IAMT MediaTech Forum — Visual
Podcast

How the NBA Is Redefining the Fan Experience

00:00:00 — 00:00:39 MATT STAGG

[upbeat music] Hi, everyone. Welcome back. This is the IAMT podcast with me, Matt Stagg. And wow,
what a panel we've got today, talking about one of my passions — accelerating and elevating the fan
experience. I'm very pleased to have Christina Mixon, Joe Fritschen, and Joe Abercrombie joining me.
What I'll do is go through each of you, and you can explain who you are, where you are, and what your
company's doing — then we'll move into the interview.

00:00:39 - 00:01:10 CHRISTINA MIXON

So I'm Christina Mixon. I'm the owner and founder of Mixon Digital. We specialize in the real-time
display of data, in a comprehensive way that really helps a fan understand what's going on in the sport
and the game. Stats and data is a real passion of mine — I've been a stats geek since I was a little kid, so
this was really a natural evolution for me to continue working in sports rather than have some boring data
analytics job.

00:01:10 — 00:01:10 MATT STAGG
Brilliant.

00:01:12-00:01:33 JOE FRITSCHEN

Joe Fritschen with the Cleveland Cavaliers. I've been with them for 20-plus years — currently I'm vice
president of broadcast operations. I get to oversee the Cleveland Cavaliers, the Cleveland Monsters, and
the Cleveland Charge, and soon the WNBA will be coming after next season. I've worked extensively
with Mixon too, and it's great to be joined on this panel with you guys.

00:01:33 - 00:01:34 MATT STAGG
Last but not least, Joe.

00:01:34 - 00:01:51 JOE ABERCROMBIE

Yes. Joe Abercrombie, senior vice president, live entertainment and production with the Atlanta Hawks at
State Farm Arena. Been there nine seasons; previously with the Houston Rockets for 14 seasons, in
varying capacities. I consider myself a storyteller first,

00:01:51-00:02:01 JOE ABERCROMBIE
and I fell in love with entertaining a live audience many, many years ago, and I've never looked back —
I'll do this for as long as I can. [chuckles]

00:02:01-00:02:32 MATT STAGG

That's good, and I'd actually like to come back to that, because one of my passions is how we avoid the
disconnect between technology and storytelling, and bring those creativities together — but we'll move on
to that. First, everybody talks about fan engagement — lots of people talk about it and do nothing about
it. With the rise in data, and the platforms and ways of consuming it, can you give your experience of
where your company is looking at this? Do you want to go first, Joe?



00:02:32-00:03:21 JOE ABERCROMBIE

Sure. Look, I work in a world of entertainment, so data has a role, for sure. I look at a good sports show as
layered — it's kind of like a film. There are as many layers as you can apply to it, and the more layers the
better. I think it starts with talent and ends with production — that's why we're the live entertainment and
production department, LEP. So how we take that talent and that story and present it to our fans, and give
them as many layers as possible in real time, live, is what's going to keep them engaged and keep them
coming to the arena. I look at it like a good film — if you have enough layers to the show,

00:03:21 - 00:03:32 JOE ABERCROMBIE

they'll keep coming back, like a good Pixar film — they'll always see something they didn't notice before.
That's the challenge, that's the goal. Stats and data visualization play a major role in that — a major

00:03:32 - 00:03:33 JOE ABERCROMBIE
layer to that whole story.

00:03:33 - 00:03:47 MATT STAGG
Yeah, that's great. And also the ability to present that — because, you know, I'm old, so I really remember
when all you had was the screen. That was it.

00:03:47 - 00:03:52 MATT STAGG
Big TV screen, you got the L-bar, and that's it — squeeze as much as you can in without ruining it.

00:03:52 - 00:03:57 MATT STAGG
So, you're the stats people — let's go. [chuckles]

00:03:57 - 00:04:26 CHRISTINA MIXON

It's interesting, because I remember having a beer with Joe, maybe after Trae Young was drafted, or the
year after, and he said, 'Mix, how do I get the fans to care about this team we're rebuilding? It might not
always show up in the box score, it might not always show up in the wins and losses, but this is an
exciting team — how do I get them to care? How do we show that to them if, at the end of the day, they
still lose the game?' So I was like,

00:04:26 — 00:05:19 CHRISTINA MIXON

'How do we do this?' And so some of the things we ended up putting into our platform were to help tell
that story — because they might not win all four quarters of a basketball game, but there are highlights
within specific quarters and halves, in different matchups, that you could show to let the fans know they
might not be winning, but they're coming close. So if I'm watching a game, I'm like, 'Okay, they're really
performing here — they might not have enough gas in the tank, so maybe they weren't winning the first
three quarters, but they're a young team with experience, they're going to be able to go the distance.' That
conversation with you really helped direct how we should present this platform for teams, because not
every team is going to make it to the NBA Finals or the

00:05:19 — 00:05:24 CHRISTINA MIXON
Stanley Cup Finals. But there's still value in that data, and in displaying it for the fans.

