometimes on field choices and the perception of where MLS 
is as an on field product, the sense was that, while the DP, the designated 
player, and high end players they were bringing in that was working, it was 
creating this gap between the top two or three players in that team and the 
bottom few. The league, and this study really accentuated that, said that fans 
really wanted to see a more balanced lineup where it was very attacking 
players, very exciting players. Teams have gone away from spending a lot of 
money on defending players. They've gone out and spent far more on attacking 
players. 

Ian Thomas: The study even said that it doesn't matter the player is from England, it doesn't 
matter if the player's last name is a guy you used to see on Manchester United. 
If he's a young player that's exciting and good, the fans don't care if he's from 
England, Spain, Portugal, or El Salvador or Colombia. The league has been a little 
more ... Teams have been more aggressive in finding those diamond in the 
rough kind of players that maybe you never heard of before but, given a 
platform, can make a lot of noise. 

Bill King: No, there's got to be an upside to, "That's my guy now, that's our guy, that's 
not, we didn't borrow that guy from Man City at the end of his career. That's our 
guy." 

Ian Thomas: Yes. Yeah, that's something that the Atlanta United fans have really come 
behind. I think it's something that translates through, even when those players 
leave. I mean, Miguel Almiron was transferred to Newcastle for much more 
money than Atlanta United paid to get him, and I think Atlanta United fans are 
excited to see how he does in the rest of his career. Could you say the same 
thing for, Frank Lampard when he was signed to New York City FC after a long 
career in England? I don't think anyone is really excited to see what he did next 
in New York, but I think Almiron will be a player that MLS fans and Atlanta 
United fans, especially, will follow for the rest of his career, which, I think 
ultimately, that's the bond that they are hoping to create with a lot of these 
books. 

Bill King: All right. Kick off is upon us as we head into that weekend, the first weekend of 
games. What are you watching? 

Ian Thomas: I think that Ohio is most exciting thing [inaudible 00:18:25] going in the MLS 
right now. Between the launch of FC Cincinnati, who did really well in the USL 
last year in terms of attendance. If they were in MLS last year, they would have 
the fifth highest attendance in the league. I think, they've got some interesting 
things on the field, made some decisions that I think there we'll see how it 
actually plays out, but they've created a really exciting crowd and buzz in 
Cincinnati that I think they'd be similar to Atlanta. A lot of people weren't sure 
how soccer would work there and I know a lot of folks at the league are, they're 
not going to be drawing 50, 70 thousand like Atlanta can do at Mercedes Benz, 
but since that that team can capture that city's fans and that youth audience in 
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the same sort of way Atlanta does. A little bit farther down the road, I'm very 
interested to see what happens in Columbus. 

Ian Thomas: Last year was such an interesting year off the field for them as ... Were they 
moving to North Austin? Were they not? What was going to happen there. The 
Haslam family obviously stepped in in the fall, it's the new ownership group, and 
since has really promised a lot of things that the fans, through the Save the 
Crew Movement, asked for. New stadium, a level of support they view from a 
corporate point of view, that they felt they weren't getting before with Anthony 
Precourt, and they're really energized. I'm very interested to see if that carries 
through this year on the field and off. Their attendance numbers can get up if 
[inaudible 00:20:02] more sponsors sign on because frankly, the league's point 
of view was that the business metrics weren't good, and they really weren't. I'm 
really interested to see how that team shapes up this year and how they will 
position going forward. 

Bill King: Ian Thomas, with a whole lot of great stuff on the MLS. 

Ian Thomas: Thanks Bill. 

Bill King: Earlier this month, the leaders of us snow sports depended upon Park City, Utah 
for the largest ski event to hit the mountains there since the games of 2002. Our 
Olympics writer Ben Fischer was there and he spent some time with the 
chairman of US Ski and Snowboard Dexter Paine and the CEO of US Biathlon 
Max Cobb. Here's Ben with that conversation. 

