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Additional Praise for ESPN The Company

“If you love the business of sports, or the sport of business, you will love this book!”
—Larry Probst, Chairman, United States 

Olympic Committee, and Chairman, Electronic Arts

“Tony Smith’s captivatingly insightful story of how ESPN defi ed convention in its 
pioneering journey—having fun all along the way—is a must read for sports, enter-
tainment and brand marketing afi cionados.”

—Jon Katzenbach, Founder, Katzenbach Partners, 
Former Director, McKinsey and Company, bestselling author 

of several books, including Peak Performance and 
The Wisdom of Teams 

“Most sports fans are “fan”atics. ESPN has become the public face of this devotion. 
But ESPN is more than a sports channel or a media company; it is a brand. This read-
able, engaging, and interesting book shares the story behind the brand. Like being 
in the huddle or locker room, we learn about how ESPN leaders made choices that 
turned sports fanaticism into business results. The principles in the ESPN story apply 
to a broad spectrum of companies and leaders. A wonderful business read of a sports 
journey.”

—Dave Ulrich, Partner, The RBL Group, Professor, 
Ross School of Business, University of Michigan, 

Ranked the #1 Management Educator and 
Guru by Businessweek 

“Leading a business through a fast-growth cycle has its challenges and Dr. Smith has 
captured not only the interworkings unique to ESPN but also broadly applicable les-
sons for anyone either starting, running or growing a major enterprise.”

—Thomas Ryan, Jr., President & CEO, PODS Inc. 

“Leadership is about visualizing an exciting future, and making it happen by com-
bining the passion of true believers with the power of core values. Nothing brings 
this idea to life more than the ESPN story, and no one could have told it better than 
Anthony has in this very instructional and inspirational book.”

—Rajeev Peshawaria, Chief Learning Offi cer, 
Morgan Stanley 
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“Knowing fi rst hand the excitement and the challenges of leading a company, par-
ticularly in this environment, I found Dr. Smith’s account of ESPN to be both inspira-
tional and instructional. The authentic leadership throughout their history combined 
with the intense passion of the employees were obviously key to ESPN’s success, and 
are key to creating enduring brands forever. I am a big fan of learning from the best, 
and no one can argue with the fact that ESPN is the best at what it does, so enjoy the 
learning—I certainly did.”

—Carl Liebert III, CEO, 24 Hour Fitness Worldwide 

“Dr. Smith has been a valued advisor to ESPN for over 20 years. In fact, he became 
a Board member of the V Foundation based on the strong recommendations from 
ESPN. He has had a front row seat on watching ESPN grow, develop, and become the 
incredible company that it is today. His account of their evolution combined with his 
expertise in leadership and organizational science has culminated in this fascinating 
and compelling book. 

ESPN has become enormously important to the world of sports and media, not 
to mention a great business story. I, along with my brother Bob, are honored to be 
associated with such a wonderful company, and I know my late brother Jimmy felt the 
same way. Both ESPN, the “actual” company and Dr. Smith are tremendous supporters 
of the V, and I am touched that he is giving a large percentage of the profi ts from this 
book to our foundation to support our mission to fi nd a cure for cancer.”

—Nick Valvano, CEO, The V Foundation for Cancer Research

 “American companies have done a lot wrong in the past few years. It is great to learn 
from one that has done a lot right! The greatest sports story of the decade is not about 
a game or a player—it’s all about a company—ESPN! Smith’s book is fi lled with great 
lessons on leadership and team work from this American winner!”

—Marshall Goldsmith, New York Times and 
Wall Street Journal #1 bestselling author 

of What Got You Here Won’t Get You There and 
Succession: Are You Ready?
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I dedicate this book to the wonderful people who introduced me to ESPN, 
trusted me over the last 20 years to be their partner, and allowed me to share in 

this incredible story with them—a story which, by the way, is far from over.
Thank you, Michael Gorman, for providing me with the initial opportunity 

to work with you in the early days at ESPN. I still remember the day I drove 
with you from New York City to Bristol over 20 years ago, 

anxious but excited about this small cable company.

Thank you, Rick Barry and Jim Allegro, for trusting me enough 
to introduce me to your new CEO, Steve Bornstein, 

who had an enormous impact on my thinking and approach over the years, 
which in turn made me a better consultant.

Thank you, Steve, for letting me work with you 
and your talented and dedicated team over the years, 

including your successor, George Bodenheimer. 
All of you have been wonderful clients, and have become dear friends, 

cherished by me and my family.

Finally, thank you, George, for trusting and allowing me and LRI to continue 
to work with you and your gifted team of leaders, many of whom I met more 
than 20 years ago, including Sean Bratches, Ed Durso, Christine Driessen, 
Rosa Gatti, John Walsh, Steve Anderson, John Wildhack, Chuck Pagano, 
Ron Semiao, David Pahl, Len Deluca, Chris Laplaca, Norby Williamson, 

John Skipper, Russell Wolff,  Jed Drake, Al Jaffe, and the many other 
wonderful ESPN employees who continue to build the legacy of the most 

fanatical brand in sports!
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      Introduction: 
The Biggest 

Business Story 
In Sports          

 T he headline read,  “ 25 Years Ago, The Biggest Story In Sports 
Didn ’ t Even Make The Sports Page. ”   Today, sports coverage is a 
24 – 7 media phenomenon and ESPN is the brand and the 

sports outlet synonymous with nightly highlights, morning updates, 
athlete interviews, must - see games, and major sideshow events like the 
ESPYs and the NFL draft. When ESPN put its full - page twenty - fi fth 
anniversary ad in the  New York Times  on September 7, 2004, it was call-
ing attention to the impact the organization has had on changing the 
nature of the sports media game. As Chris  “ Boomer ”  Berman stated in 
the foreword to  ESPN 25  (a book of 25 years of sports highlights), 
 “ History now tells us that the television sports landscape was forever 
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changed. Funny though; those of us who worked at ESPN back in the 
fall of 1979 and the beginning of the 1980s weren ’ t so sure. ”  

 At fi rst it ’ s hard to remember how incredibly different the business 
of covering and broadcasting sports was before the arrival of ESPN 
in 1979. Remember when ABC ’ s Wide World of Sports ( . . .   The thrill 
of victory, and the agony of defeat. . . .!  ) was the weekly outlet for sports 
fanatics? Remember when the best you could do for a recap of the 
night ’ s games was watch the scores and highlights crammed into a 
few sparse minutes between news and weather on your local televi-
sion channel? Thirty years ago, sports coverage was produced as though 
the topic was a sidebar unworthy of serious news time. That mindset 
shifted when Bill Rasmussen, an unemployed sports announcer, and a 
group of committed sports junkies in Bristol, Connecticut decided to 
lease unwanted satellite transponder space to broadcast Connecticut 
college sports and New England Whalers hockey games. Before the 
Entertainment and Sports Programming Network even launched, 
the dream of sports coverage broadened and went national. Fans who 
loved sports — the types who watched prime time games, late night 
games, pro games, college games, amateur events, and anything else that 
involved uniforms and competition—  couldn ’ t get enough. 

 Today, ESPN is the most powerful and prominent name in sports 
media. The Bristol campus—  and who could have envisioned Bristol as the 
center of the sports world?—  has 27 satellite dishes feeding more than 97 
million subscribers as one of cable television ’ s biggest networks. The chan-
nels, which have multiplied fourfold and gone international, putting them 
in more than 200 countries, include ESPN2, ESPNEWS, ESPNU, ESPN 
Deportes, and ESPN Classic. Piling on,  ESPN The Magazine , ESPN the 
store, ESPN Radio, ESPN Zone Restaurants,  ESPN.com , ESPN Books, 
ESPN Original Entertainment (Movies and Shows), the X Games, ESPY 
Awards, and many other brand extensions that feed the fans ’  insatiable 
hunger for sports stories, statistics, communities, and memorabilia. 

 But, ESPN is not just impressing its fans and customers, it ’ s impress-
ing the media analyst on Wall Street. Although parent company Disney 
reports on the revenues of their media group and cable groups, it does 
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not report the economics of ESPN per se. The consensus view of Wall 
Street analysts, however, is that the combined revenues of the ESPN 
enterprise, conservatively speaking, totaled roughly  $ 5 billion in 2007, 
with profi ts in the range of  $ 2 billion. At a New York conference in 
2007, UBS announced that they had determined ESPN ’ s value to be 
 $ 28 billion. They went on to say that ESPN accounted for 40 percent 
of Disney ’ s  $ 70.7 billion market capitalization, based on prevailing cash 
fl ow multiples in the industry. 

 While the appetite for sports and the suitability of cable television 
as an outlet strike most of us as self - evident now, the traditional net-
works completely missed the early opportunities ESPN scooped up. 
In part, that innovative vision explains the early success of the organi-
zation in staking its large claim on the sports wilderness, but it does 
not explain the sustained growth over three decades or the ability of 
ESPN to maintain market leadership in the face of new and heavily 
backed competitors. If jumping into the game early was the primary 
requisite for long - term success, then Starbucks would be only one of 
many globally recognized coffee shop chains, and ESPN would be just 
another jumble of letters providing sports entertainment. There were 
other ESPNs around the country, known by other initials. For exam-
ple, there was Ted Turner and Time Warner ’ s CEO, Gerald Levin ’ s 
attempt at Cable Sports — CNN/SI, which closed down after six years 
of operation. So, how did the ESPN we know today succeed? Thirty 
years ago, ESPN may have been the biggest sports story not to make 
the front page, but the even bigger story, a story that remains untold, is 
how ESPN managed to sustain its growth, its strong and special culture, 
its innovation, and brand in a highly competitive and rapidly evolv-
ing marketplace. That ’ s a business and leadership story, not a sports and 
media story, and I tell it in this book. 

 Through my 20 years of consulting at ESPN, not to mention inter-
viewing many of the top executives for this book, I have come away 
even more impressed about what they have accomplished. 

 It was probably 12 years ago that I mentioned to Steve Bornstein, 
who was president at the time, that someone should write a book 
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about ESPN.  “ Steve, what you guys are doing here, not to mention 
what you have done, is an inspirational and instructional lesson for all 
big and small companies alike. ”  He quickly agreed, and said that I should 
be the one to write it:  “ You are the perfect outside  ‘ insider, ’  Dr. Smith ”  
(as he would always say with a grin). As you will read in the forthcom-
ing pages, when Steve  “ mentions ”  something, you take it very seriously. 
Well, surprise, surprise, I started taking notes and documenting the 
many best practices of ESPN that day! 

 Based on my observations, experiences, and research, I have organ-
ized the book to fi rst give you, the reader, an inside look and feel for 
the type of organizational psychology and culture that exists internally at 
ESPN, both from a leadership perspective as well as an employee ’ s. I then 
focus on the external dynamics, describing their creative and innovative 
spirit and practices, which drove the programming, products, and serv-
ices. I conclude with the lessons of how ESPN dealt with their many 
partners, and how they handled mistakes and missteps along the way. And 
fi nally, the old professor in me attempted to distill each of the core lessons 
throughout the book, which you will fi nd at the end of each chapter. But, 
before I get started, I want to further explain my relationship with ESPN.  

   “ Welcome to Bristol, Dr. Smith ”  

 As you will discover in this book, I love working with ESPN, and like 
many of ESPN ’ s  “ older ”  viewers, I am a sports fan, although I haven ’ t 
worn a uniform since Little League in lovely Santee, California and I 
know as little about television as the average father who needs to Tivo 
Sponge Bob or Hannah Montana for his children. And although I have 
now spent several years consulting at sports and media companies, I 
do not consider myself a  “ sports or media expert ”  per se. My fi eld of 
expertise is corporate leadership, and I am a consultant who consid-
ers himself a lifelong learner and teacher in the fi eld of organizational 
behavior and psychology. 

 My relationship with ESPN began over 20 years ago when Roger 
Werner was president of the network. Initially, Werner was an outsider who 
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came into the media industry through consulting. He was a McKinsey 
consultant and ABC executive who had impressed the leadership at 
Getty Oil (the original investors) with his entrepreneurial spirit and 
visionary and strategic acumen. After spending several years in various 
roles at ESPN and ABC, he was asked to take the helm at ESPN and 
make this start - up profi table. So, he took the plunge. Although Werner 
had followed a few men who had been president since Rasmussen 
(Chet Simmons, Stuart Evey, who actually held the title of CEO, and 
Bill Grimes), it was Roger and another ex - McKinsey consultant who 
introduced me to this incredible company. 

 Replacing the founder Rasmussen so early may have surprised 
many, but the management advisors at Getty understood that, although 
Rasmussen and his team loved sports and had learned enough about 
satellites and transponders, if ESPN was going to live up to its rapidly 
growing potential, a business leader with vision and robust operational 
capability would have to be in charge. 

 As these things go, Werner looked to his old colleagues at 
McKinsey for some help overhauling ESPN ’ s functions. One of the 
members on that team was a young fi nance jock named Michael 
Gorman, who impressed Werner so much that he asked him to stay on 
as the new CFO. For Gorman, there was only one problem. While he 
could run numbers as well as anybody, he had no managerial experi-
ence whatsoever. Now he was being asked to lead a function with a 
staff of 60 through a diffi cult transition period. 

 I knew Gorman from my own days serving McKinsey. He asked 
me to come in and help him manage his team, get the right divisional 
structure in place, coach him on leadership issues, and essentially be a 
thought partner in navigating his team to success. 

 Across the leadership team, Gorman ’ s experience and his develop-
ment needs were not unusual. If you ’ ve ever enjoyed the privilege and 
the pain of working for a start - up that ’ s on a heady skyward trajectory, 
you know what it means to learn on the run and grow into a role. At 
ESPN, people with terrifi c technical skills — whether in cost account-
ing or camera angles—  were being asked to take on leadership roles 
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all over the organization. One year, you might be managing a single 
remote team at a college basketball game; the next year, you could be 
the VP of production, managing 50 camera crews all over the nation. 
Of course, start - ups aren ’ t alone in facing this challenge. In business, 
you typically get promoted for your technical ability and character. But 
it ’ s rare that anyone has prepared you with the leadership skills needed 
to manage people—  whether that ’ s a group of 200 or a global organiza-
tion of 50,000. 

 My knowledge of leadership and my experience with the chal-
lenges of management and organizational structure became highly val-
ued within ESPN over the years to follow, and I was asked by a number 
of different Michael Gormans to help them grow into their new roles. 
Guys like Ron Semiao, who created the X - Games, would say to me, 
 “ Tony, I know how to produce a competition in which people fl y 
80 miles an hour on skateboards down Nob Hill in San Francisco, but 
now I ’ ve got to manage a wacky and creative staff of over 100. Can 
you help me? ”  Keeping up with the promotions in the programming 
and production area, as well as on the business side, Gorman and other 
executives basically became my full - time job. 

 After spending a little over a year working with several execu-
tives besides Gorman, Steve Bornstein, an executive whom I had only 
known by reputation, not personally, was named president of the com-
pany. Bornstein was a sports nut who had gone to the University of 
Wisconsin, where he ’ d covered sports as a cameraman. He then became 
a programmer at a sports affi liate in Milwaukee, and made his way to 
Bristol on an invitation from ESPN executive Bill Creasy, who was 
hired from CBS, and later became a dear friend and mentor of Steve ’ s. 

 In the media world, programmers are the people who come up 
with the best menu of program offerings, in particular developing 
shows and scheduling shows that feed into one another strategically 
to keep you watching. There are those in the industry who con-
sider Bornstein one of the best programmers ever, but when he was 
appointed head of ESPN, he had some rough edges. While Bornstein 
was clearly bright, creative, and hard - driving, he was also extremely 
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tough, brash, and intimidating — qualities that could paralyze people 
and, in turn, not always bring out the best in others. 

 Jim Allegro, an ABC/Cap Cities guy who had been recruited to 
oversee the fi nance function as a kind of technical mentor, encour-
aged me to work with Bornstein so that he could fulfi ll his incredible 
potential as a CEO. The only problem was that brash, tough, and intim-
idating Steve Bornstein didn ’ t know who I was, or understand why he 
should be working with me. 

 The three of us and another executive, Rick Barry, who I worked 
with on several HR initiatives and who became a great friend and 
supporter of mine, went out for dinner at a restaurant in Westport, 
Connecticut. The goal of the meeting was to convince Bornstein that 
I was a consultant worth listening to. Bornstein was as blunt and gruff 
as I had been led to expect, and the meeting had its uncomfortable 
moments. Allegro said I ’ d be a good guy to give Bornstein a little sup-
port in his new role. I remember a few of Bornstein ’ s polite inquiries 
about my qualifi cations:  “ Who the hell are you? ”     “ What qualifi es you for 
such a role? ”     “ If I do need an advisor, why in the hell should it be you? ”  

 I told Bornstein that if he hired me as his consultant, I ’ d look him 
in the eye, be up - front and honest about every aspect of his leader-
ship, study the organization vigorously, and tell him the tough things he 
didn ’ t want to hear. If my memory serves me, I think Bornstein leaned 
back in his chair and yawned. I knew the meeting wasn ’ t going well 
when I noticed that both Jim and Rick were sweating profusely, with 
pained looks on their faces. 

 That ’ s when I noticed the watch Steve was wearing. I ’ m a watch 
nut and Bornstein was wearing a beautiful Patek Phillipe. With enthu-
siasm, I asked him where he had gotten it. Bornstein said it had been 
his father ’ s. Like the commercial says, you don ’ t own a Patek Phillippe, 
you look after it for a while and then pass it on to the next generation. 
We talked about my collection of watches for a few minutes and forgot 
about business and leadership development. Then, at the end of dinner, 
Bornstein shook my hand and asked me when we would begin work-
ing together. From the looks on Jim and Rick ’ s faces, you would have 
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thought they had just witnessed one of their kids graduating summa 
cum laude from an Ivy League college.  

  Fasten Your Seatbelt 

  “ Where do we start? ”  Bornstein asked me when we met in his offi ce a 
few days later. I told him that every great leader begins with the ques-
tion,  “ Where do I want to take this organization? ”  Coming up with the 
answer means formulating the vision, mission, and values of the enter-
prise. But as I said to Bornstein,  “ If you ’ re going to be the messenger 
and the one articulating where you ’ re taking ESPN, and what others 
need to do to realize the vision, we need to make sure that your cred-
ibility is as strong as it can be; and given that leadership is a receiver -
 based phenomenon, we need to fi gure out what people think about 
you, and what you need to do differently to have as much impact as 
possible. ”  

 So, one of the fi rst things I did with Bornstein was to develop the 
Mission and Values of ESPN. For other clients, such a project could 
take several months to complete — multiple meetings, whiteboard-
ing, drafts, soliciting input from key executives, and so on. Although 
we went through these steps, Steve had a very clear sense of ESPN ’ s 
mission and what people, particularly the leadership, needed to value 
and embrace to grow the organization at an unprecedented pace. This 
phase took a few weeks to complete; a pace of change and comple-
tion that one learns quickly working with Bornstein (for the record, 
he developed and launched the NFL Network in a matter of months). 
Once we fi nalized the Mission and Values statement, and incorporated 
input from the other executives, we developed a 360 feedback instru-
ment (an assessment that surveys direct reports, colleagues, managers, 
etc.) to reinforce the values and assess and develop the company ’ s top 
leaders. The fi rst leader we used it on was Steve Bornstein. 

 I asked the top 15 executives at ESPN what they thought of their 
new leader. They had all worked with him before when Bornstein was 
head of programming.  “ What were you happy about? What ’ s going to 
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make him succeed in his new role? What can he leverage even more? 
What ’ s going to trip him up? Where is he most vulnerable? ”  

 The messages were incredibly consistent;  “ He ’ s as bright as they 
come, and he ’ s the right guy to take us to the next level, ”     “ he knows 
the business cold, and he needs to share his vision with all of us, ”  but 
there were also tough criticisms. When I met with Bornstein, he told 
me to skip all the good stuff and just give him the things he needed to 
work on. 

 To his credit, Bornstein took the tough stuff as well as anyone I have 
ever seen. I gave it to him as straight as I said I would when we had 
dinner in Westport. I won ’ t go into the personal details but the essence 
was clear: Bornstein was so critical and brilliant that he could strip 
people down in a New York minute, often in meetings when the entire 
executive team was present. He intimidated them so much that they 
were reluctant to challenge him, and if they had opposing ideas, 
they would rarely bring them to his attention. He needed to soften 
that impact while still maintaining the demanding qualities that made 
him a very effective and hard - driving leader. 

 We came up with some ways to work on that, and I promised to 
keep my ears and eyes open on his leadership interactions and let him 
know what I was picking up. Bornstein grinned and said,  “ Okay, let ’ s 
make sure all the other top guys get their feedback, too. ”  At this time, 
I feel it is appropriate to point out that Bornstein was a great student as 
well as a wickedly smart leader and teacher. Although I may have been 
considered Bornstein ’ s organizational consultant and teacher, I learned a 
lot from the standards and example that Steve set. I witnessed the posi-
tive impact he had that resulted in the tremendous growth and devel-
opment of the other senior leaders at ESPN. 