00:05:26 — 00:05:26 MATT STAGG
Brilliant.

00:05:26 — 00:05:59 JOE FRITSCHEN



What I think is interesting is, as you said, back in the day it was a TV screen — SD — and it was easy to
do baseband, patch around, put up some graphics, and call it a day. Today's world, and the generation
shift from cord-cutting, and the younger generation who want more data, more analytics, more
engagement, plays a key part in everything we do now. It's easy and simple to put a game on and call it a
day, but what's really intriguing is giving that younger generation, who come from more of a console-
gaming background — the PGA did a good job with Trackman and things like that —

00:05:59 — 00:06:14 JOE FRITSCHEN

giving everybody all the stats and information. It can even go into the gambling aspect, to give people all
that information. But you have to balance it too, because it's no longer just a game on the court anymore
— it's a game within a game, with the production value.

00:06:14 — 00:06:53 MATT STAGG

I'd like to dig down a bit deeper on one of my — the biggest is the change in demographic, and the
change in behavior around that. I feel the broadcast industry was quite naive — a little bullish, assuming
they'll grow into watching sport how we want them to, that they'll come in at some point, put the phone
down, and watch the TV. That's not going to happen, that's not how they engage. I've had people say,
'Well, it's a low attention span.' They don't have a low attention span — they'll spend eight hours

00:06:53 — 00:07:08 MATT STAGG

playing a console. What they do have is a forensic filter on what they feel is relevant. I wonder how you
address that — and not just, 'Okay, we'll turn it round the other way so it fits on TikTok.'

00:07:09 - 00:07:18 JOE ABERCROMBIE

I may be a little biased, but I think, from a live sporting experience, the NBA is the best to digest. A lot of
it has to do with the cadence of the game.

00:07:18 — 00:07:20 MATT STAGG
Yeah, I agree.

00:07:20 — 00:07:40 JOE ABERCROMBIE

It's fast-paced, up and down the court. The breaks happen, and then there's a transition from basketball to
fan experience and entertainment, and it happens much like today's social media world. I love the NFL, I
love baseball, but when I go to those venues and watch those events, it feels slow to me.

00:07:40 — 00:08:04 JOE ABERCROMBIE

Sometimes it feels very vacuum-ish, and I'm not sure where to look — sometimes the players are way
over there. In the NBA, they're all right in front of you — the center-hung is the chandelier in the room.
So it's easy, from my perspective, to draw their attention wherever you need to. You need a good program
script, you need it to move with the cadence of the game — I think that solves a lot of it for us in the
NBA.

00:08:04 — 00:08:19 MATT STAGG

Yeah, and you'll do fantastic things — the NBA embracing, you know, using Al almost for the cutting
room. But, Christina, you'll have a strong view on this, I'm sure.

00:08:21 — 00:08:52 CHRISTINA MIXON

I personally really like to be able to follow the game flow — to show up-to-the-minute stats, but really
from the perspective of what's the difference-maker of the game. A lot of times you'll watch a game and



they'll just put up something basic, but sometimes you've got to go a level down. I was watching one of
the play-in games with my whole team, and I said, 'Fouls are the issue right now — that's why they're
ahead by 10. Fouls.'

00:08:52 - 00:08:59 MATT STAGG
Yes.

00:08:59 — 00:09:14 CHRISTINA MIXON

And then on the broadcast it showed team foul differential, and I said, because one team's making it to the
line and the other team

00:09:00 — 00:09:14 JOE FRITSCHEN
Mm-hmm

00:09:14 — 00:09:14 CHRISTINA MIXON

missed a bunch of free throws, and that was the difference in the game — and then two minutes later the
graphic shows up on screen. One of the things I really wanted to do was create this platform so that the
minute the announcer says it, that stat is right there. So you can tie the two things together, because of the
attention span —

00:09:20 — 00:09:23 CHRISTINA MIXON
they might not remember the announcer said it two minutes ago.