Ben Fischer: Hey, this is Ben Fisher with the Sports Business Journal Sports Business Daily 
podcast. I am here at the base of the Moguls run at Deer Valley- 

Dexter Paine: [inaudible 00:20:53]. 

Ben Fischer: Deer Valley Resort? Okay, I'll try this. I'll start this again. This is Ben Fischer with 
the Sports Business Journal Sports Business Daily podcast. I'm here at the base 
and the Moguls run at the Deer Valley resort outside of Park City, Utah with two 
of the leaders of the Winter Olympic Movement in the United States. Dexter 
Paine, chairman of the US Ski and Snowboard, and Max Cobb, CEO of US 
Biathlon. Gentlemen, welcome. 

Dexter Paine: Thanks very much. 

Ben Fischer: Just level set here, it's been a year since the last Winter Olympics, we're sort of 
in the lull of the Olympic cycle, so to speak. Obviously lots in the news and the 
Olympic movement in the last year. How do you feel when you wake up about 
the rings in the United States right now? Max you want to go first. 

Max Cobb: Yeah. Sure. I think it's ... I feel, I'm trying to find the balance there. I think that 
we have had an incredibly impactful year in terms of growing and dealing with 
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crises that came out of USA Gymnastics and seen safe sport really advance in a 
way that might have taken a longer time had we not had what happened in 
gymnastics come forward. I think there's been tremendous progress. I think 
that, we've got new leadership in the USOC with Sarah and Susanne in position, 
and I think that's really exciting. I think there's really new wind in the sails. 

Ben Fischer: CEO Sarah Hirshland and chair Susanne Lyons. 

Max Cobb: Exactly. Now we're both in the middle of our seasons. We're both hosting major 
events in the United States and not only in the United States, but in this Olympic 
City, and I think that's both a statement that, Olympic legacy really does work 
and does happen, when it's nurtured properly. Thank God for Fraser Bullock and 
Mitt Romney's, ability to generate a positive result out of Salt Lake that helped 
fund the venues and keep the legacy alive here. This will be the first biathlon 
event at Soldier Hollow, which was the site of the 2002 Nordic and Biathlon 
events, since the games, so we're thrilled about that. 

Ben Fischer: And what day does that start? 

Max Cobb: It starts on Thursday. Valentine's Day, and runs through Sunday. 

Ben Fischer: That's a good point to make here is that, all of this event, the World 
Championships and free ski and snowboard and freestyle, and the biathlon 
event. This is all happening on the venues of the 2002 Winter Olympics. Right. 
Dexter, question about the state of the rings in the US to you. 

Dexter Paine: Thank you very much, Ben. I will agree with Max's assessment of our new 
leadership team. I think it's really exciting what Sarah Hirshland and Susanne 
Lyons are doing. I think it's tremendous for us to have two women leading that 
movement. I think that, we've certainly been through a difficult year, but we're 
in a position, I think, to move forward now, and we've got some great things to 
celebrate, certainly the World Championships for us here, Biathlon for Max, 
we've had significant athletic success. It's easy to look back and wring your 
hands, but I think, rather, we should look forward and think about what we 
need to do to make the Olympic movement better going forward, how we're 
going to improve it, and I think the new leadership is absolutely the right set of 
people to do that. Certainly, I'm excited about the opportunities both for US Ski 
and Snowboard and the USOC. 

Ben Fischer: Well, as you've both said, these are events being hosted here in the US and, I 
don't have the math at my fingertips, but the sense historically has been that 
there have not been as many World Championships and World Cup stops in the 
US in international sport as you would think there would be for the size and 
wealth of the market. Is that coming around? Are these representative of a 
larger trend coming with the international sporting community, rediscovering 
the virtues of bringing events to the US? Or this is something that your sports 
are doing in particular to locate these events here? 
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Dexter Paine: Let me take a first shot at that. First of all, Max and I live in a very European-
centric world and that's not going to change, for both of our sports. Central 
Europe, Scandinavia, are the markets that both dominate in terms of 
viewership, dominate in terms of audience, and athletes. I think bringing events 
here is really exciting. We had the 2015 Alpine World Championships, 2019 Free 
ski Snowboard. We're really proud of being able to have our athletes compete 
on home soil, and I think that's really important both in terms of the athletic 
success of our existing athletes but also generating interest. 