 As both a teacher and a student, I ’ ve devoted my career to trying to 
understand what leadership is all about, what great leaders do, how they 
create strong performance cultures, and how successful organizations are 
structured and run. I was able to share some of that knowledge with 
ESPN over the past 20 years, and hopefully played a minor role in their 
success. Along the way, my experiences with larger, more established 
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organizations in mature industries were consistently valuable. I ’ d intro-
duce leadership and management ideas I ’ d seen work at large fi nancial 
institutions or professional service fi rms. Inevitably, Bornstein would 
complain,  “ Tony, we ’ re not American Express. We ’ re not McKinsey. We ’ re 
not a big company. ”  And I ’ d reply,  “ Yes, but I think you can learn from 
those organizations, and I also believe they can learn from you as well. ”  

 The  lessons  of ESPN are applicable to whatever type of business you 
are in, and yes, the  story  is probably a bit more entertaining than that of 
a bolt company — but even bolt companies can benefi t by embracing 
the best practices of ESPN. For instance, the best organizations invest 
in their people. They train them. They believe that if you spend time 
and resources turning talented performers into leaders, you ’ re going to 
get better organizational performance and engender higher levels of 
commitment and sweat. You want employees at all levels to believe in 
your company if you ’ re going to succeed. I told Bornstein that a key 
predictor of that kind of loyalty was how staff felt about their immedi-
ate boss. Bringing leadership awareness to all levels of the organization, 
and coaching managers to become more effective leaders, was critical 
for long - term performance. I spent the next 18 years working with 
other talented executives to implement that kind of systematic leader-
ship development at ESPN. 

 Along the way, I saw a wild start - up become an industry threat and 
fi nally the industry leader. I got involved with ESPN at a crux moment, 
when the company was scrambling with the transition to achieve the 
scale and capabilities of its future self. I saw how they managed that 
shift, and how they maintained it. I mentioned that I consider myself 
a lifelong learner as well as a teacher. What I ’ ve learned fi rsthand at 
ESPN about growing a great company I ’ ve written down in the chap-
ters that follow. 

 For one thing, I learned that ESPN had one consistent prior-
ity when they hired someone, whether that person was the head of 
human resources or a production assistant. They wanted people who 
loved sports fi rst and foremost. It didn ’ t matter whether you were a 
Baker scholar from Harvard Business School like Michael Gorman. 
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The main concern ESPN had was whether you were a sports junkie, 
too. What ’ s your favorite team? How much did it hurt when they lost 
the big game? What is the fi rst section of the newspaper you read? 
How many stadiums have you visited? How many times do you watch 
SportsCenter in a day? 

 For sports fanatics, those answers come quick and clear, without 
hesitation, straight from the heart. Being a fan — being a  fanatic —  may 
set you apart from your families, your loved ones, even your spouse, but it 
puts you into select company with other fans. You know how the oth-
ers think, you feel sports in the same way, you get it, and you want it all 
the time. 

 Those are the kinds of people who launched ESPN and those are 
the kinds of people who were brought on board and groomed over 
the last 30 years. Is it any wonder ESPN has a visceral connection with 
its customers? What ’ s more, that same connection extends to many of 
the athletes they cover. Inside a lot of professional athletes and coaches 
is an obsessed fan, juiced up on the game and on competition and the 
drama of winning and losing. I can think of few other companies that 
do as good a job of creating an atmosphere of fun and excitement for 
its people and its customers — maybe Southwest in the airline industry, 
Starbucks in the consumer goods space, or Apple and Google in high 
tech. But it ’ s hard to surpass ESPN. 

 I learned a lot from ESPN. I learned about people and expecting 
the most out of them, being aggressive about new ideas, grabbing a 
market, giving leaders room to run, and rewriting the rules of the game 
by making the most of the opportunities that are available. I became 
convinced that smarts combined with passion (skill and will) accounted 
for 99 percent of the variance when it comes to performance. I saw 
strategies and approaches that made me shake my head in amazement, 
sometimes at the audacity, sometimes at the sheer brilliance. Imagine 
watching Ford Motor Company invent the assembly lines and mass 
production of automobiles, grow like crazy, and then transform into 
Toyota, constantly innovating and leading the market. That ’ s the kind of 
evolution and success ESPN has experienced in the media industry. I ’ m 
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not claiming that ESPN ’ s story is over, or that they ’ re the perfect com-
pany without any failures on their record, or that there isn ’ t treacherous 
terrain to come, but what they pulled off and how they did it is a story 
worth telling. 

 My friend and mentor Mac Stewart, who retired as a senior direc-
tor at McKinsey and Company, says that consultants provide the 
bumblebee function in the business world. We go from company to 
company, picking up a little bit of knowledge here, spreading it else-
where, bringing other best practices or management innovations back. 
In this book, I want to share the lessons I learned at ESPN about 
launching and growing a wildly successful enterprise. This is my raison 
d ’  ê tre — to fi rst learn and then teach others how they can create and 
grow phenomenal organizations by creating opportunities for people 
to grow and have impact, all while enhancing economic and human 
value. I hope you fi nd the lessons here to be rich and applicable any-
where. They were a lot of fun to learn, and if you ’ re a fan of business, 
competition, or sports, I bet they ’ ll be a lot of fun to read, too.           
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Chapter 1

                                                        TURNING FANATICS 
INTO FANS          

1
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 Y ou arrive in Bristol, Connecticut, and you think ESPN. This is 
the epicenter of the known sports universe. The corporate 
headquarters are approached by highway, but when you near 

the gate you are greeted rather quietly by a small sign in simple letters 
reading  “ Welcome to ESPN. ”   The sign looks as though it hasn ’ t changed 
much since the organization was founded 30 years ago, utterly subdued 
compared to ESPN ’ s often boisterous shows, hosts, and guests. Very sub-
tly, this is an important part of ESPN ’ s message to its people every day 
when they come to work: It ’ s about the fans and the sports, not ESPN. 

 Inside the gate, there are a myriad of parking lots and sprawling 
buildings, and a forest of satellite dishes, like a fi eld of giant white mush-
rooms tilted skyward. Twenty years ago, when I fi rst drove to ESPN, 
there were only a half - dozen satellite dishes, a couple of fi nished offi ce 
buildings, and rows of temporary trailers — everything in fl ux, every-
thing growing. Now, instead of giving off a corporate vibe, like stal-
warts such as IBM or GE, the grounds of ESPN have the big - time aura 
of an Ivy league campus, but the look of a state - of - the - art high tech 
company. The rank - and - fi le employees are dressed casually and look 
about as young and diverse as undergrad students anywhere, though 
they are always in a hurry. The managers are often dressed more for-
mally, a bit like professors at a business school, and the older executives 
could pass for top administrators and deans. There is often an expres-
sion of pride and — dare I say it — happiness on the faces you see. I ’ m 
not claiming ESPN is a utopia, and I describe its ways of doing business 
with candor and curiosity in this book, but the giddy energy always 
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strikes me. This is the place to be if you are engaged by sports and 
television. Just by being here, the young people have achieved some-
thing special. The older hands who have been around for many years 
are noticeably proud of what has been accomplished, the growth of 
the business refl ected in the number of buildings and satellite dishes. 
Before we get started, it ’ s worth considering how much that accom-
plishment means. 

 Now, the achievements of ESPN seem self - evident. Why wouldn ’ t 
a cable sports channel offering sports news, sporting events, and sports -
 related entertainment 24 hours a day be an incredible success accord-
ing to all conceivable measures — spectacular revenue, intense brand 
awareness and loyalty, market supremacy, and consistently strong year -
 after - year growth? Sports consumers, after all, are fanatics. Like addicts 
of less savory fi xes, they can ’ t get enough of what they desire. Throw 
more product their way — additional channels, new formats, a magazine, 
a web site, even sports they ’ ve never cared about before—  and those 
fanatics will continue to consume whatever you ’ re offering while their 
needs and numbers grow. What business, given such an easy sell to such 
an eager market, wouldn ’ t be a success? 

 You could assign the achievements of ESPN to luck — the right 
place, the right time, the right untapped market — but that only brings 
to mind a quote from golf - great Arnold Palmer:  “ The funny thing is, 
the more I practice, the luckier I get. ”   1   Certainly, there was luck behind 
ESPN in terms of timing, opportunity, the right leadership at different 
stages, and the decisions made at several critical junctures. But nobody 
who learns the full arc of ESPN ’ s story will evaluate all that and dismiss 
the amount of stamina, discipline, intelligence, hard work, risk - taking, 
and blood, sweat and tears that went into generating such luck. That ’ s 
why the lessons of ESPN ’ s rise to institution status and brand domi-
nance are so rich. 

 The truth, of course, is that ESPN didn ’ t stumble fortuitously onto 
an untapped revenue stream and then work like hell to develop its claim. 
Rather, the market for 24 - hour, dedicated sports coverage on television 
didn ’ t exist before ESPN created it. ESPN ’ s founders, leaders, backers, 
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and key employees generated that market by understanding the desires 
of people who follow sports like addicts and striving to fulfi ll those 
wants. They identifi ed loose and disorganized fanatics — people with an 
unchanneled passion for the sports experience in many different forms —
 and turned them into loyal fans — customers focusing their eyeballs, water 
cooler conversations, and cable dollars on what ESPN is offering. 

 One reason the people behind ESPN were able to do that suc-
cessfully is because they are fanatics themselves. That ’ s the two - sided 
lesson I explore in more depth in this chapter. In my experience, other 
successful companies have also turned fanatics into fans — on the cus-
tomer and employee side — but those organizations are as rare as they 
are noteworthy, and few have done it as well as ESPN. 

 In the interviews I conducted for this book, it was often said by 
the people who experienced the ESPN story fi rsthand that the com-
pany has gone through four distinct steps in development. I describe 
those steps so that ESPN ’ s business decisions and accomplishments can 
be understood throughout this book in the context of the situation 
at the time. The nuances and details of the ESPN story are expanded 
on in later chapters, but here ’ s a brief overview to establish the people, 
events, and time line we ’ ll be following.  

  Ready When the Red Light Goes On 

 Every organization goes through very distinct, and often predict-
able, stages of development. What many have labeled ESPN ’ s start -
 up began when it was conceived in 1978 and launched with venture 
capital funding in 1979. Those early, arduous years could be character-
ized as a constant scramble to patch holes in a leaky rowboat on a vast 
and unfriendly ocean while simultaneously endeavoring to discover 
an actual destination (and pretending all along that the rowboat is an 
ocean liner.) An ungainly metaphor, I agree, but one that anybody who 
has ever enjoyed the exciting, raucous, anxious, exhausting, sicken-
ing, inspiring, and rewarding time working at a start - up enterprise can 
probably appreciate, and may even fondly remember. 
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 The vision and early energy for ESPN came from its founder, 
Bill Rasmussen, his son, Scott, and a few key backers and supporters. 
Rasmussen was a true sports fanatic who had worked in advertising 
before landing a patchwork of dream jobs in sports that combined 
sales, management, and play - by - play broadcasting. While working as the 
communications director of the WHA hockey team, the New England 
(Hartford) Whalers, Rasmussen gained experience producing sports 
television and events. Then, after a falling - out with Whalers ownership, 
Rasmussen found himself unemployed and anxious to see if the tickle 
of an idea he ’ d been carrying around for a couple of years could be 
transformed into a viable media business. 

 Rasmussen ’ s original business concept was to fi ll the need for 
more local sports coverage in Connecticut. The Whalers had few of 
their games televised, and NCAA sports involving UConn (University 
of Connecticut) were popular statewide, but rarely available on TV. 
Technology, distribution and cost turned out to be problematic. A few 
conversations with local cable operators gave Rasmussen an awareness of 
how complicated and expensive it was to distribute original program-
ming in discrete blocks of time. It was through those initial inquiries, how-
ever, that he stumbled onto the idea of broadcasting via satellite — still an 
extremely new and barely understood technology in 1978. Investigating 
further, Rasmussen learned fi rst that satellite signals could be broadcast 
all over the country to local cable operators, and that this made more 
sense than distributing within a single state like Connecticut. The idea 
began to expand. In addition, Rasmussen was told that it was actually 
cheaper to broadcast for extended hours than in limited time slots. That 
data ingested, the opportunity it represented must have jolted Rasmussen 
with a sped - up heart rate. The vision of a dedicated national sports net-
work was suddenly obvious and tantalizingly possible. 

 The satellite system Rasmussen encountered (more in Chapter  2 ) 
had only been commercially available for a few years but the chan-
nels HBO, Showtime, and TBS were offering movies and network TV 
reruns that way. In discussions with local Connecticut cable opera-
tors, Rasmussen learned that cable companies picked up those signals 
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and distributed them to subscribers in a mild and not very effective 
way of competing for viewership with the big three networks — CBS, 
ABC, and NBC. Fox, you will recall, was not a player back then. In 
an example of one of those periodic moments when the dominant 
power misses the emergence of the next ferocious competitor, execu-
tives at the big - three network channels did not see cable or satellite as a 
threat; indeed, they hardly noticed the existence of this parallel system 
of broadcasting. Rasmussen made his pitch for an all - sports network 
to cable operators with all this in mind. Although the cable operators 
were skeptical of Rasmussen ’ s idea for a dedicated sports channel and 
indeed skeptical of Rasmussen himself, he believed that if he could get 
his sports programming onto the air using a satellite, they would be 
willing to distribute those events to households with cable connections. 
This viewership was still a small market in 1979 — only 20 percent, 
or 14 million, households in the United States had cable connections 
then — but the timing was absolutely right. Entrepreneurs who believed 
in the growth of cable — men like Ted Turner, John Malone, and Charles 
Dolan — were about to become moguls. 

 Soon, Rasmussen and his partners entered that feverish phase of a 
start - up when ideas suddenly begin to become real, and the demands 
of planning, selling, and building a business tumble together at an 
ever - increasing speed. They needed a name, fi nancing, satellite access, 
programming, cable affi liates willing to partner with them, a business 
location, and experienced television production managers — all at once. 
They propped up their tent with multiple poles, shoring up one aspect 
of the venture with the tenuous commitment of a cable operator, satel-
lite signal provider, sports partner, or fi nancial backer, then raced across 
to bolster the other side before it sagged and collapsed. They did not 
know what they were doing until they needed to do it. They learned 
along the way, picking up information, ideas, and strategies when 
forced by each new crisis to make a decision or change course. They 
ran out of money, maxed out their credit cards, and avoided bill collec-
tors. They bluffed business partners and cynical journalists, bringing 
skeptics along until the next deal arrived just in time and allowed the 
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journey to continue. They stretched the truth, and turned diffi cult and 
complicated plans into reality by proclaiming confi dently, with a sales-
man ’ s faith, that those plans would come to pass. Most importantly, they 
began to draw others in — those fanatics I mentioned — who may have 
doubted Rasmussen ’ s ability to pull it all off, but never doubted the 
potential and excitement of the idea he was pushing. 

 The name was inspired. Cable operators, enamored with the suc-
cess of the movie channels being distributed by satellite, wanted movies 
to be part of the offering. Rasmussen came up with the word  entertain-
ment  as a compromise that was vague and inclusive enough to capture 
what they wanted to bring to viewers and still keep cable operators 
happy. The Entertainment and Sports Network, or ESP Network was 
the result. Within a few months, this was shortened to ESPN (report-
edly by the graphic designer who thought it looked better that way) 
and the lettering was fashioned into the distinctive logo. 

 Despite the call for movies and TV shows, Rasmussen remained 
focused on showcasing sports events that weren ’ t being covered by 
anyone else. Theoretically, they would be cheaper to run since no one 
else wanted to show them and would better resonate with niche sports 
fanatics. For example, Rasmussen and his partners knew that televised 
NCAA games would be treasured gems among avid college sports fans 
who had previously been unable to watch them, as they were outside 
the realm of the traditional channels. 

 From its original vision, to subsequent ideas, ESPN needed to fi nd 
funding. Their fi rst infusion of money came from a bizarre source, com-
pletely outside the New York — centered media or advertising worlds. 
Given the extent to which ESPN was violating all rules of conven-
tional television wisdom, perhaps this should not be so surprising. In 
the search for fi nancing, Rasmussen and his partners ran into Getty Oil, 
fl ush with cash and looking for investment opportunities. Rasmussen 
pitched his business plan to a Getty vice president named Stuart Evey, 
who was in charge of investments into noncore assets. Evey agreed to 
an initial  $ 10 million infusion and soon exercised an option to secure 
ownership over 85 percent of the venture. 
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 Evey was a character, an extreme version of the many strong, vola-
tile, passionate, and excess - oriented personalities that ESPN attracted 
in its youth. He was a sports fanatic with a secondary craving for the 
media, show - business, and deal - making drug. Not surprisingly, he grav-
itated from the staid world of oil production to the fl ash of a sports 
television start - up and became fully immersed in ESPN decision mak-
ing and operations. This generated turmoil in the leadership ranks, a 
series of power plays, ego fi ghts, and turf wars that somehow managed 
to seem normal in the rushed day - to - day struggle to get the business 
off the ground. Rasmussen didn ’ t like being overruled, discounted, and 
undercut, but money won out. As a result, the founders of ESPN would 
be evicted within a year. 

 The Getty money was desperately needed, however. In another 
nick - of - time event, Budweiser came through with a million - dollar 
advertising commitment, the largest in the history of cable. This was 
a cannon shot across the bow of the networks, cable affi liates, Wall 
Street, and Madison Avenue announcing that ESPN might just be for 
real. And in fact, between the Getty money, the Budweiser advertising 
deal, and a freshly inked two - year contract with the NCAA to broad-
cast games, ESPN  was  for real, just a few short months before it was 
scheduled to go live at 7 p.m. on September 7, 1979. 

 Trucks, cameras, a satellite dish, a studio, offi ces, programmers, and 
on - air talent — ESPN needed everything that a big network needed, 
but had almost no resources and no base of experience to draw from. 
The coup de grace in ESPN ’ s prelaunch struggle was securing the 
services of Chet Simmons, then president of sports at NBC. Simmons, 
who had been involved in the launch of ABC ’ s Wide World of Sports 20 
years before, was waiting for a contract from NBC, and growing irked 
about being strung along. So he took a leap at a signifi cant salary offer 
from ESPN even though he had already publicly dismissed the idea 
that cable sports could compete with the networks. 

 As the new president of ESPN, Simmons brought truckloads of sports 
television experience, big - league credibility, and — most importantly —
 extensive industry contacts. Starting with Scotty Connal, another 
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sports executive, Simmons lured so many top executives and talent 
from NBC that ESPN in its early years was known by insiders as NBC 
North. 

 One industry hand was Bill Creasy, whose story is a good illus-
tration of how and why talented people were drawn to the venture. 
Creasy had been one of the fi rst graduates of USC ’ s new telecommu-
nication major in 1953, after which he worked in television, producing 
or directing sports events. For much of the 1950s, he was employed by 
a company called Sports Network Inc. located in Midtown Manhattan, 
in the business of renting production equipment such as trucks, cam-
eras, and facilities. There, he got to know Chet Simmons because 
Simmons worked across the street for a rival company called Sports 
Programming Inc., which was later bought by ABC and turned into 
its sports department. Creasy ’ s career began to soar when he became a 
producer of note in the CBS sports division, directing baseball games 
(including the Major League Game of the Week), football games (includ-
ing the infamous Ice Bowl NFC championship game in Green Bay 
in 1967 and the fi rst two Super Bowls), the Triple Crown, skiing in 
Europe, and NHL hockey in Canada. 

 Creasy took a four - year hiatus from sports production to head 
operations for the Oakland Seals of the NHL until the team was sold, 
then worked in horse racing before Simmons called in the summer of 
1979 and asked if he wanted to get back into live television as ESPN ’ s 
head of programming. Creasy felt the bug and was not afraid of work-
ing for a start - up with a man as respected as Chet Simmons involved. 
The offi ces in Plainville, Connecticut were a shock, however, to anyone 
who had worked with network budgets. On his fi rst visit to the two -
 story commercial building where ESPN had set up, he saw that the 
entire fi rst fl oor of the building was occupied by United Cable (which 
was later purchased by Comcast) and fi lled with rows of audiotape 
machines, like banks of IBM computers. Upstairs in a glorifi ed attic 
space he found ESPN headquarters, a series of wooden picnic table -
 like desks crammed so closely together that one person couldn ’ t stand 
up without the person behind wiggling out of the way. But it was live 
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sports and it was exciting. ESPN offered Creasy a salary and he moved 
into the Plainville Holiday Inn in June 1979. 

 Construction work was ongoing at the site in Bristol, Connecticut 
where ESPN would set up its permanent campus. At the time, the pro-
gramming facility amounted to a trailer and an outhouse. As the go - live 
date approached, Simmons, Connal, and Creasy put their heads together 
and scoured friendships and connections throughout the sports world 
to come up with any kind of programming that could fi ll the Sunday to 
Saturday grids—  seven times the amount of sports programming the 
major networks were producing combined. At the same time, walls 
were going up, paint was being applied, a studio set was being built, and 
equipment was being installed and tested. 

 Doubts abounded, often in secret, occasionally in the open, and 
angry outbursts were common, but the pressure just made everyone work 
harder, obsessively focused on one imperative: Be ready when the red light 
goes on. A day out, Creasy started rehearsals on a script that wasn ’ t even 
fi nished yet. An actual studio rehearsal wasn ’ t possible until half an hour 
before ESPN was scheduled to begin broadcasting. Finally, with mere 
minutes to go, the studio was cleared, the fi rst hosts of  SportsCenter , Lee 
Leonard and George Grande, took their seats and the countdown began. 
When the red light went on, the signal was sent into the atmosphere to an 
orbiting satellite and, seconds later, back to homes across the United States. 