00:09:23 - 00:09:25 MATT STAGG
Yeah, just waiting for it to come through.

00:09:25-00:09:31 CHRISTINA MIXON

And then you can connect the dots — the visual, the audio, and the graphic all reinforcing the same
storyline.

00:09:31 - 00:09:38 JOE FRITSCHEN

I find it interesting that when you do this, you have to differentiate between arena broadcasting and
streaming.

00:09:38 — 00:09:41 JOE FRITSCHEN
There's almost three different platforms, and you're trying to hit three different audiences.

00:09:41 - 00:09:42 MATT STAGG
Definitely.

00:09:42 - 00:10:00 JOE FRITSCHEN

Our arena show is so complex, and we're catering to 15,000 people every day. Then the broadcast, you
may be catering to millions — so what you do in the arena isn't what you do on the broadcast, though you
try to fold that in too. And then the streamers, the people watching on iPads or phones, they want
engagement.

00:10:00 — 00:10:08 JOE FRITSCHEN



And, as you said, they'll stay tuned in if you give them enough and they're interested. If they're not
interested, then — it's a balancing act.

00:10:08 — 00:10:09 MATT STAGG
Yes, of course.

00:10:09 — 00:10:42 JOE FRITSCHEN

So I think that's what we all try to do. When I met Christina, that came along and threw a whole other
platform into the mix, for people to get all that data and analytics. And you mentioned Al — of all the
things I've seen in 20 years of broadcasting, I've seen 4K, I've seen 3D, things I never really believed in.
But one thing I don't think will go away — if you don't want to get into the Al platform and learn it, not
to replace you but to make you better, you're probably going to miss the boat in five years, because it's not
going away.

00:10:42-00:11:00 MATT STAGG

Yeah, it's interesting you say 'not replace you.' I was having this conversation — I did a lot of work in the
early days of Al looking at fan engagement and how broadcasting would differ. It was: Al won't take
your job, but the person who knows how to use it will.

00:11:00 - 00:11:00 JOE FRITSCHEN
Exactly.

00:11:00 - 00:11:19 MATT STAGG

That's it. And the other one was: give it all the really rubbish jobs, because it doesn't moan. I'd like to drill
down and see how you're using it, because I guess the big thing was generative Al, because it looked cool
and it was going to do all this stuff and then take over the world

00:11:19-00:11:30 MATT STAGG

and we'd all be obsolete. But agentic Al, and the actual way it's being used — I wonder if you've got any
thoughts on that.

00:11:31-00:11:58 CHRISTINA MIXON

We're basically using it, to your point, for all the really boring details that no one wants to do — we can
program an agent to do that reliably, consistently. I'm not one to want to replace people with Al, but to
make them optimal. It'll do that one thing the same way every time, which, for logistics and things like
that,

00:11:58— 00:12:01 CHRISTINA MIXON
is a comfort — to know that thing is handled.

00:12:01 - 00:12:03 MATT STAGG
Yeah, no, I agree that —

00:12:03 - 00:12:23 JOE FRITSCHEN

For our company, we've started an Al initiative and are building our own Al platform. We're kind of
mandated to go take these classes and learn, and I think that's the right thing, for the older generation and
the younger. We're also dabbling in Al with workflows, ad insertions, and production.

00:12:23 - 00:12:30 JOE FRITSCHEN



It's kind of amazing how fast — I go back to the old days of dial-up internet — it's amazing how fast you
can dial something in

00:12:30 - 00:12:42 JOE FRITSCHEN

and it spits it right back out to you in 10 seconds. It can search the whole world and get all that
information. I had somebody who had to speak with me the other day and said they didn't have a bio, and
in three minutes I made one using Al.

00:12:42 - 00:12:49 JOE FRITSCHEN

I said, 'I thought you already had that on file, you've been in this business forever.' He said, 'No, I never
had one." So it's going to cross all platforms, I believe,

00:12:49 — 00:12:50 JOE FRITSCHEN
whether it's business or production.

00:12:50 - 00:12:53 JOE ABERCROMBIE
The immediate impact for us is motion graphics.

00:12:53 - 00:12:54 MATT STAGG
Yes.

00:12:54 - 00:13:09 JOE ABERCROMBIE

This year specifically, we've dove in headfirst. On our post-production side, we reorganized a little and
brought in someone specific for Al content creation and speed.