Dexter Paine: As Matt said, the culmination of that would be bringing the world back to Salt 
Lake City, which is now the US Winter Olympic bid city, bringing us back here for 
another Winter Olympics. That would do tremendous things for continuing to 
have kids get up in the morning and want to be ski racers or snowboarders or bi 
athletes. Biathletes sorry. I think it's really important for us to continue to bring 
events here despite our sports being very European centric. 

Ben Fischer: Max. 

Max Cobb: Yeah. I mean, I couldn't agree more with Dexter. Ski and Snowboard and has 
done a much better job of convincing their world to come to North America 
than we have, but I think with the support of the Utah Olympic Legacy 
Foundation, we're really able to put on a great event here in Utah, and I hope 
that that will bear fruit in the future, and result in the World Cup coming back to 
North America on a more frequent basis. 

Max Cobb: One of the things I was really excited about, and surprised about last night, was 
to walk into a bar at a hotel here in Park City, and see biathlon being broadcast 
from the World Cup up in Canmore. I can't remember that in my lifetime and I 
think it is a sign of the growing visibility of Olympic sports in the US and, a lot of 
credit to NBC for creating the Olympic Channel as a platform for that, but right 
here in Park City, every bar and restaurant I went into was showing the Olympic 
channel. I think that that's great visibility for us and, like Dexter said, it's so 
important for the growth of our sports in this country to be able to bring people 
out to the event, and show them what it's really like, and inspire the next 
generation of athletes, but also inspire people to support our teams. Whether 
that's through sponsorship or it's through donations, and I know, for both of our 
organizations, that philanthropic giving is such a huge part of what lets us 
provide for the athletes. 

Ben Fischer: That is something that actually we don't write enough about, I would say in my 
estimation. We're all over your sponsorship deals, but we rarely write about the 
philanthropic aspect of things. We're at a very nice resort, if I may say so, and 
there's some people of means walking around here. How does that work? I 
mean, is it literally just showing people with their own eyes what they could be 
supporting when it's here in Utah versus Sweden or anywhere else? 
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Dexter Paine: Look. At US Ski and Snowboard, we have a really successful foundation with 
incredibly supportive trustees. We raise almost as much money from our 
foundation, as we do through sponsorship. Part of the success of that 
foundation is giving our trustees the opportunity to go to major events. We 
actually have trustees who are in Are obviously have trustees who are attending 
the World Championships, in Park City. Nothing gets people as excited as 
watching Chloe Kim win the Halfpipe today or Mikaela Shiffrin win the Super-G 
last week in Are. Real connection with the athlete, real connection with success 
and, our foundation is really important to us. I think forward 10 years, I think 
we'll be even more important in terms of where we raise money to support our 
athletes. 

Ben Fischer: Now I know that the next, for sure, Olympics in the United States is the summer 
games, so it's a little bit out of your area of expertise, but given what you see on 
your side of things, what can we expect? I mean, there's nearly been an entire 
generation since the last time the Americans hosted an Olympics. What do, 
people who don't remember Salt Lake or Atlanta? What can we be prepared for, 
in terms of the level of prominence the Olympics will achieve in between now 
and 28? And how does that change your business? 

Max Cobb: Yeah. Bringing the games back to the US is enormous for the Olympic 
movement in general, for all the sports, and just raises the visibility probably 
tenfold in the run up there. I think, one of the things that's really exciting about 
LA, and I hope we will soon be able to say as exciting about the games coming 
back to Utah too, but particularly for LA, is they have basically a 10 year runway. 
There are little kids who, 'little', but little kids who can dream of competing on 
that team and make that happen in 10 years, and that's incredibly exciting. 