 ESPN went live with these words from Grande:   

 If you ’ re a fan,  if  you ’ re a fan, what you will see in the next 
few minutes, hours, and days to follow may convince you that 
you ’ ve gone to sports heaven.   

 It was a message that sports fanatics could understand.  

  Yes, But We ’ re Also a Business 

 The start - up stage did not end with the red light going on. The fi rst 
 SportsCenter  broadcast was awash in technical diffi culties, amount-
ing to 30 minutes of amateur night. After  SportsCenter  and an NCAA 
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preview, the signal fl ipped to a night - time, slo - pitch softball game in 
Milwaukee. According to Creasy, it  looked  like a night - time softball 
game in Milwaukee (with the unfortunate irony of being a contest 
between the Milwaukee Schlitzes and the Kentucky Bourbons, spon-
sored by Anheuser - Busch). The broadcast was a sign of things to come. 
The new network limped along through the fall of 1979 showing such 
noted sporting events as wrestling, hurling, Australian Rules Football, 
and men ’ s volleyball games between South Korea and Japan. Yet, ESPN, 
in what was typical of its evolving culture and brand, exhibited a mix-
ture of self - mocking humor and overt passion for sports in attracting 
viewers to odd events while also attracting attention to the channel. 
The brand message may have been unorthodox, but it was working: 
ESPN was serious about sports but not serious about itself — at least 
not publicly. 

 The leadership also evolved rapidly. The organization cycled 
through its fi rst two top executives, taking what it needed from each 
before moving on. Bill Rasmussen, the founder, who had done so much 
work conceiving the enterprise, attracting other fanatics, and sacrifi c-
ing his personal ownership stake to obtain desperately needed fi nanc-
ing, was out. The next president, Chet Simmons, a terrifi c programmer 
who had lent his name, experience, and connections to a struggling 
start - up that otherwise would have been lost in the media wilderness, 
had one too many confl icts with Getty Oil ’ s Stu Evey. Simmons left 
ESPN to take on what might have been the only other sports job you 
could imagine being even more daunting: the fi rst commissioner of the 
United States Football League, launched to compete in the same mar-
ket space as the mighty NFL. 

 After Simmons departed, Stu Evey cast about for ideas for the 
next head of the company. Creasy, in an advisory capacity (a role he 
would assume more overtly in years to come), along with McKinsey 
and Company, put together a list of three people. Evey would end up 
choosing one of them, appointing Bill Grimes, then a senior vice presi-
dent of ESPN, as the new president in June 1982. Grimes was one of 
those sports fanatics who understood the ESPN brand well. He also 
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had a way with people that was refreshingly enthusiastic and infectious, 
helping the culture stay close as the organization grew. 

 Internally, the imperative was for more programming and distri-
bution. Rapidly, top management built relationships with leagues and 
cable affi liates. Meanwhile, young programmers were constantly on the 
phone, calling anyone they could think of for tapes of recent games —
 softball, lacrosse, badminton, whatever they could get their hands on —
 struggling to fi ll those Sunday to Saturday grids. The hard work was 
paying off and viewership and critical reviews were becoming more 
respectable if not impressive. From a business standpoint, however, 
ESPN was in brutal shape. Getty ’ s initial  $ 10 million had long since 
disappeared, and an additional  $ 20 million was burned through with-
out the warmth of any profi t. Something urgently needed to change. 

 In their understandable concern, Getty retained McKinsey  &  
Company to analyze the enterprise, see if there was the slightest hope 
for its future, and bring some actual reality into the business plan. From 
every standpoint, this survival stage was a critical juncture and a turning 
point for the better. The pressure to perform fi nancially brought the 
sports fanaticism into a new balance, and a new understanding, embod-
ied in operational discipline and attention to the bottom line.  “ Yes, we 
all love sports, but we ’ re a business, too. ”  The message was never overtly 
part of the vocabulary of the culture, especially with the rank - and - fi le 
where ESPN remained all about the sports fan. But if ESPN was going 
to stay on the air and continue to grow, it needed to achieve the kind 
of performance levels it praised nightly in the exploits of top athletes 
and championship teams. 

 The transition from the survival stage to the ramp up growth stage 
occurred when the McKinsey plan was operationalized. I talk about the 
revolutionary character of that change in the next chapter; it put ESPN 
into a clear leadership role within the cable industry. By the tail end of 
1983, four years after the business was launched, ESPN had become 
the largest of the cable networks, surpassing even the mighty HBO and the 
upstart CNN. With the promise of future profi tability and with poten-
tial that was becoming impossible to deny, Getty saw an opportunity 
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to unload the business (and take some profi t from its investment) while 
television industry suitors saw the chance to obtain a valued asset and 
correct a major mistake in their assessment of the sports viewer mar-
ket. ABC bought the major share of the business from Getty in 1984, 
and the remainder from Texaco, and ABC itself was acquired by Capital 
Cities in 1986. 

 In the meantime and subsequently, ESPN began to grow in rev-
enue and sway by obtaining valuable programming rights with college 
football, the America ’ s Cup yachting race, the NFL, MLB, the NBA, 
the NHL, and NASCAR. The network that had started with softball, 
badminton, and Australian Rules Football became a signifi cant player, 
almost overnight, in the very profi table world of mainstream American 
sports, and a serious competitive threat to the sports offerings of the 
major networks at the same time. 

 Roger Werner had been a member of the McKinsey team in 
the early 1980s when he was in his mid - thirties. Soon after, he was 
tapped by Bill Grimes to become a senior vice president. He had a 
brief stint at ABC Sports following the acquisition of ESPN in 1984, 
then returned to succeed Grimes as president in 1988. His tenure 
was short — a mere two years — but he continued to build the business 
aggressively and with strategic acumen, concentrating heavily on the 
relationships with cable affi liates to create the distribution channels 
while another top executive, Steve Bornstein, expanded the content 
offerings. That tag team approach has been a mark of ESPN leadership 
ever since. 

 Bornstein took over from Werner in 1990. The next eight years 
were a story of spectacular growth. In my observations of successful 
companies over the years, I ’ ve seen that kind of trajectory (where it ’ s 
lasted, unlike the dot - com bubble) only a few times. The enterprise 
survives an early and sometimes extended period of low growth or 
outright struggle by sticking to its mission, building its capabilities, and 
refi ning its practices. The initial payoff is an uptick in growth that looks 
promising, but not extraordinary by any means. Nevertheless, beneath 
the surface of that modest rise, the output of so much hard work, focus, 
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and right - thinking strategy compounds wildly, like the accumulated 
interest on careful long - term investments, leading to a sudden spike 
and an extended phase of explosive growth. 

 Author Seth Godin calls that lull before the rocketship ride  “ the 
dip ”  (see Figure  1.1 ).   

 According to Godin, a lot of great business ventures experience the 
dip before seeing the acceleration of success that emerges when the 
effort, attention, and investment of resources pays off. This extraordi-
nary leap is so rare because most organizations and individuals give up 
during that phase when results lack proportion with the effort put in. 
In the cable industry, ESPN needed to put so many pieces in place 
that real growth was not possible for many years. Without satellite time, 
sports partners, cable affi liates, talented hosts, experience in program-
ming, and revenue — all patiently and diligently built up over time —
 ESPN could never have seen those efforts accumulate and compound. 
This is another reason why competitors fi nd it so hard to emulate 
ESPN ’ s success: The dip eliminates those who are unwilling or una-
ble to face an extended period of scarcity and struggle, or impatient 
shareholders who want quarter after quarter results, factors that often 
drive short - term focus, and thus organizational fragility that we are all 
witnessing today. By the time ESPN worked through its dip, it gained 
so much traction, capability, and revenue that it began to see abundant 
fruits of its labor. 

 To the point, during the 1990s, as it fi nally made money, ESPN 
blew open its borders in the United States and expanded internationally 

Effort
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 Figure 1.1 The Dip 

c01.indd   15c01.indd   15 8/1/09   8:34:06 AM8/1/09   8:34:06 AM



 THE COMPANY

16

with over 20 international television networks across 180 countries, 
tapping global advertising sales in the process. The television expe-
rience was replicated on the airwaves as ESPN Radio Network was 
launched in 1992 and gathered up affi liates to become the largest sports 
radio network in the country. With revenue, ESPN was suddenly in a 
position to acquire its own sports assets and market its brand in many 
different ways, including merchandise. They would purchase Ohlmeyer 
Communications (OCC) and Creative Sports, and later merge the two 
to form ESPN Regional Television. Other new programming outlets 
came next. ESPN2, a second sports channel — in a big fl ip - off to those 
who had once questioned a single all - sports channel — was launched in 
the fall of 1993, as were The ESPYs, a sports award ceremony that rec-
ognized sports talent and achievement in an Academy Awards - style 
celebration. A third channel, ESPNEWS was launched in 1996, provid-
ing nonstop news and highlights, while ESPN Classic was purchased 
and broadcast by ESPN in 1997, proving that not only did the fanat-
ics love sports enough for multiple channels, they even loved watching 
games that had been over years before. 

 Concurrent with this growth, ESPN began to market and adver-
tise itself more aggressively and confi dently. A web site, sports pagers, 
home videos, video games, CDs, a credit card, books, a merchandise 
store, a chain of interactive sports - themed restaurants, and a magazine 
were some of the offerings that became part of ESPN ’ s effort to utterly 
lead the mindspace of sports. Popular new shows ranged from the 
X Games to the Skins Game, which was part of the OCC purchase. 
Cumulatively, ESPN ’ s programs and channels achieved record numbers 
in ratings and viewership while generating more advertising revenue 
than the big three networks, and taking in the additional revenue that a 
cable channel makes through its affi liate fees. 

 In 1995, Capital Cities/ABC was acquired by Disney, giving Disney 
an 80 percent controlling interest over ESPN. The new ownership situ-
ation did not end ESPN ’ s growth trajectory by any means, but it sig-
naled the beginning of a different and fourth stage in development. 
Although ABC was the asset that industry watchers focused on when 
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they debated Disney ’ s strategy and future, Michael Eisner, the chairman 
and CEO of Disney, saw things a little differently. ESPN, according to 
Eisner, was the crown jewel in the acquisition, and worth  “ substantially 
more ”  than the  $ 19 billion Disney paid for the entire ABC holdings. 
While ABC was the trophy and the asset Disney would have to work 
hard to integrate, ESPN was the desired prize, quite a reversal of the 
relative standings between network and cable channel.  

  Digging the Moat 

 Indicative of the new relationship between ESPN and ABC, Bornstein 
became head of ABC and chairman of ESPN in 1998, a move that 
was simultaneously up and out. His hand - picked successor, George 
Bodenheimer, became the new president of ESPN. Within four years, 
Bornstein left ABC and the lines of sight between Bodenheimer and 
Disney were clear. 

 Disney and ESPN. Two aggressive organizations with extremely 
powerful brands, highly defi ned cultures and successful approaches to 
doing business, each focused on distinct sectors of the demographic 
spectrum. What could have been a complicated, challenging, threat-
ening, and even crippling period of integration and rebranding sim-
ply wasn ’ t. Quite surprising to me as someone who consulted a lot in 
the post mergers and acquisition space, Disney essentially let ESPN 
do what it was doing so well. We ’ ll examine that story more fully in 
Chapter  6 . Instead of faltering or retooling, ESPN dug the moat around 
the sports fan, secured its brand, and entered a market leadership phase 
without pausing for breath. It has continued to grow in rankings, rev-
enue, viewership, program offerings, networks, and countries. 

 Yet, the likelihood of stumbling was high. Media empires have 
had their foundations shaken in the past 10 years. The landscape has 
been reshaped by new technology, new money, and new visionaries, 
as well as by the reassertion of  “ old ”  visionaries, old technology, and 
old money. The late 1990s, in particular, were a paralyzing distraction 
for many organizations. Some media entities were dazed and confused 
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by the need for an Internet strategy, and many top organizations lost 
talent to Internet start - ups or reconfi gured their culture and compen-
sation structure to bribe workers to stay. ESPN remained on course, 
relying on the passion of its fanatics — inside and outside — to stick to 
the enterprise and its offerings, while carefully navigating the ups and 
downs of developing an Internet presence and managing to keep its 
digital offerings tightly bound to the ESPN brand. Indeed, while there 
are more ways to access sports information, entertainment, and mer-
chandise than ever from ESPN, there is no confusion or divergence 
from the brand. Analysts talk in theory about cross - platform opportu-
nities for organizations today, just as they used to talk about the ideal of 
synergy ten years ago. But ESPN is an unheralded case study that illus-
trates how such a strategy evolves organically while actually meeting 
customer needs and turning a profi t. 

 What about competing with ESPN head - on? After all, ESPN had 
come from nowhere to conquer sports. That was the poetic irony to the 
ABC purchase of ESPN — the network that labeled itself  “ worldwide 
leader in sports ”  was drawn to the sports brand of ESPN. For years, ABC 
cobranded sports with ESPN. Following the Disney acquisition, however, 
there was no longer a reason for political correctness and ESPN ’ s more 
powerful brand soon swallowed ABC Sports whole. But if ESPN could 
overwhelm ABC, someone else could surely overwhelm ESPN? And yet, 
even though TBS, Fox, and Comcast have taken runs at ESPN ’ s market 
share with various strategies, so far no other network or web - based chal-
lenger has come close to replicating ESPN ’ s success. The brand leader-
ship in sports and sports - themed entertainment, the coverage of major 
events, and the revenue from advertising and cable fees has created a moat 
within which ESPN sits secure. ESPN has even fought off brand - intense 
threats to its key male demographic from outside sports and television. 

 Indeed, no other television network, sports or otherwise, is as prof-
itable as ESPN. Disney does not make the raw numbers public, and it 
would be unethical for me to report on fi nancial or strategic matters 
I learned about in confi dence as a consultant, but I can quote the pub-
lic record. ESPN contributed an astounding 33 percent to Disney ’ s 
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total operating income in 2008.  2   ESPN is one of the top recognized 
brands in the United States. Every day, the average American devotes 
54 minutes of his or her time to ESPN offerings, and the combined 
reach of the organization ’ s various programming outlets has exceeded 
100 million. Signifi cantly, ESPN ’ s diverse portfolio of offerings (includ-
ing 4 channels and 40 business entities) has insured it to the typical risk 
that a network faces with a single channel or a narrow band of prime 
time programs. No matter what happens in sports, ESPN is still the 
delivery vehicle of choice for fanatics. 

 A recent quote from Don Ohlmeyer, the widely respected televi-
sion programmer and long - term producer of Monday Night Football, 
describes the power of ESPN well. According to Ohlmeyer,  “ ESPN is 
the most profi table network in the history of entertainment and com-
munications. ”   3   Not just sports, not just cable, but television. Something 
about this organization ’ s leadership, culture, ownership, operations, 
and marketing has enabled it to thrive and grow and imprint its 
unique brand like few organizations in any industry. It ’ s the GE, the 
McDonalds, the Wal - Mart of television, and its management and 
organizational story is largely unknown.  

  On the Hiring of Fanatics 

 From the beginning, ESPN offered sports fanatics something they 
could get nowhere else: round - the - clock and constantly updated high-
lights, information, sporting events, and sports punditry. In recent years, 
it has become apparent how good the Internet is at parsing people ’ s 
interests into distinct niches. Before there was an Internet, the only 
place sports fanatics could go to get all their sports needs fulfi lled was 
ESPN. And even after the arrival of the Internet, ESPN remains the 
fi rst access point for most sports fanatics because of the establishment 
of that brand. Remember, a brand is not a slogan or marketing scheme: 
It ’ s the organization ’ s values and personality or culture engaging in a 
relationship with the customer. And that relationship succeeds or fails 
in the long run based on how well promises are fulfi lled. 

c01.indd   19c01.indd   19 8/1/09   8:34:08 AM8/1/09   8:34:08 AM



 THE COMPANY

20

 If ESPN was built to reach the sports fanatic and engage that pas-
sion, what about the people drawn to the organization as employees? 
How direct a link has there been between sports fanatic employees and 
sports fanatic customers? As so often happens in such matters, there ’ s 
the legend and there ’ s the truth. The legend makes a great story and an 
easy bullet point in a presentation. But understanding the truth and its 
shades of gray is more instructive for how a great business really builds 
its fanatical brand. 

 As I stated in the introduction, legend is that ESPN  only  hires peo-
ple who are sports fanatics, and has done so since the beginning. The 
story goes that Scotty Connal, Chet Simmons ’ s fi rst right - hand man, 
was emphatic about it when he interviewed prospective employees. 
His most important question to a job candidate was:  “ What part of 
the newspaper do you turn to fi rst every morning? ”  Answer anything 
but the sports section and the interview was effectively over. Give 
the right answer, and Connal dug in more deeply. What ’ s your favorite 
team? Give me some stats. What ’ s the most painful sports moment of 
your life? What ’ s the best memory? Name some bench players on your 
championship team. Unless you knew sports at the most detailed level, 
you were not really a fanatic and you didn ’ t belong at ESPN. 

 When I asked people about the truth of that legend, I got some con-
fi rmations and some qualifi cations. Yes, it happened, Connal really did 
hire that way and there was even a production manager who continued 
the Connal tradition. Al Jaffe did much of the campus recruiting for pro-
duction employees for many years. From early on, ESPN was one of the 
dominant television distractions of university life, like David Letterman, 
the Simpsons,  South Park , or Jon Stewart during various eras. Sports -
 oriented students watched ESPN, talked about it, and plenty with ambi-
tions for careers in media or television programming wanted to join it. 
So when Jaffe used questions to assess their degree of fanaticism, those 
who answered right qualifi ed for the money rounds during which other 
attributes — intelligence, integrity, passion for work — were evaluated. 

 Still, when I continued to ask whether ESPN hired only sports 
fanatics, I got more nuanced answers. Some thought it was a critical part 
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of ESPN ’ s culture, others thought the practice functioned in some 
departments but not others, while still others viewed it as overblown or 
off the mark. I thought it was important to dig in because employees 
constitute culture. If there ’ s not a pure line of sports fanaticism thread-
ing the DNA of all ESPN employees and leaders, does that under-
cut the arguments about the robustness of the culture and brand? Is 
ESPN just another company where some people are passionate about 
the product, others temporarily take on the passion to succeed, and 
still others are indifferent or even cynical? What ’ s the reality and what ’ s 
the myth? 

 The distinctions start with the departments. On the fi nancial or 
administrative sides of the enterprise, the answer is no — being a sports 
fanatic is not a requirement, although many of the individuals in those 
departments that I know absolutely love sports. Perhaps their own 
company transformed them in ways that have yet to reach their con-
sciences? Sports is in the air and it certainly comes up as a topic of 
interest, but it ’ s not the resounding passion for everyone. This has been 
true since the beginning. In the early years, those in the trenches of 
 “ operations ”  were just employees who happened to live in northern 
Connecticut; while the top managers were either fi nance and account-
ing types who could have worked in any industry counting widgets, or 
those with experience in television specifi cally and sports only inci-
dentally. Similarly, on the sales and marketing side of the business, as in 
sales and marketing anywhere, product and business relationships are 
key, and sports are only a passion that some may enjoy and others may 
be relatively indifferent to. 

 In production and programming, however, there is a much more 
blatant sports obsession. Perhaps this shouldn ’ t be too surprising. People 
who want to be in sports television are naturally drawn to the greatest 
sports television venture ever. That level of passion is what Scotty Connal 
and Al Jaffe were testing when they conducted interviews. The results are 
not surprising. The hallways and cubicles in the production side of ESPN 
are jammed with sports fanatics. Sports conversations are ongoing. A 
passion for games and events is palpable. Sports knowledge — details, 
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statistics, memories, analysis, assessments, joys, and sorrows — saturate the 
air and can be felt in the tingle on the back of your neck. 

 But even in programming there are degrees of dedication to sports, 
and many of the top ESPN programmers are sports fans but hardly 
sports fanatics. They like their own teams, they like some sports more 
than others, but they wouldn ’ t live and breathe sports as an all - consum-
ing lifestyle if it wasn ’ t for the whirlwind demands of the enterprise. 
Among the top leaders of the company, that same variation holds true. 
Founder Bill Rasmussen was an outright fanatic, a man who wanted 
into sports in any way, shape, or form and when he couldn ’ t fi nd the 
right means, went out and built it. The critical Getty liaison, Stu Evey, 
was as much a fan as anyone in the stands at a big game and was sus-
pected by some of the professional TV executives of being a little star 
struck by the big name athletes, a notion he disputes emphatically. 
Likewise, Roger Werner, the most cerebral, calculating, and purely busi-
ness - oriented president of the company, talks calmly and dispassionately 
about sports in a business call, but others have described how passion-
ate he is about outdoor sports and racing when he lets that other side 
of himself show. Perhaps it shouldn ’ t be surprising that Werner has been 
the founding executive of two other sports channels, the Outdoor Life 
Network and Outdoor Sports. 