00:13:09 - 00:13:19 JOE ABERCROMBIE

The amount of stuff we're able to do now, with fewer people, more efficiently, quicker, and — to be
honest, candidly — better, it's a little scary.

00:13:19 - 00:13:22 MATT STAGG
Yes, no, don't worry, we're here. We're all good. [laughs]

00:13:22-00:13:26 JOE FRITSCHEN
It's scary. For us, we're working on something — I don't want to give it away yet.

00:13:26 — 00:13:37 JOE FRITSCHEN

But it's basically watching the game, taking all the data and analytics that people like Christina and her
company do, and as soon as that game's out there, it spits that back out to you.

00:13:37-00:13:49 JOE FRITSCHEN

Think of it almost like a shot lab, where people are doing things and you can have people heckling you.
But basically, it takes that information and says — Donovan Mitchell went 10 for 10 from the field —

00:13:49 — 00:13:55 JOE FRITSCHEN

it'll spit out, 'Hey, Donovan, great game yesterday, you went 10 for 10." It's instant. It's amazing — but the
speed

00:13:55-00:13:59 JOE FRITSCHEN



is what's catching everyone's attention, and the accuracy,

00:13:59 - 00:14:00 JOE FRITSCHEN
and how it keeps learning.

00:14:00 — 00:14:11 MATT STAGG
Yeah, exactly. Someone said to me once, "You know how great Al is, and it's blowing everyone's minds?'
He said, 'This is the worst it's ever going to be.'

00:14:11-00:14:17 MATT STAGG
It's a new technology, and it's so good you think, 'What do you mean, the worst?' But it's going to

00:14:17 - 00:14:21 MATT STAGG
keep improving, because it's constantly learning from your own

00:14:21 - 00:14:58 MATT STAGG

internal workflows. We're no strangers to automation in sport, it's always been there in some form. But to
get that reasoning almost around the orchestration — so, one thing we've always got to ask at NAB, or on
any podcast: is there anything you see on the horizon? We know Al's going to change things further and
further, but do you see any new technologies coming, or do you think it's just going to be iterations of the
same technology getting better?

00:14:59 - 00:15:18 JOE ABERCROMBIE

Going back to Mixon's world and our world — I think the live audience is the most diverse. There are
people who are going to buy tickets, groups of folks who come to a live sporting event, like an Atlanta
Hawks game, who aren't necessarily going to watch it on broadcast, aren't going to stream it.

00:15:19 - 00:15:24 JOE ABERCROMBIE
So I look out at the audience and think — I can't imagine a more diverse group, in mindset,

00:15:24 - 00:15:35 JOE ABERCROMBIE

age, ethnicity, likes. So the challenge is: how do you take that group and do something they're all going to
say, '"This was pretty good, I enjoyed it,' about?

00:15:35-00:15:35 MATT STAGG
Yeah, of course.

00:15:35-00:15:48 JOE ABERCROMBIE
And I think one thing Mixon does an amazing job of is — it's not just data, not just numbers, it's the data
visualization that can make it something a random

00:15:49 - 00:16:05 JOE ABERCROMBIE

woman who just wants to bring her family and have a nice day out with her husband and kids, who
doesn't really care about basketball, can look up, see the visualization of the data, and go, 'It's digestible. I
actually get that, that makes sense to me.'

00:16:05—00:16:08 JOE ABERCROMBIE
'And I understand why that's important to that game down there.'



00:16:08 - 00:16:18 JOE ABERCROMBIE

That's the challenge. And if we're going to keep growing in this world — NAB is a great place to look
around and see that even the engineering side has become much more of a visual experience.

00:16:19 - 00:16:26 JOE ABERCROMBIE
It used to be tables. Now it's workflows — I can look at it and go, 'That's red, that's probably not good.'

00:16:26 — 00:16:26 JOE ABERCROMBIE
Right? [laughs]

00:16:26 — 00:16:32 MATT STAGG
Yeah, no, I know — it's great. You get to see stuff, not boxes,

00:16:32 - 00:16:32 MATT STAGG
with little flashy lights. It's like, whoa.

00:16:32 - 00:16:44 JOE ABERCROMBIE

In a similar way — if I can go, 'l understand that,' I think it's the same for sports data: everybody can just
g0, 'l get what that's trying to tell me, I understand it, and it's going to make it better.'

00:16:45 - 00:16:47 JOE FRITSCHEN
Christina?