Max Cobb: I think one of the things that's undervalued by the IOC is exactly what Eric 
Garcetti, talked about. He said, when he became mayor, the first thing he did 
was write a letter to the US Olympic Committee saying Los Angeles wants to 
host again, and he said the reason was because he was a 13-year old kid when 
the LA 84 games happened, and it changed his perspective on the world and 
bent the arc of his career right there. I think that's one of the things that's really 
undervalued and under-articulated by the IOC as they look to attract host cities. 
I've seen it myself in the 600 volunteers we had for the Olympic events at 
Soldier Hollow. Just how impactful that is on those people who are in the 
community who participate in the games. 

Ben Fischer: Utah has made no mystery about its desire to host another Winter Olympics. 26 
is still out there, that's complicated. 30 is probably where the bid's heading. It's 
just us three handicap lets speak frankly. I mean. Is the IOC going to award the 
games to Salt Lake City in the near future? 

Dexter Paine: Let's step back. 26, we have two Central European bids, Stockholm and Italy. I 
think it is likely one of those two will end up being the winning bidder in June of 
this year, when it gets awarded. 2030, I think, Salt Lake and North America 
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would certainly be very logical places for the bid to come back to. In terms of a 
city that meets the IOC's 2020 agenda, there is no better city in the world. Every 
venue is here. Every venue gets used on a regular basis to host World 
Championships or World Cup events. I mean, Max's got a World Cup event next 
week for biathlon, we have the World Championships this week, the jumps 
exists, the bobsleds here. It is the perfect city, in terms of both logistics and 
venues, to host Winter Olympics. As I said earlier, from my perspective, bringing 
the Winter Olympics back here would be a tremendous opportunity to promote 
winter sports in the United States, and be really exciting. 

Ben Fischer: Well. Dangerous game bringing logic into these sorts of decisions in the United 
States, but- 

Dexter Paine: You've clearly been doing this much too long. 

Ben Fischer: Those are my words, not yours to be clear. Well, I think that's great. We'll wrap 
it up. We'll let everyone get over to the Moguls competition here and get out of 
this nice cozy resorts and go outside and be cold and watch some skiing. Max, 
Dexter. Thanks for your time. We'll see you out on the slopes. 

Dexter Paine: Thanks very much. 

Max Cobb: Thanks Ben. 

Bill King: Now as we often do, we'll bring in executive editor, Abe Madkour to talk about 
the week ahead. Abe, what are you watching? 

Abe Madkour: Three things I'm watching Bill, great stuff on the podcast this week by the way, 
but three things. Two of them came out of the NBA All-Star Weekend in 
Charlotte. One, I wrote this week that I think one of the most under reported 
stories out of the All-Star game was the announcement of the launch of the 
Basketball Africa League. I've heard for years from team and league sources that 
they see Africa as the next growth opportunity for the NBA. This league, they'll 
work with FIBA, they'll launch a 12-team pro league in January of next year. 
They're also going to do a direct to consumer offering to people on the 
continent of 1.3 billion people. Bill. We've seen what they've done in China, 
we've seen what the NBA has done in India.It makes sense with Africa. There 
are 13 players who are currently playing in the NBA from Africa, and so they see 
this as a real opportunity. Obama's behind it and I think it really could be a very 
key part of Adam Silver's leadership. 

Abe Madkour: Story two, I know it doesn't launch until 2020, but everybody is talking about 
The Last Dance, the 10-hour documentary about Michael Jordan's last season 
with the Chicago Bulls. A lot of cooks in this kitchen, Bill. ESPN Films, Michael 
Jordan and his Jump 23 group, NBA Entertainment, Mandalay Sports Media, 
Netflix. I've heard there's a lot of underlying tensions to get this done. If you 
watched the trailer, which I'm sure you have, it looks awesome. 
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Bill King: The two things that caught me about the trailer, a it looked awesome, and then 
I saw the date and I said, "I got to wait that long?" which I think is probably what 
most people did. 