 The presidents who followed Werner had a love for sports, but 
I never I got the impression that their love reached the level of  “ fanati-
cism. ”  Steve Bornstein likes games and competition and the good stories 
that come from sports, but he likes them through the fi lter of pro-
gramming — what ’ s good TV, what would be better TV? I don ’ t know 
whether Bornstein would follow sports as intensely if he wasn ’ t in the 
business. George Bodenheimer talks sports with ease and interest as a 
way of breaking the ice with business colleagues and clients, and he cer-
tainly understands the power that sports holds in many lives, but I ’ ve 
never noticed an overwhelming passion for sports in him, other than his 
intense love of golf, Tiger Woods, and those New York Football Giants. 

 So, if even the top leaders of ESPN have been a mixed bag when 
it comes to sports fanaticism, is the overriding theme a myth? In 
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Bornstein ’ s view, sports fanaticism was never an imperative at ESPN, 
but was considered to be a given. Chances are, you had some degree of 
sports love if you wanted to work at ESPN where sports and sports -
 related entertainment was the brand and the only product, and 
the hours and the intensity were and remain brutal. In other words, 
sports fanatics basically self - selected for their fi t within the organiza-
tion. Indeed, Bornstein has always insisted that, rather than an interest 
in sports,  “ brains, ambition, and integrity ”  were the vital components 
in those hired or promoted because those are qualities you can ’ t edu-
cate into people, nor can anyone fake them in the long - run. Like Herb 
Kelleher at Southwest Airlines, who made a habit of hiring for attitude 
and training for ability, Bornstein believes you bring your smarts, your 
hunger, and your personality to work with you every single day regard-
less of the ups and downs of the business or your personal life. 

 If Bornstein personally has any fanatical interest outside of day - to -
 day business, it is for television programming, and that ’ s a love shared 
by many others. In its fi rst year, ESPN may have looked scrappy and 
second - rate to the experienced sports producers of NBC, but to 
Bornstein, coming from an underfi nanced public television operation, 
it was as though he ’ d arrived in heaven. There was equipment just lay-
ing around in hallways that he could only have dreamed about accessing 
back at his old job. What ’ s more, he ’ d fi nally found work in which he 
got paid to watch television. Bornstein thinks that television itself is 
the drug that attracts and hooks talented people.  “ I ’ ve never met any-
one in the media business who left voluntarily. It ’ s a very exciting and 
fun business to work in and there ’ s a lot of psychic compensation asso-
ciated with doing something you enjoy that much. ”  

 Those kinds of comments were frequent among both old guard 
and new guard leaders at ESPN. Geoff Mason, who has been the 
organizing force behind the scenes of some of the great sports events 
of the past 40 years, recalls sitting on the porch with Don Ohlmeyer 
when both were just starting out, newly married with young families, 
plotting their future careers. Ohlmeyer was a television director and 
Mason a television producer. They both loved what they were doing 
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and wondered how long they could keep the good times going. The 
bet was that the television business was not going to get any smaller and 
somebody would always need programs directed and produced. Looking 
back, Mason says,  “ We had no right to be that correct. ”  Both men, pri-
marily in sports, rode the television rocketship to places and experi-
ences they would otherwise have had diffi culty reaching. More recently, 
Mark Shapiro, an extraordinary programmer who launched, while still 
in his late twenties and early thirties, many of ESPN ’ s most distinctive 
offerings, experienced the same kind of career trajectory. Television and 
entertainment are industries that reward talent and ambition. The glam-
our of the television business as much as the sports product has been 
the lure for bringing the best and the brightest to ESPN. 

 And yet, you can ’ t discount the role of fanaticism in ESPN ’ s suc-
cess. I ’ ve never seen an organization over that many years maintain an 
employee and executive base that has been as driven, as able to sustain 
brutal schedules, and as eager to take on the latest urgent project as the 
people at ESPN. That fanaticism is the energy behind ESPN ’ s survival 
phase in the 1980s, its period of extraordinary growth in the 1990s, and 
its ability to dig the moat around its brand dominance in the 2000s. But 
where does the fanatical energy come from? Money hasn ’ t been the 
motivating factor. When Bill Creasy was hired, few people in television 
had his kind of experience, but salary was barely discussed because almost 
no one in television made any money then. That thriftiness still holds at 
ESPN today, as if the company is still a struggling up - and - comer. Plenty 
at ESPN earn less than colleagues in similar type organizations. Even the 
top executives, well paid as they are, do not secure the kind of outsized 
compensation packages fairly common in high performance organiza-
tions today. Given the intense scrutiny around executive compensation 
today, ESPN perhaps was ahead of it time once again. So what, if not 
sports fanaticism, is the source of that tremendous energy and drive? 

 When he talks about the keys to leading a successful organiza-
tion today, George Bodenheimer often says,  “ Hire people with passion, 
they will always over deliver. ”  That ’ s been a core competency at ESPN, 
where there is a history of hiring bright, ambitious young people on 
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their fi rst, second, or third jobs out of college and giving them more 
opportunity for having an impact and achieving advancement than is 
typical in established organizations. 

 If there has been a typical employee it is someone who is ambi-
tious, extremely aggressive at tackling what needs to be done, and 
utterly inexperienced in the traditional organization, structure, and hier-
archy of a bigger company. The old adage about Type A leaders, that 
they are the kind to ask for forgiveness, not permission, has held true at 
ESPN, except rarely is anyone told that forgiveness is necessary. 

 Each day can bring a crisis. You might come in planning to do one 
thing, but by the time you arrive at your desk in the morning three 
more urgent matters have been added to your list. There sometimes 
seem never to be enough people, but although complaints about this 
have sometimes been frequent and even bitter, everyone knows that 
lacking enough people is actually a good thing, because if you have 
enough people that means the business is stalled. 

 Most have responded to the demands because of the many - sided 
leverage ESPN had and has. Sports is a business and a product that is 
part of the social conversation. Everyone knows ESPN. Your family and 
friends are curious about it. You get lauded for being part of it. And 
ESPN offered all that psychic compensation, the center of the universe 
feel, as well as the rewards of achieving great things. When ESPN was a 
fast - growing start - up, fanatics came to it because it was on the thresh-
old of becoming the biggest thing in sports. When ESPN really took 
off, fanatics came to it because it was on the brink of becoming the 
biggest thing in media. Then, after ESPN achieved all that, fanatics con-
tinued to come because ESPN is the only fi eld worth playing on. With 
all that growth, there have always been clear paths for very fast progres-
sion. Even today, the atmosphere is one in which everyone is vying 
for more responsibility, more recognition, bigger titles, a larger impact 
on what the organization produces. Success means running faster and 
faster. Sometimes you pause, take a breath, and question what you are 
doing with your so - called life, but then comes the next crisis and the 
next opportunity, and you just run all the harder. 
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 It sounds diffi cult and stressful, and despite the recent efforts of 
Bodenheimer to make the atmosphere more conducive to enjoying 
family life or maintaining some aspect of work - life balance, ESPN is 
still an extremely demanding work environment. But people are drawn 
there for the glamour and the opportunity, the lure of television and 
the addiction of sports, and despite the personal challenges, they tend to 
love it. More often than not, when I talk to former ESPN employees 
about their experiences, they ’ re proud of their accomplishments, they 
marvel at the pace and quantity of work that was required, and they vol-
unteer a wistful comment:  “ It was the greatest time in my life. ”   

  The Astoundingly Simple Principle 

 In front of the camera, ESPN has made a specialty of featuring enthu-
siastic sports fanatics as broadcasters, anchors and commentators. Talent 
like Chris  “ Boomer ”  Berman and Dick Vitale exhibit with every word, 
exclamation, and grimace the infectious, unbridled love of sports typical 
of the raving sports fan. You get the feeling they ’ re fans fi rst and journal-
ists second. And that seems to be alright with the viewers at home. 

 On the other side of the television screen, the dedication of viewers 
has been the result of all the hard work and the good decisions made 
about the culture, the brand, and the business strategy. Sports fanatics 
were the network ’ s early ambassadors and long - term torch holders. 
Through the way it provides its offerings, ESPN has a visceral connec-
tion with its customers. What ’ s more, that same connection extends to 
many of the athletes they cover. Inside a lot of professional athletes and 
coaches is an obsessed fan, juiced up on competition and the drama of 
winning and losing. I can think of few other companies that do as good 
a job of creating an atmosphere of fun and excitement for its people, 
its customers, and its talent. Maybe Southwest in the airline industry, 
Starbucks in the consumer goods space, or Apple and Google in high 
tech. But it ’ s hard to surpass ESPN. 

  “ Serve fans. ”  That ’ s what John Skipper, the founding editor of 
 ESPN The Magazine  and currently the corporation ’ s Executive Vice 
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President of Content, calls the  “ astoundingly simple principle ”  at the 
heart of ESPN ’ s success.  4   I believe that  “ serve fans ”  is the mission, cen-
tral value, and critical metric that has allowed ESPN to evaluate all its 
decisions, charge forward in the changing landscape of communica-
tions and entertainment, grow by many magnitudes beyond its origi-
nal premise, and stay steady through multiple leadership and ownership 
regimes without the fi rm hand of a legendary founder. 

  “ Be ready for the red light ”  is the production discipline behind 
delivering quality live programming in a professional, entertaining, 
and moment - capturing way.  “ Yes, but we ’ re also a business ”  is the fi s-
cal and operating discipline necessary to restrain costs, generate rev-
enue, fend off competitors, and enable growth.  “ Digging the moat ”  is 
the strategy ESPN used to solidify its brand dominance. And  “ Hiring 
fanatics ”  is the means by which ESPN has identifi ed and channeled the 
energies of the types of people who are not content to merely serve 
out time but want to throw their full creative potential into their work 
and achieve something extraordinary. 

 But  “ Serve fans ”  is the overarching mantra. While that sounds 
like  “ customer focus ”  — a very common bullet point in many corpo-
rate mission statements today — I believe it is different at ESPN, where 
the imperative of serving the fans has a distinct tenor and urgency. 
I ’ ve heard the expression in formal board meetings, intense closed -
 door offi ce arguments, and refl ective discussions on golf courses and 
yachts. It ’ s the ultimate touchstone when decisions are being made, 
whether those junctures are about enormous investments of resources 
and brand equity or relatively minor choices in editing, hiring, or 
budget allocation. Bodenheimer is known for always asking the ques-
tion,  “ How is this going to help us serve fans better? ”  The question 
has the effect of cutting through the confusion and the egos and the 
noise to clarify the priorities and focus everyone on the desired result. 
The great consulting fi rm McKinsey and Company, which I ’ ve have 
had the pleasure of serving as long as I served ESPN, refers to this 
notion as  “ the central question  .” Everyone knows the central question 
at ESPN. 
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 That mantra has been with ESPN since its inception, as part of the 
corporate DNA, even before it was articulated. Serving fans is the rea-
son ESPN was formed and the mission that people feel when they are 
drawn to the organization. As I will discuss in subseqent chapters the 
mission of ESPN is beautifully articulated today:   

 To serve sports fans wherever sports are watched, 
 listened to, discussed, debated, read about or played.   

 How much simpler and cleaner can you get than that? ESPN has 
fashioned its fanatical brand around this clear concept. The organization 
embodies the passionate sports fan, someone who is joyfully enthusias-
tic about competition and sports drama, hungry for more information 
and fun, and eager to watch and relive the moments that make sports 
special. The enterprise has been successful because there are millions 
of sports fans out there just like that, and ESPN is incredibly adept at 
delivering what they want.                                   

CHAPTER ONE KEY POINTS  
    “ Serve fans or customers ”   
 It isn ’ t about the enterprise, it ’ s about the customer. All your 
business decisions must be genuinely made through the fi lter 
of that preeminent consideration.  

    “ Hire fanatics ”   
 You need the energy of true believers to sustain a venture that 
goes beyond the ordinary. Conventional rewards will not moti-
vate such people. They will be moved by a sense of mission, 
an us - versus - them mentality, and strong connection to the pas-
sionate customer.  

    “ Be ready when the red light goes on ”   
 Fanatical passion helps an original and compelling idea form 
but the most formidable challenge in launching a new business 
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is bringing the vision into existence. By making an audacious 
but attainable commitment to begin operations at a specifi c 
deadline, ESPN was able to harness the energy of that urgency 
and overcome many pitfalls, potential delays, and overwhelm-
ing doubts. The organization never forgot the lesson of what 
urgency can accomplish.  

    “ Yes, but we ’ re a business, too ”   
 Congratulations, you ’ ve successfully launched your new ven-
ture and your idea has come to life. But can you sustain it? 
Even the most compelling idea needs to meet the test of real-
ity. Once an achievable strategy is in place, a day - to - day focus 
on business discipline is required to stick to the plan. No vision 
is reached in an instant. Many dreary months and years must be 
endured before the plan proves out. Plenty of organizations and 
individuals falter and lose their focus during that dry period. 
The payoff comes to those who keep the discipline.  

   “ Digging the moat ”   
A fanatical brand is one that establishes an unassailable relation-
ship with customers. That means delivering on the core prom-
ise to serve fans in every possible way, while taking up all the 
open space in a market.
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 A t ESPN, I saw organizational culture developing in real time. I 
arrived nine years after launch, when the survival phase was still 
transforming itself into the enterprise capable of ramped up 

growth: ESPN beginning to become ESPN. But this transformation was 
not an easy chemistry experiment with clear instructions and expected 
outcomes. We were all feeling about in the dark, ESPN as a young com-
pany, me as a young consultant, both uncertain as to how the many varia-
bles would infl uence the organization ’ s growth and direction. Nor did the 
priority list often allow for big picture thinking. The leadership at ESPN 
was dealing with so many dynamic and constantly shifting challenges, cri-
ses, and opportunities at any given moment that it was always easier and 
more expedient to devote 100 percent focus to the matter at hand. 

 But you can ’ t grow culture on purpose or by design. Culture is the 
way a group of people adapt to the world. It ’ s formed out of the pos-
sibilities of an environment and its boundaries, as well as the amalgam of 
values, stories, myths, and informal rules that spell out how people are to 
behave most of the time. In their breakthrough book,  Corporate Cultures , 
published over 25 years ago, Deal and Kennedy state that strong cultures 
help employees  “ by knowing exactly what is expected of them, and 
therefore will waste little time in deciding how to act in a given situa-
tion. In weak cultures, employees waste a lot of time just trying to fi gure 
out what they should do, and how they should be doing it ”  (p.15). As a 
student of anthropology and organizations I knew all that to be true, but 
watching ESPN grow and change I was struck by the degree to which 
the limitations of its early circumstances became the crucible in which its 
strong, dedicated, even fi erce culture, was forged. 
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 ESPN didn ’ t have enough money to compete on a level playing fi eld 
with other media ventures. Its backing came from outside the industry. It 
lacked the long - term presence of a strong visionary founder. It had little 
access to the big events that make sports must - watch TV. It was a small 
cable channel competing against multi - billion dollar networks. It needed 
to broadcast its programming over a second - tier system. It was stuck up 
in Bristol, the boonies of northern Connecticut. And yet somehow, each 
of these detriments became assets as the ESPN culture evolved. 

 To a certain extent, this was about turning weaknesses into 
strengths, while capitalizing on the underdog feeling that was reinforced 
every day by their humble surroundings. This is something I think all 
resilient people and organizations do by instinct and temperament, like 
the high - achieving CEO who overcomes a childhood affl iction such as 
a stutter, dyslexia, or ADD and makes of himself someone with uncom-
mon levels of energy, focus, and determination. But more than over-
coming its limitations, ESPN embodied them. Those detriments and 
obstacles became ESPN ’ s defi ning character and way of doing business. 
If you happened to catch any of the interviews of Michael Phelps, after 
crushing several Olympic and world records in the XXIX st  Olympiad, 
you heard a young man state that every time he was bullied, made 
fun of, or doubted, he only became stronger and more determined to 
win  . . .  the same spirit found in the heart of the ESPN culture. 

 In this chapter, I describe some of the critical events and circum-
stances that enabled ESPN to become ESPN.  

  Insecure Overachiever 

 In some business circles, among those who have been bested or out -
 maneuvered, ESPN has a reputation for arrogance. Like Microsoft, 
Starbucks, or Wal - Mart, it ’ s the giant that always gets its way. But when 
you get inside the company and meet the executives and staff on 
their own turf, defenses down, you can be surprised by their humble-
ness. A strong streak of insecurity is a major part of the organizational 
character. 
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 I noticed that streak — what McKinsey calls the  “ insecure overa-
chiever ”  — early and often, and I heard echoes of it when I talked to peo-
ple about the origins of the company. Bill Rasmussen had a salesman ’ s 
bluster. He convinced everyone that a dedicated sports network was not 
only a great idea; it was absolutely going to happen. But there was 
always inner doubt. The lack of money, talent, deals, and time were 
brick walls the express train could slam into at any moment. But every 
morning, the founders, backers, and key executives needed to go out 
into the world as if all was on track. The fl ip side of this imposter syn-
drome is hubris, a drive to become bigger and better than everyone 
else. Not surprisingly, ESPN has this kind of psychodynamics, or what 
I call  “ organizational schizophrenia ”  to spare. The best example I can 
use to illustrate that point comes from a leadership exercise. 

 In one of my fi rst major activities at ESPN I worked with the top 
20 executives, who had gotten 360 feedback from their peers, superi-
ors, and direct reports, to see how they measured up against the organi-
zational mission and values that Steve Bornstein developed with some 
counsel from me. After the feedback data had been collected, I met 
with each executive for about an hour to go over the results, give them 
my take on the data, work out an action plan, and come to agreement 
about what each executive needed to focus on to leverage strengths 
and shore up weaknesses. The aggregate data was interesting because 
certain themes came through clearly, so I designed some training spe-
cifi cally to bolster the most critical needs. 

 According to Bornstein, one of ESPN ’ s strategic imperatives was 
teamwork. As a savvy leader, he wanted to leverage the underdog spirit, 
but wanted to ensure that it was focused outwardly, against the compe-
tition, not inwardly against one another. As he put it in the list of value 
statements:   

 Our success has always been dependent upon people work-
ing together as a  team.  To sustain our success and competitive 
advantage, we must communicate with one another openly and 
honestly, assist each other in time of need and vigorously sup-
port the team building effort.   
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 And yet, teamwork was a slightly weak or underappreciated capabil-
ity among the executive leadership group. All were ambitious and smart, 
but they did not yet work well across silos or divisions, a phenomenon 
common in companies that experience rapid growth, and are therefore 
focused on their individual enterprise. Some of that may have been due to 
the nature of the industry as well. Television, as a business, has more 
than its share of political infi ghting and go - it - alone egoism. It ’ s a rough 
game where success can often be measured most clearly by the failure of 
others. ESPN didn ’ t have that kind of problem — there was too much 
of an outcast mentality among those drawn to the company to engen-
der such Byzantine behavior — but Bornstein believed the organization 
wouldn ’ t achieve its long - term goals if teamwork wasn ’ t reinforced and 
rewarded going forward. It was critical to establish that capability now, 
while the organization was poised for ramped up growth. Many organi-
zations have  “ teamwork ”  as a value in their Mission statements, but few 
truly embrace it, measure it, and reward it when it happens. When com-
peting in an intense business environment, the power of committed 
people working together can defy odds, and as someone who was a fan 
of team sports, Bornstein understood this deeply. 

 In their bestselling book,  The Wisdom of Teams , Katzenbach and 
Smith argue that leaders need to be very clear about what type of team 
structure would best drive desired results of an enterprise. If you are 
a  “ working group ”  of assembled professionals, then one might argue 
that there is no need to support teamwork aggressively. A golf team 
may be considered a working group — yes, they are a team, but there is 
little, if any, interdependence or true synergy that would be realized if 
team members tried to work together. (And let ’ s not forget that work-
ing together as a team is not easy; it takes enormous effort.) However, 
if you are a basketball or soccer team, you cannot compete, regardless 
of the individual talent, if you fail to work together as one unit. The 
sports examples here are numerous, but just think of the U.S. Olympic 
basketball team of 2004; a ton of individual talent that never came 
together, which resulted in the sum being far less than the value of the 
parts, not even coming close to the Dream Team of former years, or 
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more recently, the gold - winning U.S. team of 2008, coached by Mike 
Krzyzewski (better known as Coach K). 

 I heard management guru Tom Peters once state that people 
 “ Treasure what you measure. ”  Unfortunately, so many organizations 
say they value one thing, but reward another. Given that much of 
what I do with organizations is help them identify, clarify, articulate, 
and, most importantly, measure their values, I am constantly in search 
of best practices in this area. Well, years ago I came across an article 
that provided great insight into this issue, entitled,  “ On the Folly of 
Rewarding A, While Hoping for B  ,” written by Steve Kerr, the past 
Chief Learning Offi cer of GE and Goldman Sachs. The bottom line is 
that you should never claim that something is a core value unless you 
teach it, measure it, exercise consequences when it ’ s not embraced, and 
reward it when it is. 

 When you ’ re trying to teach, and ultimately prove, the value of 
some attribute or strategy to a group of smart, accomplished, intensely 
busy executives, the standard approach is to fi nd some 30 - page Harvard 
Business School case study, hand it out as homework, and then meet 
to discuss. I realized that at ESPN, that kind of academic, instruction -
 based style would not have been met with enthusiasm by the execu-
tives. Therefore, I resorted to using an entertaining fi lm as a case study 
to make the same point about the importance of teamwork and har-
nessing the  “ underdog ”  spirit. The fi lm I chose for the ESPN executive 
team was  Hoosiers.  