00:16:47 — 00:16:58 CHRISTINA MIXON
Maybe not on the show floor, but where I do see a lot of other Al helping — somewhat to Joe's point —
is customizing a message to get those fans in the seats. Because,

00:17:00 - 00:17:07 CHRISTINA MIXON
obviously we know privacy's dead, right? So now it's scary good how I get these Al ads.

00:17:09 — 00:17:22 CHRISTINA MIXON
And I'll think, 'I was just thinking about purchasing that.' I do think that's how they'll be able to get more
fans in the seats, or more eyeballs on the screen, because I might like a niche player,

00:17:22 - 00:17:22 MATT STAGG
Yes.

00:17:22 - 00:17:42 CHRISTINA MIXON

and it's going to know I like that niche player. So the way it'll be able to take that data and say, 'Hey,
there's an injury, this player's coming back, you should buy a ticket or tune in' — I just think all that data
is going to be drilled down to send me a message telling me to watch that game or buy that ticket.

00:17:42 - 00:17:43 JOE FRITSCHEN
Yeah.

00:17:43 - 00:17:49 MATT STAGG
And I guess it also goes back to — there's so much footage that you don't see,



00:17:49 - 00:17:58 MATT STAGG
and especially with Al, you can start to hyper-personalize — you get all the footage of that player.

00:17:58 - 00:18:17 MATT STAGG

Even if he didn't touch the ball once — I just want to see where he goes. There was a great thing I'd never
seen — Messi, he's with you guys now — but I'd never seen him play, and what he did off the ball, until I
went to a live match. Because you can see everything,

00:18:17-00:18:27 MATT STAGG

and people would say he doesn't run anywhere, he walks until he needs to run. But you don't see that,
because he hasn't got the ball — it's that capability.

00:18:27 - 00:18:29 MATT STAGG
Any final thoughts?

00:18:29 - 00:18:46 JOE FRITSCHEN

Yeah, listen — I think with technology, you either stay in it or it's going to pass you by. I've been in this
business for a while now, and Al in general — not only is it going to be a cost-effective way of doing
things, but you were asking about new technology — you've got auto-follow cameras, auto-iso,

00:18:46 — 00:19:02 JOE FRITSCHEN

all this technology that's coming, but that doesn't mean it's necessarily going to replace the human aspect
of it — it's just going to make us better at what we do. But everything has ebbs and flows — if you've
been in this business a long time, you know once things start peaking, they come back down, and
something else comes along.

00:19:02 - 00:19:08 JOE FRITSCHEN
And you always say, 'Well, what could be next?' Well, really, we can't do any better — and then three
years later you're blown away, like, 'Holy moly,

00:19:08 - 00:19:10 JOE FRITSCHEN
that really happens, and we're doing this now.'

00:19:10 - 00:19:24 JOE FRITSCHEN

So I never put any kind of stop on what's next, because there's going to be a lot more out there. Just think
about where we were 15 years ago, watching a game, or even in the medical field with Al — all the
things that are happening.

00:19:24 - 00:19:32 JOE FRITSCHEN

You would've never dreamed this 10 years ago. So here we are. I think we're on the up of Al, and
eventually, maybe in a couple of years, we'll plateau, and then

00:19:32 - 00:19:34 JOE FRITSCHEN
something will follow and make it even better.

00:19:34 - 00:19:39 MATT STAGG
Yeah, that's right. And then we all pretend we weren't around when 3D launched.



00:19:39 - 00:19:39 JOE FRITSCHEN
Yeah. [laughs]

00:19:39 - 00:19:42 MATT STAGG
I was with Sky. [laughs]

00:19:42 - 00:19:45 JOE FRITSCHEN
You remember the big 3D screens here, right?

00:19:45—-00:19:46 JOE FRITSCHEN
It looked great on a 100-by-100 screen —

00:19:46 — 00:19:49 MATT STAGG
Yeah, that's right.

00:19:49 - 00:19:49 JOE FRITSCHEN
— but then you went home to a 40-inch TV and thought, "What?'

00:19:49 — 00:20:08 MATT STAGG

So we could go on forever here — there's so much, and having a panel like this is amazing, certainly for
me personally, one of my passions. But we're going to have to go — we'll be back again later. I'd like to
thank all of my panellists, and I'll be locking the door and not unlocking it till I get playoff tickets. So
thank you very much.

00:20:10 — 00:20:16 MATT STAGG
[upbeat music]