Abe Madkour: And that is exactly what most people did, and during All-Star Weekend, a lot of 
people close to the project were, "Yes, we came out with this trailer, but the 
buzz online was that we have to wait a whole year for this," and that's exactly 
kind of what's leading this discussion. They don't even have a release date yet, 
for 2020. I'm hearing around the All-Star game in Chicago, which would make 
sense. Also hearing around the NBA finals in June, which is a longer window, but 
keep your eye on that project. 

Abe Madkour: Third story, we're in spring training Bill, I'm interested in your thoughts on this. 
I'm really focusing on the Chicago Cubs. I think it's a very interesting franchise. 
They've got a lot of issues and there's a lot of unrest that seems to be in the 
Chicago market. Chicago media is always pretty persnickety, but now it seems 
like the fan base is starting to wonder the direction of this franchise. You've had 
a few things. You've certainly had the Addison Russell domestic violence issue. 
You've had Joe Ricketts' emails, very controversial, very racially tense. They're 
doing their own regional sports network deal with Sinclair Broadcasting, the 
Marquee Sports Network. I believe that's launching next year, but we all know 
the political leanings of the Sinclair Broadcasting Group. That's got some people, 
basically, raising their eyebrows and finally they're actively out in the Chicago 
marketplace, actively campaigning, and it's alderman Tom Tunney. 

Abe Madkour: That race is this week, February 28th I believe, is the city alderman race. Very 
rarely do you see a team takes such a proactive stance against a city alderman, 
but they've claimed Crane Kenney, Tom Ricketts, have claimed that Tony has 
really fought them at every turn, on Wrigley Field expansion, on night games at 
Wrigley. They've been very vocal about wanting to defeat this particular 
alderman. Can you recall a team being so active against a political candidate? 

Bill King: No. Not necessarily. But that's the Ricketts family, right? I mean, they've been in 
politics both at the local level and they've been national players in politics, so I 
think that's where they're comfortable. I just don't know that that translates 
real well for a sports team. 

Abe Madkour: I have a lot of respect for Tom Ricketts, who I know and who I admire, who I 
think is a great ... Thanks for that franchise, who runs that franchise, I think, in a 
very collaborative way. I have great respect. I'm a big fan of Crane Kenney, and I 
know that some people, certainly in the Chicago political scene, probably aren't 
because he's a hard driver, but I'm just pretty ... I'm interested to see the image 
of this team, how this team works to repair that image because it's definitely 
had some hits over the season. 

Bill King: Well, and also the other thing they've had is they were one of those clubs that 
looked like they were about to get there. They were about to get over the hump 
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and it was that young nucleus, and you said this is the start of something and 
something hasn't quite happened since then and that, that is really ... look that 
will cure a thousand ills if that happens. 

Abe Madkour: That's true. Winning cures a lot of problems. That's what I'm keeping my eyes 
on. What are you keeping your eye on? 

Bill King: I'm going to stick with baseball as well. The Bryce Harper saga, we are finally 
here. Right now Machado is off the board, now all eyes turn to Harper. Back of 
my mind from the beginning of this, like a lot of people, I've said, "Where are 
the Dodgers, where are the Dodgers, where are the Dodgers," and I think that 
now that we've seen the Padres make a big play, I just still have that feeling that 
in the end that's where he goes. 

Abe Madkour: Interesting. We'll watch and we'll see. 

Bill King: That's going to do it for us today. For Ian Thomas, Ben Fischer, Abe Madkour 
and our producer Anna Mason, I'm Bill King, and this has been First Look. 

Bill King: This podcast is sponsored by the Clio Sports Awards, celebrating creative 
excellence in global sports marketing as determined by the industry's top 
executives. Visit clio.com/sports to learn how to submit your best projects of 
the year to the 2019 sports awards. Enter now before the final deadline on 
March 15th. 

 