 When sports fans debate great sports movies, there are few who 
don ’ t include the 1986 movie  Hoosiers  on their all - time top ten list. 
Starring Gene Hackman, Barbara Hershey, and Dennis Hopper, the 
fi lm chronicles a small - town Indiana high school (the fi ctional Hickory 
High School) as it captured the state championship in 1951. One of 
the great underdog stories of American cinema, I think the fi lm 
still feels powerful and gritty because it captures the raw vulnerabil-
ity — those crazy hopes and gut tightening anxieties — of the little guy. 
There ’ s no way Hickory High School should win. They don ’ t have 
the elite resources, the elite athletes, the elite institution or fans — but 
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through relentless practice, shrewd strategy, and a sense of mission, they 
come to believe in themselves and they end up defeating their mightier 
opponents. 

 At ESPN,  Hoosiers  hit home even harder than I anticipated. The 
points about teamwork were clear and easy to pull out. But the movie 
seemed to illustrate another, deeper theme that everyone at ESPN 
absolutely felt and fundamentally believed. The ESPN executives iden-
tifi ed strongly, almost viscerally, with the underdog. When the Hickory 
High School basketball team gathers in the locker room for a team 
prayer before entering the court to face an intimidating, all - state oppo-
nent for the championship, the preacher reads from the Bible (1 Samuel 
17):  “ David, reaching into his bag and taking out a stone, slung it and 
struck the giant Philistine on the forehead. ”  The executives at ESPN 
saw themselves as David. They viewed ESPN as the little organization 
no one thought would succeed. They understood the anxiety of the 
underdog role, they carried the grudge of being  “ miss - underestimated, ”  
and they relished the thought of being able to take on the big net-
works and shock the world. 

 As the fi lm and the story demonstrates, the right leadership made 
all the difference. Getting individuals to work together, to leverage their 
talent (SKILL) as well as their spirit (WILL) is the very focus of leader-
ship. The coach played by Gene Hackman had come from a more rare-
fi ed atmosphere (like many of the executives at ESPN who had come 
from ABC and NBC) and he had a chip on his shoulder about feeling 
outcast. But he also knew how the players at the big schools thought 
about themselves and prepared for games. He had a mixed bag of talent 
to work with in his own players, but the performance and character he 
was able to draw out of those kids put the team over the top. 

 For the ESPN executives, this was all very inspirational and the 
showing of  Hoosiers  was an event many mentioned to me as signifi cant, 
even years later. As recent as a year ago, George Bodenheimer had men-
tioned to me in passing that we should consider using  Hoosiers  again to 
train the next generation of leaders at ESPN. The way people talked 
about it made me realize that it had felt to them as though they were 
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watching the ESPN story rather than the story of some Indiana basket-
ball team. ESPN was the underdog and the world - beater at the same 
time. It was  “ Us Against the World ” ; at the same time, it was  “ We ’ re 
Better Than They Are. ”  

 Bornstein regularly articulated that idea in a typically competitive 
and aggressive way.  “ We need to think like an incumbent and act like a 
challenger. ”  For some reason, when I break that statement down I fi nd 
it hard to recreate its power. Bornstein ’ s view was that ESPN needed to 
hold two contradictory realities to be simultaneously true. ESPN was 
the scrappy underdog — undermanned, underfi nanced, underestablished, 
off in the hinterlands, banging relentlessly on the door to achieve 
access, acceptance, credibility, and profi t. This was no pretend leadership 
act, but something deep in Bornstein ’ s personality that also refl ected 
ESPN ’ s attitude. In  the Taboos of Leadership , I observed that Bornstein 
believed that running ESPN was his own great good fortune, and there 
but for the grace of God, he ’ d be pumping gas somewhere back in 
Ohio. He wanted the people at ESPN to never take their success, sta-
tus, and achievements for granted. It was all extremely precious, and 
could be snatched away in the blink of an eye. 

 At the same time, no matter what circumstances it found itself in, 
ESPN needed to believe that it was the worldwide leader in sports, 
that it had a better model, better leaders, better production teams, bet-
ter ideas, and better programs than its competitors. It needed to think of 
itself as the incumbent already occupying the superior market position, 
and make decisions accordingly. 

 Out of such barely resolvable tensions, mindsets and personalities 
are formed, although they are schizophrenic at times. As an incumbent, 
ESPN acted like one of the big boys from day one, bold enough to do 
anything they could do, just as well as they could do it. As a challenger, 
ESPN took risks and was constantly creative, opportunistic, and inno-
vative in how it conducted its business. This meant that out of necessity, 
it deviated from the start, taking chances, trying new ideas, seizing on 
whatever worked and turning it into an asset, moving quickly on to 
the next challenge. 
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 Frequently, in the 1980s, I was told that the attitude was,  “ No one ’ s 
watching us anyway, so who cares if we fall on our faces? ”  That was 
part of the organization ’ s swagger, creativity, and sense of fun — all com-
municated to the viewer on the television screen by the enthusiastic 
and self - mocking hosts. The unstated corollary of this cavalier kind of 
talk was  “ Why shouldn ’ t we take a chance and swing for the fences? ”  
Psychologically, this gave room for the risk taking so vital to ESPN ’ s 
success, a drive to try what others hadn ’ t thought of before or had 
backed away from for various reasons. It also spoke to the desperation 
of the underdog who has nothing to lose and is bold enough to try and 
actually win the damn game despite all doubts, inside and out.  

  A Beacon in the Sky 

 Fundamentally, ESPN ’ s role in the media world was formed by its 
fi rst radical decision: to distribute its content via satellite. While that 
may seem obvious today, if you think about cable television and satel-
lite signals as a radical new technology, not a ubiquitous part of the 
way we get home entertainment, you can imagine what kind of media 
revolution began in the 1970s. A helpful comparison can be made by 
thinking about the Internet. Before the World Wide Web, when com-
municating via e - mail and over electronic bulletin boards was limited 
to computer geeks, only a few visionaries saw the possibilities of a 
totally wired world. Twenty years later, business and life has been trans-
formed in most ways imaginable. Cable did the same thing to televi-
sion. ESPN, out of necessity, was at the forefront of that radical shift, 
deviating from the start. 

 The late 1970s was the critical time period, but cable televi-
sion had actually been around since the 1950s. It was invented in rural 
Pennsylvania, where traditional television signals were diffi cult to receive 
because of interference from nearby mountains and forests. By erecting 
a tall cable tower or antenna at a high point, signals could be received 
from far away and then distributed to local homes that were literally 
wired to the central antenna. 
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 From a few dozen cable providers and a few thousand homes 
nationwide in the mid - 1950s, the system expanded and even began 
offering programming that was not available on the major networks. 
Recognizing the potential competitive threat of this parallel system, the 
television networks lobbied in the late 1960s for tighter restrictions on 
cable operators. The FCC responded by putting a freeze on the growth 
of new cable offerings. The talk was about protecting consumers, but the 
reality, of course, was about protecting a monopoly. That ’ s a common 
tension between established market leaders and outside innovators. 

 Networks were right to fear cable, but they couldn ’ t stop the 
advance of what was becoming a compelling and cost - effective tech-
nology. In 1972, Charles Dolan (whose lucrative company Cablevision 
supplies the New York City area today and owns Madison Square 
Garden, the New York Rangers and the New York Knicks) launched 
HBO, a pay channel that showed movies and sports events to cable 
subscribers. HBO was originally broadcast using microwave technol-
ogy, but satellite technology was always in the plans and held the prom-
ise of nationwide distribution. Running out of money, Dolan would 
soon lose control over HBO to his primary fi nancial backer, Time Life 
Management, much like Rasmussen lost control of ESPN to Getty Oil. 
Time installed the young Gerry Levin (the CEO who later brokered 
the Time Warner merger with AOL) as the new head of HBO. The 
network was the fi rst to broadcast via satellite. 

 It ’ s amazing to think about it, but satellite technology had only been 
around for little over a decade. In 1957, when the Russians launched 
Sputnik, they gave it a radio transponder to exchange signals with 
Earth — that was the beginning. NASA launched its own satellite sys-
tem in 1964, in time to broadcast the Tokyo Summer Olympics. Other 
systems from other countries followed, but in 1975, RCA American 
Communications launched a commercial system called Satcom 1. HBO 
bought time on that system and on September 30 of 1975, it broadcast 
the pay - per - view production of the famous Ali - Frazier heavyweight title 
match from the Philippines, the so - called Thrilla in Manila. With such 
an auspicious beginning, no wonder sports found a home on satellite. 
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 Through satellite the market for television viewers suddenly opened 
and expanded. Millions of people in the United States and abroad could 
receive a television broadcast via satellite signal, and channel capacity 
increased exponentially allowing for much more programming. You ’ d 
think the race to dominate this new medium would immediately take 
off, but a few more years passed before the magnitude of the potential 
was widely understood. Ted Turner was one of the fi rst. His Atlanta - based 
WTCG ( “ Watch This Channel Grow ” ) was broadcast nationwide in 
1976 and became known as the fi rst superchannel, specializing in sports 
and classic movies. The name was changed to TBS in 1979. Turner ’ s next 
venture, the 24 - hour all - news network CNN, began broadcasting in 
1980. Like HBO, TBS and CNN would later be bought by Time Warner. 

 Bill Rasmussen learned about Satcom 1 during one of his fi rst 
meetings with local cable providers in Connecticut. When they sug-
gested he consider satellite as a medium, he bluffed as though he knew 
all about it, but soaked up every bit of information they could pro-
vide. Then he got on the phone with a salesman from RCA American 
Communications and arranged a meeting in a rented boardroom. 
Getting a channel broadcast on satellite meant leasing the rights for a 
satellite ’ s transponder. Rasmussen learned two critical things from his 
meeting: fi rst, that leasing a transponder for 24 hours per day of pro-
gramming a month was cheaper than leasing for just 5 hours per day; 
and second, that RCA had three 24 - hour transponders available at 
 $ 35,000 each per month. 

 That price was steep considering the state of ESPN ’ s fi nances, but 
seemed like a bargain given the mission to provide sports program-
ming. Hedging their bets, Rasmussen applied for one transponder and 
let the two others go, while committing himself to getting the fi nanc-
ing in order within 90 days. Obtaining the transponder rights was a 
remarkably democratic process: First come, fi rst served. As it turned 
out, however, ESPN had gotten its order in just in time. Six weeks 
after the meeting with RCA an article in the  Wall Street Journal  about 
the new technology led to a rush of inquiries. Major media organi-
zations like Time, Walt Disney Productions, Warner Communications, 
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and 20 th  Century Fox were shocked to learn that an unknown entity 
named ESP Network had gotten in on the satellite boom before them. 
Not surprisingly, within a year, transponder rights that had cost ESPN 
 $ 35,000 a month for fi ve years were going for many millions. 

 Because of satellite technology, cable television stood on the preci-
pice of great change. We can debate which is more important, the 
medium or the message, but once the medium was established, the need 
for message or content was clear. A terrifi c boom in programming soon 
arose. And ESPN was one of those programmers. Perhaps it was luck 
that the network had been at the right place at the right time. But 
Rasmussen and Evey recognized the potential of the technology that had 
fallen into their hands and seized the opportunity. Let ’ s not forget that 
they were in a position to win. You don ’ t throw a Hail Mary pass when 
you ’ re down 40 – 0. You need to have a chance at the game winner to 
make the long - shot worth trying. 

 Business strategists often talk about the scalability of an idea. 
What ’ s the size of the potential marketplace, can it be expanded, and 
is the service scalable? When ESPN was conceived, the founders had 
Connecticut and (maybe) the rest of New England in mind. They knew 
that local sports would fi nd rabid fans in that region. But they imme-
diately realized the concept could be expanded anywhere. A broadcast 
wasn ’ t limited to Connecticut; it could be aimed at Texas, Colorado, 
California, and Minnesota, too. In this, ESPN ’ s timing was also excel-
lent. The nationalization of local sports conveniently matched a larger 
trend: the increasingly transient nature of our economy. But while peo-
ple may move from coast to coast and city to city, emotional attach-
ments to things like sports teams remain strong over a lifetime. Just like 
McDonalds or Starbucks can taste good no matter where you fi nd their 
products, watching CNN in your hotel room in Dubai can be a com-
fort and watching your alma mater compete in an NCAA basketball 
game when you live 3,000 miles away is a tremendous luxury. ESPN 
enabled sports to become free of local boundaries and accessible any-
where. It should not be overlooked that advertisers, connected to a spe-
cifi c region or team, could suddenly reach an entire nation, too. 
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 Just as the Internet boosts small businesses today and enables them 
to compete with larger entities, satellite offered ESPN the chance to be 
a major player in an industry that had been dominated for decades by 
only three networks. For a pittance, ESPN was able buy a beacon in the 
sky that bathed the richest nation in the world with its programming, 
24 hours a day.  

  The Ultimate Road Trip 

 The second most critical factor in ESPN ’ s formative beginning was the 
haphazard decision to situate its headquarters in Bristol, Connecticut. 

 Bristol had been a center for clock making a century before, but 
that was about the extent of its historical signifi cance until the arrival 
of ESPN. The good citizens of Bristol might dispute the characteri-
zation, but a disgruntled ESPN broadcaster struck a nerve when he 
famously described Bristol as a terrifi c town to look at through your 
rearview mirror. Given all the possible locations in America, Bristol was 
the last place in the world most executives would deliberately plan a 
future media empire. 

 For the fi rst generation of established executives, managers, and 
broadcasters recruited to ESPN, this was not an insignifi cant impedi-
ment. Those taking the jump were usually mocked by their major net-
work colleagues with scorn and glee.  “ You ’ re going where? ”  This fed 
the  “ us versus them, ”  David and Goliath, Bristol versus New York and 
Los Angeles mentality. And it reinforced the belief that  “ nobody thinks 
we can do it, nobody has any respect for us, ”  which was channeled into 
a desire to make the product better than what the networks were offer-
ing. But it also smacked of the truth. Bristol really did seem like the 
edge of the world. Steve Bornstein, arriving from the wilds of Ohio, 
said it was like going to Iceland, some dark faraway place you ’ d only 
heard of and never imagined visiting. There was nothing to do there 
but work and life outside work was miserable. Imagine you ’ re in the 
media industry, you love the glamour and buzz of it all, and you ’ re used 
to living in Los Angeles and New York. Those are great towns because 
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you ’ re surrounded by terrifi c night life and culture. When you leave the 
offi ce, you ’ ve got 10,000 different things you can do to entertain your-
self and your family. When you go to a bar, you run into colleagues 
from other networks and you start talking about the business, and 
opportunities turn up, and you think, as you swirl the ice in your glass, 
maybe the grass is greener on the other side of the fence. Now imag-
ine, instead of New York or Los Angeles, you ’ re living in Reykjavik, and 
when you go into the bar no one even speaks your language except 
the same guys you were sitting next to at the offi ce, a half hour before. 
That ’ s what it felt like in Bristol. 

 On the other hand, maybe that ’ s a great way to draw the most out 
of people in terms of performance and build a hell of a tight culture. 
Thinking about it, I ’ m reminded of some of my own early consult-
ing days. The road trips were hard. I was away from my family, my dear 
friends, and the comforts of my own home. I was locked into some 
alien organization with a group of people I barely knew, putting in 
ungodly hours trying to meet some unreasonable deadline. But out 
of those hours, camaraderie formed. The barriers came down. I got 
to know people. We solved some problems together. And afterwards, 
we had a shared experience in common, a touchstone for reconnect-
ing instantly, and a contact we could call on without hesitation. Living 
in Bristol and working at ESPN was like the ultimate, never - ending 
road trip. As my dear Dad always said,  “ when shit happens and times 
are tough, remember, you will always have great stories to tell. ”  And cultur-
ally speaking, stories are an inherent part of strong cultures, and ESPN 
has it ’ s stories. 

 In Bristol, there was nothing to do but work, and there was no end 
to the work to be done, so people stayed at the offi ce long after any-
one under normal circumstances might have headed home. ESPN was 
small then, just a few hundred employees, so everyone knew everyone. 
Most of the young people brought on board were single and in their 
mid to late twenties. For many, it was their fi rst job out of school. Few 
had spouses or children to worry about, so it was nothing to work 70 
to 80 hours, 7 days a week. That was the demographic most susceptible 
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to the lures of the nightlife in big cities, but there was nothing like that 
in Bristol except for Hamps, which later became the White Birch Bar, 
a kind of saloon in a tumbleweed - rolling town. 

 With no nightlife to distract and no families to go home to, what 
was there to do but work? Young people who joined the company were 
in for brutal hours and nonstop stress, working from early morning 
until as late as midnight, almost always for six and often for seven days 
a week. The work didn ’ t pay well, so most of those young employees 
lived with multiple ESPN roommates in crowded apartments, catch-
ing a few hours sleep late at night before heading back to work in the 
morning. The only distraction outside of sports and television was par-
tying. Given the average youth, the distance from family, and the unre-
lenting pressure of the work, when they partied, they partied hard, and 
created some great stories. 

 One of the downsides, particularly in the fi rst decade of the com-
pany, was that the testosterone - laden atmosphere — so much sports, so 
many young college grads, such hard partying — could make ESPN a 
diffi cult environment. This is most apparent with the challenges many 
women have faced handling everything from unintended bias in a male -
 dominated workplace to outright harassment. But for men and women 
alike, the stress, pressure, and demands of the work, coupled with the 
isolation of Bristol, accounted for a lot of unhappiness and loneliness in 
those early years. 

 At the same time, ESPN, cognizant of the demands of the enter-
prise and believing genuinely in the mission, created an atmosphere 
that was comforting and familylike while also rewarding performance, 
talent, effort, creativity, and desire. There were informal parties and for-
mal parties, summer picnics, and short trips. The camaraderie and tight 
connections came naturally.  “ It was the timing of it all, ”  Rick Barry, the 
executive who fi rst introduced me to Bornstein, said. Barry was rare 
among the young people in that he ’ d already had his share of life in 
blue - chip corporate America, and wanted no part of such experiences 
again. ESPN was the opposite of that. It wasn ’ t a pampered or coddled 
environment like Google or Microsoft have now, with their campuses that 
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provide for every luxury and desire in order to attract and keep young 
talent, but it was an atmosphere of tremendous opportunity and egali-
tarianism where hard work, commitment, and merit were rewarded, by 
management and peers. 

 The isolation, the semiforced camaraderie, and the unrelenting 
work - hard - play - hard tradition generated outstanding results. As Geoff 
Mason described the fi rst generation of producer employees,  “ They 
were kids right out of college who would do anything to get the job 
done. They didn ’ t have two nickels to put together, they were living in 
northern Connecticut, and they were putting up terrifi c shows with 
fewer cameras, fewer dollars, fewer tape machines, and cheaper mobile 
units than the big networks. They made up for all the disadvantages 
with unbelievable effort and creative energy. ”  

 Interestingly, there was a strong sense of ownership among that 
nucleus of early employees. That ownership wasn ’ t fi nancial at all — the 
pay was low and there were no shares to be fi nancially vested in — but 
individuals, regardless of title, tended to take personal responsibility 
for improving things that needed to be brought up a notch, and they 
behaved this way without being told to and without ever receiving for-
mal recognition. They picked up paper if they saw it on the fl oor, fi xed 
errant fax machines, made sure coffeepots were fi lled, and straightened 
signs. They were devoted to their company and treated it as if they 
were its stewards, making decisions about operations as if their own 
money was at stake. Later, many of these same people formed the top 
leadership at ESPN. 

 As the company started growing and that original group of young 
people got older, they began getting married within the company, 
and they bought their fi rst houses close by, so the sense of commu-
nity strengthened. Even 30 years later, the hours are still brutal, and the 
intensity of the work continues to amaze, and the lack of distractions 
must help that focus remain strong. You have to love what you ’ re doing 
at ESPN to survive. The potentially random decision to start up in 
Bristol has been leveraged, by design or accident, to enhance the culture 
and generate the high performance. But Bristol is no longer a far - fl ung 
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outpost in the media galaxy.  “ You work in Bristol? ”  is now a question of 
curiosity with a tone of respect and envy. ESPN executives don ’ t have 
to travel to New York or LA to convince partners and clients to make 
decisions; instead, people willingly travel to Connecticut. Bristol itself 
has grown into a pleasant, family - oriented bedroom community with 
many amenities that make it a very comfortable place to live. 

 Who would have expected that in Iceland?  

  Fast, Cheap, and (Occasionally) 
Out of Control 

 Experienced hands from established businesses or media companies 
who joined ESPN in leadership positions were soon struck by some-
thing missing: 

 Rules. 
 No one decided to forego rules because that was the way to free 

up innovation and leverage creative energy. Rather, no one really knew 
where they were going or what the venture would become. ESPN came 
from nowhere and its destination was uncertain. Moreover, everything 
moved so quickly that there was no time to contemplate the niceties 
of policy, regulations, or work fl ow. I heard that is what it was like at 
Google before the IPO, when the organization was staffed by young 
people racing into the future, barely pausing for breath. Old hands 
brought on board in top executive positions added some steadiness to 
the rudder, but the loose, creative bustle of the culture was already part 
of the DNA. 

 Jim Allegro, who came over as a seasoned executive from ABC to 
ESPN in the top fi nance position to  “ supervise the kids ”  after ABC 
Cap Cities bought the young company, put it this way:  “ It wasn ’ t net-
work TV. It didn ’ t have any rules. If you wanted a policy you wrote it. 
There were no volumes of guidelines from 1903 you could consult and 
make a decision by. That was the negative side of ESPN and that was 
the beauty of it, too. ”  
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 No rules meant a lot of things. First, it meant that the hierarchy, the 
chain of command, the line of authority — whatever you want to call 
it — was loose, fl exible, and often distracted by whatever urgent crisis 
had hit the fan on that particular today. The negative side of that was 
that standards of conduct, reporting, decision making, budget allocat-
ing, and discipline could be random, poorly considered, chaotic, and 
contradictory. This got ESPN into trouble frequently, in areas rang-
ing from negotiating production contracts to dealing with workplace 
environment issues to meting out discipline. It also interfered with the 
smooth achievement of work goals. Projects were chronically under-
funded. New projects were frequently launched without taking the 
care to allocate the right resources. People suffered terribly trying to 
fi gure out how the hell to get things done. 

 But no rules also meant that anyone could do anything to accom-
plish something so long as the results were top - notch. This kind of 
Darwinian chaos made quality and performance a miracle that was 
rewarded with heady advancement. The best programmers, producers, 
cameramen, sales managers, secretaries, editors, and accountants survived, 
thrived, and emerged from the wild jungle as leaders who guided others 
in learning how to work fast, cheap, and (occasionally) out of control. 

 On the production side, this is known as guerilla TV. The networks, 
when they covered a major sports event, were like organized battalions 
in which every soldier has a role, the group deployed carefully and stra-
tegically in a well - planned and highly fi nanced campaign — Napoleon 
marching on Moscow. ESPN, thinking like an incumbent but acting 
like a challenger, did everything with smaller crews, under harsher con-
ditions, with fewer cameras, phone lines and trucks, with less money 
and less time and more energy and spirit, while still somehow achiev-
ing the quality of a major network production. 

 Bornstein hammered that idea home at every opportunity. Coming 
from public television he thought ESPN had more than enough 
resources and equipment already, so it wasn ’ t necessary to imitate the 
bloat of the networks to achieve the same results. For Geoff Mason, 
used to producing top quality television under the best circumstances 
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money could buy, this new way of making programs was a total shock. 
 “ I remember talking to Howard Katz (a senior executive, who later 
became president of ABC sports under Bornstein) about doing the U.S. 
Open golf tournament. He showed me the few cameras we had, and 
I swore and said, wow, we ’ re lean and mean here. ”  Katz just laughed. 
Starting to understand, Mason asked how many business phones they 
would have in the on - site production trailer, expecting fi ve or six, but 
Katz told Mason there would be only one. Mason said,  “ You can ’ t 
do a  & # $ @! golf tournament with one business phone! ”  But Katz 
insisted that they could, that it had always been done that way.  “ And 
that turned out to be one of the most valuable experiences of my life, ”  
Mason noted.  “ I ’ m convinced that ’ s why ESPN is so successful today. 
They realized they didn ’ t have to go out and spend a ton of money and 
waste resources to look good. You could make up for that with hard 
work, good planning, and effi cient operations. That had never really 
been done before in sports television. Unlike everyone else, ESPN 
didn ’ t throw money at the product, they threw young, hardworking 
people who were totally dedicated to getting the job done. ”  

 ESPN lore is fi lled with stories of projects, many of them huge in 
scale and effort, that were accomplished on the fl y, with limitations 
in resources and time that would have killed any chance of success at a 
major network. There ’ s a war - story sense of pride and amusement in 
relaying how harsh the conditions were, how outlandish the demands, 
how improbable the prospect of success. When ESPN Radio was 
launched, for example, the idea was originally conceived when ABC 
Radio approached ESPN to provide brief tidbits, 30 - second spots at 
most, during breaks. Jim Allegro had an idea for going a little further 
than that, and Bornstein let him run with it. Allegro went to John 
Walsh, the former editor of  Rolling Stone  who had become ESPN ’ s pro-
duction guru, and said,  “ Maybe we can start a whole radio network. ”  
Walsh agreed it was a good idea and therefore it should be done. Such 
things can take years to germinate and develop, but 60 days later ESPN 
Radio was on the air with 16 hours of weekly programming, 8 hours 
on Saturday night and 8 hours on Sunday. This was an incredible 
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feat. Everything about the radio network had to be built from scratch, 
including the studios. Two studios were needed, and the plan was to 
stack one of top of the other, but when the steel buildings were deliv-
ered, it was realized that the weight of the second studio would crush 
the fi rst. So a second studio was built out of wood, and they got the 
structure completed just in time for the fi rst broadcast to air. That 
night, Keith Olbermann, one of the hosts who had agreed to support 
the new venture, led his broadcast with a scoop he ’ d gotten that very 
afternoon. That was the kind of luck and timing ESPN made for itself 
again and again. 

 One of the traditional elements of television production that didn ’ t 
work with the ethic of Fast, Cheap, and (Occasionally) out of Control 
was unions. ESPN doesn ’ t like to discuss this fact, but maintaining a 
union - free environment has been absolutely critical to its way of doing 
business. I ’ m speaking about it now because I believe that while such a 
subject is taboo for business executives who are sensitive about public 
perception, it ’ s a taboo that needs to be busted. No part of this story 
is meant to be anti - union; but it is meant to refl ect the reality of the 
competitive environment ESPN faced. 

 An unanticipated side benefi t to locating in Bristol was the initial 
ability to stay clear of unions. If ESPN had been established closer to 
New York City, there ’ s no way the unions would have allowed camera 
crews, studios, and trucks to be deployed without union membership. 
By the time ESPN had established itself, an entrepreneurial cul-
ture focused on results rather than working hours or salary had set in. 
Despite attempts by union organizers to gain members, the ESPN rank 
and fi le recognized that their ability to produce 8,000 hours of quality 
programming a year, given the limitations of time, money, people, and 
equipment, would be negatively impacted by union rules. Perhaps this 
aversion had something to do with the overall youth of the employ-
ees. Part of the draw to ESPN was due to the fact that advancement at 
major networks was so limited by the system of seniority. Union rules 
dictated that time served took precedence over performance, over mak-
ing something spectacular happen despite all the odds. 
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 ESPN was able to work with freelancers and talented young non-
union employees because of the great industry connections and expe-
rience of its leaders like Chet Simmons and Steve Connal. They had a 
network of thousands of freelance camera operators and people with 
trucks for rent and crews willing to moonlight on the side. They could 
get trucks and crews deployed cheaply anywhere in the country with a 
fl ip through the Rolodex. 

 Other networks could easily be hamstrung by the unions. Their 
costs were too high, and they were often forced to drop their best peo-
ple and keep their least productive whenever a downturn occurred. 
When jobs needed to be eliminated, it was the youngest, newest work-
ers — not coincidentally, the ones who were most aggressive, energetic, 
and hungriest — who were shed fi rst, leaving the stodgiest, least techni-
cally up - to - date people in place. ESPN employees were used to doing 
whatever was necessary to get a quality product on the air, and they 
didn ’ t care to be rewarded by seniority. 

 ESPN leadership was not a passive bystander on this issue. Of 
course, it had a point of view and worked hard to sustain a working 
environment where people knew they would be cared for by upper 
management. It did so not only because cheaper production costs 
and more fl exibility let it do better work, but also because it believed 
that it knew best how to treat its own employees. Nonunion does not 
necessarily mean working conditions are worse. Successful organiza-
tions have proved that it can sometimes mean conditions are better. 
Southwest Airlines avoided unions at many levels because it estab-
lished trust between employees and management. Employees believed 
they would be treated fairly, so they didn ’ t need outside representa-
tion. Similarly, Costco is applauded in the press and in terms of share 
price for its unusually generous stance with employees. Compared to 
Wal - Mart, which has underperformed Costco signifi cantly in recent 
years, Costco employees are pampered with high wages and benefi ts 
and a long - term employment plan. Despite this attitude and proven 
approach, Richard Galanti, CFO of Costco, laments the presence of 
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unions at Costco. As he put it,  “ We wish they [the union] weren ’ t there 
because we don ’ t feel we need a third party to talk to our employees. ”   1   
Good managers can understand this sentiment. Bad managers use it as 
an excuse. 

 Regardless of any stance you might take on the union issue, the 
overall theme of fast, cheap, and (occasionally) out of control was a crit-
ical force that helped create ESPN ’ s culture and way of doing business. 
The early president/programmers like Simmons and Bornstein knew 
what was possible in production and what was not. They knew you 
could make really good TV with less money and resources. Would they 
have held the line so strongly if resources weren ’ t stretched so thin? 
Although I think it was in the personality of Bornstein, especially, the 
point is academic. The resources were fi nite, and very limited at that. 
There was money, but not enough to waste. And if you wanted to keep 
making new things, stuff that hadn ’ t been planned for six months ear-
lier, you needed to maintain that spirit of entrepreneurialism and guer-
rilla TV as a way of being. The sense of ESPN ’ s mission and potential 
was so strong that everyone from the rank and fi le to the experienced 
outsiders responded to that call. At ESPN it wasn ’ t about the high -
 priced announcers or the cushy amenities on road trips or the cool 
technology, it was about the integrity of the sports event. After all, that ’ s 
all the fan cared about. 

 Did it last? ESPN generates enough revenue and has enough 
resources today to do whatever it wants. But no company, especially 
a large one, can shoot from the hip in quite the same way forever. 
In recent years, more rules and regulations have been put in place. 
Behavior that was once part of the boisterous out - of - control atmos-
phere has been seriously curtailed, though I think that ’ s also part of the 
overall trend of changing workplaces everywhere. The hours are a little 
saner, or at least balance and family time are more prized and encour-
aged. At the same time, the ethic of fast, cheap, and (occasionally) out 
of control remains strong. It ’ s part of the organization ’ s way of thinking 
about itself and what it does to fi ll all those programming hours.  
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  When the Model Doesn ’ t Work, 
Turn it Over 

 Despite the us versus them mindset, the beacon in the sky, the fortui-
tous location in Bristol, and the fast, cheap, and out of control approach 
to quality programming, ESPN didn ’ t make any money until it fi gured 
out how to stop giving its product away. 

 Getty Oil had expected to break even on its  $ 10 million invest-
ment into ESPN within two years. But by a year in, Getty had spent 
about  $ 60 million and ESPN was burning through another  $ 30 million 
per year. So Getty called in McKinsey and Company to assess whether 
there was any hope for the asset called ESPN or what its liquidation 
value would be if the pieces were sold off as scrap. As I mentioned in 
the previous chapter, Roger Werner, future president of ESPN, was 
part of that outside team of consultants. The McKinsey group looked 
at ESPN, the possibilities of satellite and cable as a medium, and the 
sports television marketplace in general, and drew some startling and 
harsh conclusions. Yes, cable was a growth industry that would stead-
ily penetrate the American television marketplace. Yes, sports television 
was a growth market and there was room for an organization to dis-
tribute the extensive programming that ESPN was offering. And yes, 
ESPN was viable and could become a signifi cant media entity. But it 
was going to take another 5 years and  $ 120 million. And it was going 
to require fl ipping the industry business model to do it. 

 According to Werner,  “ We felt that at the rate cable was being built 
and subscribed to, over a fi ve -  to ten - year horizon, a large universe of 
paid TV homes would emerge and an all - sports service could com-
mand a meaningful share of viewership in that universe. We also felt 
that ESPN could sustain that market share on a given level of spending. 
But the cost side of the business had to be modeled carefully. ”  

 Simply following industry convention, ESPN had adopted the 
broadcast network model. The long - standing traditional approach to 
television distribution was for networks to pay affi liate stations to show 
their programs, and earn all their revenue from advertising. The big 
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four networks, ABC, NBC, CBS, and FOX, still conduct business that 
way today. But ESPN would never survive, Werner believed, if it pur-
sued an advertising revenue driven model exclusively.  “ We questioned 
the long - term viability of that and pointed to the need to challenge the 
fundamental assumption and explore the possibility of developing a 
second revenue stream. ”  To obtain that second revenue stream, Werner 
advocated that ESPN stop paying affi liates to carry programming and 
start charging them for the privilege. 

 Any media executive would swallow hard at the audacity behind 
such a reversal. But for ESPN, a three - year old cable channel based in 
Bristol, Connecticut, such a plan seemed particularly bold, if not outra-
geous. Perhaps it took an outsider to see what industry insiders, par-
ticularly at the major networks, were blind to, but the McKinsey vision 
was prescient. Fortunately, Stu Evey from Getty and Bill Grimes at 
ESPN agreed and convinced Getty Oil to double down yet again. The 
McKinsey group switched its focus from assessing the business model 
to executing the strategic and tactical operating plan. As the primary 
architect, Roger Werner was lured onto the executive team as chief 
operating offi cer to lead the implementation. 

 That was when luck came to ESPN in another particularly nice 
piece of timing. In the fall of 1982, after only a year in operation, the 
plug was pulled on CBS cable because it had already lost  $ 30 million. 
Coming from one of the trumpeted industry leaders, this was a ter-
rifi c shock and wake - up call, and caused the many dozens of smaller 
publicly traded cable operators to lose signifi cant market value as their 
share prices took a nosedive. In the press, there was a frenzy of specula-
tion that cable itself was doomed and the 200 - channel universe was 
never going to happen because the promise of original independent 
programming could not be fulfi lled. 

  “ It was at this point, ”  Werner says,  “ that we saw an opportunity. I felt 
that we could go to the industry and say, guys, if we can ’ t reverse this 
fl ow, if we can ’ t change our business model and get paid a nominal fee 
as opposed to paying you guys a nominal fee, we ’ re going to go out of 
business, too. And you may as well face the music and deal with it now. ”  
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 The job became convincing cable operators that fl ipping the busi-
ness model would be good for all parties, that it was in fact not just a 
viable plan for ESPN but a necessary one for the health of the industry. 
ESPN ’ s primary argument was that it could no longer afford to provide 
the sports programming that cable operators ’  customers were becom-
ing hooked on if the payment system wasn ’ t reversed. But this  “ stop 
me before I shoot myself  ”  kind of logic could only take ESPN so far. 
The more convincing case was that all cable channels, not only ESPN, 
were suffering under the conventional way of operating. The limited 
revenue obtainable via advertising on niche channels was stifl ing the 
growth of cable in general. If the model was reversed, more cable chan-
nels would get into the game, providing more programming and hand-
ing cable operators a more attractive lineup to lure television subscribers. 

 Of course, that kind of visionary perspective requires a certain gen-
erous and visionary mindset to appreciate and align with. An equally 
persuasive point of view was that cable operators, despite a setback 
at CBS and a temporary dip in share price, had a good thing going 
already. Reversing the fl ow of fees to a cable channel just to keep it 
alive was like signing over a paycheck to a desperate used car sales-
man. Within the cable industry, there were some fi erce opponents to 
the idea and some who got it. In particular, John Malone, then chair-
man of the cable group TCI, and Bill Daniels, one of the pioneers of 
the industry and an enthusiastic sports fan who was a founder of the 
USFL, realized ESPN was right and became advocates with their col-
leagues inside the business. 

 Using the leverage that the current fi ve - year distribution contract 
with affi liates was expiring in two years, ESPN proposed new rates 
going forward. Those cable operators who signed on immediately were 
offered a gradual progressive rate over the life of the next two agree-
ments. Those who didn ’ t sign up would be stuck with whatever pre-
vailing rate the market could bear when the current agreement ended 
in 1985. The discussions were often ugly and heated, edging to threats 
of lost distribution and lawsuits. By the end of 1983, ESPN had a few 
deals in hand. By the end of 1984, most of the industry had been 
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converted to the new model. Turmoil in the cable industry continued 
as hundreds of small independent operators were consolidated by a few 
bigger players. The 1984 Cable Act that deregulated the industry further 
accelerated the churn of consolidation and investment. Communities 
and households all over the country were rapidly being connected and 
more programs than ever were being developed. By 1985, ESPN had 
fi nally become profi table, meeting the schedule McKinsey had set for 
it when it concluded its study fi ve years before. Most impressively, it 
achieved profi tability without sacrifi cing on its mission to serve the 
sports fan with quality programming. In fact, it enhanced that mission 
because profi tability was the catalyst for new programs, groundbreak-
ing deals with the major sports leagues, and an expanded number of 
channels. 

 The impact of ESPN ’ s fl ipping of the cable model can ’ t be over-
stated. Not only did it save ESPN, but it helped progress the variety of 
channels, programs, and information sources we have access to today. 
The idea of a cable company paying affi liates to carry its broadcast 
seems ludicrous now from an operating perspective. But I ’ m not sure 
that revolution could have been started or even conceived by some-
one already vested in the traditional way of doing business. Radical 
innovations that change industries almost always come from outside 
those industries. McKinsey needed to conceive it, a backer from the oil 
industry needed to see the sense of it, and a desperate outcast operation 
from Bristol needed to implement it. 

 Naturally, the other cable channels, many of which we enjoy and 
take for granted today, like MTV, A & E, Discovery, and so on, fol-
lowed ESPN ’ s lead and began charging cable affi liates a nominal fee. 
There was nothing nominal about ESPN ’ s fee, however, in the decades 
to come. From the initial 5 cents per month charge, the fee quickly 
became 20 cents a month, and the executives at ESPN, surprised at 
the success of what they were doing, found themselves wondering 
how much higher it could go. The dual revenue stream from adver-
tising and affi liate fees was the holy grail. Steadily, as the revenues led 
to better programming, and the programming led to more subscribers, 
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higher ratings, and higher fees that could be charged to advertisers, that 
circle of profi tability continued to expand. From an astounding 70 cents 
per month, per cable subscriber in the early 1990s, Bornstein and 
Bodenheimer were able to raise affi liate fees to an industry - rocking  $ 3 
per month in the late 1990s. No other cable channel even comes close 
to that universe of profi tability. 

 To describe the signifi cance of that achievement Bornstein relies 
on a metaphor used by Warren Buffett.  “ We dug the moat around 
ESPN. ”  By driving affi liate fees higher than those of any other com-
petitor, ESPN has put a serious impediment in place that secures its 
position as the most popular and profi table cable channel, if not the 
most profi table entity in the media industry.  

  Happy Accidents 

 In business, as in life, unfavorable circumstances can hold us back or 
they can be turned to our advantage. The disadvantages, the outsider 
status, the sense that everyone in the industry was incredulous about 
ESPN ’ s prospects in the early years, got under the skin and became 
the us versus them mentality so intrinsic to the culture. Even many of 
ESPN ’ s cable affi liate customers were aggressive about constraining the 
organization ’ s growth. The various leaders at ESPN used those threats 
and that chip on the shoulder to focus determination and commitment. 
Every dollar saved was a badge on the wall. Working faster and doing 
whatever it took to produce the best results was the self - rewarding goal 
in an industry dominated by union regulations, seniority, and compla-
cency. The desperation was palpable because the employees really did 
believe they were on a mission to serve sports fans and they really 
did understand that the venture was vulnerable to failing. As Roger 
Werner puts it,  “ The kind of commitment I asked our people to make 
was to succeed or go out feet fi rst in a pine box. There was no mid-
dle ground. We knew we needed to do certain things to survive and be 
the leader in this business, or go home. It was all or nothing. ”  
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 Surviving, at every stage, meant doing things differently. Securing a 
satellite transponder because traditional broadcasting was too expensive, 
locating in Bristol because it was off the beaten track, using two cam-
eras instead of fi ve cameras because that ’ s all that was necessary, fl ip-
ping the long - standing business model because it was in the way. When 
you deviate from the start, that refl ex gets into your corporate DNA. 
W. Chan Kim and Renee Mauborgne document this phenomenon 
well in their international bestselling book,  Blue Ocean Strategy: How 
to Create Uncontested Market Space and make the Competition Irrelevant.  
The strategic deviation of Southwest Airlines, Cirque du Soleil (see 
Figures  2.1 and  2.2 ), American Express, and Amazon provide just a few 
other great examples of companies that were built on a traditional 
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based business model, but incorporated signifi cant differentiators in the 
beginning to set themselves apart from their competition.   

 I ’ ve been around other companies — big, major players in their 
respective industries — who were trying to adapt and lead in new 
ways, but failed because they ’ d never done it before. They didn ’ t have 
the instincts, the fortitude, or the cultural experiences to draw on and 
make the effort a success. At ESPN, however, time and again at meet-
ings I heard executives outline their plans for the business and their 
programming ideas, and I ’ d think to myself, this can never be done. 
But ESPN has risk taking, creative problem solving, and defi ance in its 
bloodstream. (See Figure  2.3 .) If anyone whispers that something can ’ t 
be done, that doubt becomes a rallying cry, almost as if it ’ s the proof 
that it needs to be done. 
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 Looking back, it seems there were so many happy accidents, so 
many unlikely circumstances that allowed ESPN to survive and suc-
ceed. But the only common basis you can assign to those many 
moments of survival is the character of the culture and the deter-
mination of the mission. To deliberately transition from start - up to 
an almost unassailable position as industry leader and institution 
is extremely rare. Very few companies make it. To get there, ESPN 
needed to think like an incumbent and act like a challenger. Most 
start - ups avoid interjecting big company practices like a virus out 
of fear that such approaches will dampen the creativity, fl exibility, 
and spirit that makes the start - up special. But ESPN leaders recog-
nized that given the rate of growth and the vision, they needed to 
develop the capacity to be an industry leader from the beginning, and 
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execute with sheer brilliance. As Larry Bossidy and Ram Charan state 
in  Execution ,  “ execution ”  is not the only thing that leaders need to get 
right, but without it, nothing else matters. 

 Then they went ahead and did it, and boy, do they have a hell of a 
story to tell!                                          

 CHAPTER TWO KEY POINTS   

    “ Let insecurity drive achievement ”   
 Every person and every organization has its weak spots. Some 
avoid confronting weaknesses, and never grow. Great leaders 
and organizations work on their insecurities head - on, and let 
that drive their passion for achievement.  

    “ Make teamwork more than a value statement ”   
 If it is clear that working together as a team is truly necessary 
for the success of an organization, then there needs to be  train-
ing,  measurement, consequences, and rewards associated with 
the value. Avoid articulating anything as a value if you do not 
have any intention of holding people accountable.  

    “ A little organizational schizophrenia can be a good 
thing ”   
 It has become clich é , but if you are going to be the best, you must 
believe you are the best, all the while working as hard as you can 
to become the best. This is critical for leadership. Yes, it ’ s a tough 
balancing act, but the art of leadership lies in being able to instill a 
confi dence within the organization while maintaining a constant 
drive to improve and develop. ESPN is the best organizational 
example I know, just as Tiger Woods is probably the best example 
of an athlete maintaining both contradictory perspectives.  

    “ Deviate from the start ”   
 To achieve incredible growth and success in an established area 
requires thought about where you can be distinctively different. 
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Otherwise, the ramp - up time and cost to compete against an 
established player is just too much. Southwest Airlines was dif-
ferent from the start. They changed many things about the 
way airlines are operated. Apple is now a major player in the 
crowded cell phone business, where they did not even exist 
two years ago. They pulled this off because the iPhone was a 
deviation from the start.  

    “ Follow your values, and challenge the rules ”   
 Rules can be useful, but they can also be stifl ing to an enter-
prise. The larger an organization becomes, the more it will 
need rules, but be careful. If an organization is clear on its val-
ues, it can afford to relax on rules, and be fast, cheap, and occa-
sionally out of control.  

   “ When the model doesn ’ t work, turn it over ”   
Some organizations are so invested in the process, and systems, 
they lose sight of what they are seeking to achieve. Frederick 
Taylor, the father of scientifi c management, said that  “ the  sys-
tem  you currently have is perfectly designed for the  results  you 
are currently getting. ”  If you are not happy, or can ’ t live with 
current results, you need to change the current model.
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Chapter 3

                THE RIGHT 
LEADER AT THE 

RIGHT TIME          

c03.indd   65c03.indd   65 8/1/09   8:35:27 AM8/1/09   8:35:27 AM



c03.indd   66c03.indd   66 8/1/09   8:35:30 AM8/1/09   8:35:30 AM



67

 W ith the spotlight on the broadcast talent, the sporting events, 
the programs, the commercials, and even the role of the 
company within the cable industry, executive leadership 

remains the untold story at ESPN. How has ESPN managed to grow 
and prevail over a 30 - year period with six different presidents (actually 
one, Stu Evey, had only the title of chairman) and fi ve different majority 
ownership groups? There ’ s no Bill Gates, Michael Dell, Larry Ellison, or 
Howard Schultz at ESPN. In other words, unlike many companies that 
have experienced explosive growth over one to two generations of 
existence, ESPN has not been driven by a strong ever - present founder. 
As a result, I ’ ve always been struck by how remarkable it is that the mis-
sion, values and strategy of the enterprise have remained so consistent 
and focused. Lacking a strong and charismatic founder - fi gure, many 
organizations struggle with the leadership and succession question, rarely 
getting it quite right. Somehow, the leadership at ESPN has stayed on 
track and always charging forward without the constant hand of a single 
extraordinary individual who has the vision, drive, and unique industry 
know - how to carry the business over a number of transition periods. 

 Instead, over its life span and four stages of growth — Start - Up, 
Survival, Ramp Up, and Institutional, depicted in Model 3.1 — each top 
leader at ESPN has brought an original personality, unique and distinc-
tive strengths (or what McKinsey refers to as  “ spikes ” ), and a clear set 
of strategic and personal tools to the job that seem, in hindsight, to 
have perfectly matched the needs of the organization at the time.   

 When I reverse engineer how this was done, I can only come up 
with one simple explanation: The people making the key decisions 
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MODEL 3:1—SMITH ’ S STAGES OF 
ORGANIZATIONAL AND LEADERSHIP 

DEVELOPMENT

  Stage 1: The Start - Up 

   MAJOR CHALLENGES 
  Developing a compelling vision and business case  
  Securing supporters — fi nancial, staff, and consumers  
  Establishing early wins  
  Identifying key talent who are connected  
  Maintaining confi dence in tough times    

   REQUIRED LEADERSHIP SKILLS 
  Visionary, high energy  
  Salesmanship  
  Resourceful  
  Innovator  
  High tolerance for ambiguity    

   ESPN LEADERS 
  Rasmussen  
  Evey  
  Simmons     

  Stage 2: Survival 

   MAJOR CHALLENGES 
  Developing the long - term strategy  
  Identifying new opportunities for growth  
  Identifying new sources of revenue  
  Leveraging strengths  
  Minimizing weaknesses  
  Developing fi rst generation professionals into second genera-
tion leaders    

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
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   REQUIRED LEADERSHIP SKILLS 
  Strategic  
  Opportunistic  
  Content/technical expertise  
  Follower development  
  Team development and leadership  
  Patience    

   ESPN LEADER 
  Grimes  
  Werner     

  Stage 3: Ramp Up Growth 

   MAJOR CHALLENGES 
  Maintaining risk taking while avoiding major mistakes  
  Aligning all employees (putting the right people in the right 
places)  
  Identifying growth opportunities other than organic (mergers, 
acquisitions, partnerships, etc.)  
  Refi ning and expanding policies and procedures without 
becoming too bureaucratic  
  Developing preemptive strategies to maintain position against 
competitors in the marketplace    

   REQUIRED LEADERSHIP SKILLS 
  Systematic thinker  
  Solid management  
  Negotiator  
  Operational  
  Motivational  
  Thinks outside the box  
  Developing or refi ning mission and values  

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

•
•

•

•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

(Continued)
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  Raising the performance bar  
  Industry expertise  
  Relationship builder    

   ESPN LEADER 
  Werner  
  Bornstein     

 Stage 4: Institutional 

   MAJOR CHALLENGES 
  Maintaining top talent  
  Engaging all employees (getting people to commit to and be 
excited about their jobs)  
  Expanding and protecting the brand  
  Appropriate community involvement  
  Maintaining internal humility while exercising bold leadership 
externally  
  Having fun    

   REQUIRED LEADERSHIP SKILLS 
  Culture carrier  
  Public ambassador  
  Big picture  
  Globally minded  
  Inspirational  
  Leadership developer  
  Listener  
  Empowerer  
  Delegator    

 ESPN LEADER 
  Bornstein  
Bodenheimer

•
•
•

•
•

•
•

•
•
•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

(Continued)
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regarding the next leader were worried more about what was good 
for the organization (and the sports fan) than how to perpetuate their 
own personality and style. Although this sounds like common sense, 
in my experience, it ’ s pretty rare. Most leaders are unwilling to hand 
over power to someone who does not look like the face staring back 
at them in the mirror. And many boards shy away from selecting the 
internal candidate who lacks established credentials but carries the culture 
and organizational knowledge in spades. Instead, they often reach out-
side the organization for someone who has earned the glow of success 
in another company, and then they fi nd that intangibles don ’ t always 
carry over. What ’ s more, there ’ s a tendency when picking leaders to 
swing signifi cantly from one set of desired attributes to another and 
back again, a kind of AB BA pattern where the charismatic inspira-
tional CEO is followed by the detail - oriented manager and so on. 

 If there ’ s a leadership personality at ESPN, it resembles a mosaic of 
characteristics, strengths, and insecurities that you can trace, almost like 
you decode a genome, back to the leadership ancestors. Every one of 
the top leaders has left a distinct personality mark on the organization 
that remains part of what makes the business successful today. There are 
no blank years or missing limbs on the family tree. And I imagine that 
for a leader, making that kind of contribution is extremely satisfying. 
We all want to know that a piece of ourselves is going to live on after 
we die. Ernest Becker, in his classic book  The Denial of Death  (1973), 
labeled this phenomenon  “ Heroic Transcendence  ,” where the heroism 
transmutes the fear of death into the security of self - perpetuation. 

 Let me describe the leadership story at ESPN and you can see for 
yourself how it all fi t together and continues to perpetuate.  

  The Pioneers and the Settlers 

 We romanticize the people who came before us and founded a country 
or established a business, but if we met any pioneers in person, outside 
the colorful history books, we ’ d probably think of them as a rough, 
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sharp - edged, or uncivilized bunch. That ’ s true to a degree of some of 
the early leadership at ESPN. I ’ m not in the business of whitewashing the 
truth. I think we ’ re grown - up enough to understand that it ’ s possi-
ble for our leaders to have some personal weaknesses to go with their 
personal strengths while still being very effective at what they do. And 
the stories of ESPN ’ s early years would certainly make for some color-
ful reading, but this isn ’ t a kiss - and - tell kind of book. What I want to 
describe are the skills and attributes each of those leaders brought to an 
intense and rapidly growing business in order to fi gure out what made 
it all work. 

 The initial leadership group was a dynamic trio, almost chemi-
cally unstable, and prone to explosions. It included founder Bill 
Rasmussen, the hustling salesman and boundless sports fanatic; Getty 
executive Stuart Evey who oversaw the organization as the representa-
tive of the primary investor; and sports television industry insider Chet 
Simmons. The atmosphere during the brief but tense start - up period 
was fi lled with arguments, exchanges of condescension, and a whirl-
wind of constantly churning activity. Leadership experts talk today 
about the importance of team building and the benefi ts of going into 
an entrepreneurial business with people you like and respect. None of 
that seemed to matter at ESPN. It ’ s possible that each of the three men 
despised one or both of the others, or at least discounted the value of 
what they brought to the equation. But it ’ s also true that each brought 
skills, connections, and personality traits that were absolutely vital for 
the survival of the enterprise. Everyone suffered. All the niceties of 
camaraderie and the experience of a supportive place to work was sub-
sumed by the urgent needs of the business and a vision that beckoned. 

 It ’ s hard to imagine how they managed to stay bound to the same 
idea without a single strong leader, but somehow they did despite the 
occasional left hand not knowing what the right hand was doing. Bill 
Rasmussen was the classic salesman - entrepreneur, driven beyond the 
normal realm of obsession to realize a dream, willing to overextend 
himself, bluff, or hustle his way past obstacles, while overlooking many 
critical business necessities (like suffi cient revenue) that would have 

c03.indd   72c03.indd   72 8/1/09   8:35:31 AM8/1/09   8:35:31 AM



The Right Leader at the Right Time

73

stopped a more realistic or calculating person. ESPN ’ s salvation, that 
infusion of  $ 10 million of Getty ’ s money, was also the beginning of 
Rasmussen ’ s end. He ’ d be out within a year and a half. And although he 
saw a fairly decent fi nancial return for his personal investment of ideas 
and will, he might have been a billionaire had he managed to hang 
onto his equity stake and sustain his position as founder - leader. It ’ s hard 
to imagine someone not being bitter about an outcome like that, but 
Rasmussen doesn ’ t read or sound like a disappointed man. Those who 
knew him back then speculated that he was hurt by not even having a 
going - away party; however, the most critical sentiment one can fi nd on 
record is when he mentions in his book,  The Birth of ESPN , that  “   . . .  I 
lasted about a year. The standard  ‘ offer ’  didn ’ t work very well with [me, 
so I eventually] succumbed and  ‘ resigned ’   ”  (p. 239). Ever the optimist, 
he seems humble about it, proud and a little in awe of the vision to 
which he was able to give momentum. And, of course, as a salesman 
who ’ s always thinking in a forward direction, Rasmussen has had other 
projects to keep him busy since, though nothing comparable to ESPN. 

 Besides his dream and his fanatical passion for sports, Rasmussen ’ s 
legacy to the organization was his ability to scramble and make the 
impossible happen. That ’ s not so uncommon for an entrepreneurial start -
 up, but ESPN has never lost that ingrained sense of how to jump - start 
new projects quickly and still produce quality results. While an estab-
lished organization might hesitate, move more slowly and cautiously, 
conserve its energy, and carefully get all its pieces in place before act-
ing, ESPN has continued to launch many of its big ventures by the seat 
of its pants, with (perhaps unnecessarily) limited resources and unrea-
sonable deadlines as well as great gusto, almost like a salmon swimming 
upstream, fl inging that big muscular body up and over a waterfall. 

 Having seen that approach work more than a few times, I believe 
there ’ s sound logic behind the madness. CEOs at sizable organizations 
have confi ded in me how diffi cult it can be to bring an established and 
comfortable executive team up a few notches in urgency and encour-
age them to accomplish something extraordinary. Complacent, cautious, 
risk - averse behavior can dominate in established corporations, and 
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moving fast and being aggressive is a rare strength. I think ESPN, by 
retaining its “us versus them” start - up mindset, is able to generate and 
channel a heightened level of desperation whenever necessary — a valu-
able capability in a world where standing pat can mean getting passed. 
When ESPN goes into new project mode, the activity may seem to 
an outside observer like chaos fi lled with frenetic anxiety; but within 
ESPN there ’ s comfort with the panic, a genetic familiarity with tackling 
the  “ big hairy audacious goals. ”  The people at ESPN use desperation 
and urgency to get the adrenaline fl owing and the resources focused. 
Doing so, they accomplish something signifi cant without turning it into 
a fi nancial boondoggle that can cripple an arrogant market leader. 

 Rasmussen, as I mentioned, did not play well with Stuart Evey, but 
few could. As the man who decided that ESPN was worth Getty ’ s 
dollars, Evey was not a hands - off angel investor, confi dent in the abili-
ties of the management group that had drawn him in. Instead, he rec-
ognized that Rasmussen, or at least the ESPN business plan, needed as 
much professional support as fi nancial. He provided the fi nancial back-
ing without hesitation. He knew exactly which levers to pull at Getty 
to get more money, and was expert at framing the early struggles of the 
organization in a way that inspired enthusiasm about the ultimate out-
comes. What ’ s more, he did all this at signifi cant risk to his own career. 
As a representative of the primary investor he probably should have 
been more discerning and skeptical about ESPN ’ s abilities to execute 
the plan. Without Evey, there ’ s no way ESPN would have survived. Any 
media - based investor would have pulled the plug. 

 The professional support Evey offered was a bit more complicated. 
His entry into the management group shifted the source of power to 
himself. Even Rasmussen, whose name had been on every deal and 
contract, realized that Evey ’ s money made him boss. Evey was intrusive, 
opinionated, forceful, and domineering, but he also cared deeply about 
what the product looked like and he wanted to ensure that ESPN did 
more than survive — that it would actually become a signifi cant player, a 
championship caliber business. As such, he did what Jerry Jones or Daniel 
Snyder, the owners of the Dallas Cowboys and Washington Redskins 
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respectively, have frequently done in the NFL world. He went out and 
bought the best coach and the most talented players he could fi nd. At 
every opportunity, he bolstered the ESPN team in terms of its admin-
istrative and its production talent. And then, like Jerry Jones, who often 
seems unable to leave well enough alone, Evey liked to come down from 
the owner ’ s box at tense, critical moments, patrol the sidelines, cheer the 
team on, and offer his own opinions about how to play the game. That 
kind of support is a complicated blessing at best. You need it because you 
need the money and the talent and the energy. But as a professional, you 
just want the amateur coach to stay off the playing fi eld. 

 Between Rasmussen, who continued to act with the blithe author-
ity of the founder in charge, and Evey, who stormed the sidelines and 
praised, threatened, and cajoled any who got in his sights, it must not 
have been easy for Chet Simmons to do his job as the television pro-
duction expert. Simmons was smart about negotiating ultimate operat-
ing authority for himself. He obtained the title of president, helping 
to push Rasmussen off to the wings. But how stressful, disorganized, 
amateurish, and haphazard this whole start - up cable channel must have 
seemed to him! Simmons came from the pinnacle of the sports media 
world, where he helped start ABC Sports and Wide World of Sports, and 
later became president of NBC Sports. He was used to the most cre-
dentialed talent, the top sporting events, the almost unlimited budgets, 
long - settled employment and services contracts, and the best equip-
ment. He had led an organization with established ways of doing pro-
duction, fi rm and clear policies, and the ability to throw resources at 
any urgent crisis. It must have felt as though Bob Nardelli, after years as 
president of one of GE ’ s divisions, had left not for market leader Home 
Depot, but for some Internet start - up with bizarre funding embroiled 
in amateur hour. And don ’ t forget, this particular start - up wasn ’ t located in 
Silicon Valley, New York, or Chicago, but in Bristol, Connecticut, the 
middle of absolutely nowhere. 

 Simmons likely had plenty of second thoughts, but little time 
for them once the work began. His industry experience and steady 
hand couldn ’ t have been more critical. He gave instant legitimacy to 
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ESPN. Because of him, talented industry fi gures like Bill Creasy, Jim 
Dullaghan, and Scott Connal brought their considerable production 
abilities to Bristol. Together, that conglomeration of know - how and 
connections enabled ESPN to fi nd the freelancers, and the trucks, 
and build the production trailer and the studio set. Simmons was a ter-
rifi c programmer in his own right and he, more than anyone, enabled 
ESPN to look like a real network from the beginning. He launched 
ESPN, in the basic sense of the word. He got it off the ground. 

 But Simmons, like Evey and Rasmussen, had his weaknesses, too. 
Simmons, although a principled, honest, and loyal executive and a terrifi c 
programmer, was not universally thought to be the most gifted admin-
istrative executive. To be sure, I do know several current executives who 
felt he was a great mentor and speak very highly of him to this day. Rosa 
Gatti, currently SVP of Communications, told me that he had amazing 
patience working with young employees just out of college, and like the 
legendary Jack Welch of GE, would always write notes to employees with 
praise or a question. However, by most accounts, his interests and expe-
riences didn ’ t stretch in the  “ bottom line ”  business direction. He knew 
how to manage producers, programmers, sponsors, schedules, talent, and 
events, and was completely dedicated to quality television; but he 
didn ’ t have the same sharp instincts for building the business, managing 
the bottom line, negotiating the best deals, or developing the talent in the 
back - offi ce. When he left Bristol three years after launch, partly to fi nd 
relief from the frequent confl ict with Evey but also to seize an incred-
ible opportunity to become the fi rst commissioner of the new USFL, 
nobody (except perhaps Evey) thought that was a good thing for ESPN. 
As they say on the Bristol campus,  “ As the Dish turns . . .  . ”  

 There ’ s a certain adventurous satisfaction in being a pioneer. You 
explore a new world. You get shot at by hostile natives. You carve out 
and claim territory, and plant a fl ag in your new dominion. Back home, 
in the civilization you came from, everyone thinks you ’ re crazy. The 
land you ’ re calling an empire is a bug - infested forest with no amenities. 
They see the hardship of that place and wonder why the hell anyone 
would put themselves in such a situation. You see the limitless potential. 
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 Unfortunately, soon after pioneers have reached a new land and 
established a toehold, they either die off or are too worn out to see the 
more civilized developments come along. It ’ s left to others to carve 
the wooden beams and erect the fi rst buildings, establish law and order, 
and start getting rich. And that is where the settlers come in. 

  The Settlers Are Coming  . . .  

 William (Bill) Grimes was the next president, and the fi rst of the new 
generation of settlers at ESPN. Of course, he ’ d been there from early 
on but he was a different kind of leader for the organization, a profes-
sional manager, and one it would need to survive as a business. 

 Unlike Rasmussen, the sports fanatic, or Simmons, the sports pro-
gramming professional, Grimes ’ s experience in the media industry at 
CBS for 14 years had been in sales, human resources, and management. 
A director of HR before heading up CBS ’ s AM and FM radio stations, 
he was hired at ESPN on the recommendation of the consulting fi rm, 
McKinsey and Company. McKinsey ’ s belief was that ESPN needed a 
serious infusion of bench strength in the area of general management, so 
Grimes was recruited to serve as the fi rm ’ s fi rst chief operating offi cer. 

 Although such a series of roles and experiences might suggest a dry 
personality compared to the fl ashy, tempestuous, passionate types who 
preceded him, Grimes was anything but. He was, to use a term not in 
anyone ’ s vocabulary at the time, the high EQ type. He had an infec-
tious enthusiasm for the organization and the work they were doing, 
and he gave the impression that he couldn ’ t believe his own luck in 
being tapped to be part of the enterprise, let alone running it. He had 
that rare ability to be high energy while also connecting easily at the 
personal level with the people around him. He seemed to love every-
body and was genuinely inspiring. 

 At the same time that Grimes was a people person, he was also an 
empowering leader. He didn ’ t micromanage, but put people in charge 
of their projects, trusting in their abilities and supporting their success. 
For a company that was rapidly growing beyond the capacity of its 
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human capital, this was exactly the approach that was needed. Young, 
inexperienced but talented and extremely hungry programmers and 
bean counters were needed to grow into roles of great responsibility 
under high - pressure circumstances. They knew they would never have 
gotten a sniff at such opportunity back in the real world, at an estab-
lished insurance company or major network, and so they were grateful, 
but also in over their heads. Grimes, through his open - mindedness and 
his nonjudgmental nature, created an inclusive environment in which it 
was safe to be creative and take risks. 

 It must have taken a special personality or force of will to shelter 
the people in the organization from the fi nancial pressures it was under 
to perform. Nobody outside the top ranks talked about ESPN as a 
business, always as a product and service to the fans. Even as the organ-
ization became more corporate and established, Grimes continued to 
support the principle that you should not be afraid to take chances. If 
things didn ’ t work out, you just admitted defeat and moved on rapidly 
to Plan B, executing better the next time. Rather than fretting about 
failing, he made you feel it was better to go out with guns blazing. 

 Grimes instilled a never - say - die kind of determination, but a lot of 
fl exibility, too. He encouraged fast decisions, fast action, and fast course 
corrections whenever they were necessary. There wasn ’ t a lot of delibera-
tion and hand - wringing going on. But as success came to ESPN, there 
started to be a lot of fun. On the critical side, Grimes ’ s ability to resist 
micromanaging could also be described as a lack of attention to detail. 
He was a consummate salesman, always encouraging, and that was proba-
bly healthy for an organization in which failure, risk, and pressure were in 
abundance, and young talented people needed to feel the psychic rewards 
of getting a win once in a while, or they ’ d probably jump off a bridge.   

  The Calculating Strategist 

 Bill Grimes left ESPN in 1988 after fi ve years as head of the organiza-
tion, a time in which it transitioned from start - up to growth. Grimes 
left to head up another exciting new network, the Spanish - language 
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Univision. He carried his enthusiasm with him, announcing that his fi rst 
order of business upon assuming his new role would be to learn Spanish. 

 Under Grimes ’ s stewardship, ESPN had begun to instill solid busi-
ness practices into the working culture. The thriftiness, attention to the 
bottom line, and eagerness to do a better job with fewer resources than 
the competition were all in place before Grimes, but Grimes headed the 
company when those practices began to be ingrained as corporate poli-
cies and processes. It was also during Grimes ’ s tenure that ESPN fl ipped 
the business model on the cable affi liates, secured the rights to major 
sports like the NFL, and was sold by Getty and bought by ABC. 

 There was a force behind Grimes, however, who was probably even 
more responsible for establishing the business practices and the capacity 
for revenue generation. That was Roger Werner. Werner was on the 
McKinsey team that assessed ESPN ’ s viability as a business and made 
recommendations. He stayed on at ESPN to see them implemented. 
When Grimes was named president and CEO, Werner was tapped to 
take Grimes ’ s previous job. 

 Their partnership was a successful mix of personality types and 
skill sets. While Grimes was the salesman and people person, Werner 
had ice in his veins. He was analytical, execution - oriented, and fearless 
about going for what he wanted, whether that was a contract with the 
NFL or a deal with the cable operators. Although the affi liates came 
on board with ESPN ’ s proposed reversed fee structure under Grimes ’ s 
tenure as president, it was Werner who headed the team that engaged 
in the rough, bare - knuckled negotiations and scratched and clawed out 
the deal that ESPN needed. 

 When Grimes ’ s tenure continued into its fi fth year, there was no 
more room for Werner to move up or assume additional responsibili-
ties, so he was asked by the Cap Cities ownership team to become the 
COO and executive vice president at ABC in preparation for taking 
on an even more senior role. But the work wasn ’ t a whole lot of fun. 
Unlike ESPN, with its growth trajectory and wild west excitement, 
ABC was broken and needed to cut costs, shed people, and reconfi gure 
itself with smaller ambitions. Then Grimes left ESPN to enter another 
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business. While there was no one at ESPN with the total skill set to 
lead the organization at that moment, Werner was still intimately famil-
iar with the business and aching for the opportunity to run ESPN. He 
was part of the team that had mapped out ESPN ’ s fi ve year turnaround 
plan and seen it through. He had a tremendous sense of pride and 
authorship in that accomplishment. He knew the executive team 
and considered them friends. From cost cutting and layoffs at ABC, a 
return to ESPN was not just a relief, it promised to be a lot of fun. 

 McKinsey doesn ’ t hire dummies. No surprise, Werner ’ s predomi-
nant attribute as ESPN ’ s leader was his intelligence. Whereas Grimes 
felt the need in his gut for an inclusive, creative, risk - taking culture, 
Werner was the type who understood the value of that intellectually 
and saw that it was encouraged because it gave the business a desired 
capability set. He thought in terms of quantifi able measures and com-
municated strategies, action items and negotiating stands using tough, 
no - nonsense business language. Grimes ’ s soft, high EQ touch was 
great in a leader, but it was best saved for the offi ce where it could 
be applied to the talent, the employees, and the owners. The cable 
operators and league representatives played rough, and Werner was 
hardheaded enough to beat them most of the time. He wasn ’ t blind 
to the gifts and needs of others. He just used them in a more calcu-
lating way to achieve his objectives. He spotted the executive poten-
tial of Steve Bornstein in the programming department, for example, 
as well as George Bodenheimer in affi liate sales, and included them 
both in his swings across the country convincing irascible, intransi-
gent cable operators they needed to stop losing money by starting to 
give it away. 

 Werner wasn ’ t bloodless by any means. He loved sports, especially 
fast cars, water skiing, and motorboats, and he loved the ESPN product. 
Under Werner there was not so much activity in the way of acquisi-
tions or growth of program offerings, but there was a heavy emphasis 
on building and leveraging the ESPN brand. He started the long - term 
thinking around many of the products ESPN would begin to offer, 
launching a marketing division, selling merchandise, making plans for 
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ESPN stores. Ahead of his time in terms of expanding the organiza-
tion ’ s market footprint, Werner took every opportunity to promote 
the business and the brand, evolving into a sort of salesman - in - chief, 
articulating what ESPN was doing and why, convincing customers 
to buy the signal and suppliers like the NFL or the America ’ s Cup to 
bring their product to the network. He even had to sell the unique-
ness and future potential of ESPN to various ownership groups as the 
stakeholders continued to turn over, making frequent presentations, 
explaining the growth potential, heading off challenges to the cost 
side of the business that would have crippled the ability to achieve the 
goals. Selling the business, and growing the business, that ’ s how Roger 
Werner spent the 1980s at ESPN. 

 He didn ’ t, however, make a lot of money for himself. That was the 
downside of being a professional manager in a company without pub-
licly traded shares and a series of owners who were always setting up 
the business for sale. By the end of 1990, Werner looked up from his 
hectic job as CEO and gazed around the country at his peers in the 
business. He had been instrumental in bringing ESPN from a  $ 20 mil-
lion hole in the ground to a  $ 2.5 to  $ 3 billion business, transitioning it 
from an entity industry insiders laughed at to the most profi table pro-
gramming network in cable. But while many of his peers were growing 
rich on their personal stakes in their own businesses or the companies 
they ran, Werner ’ s net worth was disproportionately pale in comparison. 
In November of 1990 he left ESPN, after a brief but eventful period as 
president, and a longer infl uence as one of the signifi cant architects.  

  The Programmer - in - Chief 

 When Roger Werner left, his replacement was his second in command, 
the then current head of programming, Steve Bornstein. Depending 
on who you talk to, Bornstein was either immediately announced as 
Werner ’ s designated successor, or had to sweat for a few days while he 
lobbied hard for the job, demanding it really, and the ownership group 
at Cap Cities/ABC considered their options. Regardless, Bornstein 
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understood without doubt or hesitation who was right for the organi-
zation at that time: He was. 

 Like any human being, Bornstein has his strengths and weak-
nesses, but in Bornstein the overall impact of his character is unusu-
ally intense and disturbing. By  “ disturbing ”  I mean that, whether you 
like Bornstein or not, you will be unsettled by him, and depending 
on the intensity and duration of the connection, you will be thrown 
off balance temporarily or permanently changed. There is no walk-
ing away from Bornstein without being marked by the experience. He 
has a demanding, intelligent, impatient edge to his personality that can 
be disconcerting while simultaneously acting as a powerful draw. You 
want to please him and excel for him, and you certainly don ’ t want to 
sound foolish in front of him. Bornstein ’ s gruff, exacting style practi-
cally makes him the dictionary defi nition of an old - school leader. And 
yet, although his take - no - prisoners approach to dealing with employ-
ees and adversaries alike has left plenty of bodies strewn behind, he 
also engenders and offers intense loyalty and caring while bringing 
out the absolute best in people in terms of performance, creativity, 
sharp thinking, and achievement. It ’ s that mix that keeps people enam-
ored of him, even as they are occasionally hurt, frustrated, angry, and 
bewildered. 

 Bornstein had been involved in sports television production as a 
student at the University of Wisconsin in Madison. From there he ’ d 
moved to Columbus, Ohio where he worked at the remarkable Qube 
TV network. Believe it or not, Columbus was the hotbed of cable 
TV innovation in the 1970s, generating such stalwart channels as 
Nickelodeon and MTV. But Qube, which you have probably never 
heard of unless you grew up in Ohio, was the most leading edge net-
work of them all. In fact, Qube ’ s approach then seems downright sci-
ence fi ction - like today. 

 Qube was interactive cable. It offered a whopping thirty channels 
for customers to watch, of which ten were broadcast channels, ten were 
pay - per - view channels, and ten were interactive. Qube was launched by 
Warner Communications to be an innovative competitor with all the 
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other hundreds of cable operations in the country. A remote control 
box with rows of buttons was connected to your TV with a wire. Five 
of the buttons allowed viewers to answer questions posed on the inter-
active channels. Those varied from opinions on topical news stories to 
selections of favorite bands. You could register for education programs 
that way and even play interactive games. All of this before the arrival 
of the household computer or digital technology. 

 Although Qube was a hit with customers, the technology and 
especially the building of the two - way cable infrastructure was too 
expensive to enable profi tability. So Qube went by the wayside like 
other great television inventions of the time, including Telstar and 
Atari. However, it ’ s pay - per - view system, which covered Ohio State 
University football games and boxing bouts, was exceptionally popular 
and probably drove the penetration of Qube in the Ohio market. 

 In 1978, before the launch of ESPN, Bill Creasy and another pro-
ducer named Jack Schneider visited Qube in Columbus on behalf of 
Werner to see about producing OSU football games. Dressed in their 
expensive suits, Creasy and Schneider looked like slick New York 
media men visiting the backwaters of Ohio. Bornstein, then a slightly 
overweight Jewish kid in his early twenties with an oversized afro, was 
the executive director at WOSU television and in charge of sports pro-
duction which they supplied to Qube. Creasy, it was well known to 
Bornstein, had produced the fi rst two Super Bowls. Schneider basi-
cally announced that he and Creasy were going to take over football 
production and started demanding the equipment and staff they would 
need to do the job. But Bornstein, though expected to fall into line, 
pushed his glasses up and told them if they wanted to produce the 
games they could do it all on their own, or they could hire WOSU to 
produce the games and split the fee. He dryly added,  “ Sir, with all due 
respect, you ’ re getting one camera and one truck. ”  

 Encountering that hard - nosed attitude and blunt toughness, Bill 
Creasy fell in love. Always on the lookout for talent, when Creasy 
started work at ESPN, he immediately hired Bornstein for  $ 27,000 
a year to become a programmer. He put him up at the Holiday Inn 
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in Plainville, Connecticut, where Bornstein would live for more than 
a year. For Bornstein ’ s part, Bristol was like an alien nation, the clos-
est movie theater 45 minutes away. The amount of top equipment and 
resources, compared to college television, was a revelation, but the life-
style was miserable. He ’ d never worked harder in his life. He didn ’ t 
know anybody outside of work. If he wasn ’ t broke, and if he could 
have found any other job, he would have made a run for it. Creasy was 
so worried about that possibility he made Bornstein call him regularly 
to check in when he left Connecticut on holidays. 

 As for the job, Bornstein became very good at it, very fast. When 
he arrived, three months into operations there were four people pro-
gramming the network. Within three more months, the channel was 
running 24 hours a day. ESPN had one big contract with the NCAA 
but nothing else steady. Many of his hours were spent on the phone, 
calling various colleges to see if they ’ d played hockey the previous 
night; if so, had anyone recorded it, and if so, would they mind throw-
ing that tape into a FedEx bag and overnighting it so ESPN could air 
the event the next day? Sometimes scheduled programs didn ’ t go on 
because the receptionist left a package on the pile on her desk without 
realizing the contents were meant to fi ll a few hours of air time. 

 In a few short years, Bornstein had risen to become head of pro-
gramming for ESPN, the fi rst executive to be given those responsibili-
ties. Within 10 years of starting at the company, he was named president 
at the age of 38. To everyone at ESPN, older, younger, more experi-
enced, fresh on board, there was no question Bornstein should hold the 
position. He was a force of nature in terms of personality, and he was 
already considered one of the brightest programmers of his generation. 
This fact was later confi rmed when he became the recipient of the 
prestigious Vanguard Award for programmers, one of the highest honors 
given by the National Cable and Telecommunication Association. 

 During his time as president, ESPN launched its radio network, 
the X - Games, its ancillary marketing division, its online presence, its 
research division, the ESPYs, and lots and lots of original and estab-
lished programming. ESPN expanded internationally, reaching more 
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than 120 countries in a few short years; and it expanded its number 
of channels, launching ESPN2 in October 1993, ESPN News, ESPN 
Classic, and the V Foundation for Cancer Research, named in honor of 
the late Jimmy Valvano. The growth was unbelievable and the organiza-
tion became dominant in a way no one would have expected. Under 
Bornstein, the couple hundred million in profi t generated by Werner 
reached the billion mark. 

 Organizational observers are sometimes guilty of attributing too 
much infl uence to an individual leader with strong charisma when it 
comes to the growth and success of a business. But it would be hard 
to overstate the impact of Bornstein ’ s leadership on the drive, creativ-
ity, and resilience ESPN showed over the years under his watch. Talk to 
anyone, past or present, at ESPN, who experienced a Bornstein meet-
ing and you will hear the same kinds of things. The brilliant mind and 
visionary outlook; the sharp and often devastating probing questions; 
the sense that as he listened to your pitch — and you were always trying 
to make your case with Bornstein — he was either bored, or he was cal-
culating how wrong you were; all of it topped by the relief and pleasure 
when, hours, weeks, or long months later, he quoted your points from 
memory, and articulated them better than you had done with the notes 
in your hand, and used them to make something important happen. 
The questioning and the doubting was about challenging you to have 
passion for your position and pushing your thought processes. If you 
could fi ght for it, state it well, and back it up under relentless pressure, 
then Bornstein respected your point of view, and he respected you. 

 It kept you off guard, and it kept you trying to do better next time. 
You knew you needed to be more prepared than you were in other 
situations. Even during the most casual encounter, you needed to be 
ready to provide a valuable insight or piece of information. For exam-
ple, whenever I would run into Steve in the hallway or men ’ s bath-
room, I would throw out the ever - conventional greeting,  “ Hey, Steve, 
how are you doing? ”  His response was always the same.  “ I don ’ t know. 
What have you heard? ”  The fi rst time I heard this reply, I laughed and 
said,  “ That ’ s a good one Steve, I haven ’ t heard that before; so how 
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are you? ”  He  didn ’ t  laugh, and repeated his reply, with a qualifi er;  “ We 
are paying you all this money, Doc, to know the company and help us, 
so what in the hell have you been hearing? ”  I then realized that he was 
seriously seeking information. He was always after data and input and 
new ideas, and when he seized on something it could be so sudden 
you didn ’ t always understand the signifi cance. Then it would dawn on you, 
and you ’ d be running after Bornstein to catch up. 

 On the hard side of doing business, Bornstein had equally promi-
nent strengths. As a negotiator and a deal maker, he was as savvy as a poker 
player. He read people easily, whether across a boardroom or a res-
taurant table, and quickly gauged their weak spots and needs, thereby 
securing better concessions. Like all fi erce competitors, he liked winning 
for its own sake. He stopped for nothing when going after an objective, 
and he was often rough around the edges while doing it. When assess-
ing data, he had an instant grasp of numbers and could spin situations 
around, look at them from different perspectives, and do calculations 
in his mind that others hadn ’ t considered, and then offer an elegant 
solution. He made bold, risky, innovative decisions quickly because he 
seemed to sense that speed, as a mode of working, not only got ESPN 
ahead of the competition but also kept the creative and performance 
tensions on maximum throttle. I ’ ll never forget one night having dinner 
with Bornstein and Bill Creasy in Manhattan. Bornstein ordered a steak 
well done, with steamed spinach on the side. When our food arrived, 
the waiter had not brought the spinach. From the look on Bornstein ’ s 
face, the waiter realized he had forgotten something. He rushed back 
a minute later with the spinach, only to hear that Bornstein no longer 
wanted it. The waiter apologized profusely with the age - old restau-
rant excuse:  “ I ’ m so sorry, Mr. Bornstein, we got slammed just when 
I put in your order. ”  Bornstein looked back, and simply said,  “ That ’ s 
not my problem, it ’ s yours. ”   This was one of Bornstein ’ s favorite restau-
rants, and we would go back many times over the years, and I must 
say that they never forgot his steamed spinach again, regardless of how 
busy they may have been. That is what Bornstein does: Somehow his 
demanding character is palpable, and it pushes people to be at their 
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best, raising the performance of everyone around him, even while he 
pushes himself harder still. 

 There was no letting up for Bornstein, but there was a softer side. 
If you were close to him, he made sure you knew you were one of his 
prized possessions. He could be warm and sincere, and he made sure 
people realized there was a line between the personal and the profes-
sional. Outsiders or new entrants to the executive ranks could be shocked 
at how Bornstein and the people around him talked to each other, berat-
ing ideas, shouting back rebuttals, arguing with total emotional invest-
ment and a lot of volume and invective. But all that was left behind at 
the door, and friends stayed friends. Business was business. You didn ’ t take 
anything personally (or at least you tried not to). If you didn ’ t have a 
thick skin, you couldn ’ t last, because under Bornstein ’ s tenure there was a 
sort of perpetual war going on, with everyone fi ghting for their point of 
view and position. After work, you had drinks and laughed it off. That ’ s 
where Bornstein showed himself to be a genuinely caring person, and 
that ’ s why people cared for him so much, and were fi ercely loyal to him. 

 Bornstein cared about the people around him in another way, too. 
He wanted to see them develop. It was Bornstein who suggested that 
we bring the people practices of major Fortune 50 companies into a 
company that still played like a start - up. He was preparing ESPN to 
grow into itself. 

 I got the go - ahead to conduct satisfaction surveys with the employee 
base, which would then be followed by a group meeting in which those 
employees could provide Bornstein with feedback on how well the com-
pany was doing with respect to its mission and values. The idea was to 
give people a chance to speak, in a safe environment, about areas where 
the company was still falling short. Of course, nothing was safe with 
Bornstein. Having enough experience of that already, I instructed him 
to listen silently, take notes, and just say thank you at the end of each 
presentation.  “ Don ’ t forget your reputation, ”  I told him.  “ You ’ re intimi-
dating. If you take it personally or come off as defensive, this part of the 
training is going to be a failure. No one will feel comfortable in present-
ing their ideas to you. ”  He shook his head, and smiled. 
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 It was a bit like telling General George S. Patton to practice sen-
sitivity. I knew the fi rst session was starting rough when Bornstein 
refused to take notes. He didn ’ t need to take notes because he had a 
steel - trap memory, but it would have been nice to dilute the impres-
sion he gave of listening with hostile attention. Instead, he sat there 
with his arms crossed and his mouth in a frown, growing increasingly 
uncomfortable until he could no longer hold back. He put his hand on 
my arm to keep me from saying anything, and admitted to everyone 
that I ’ d told him not to interrupt, but he needed to make things clear. 
And then he proceeded to debate statements and defend positions on 
the grounds that the employees may not have all the critical informa-
tion needed to suggest a compelling change. There were pressures and 
concerns that they were sheltered from, and if they wanted to criticize 
they ought to know what those were. 

 That was a lesson I thought about for years and which became the 
gist of my book,  The Taboos of Leadership: The Ten Things No One Will 
Tell You About Leaders and What They Think.  You couldn ’ t hold Bornstein 
back and his force of will made it diffi cult for those around him to com-
pete for oxygen. It sure was diffi cult for me to encourage people to 
continue to be open with Bornstein in those sessions! But at the same 
time, Bornstein wanted people to know what he thought, why he 
thought it, and why it was the right thing to do. He believed leadership 
was not a democracy, though it should encourage free speech. 

 He stretched my thinking again when it came to personal devel-
opment plans based on 360 - degree feedback. I explained to Bornstein 
that the feedback needed to be completely anonymous and strictly 
confi dential. No one would be privy to the results except the recipient. 
That was and is the industry standard for doing 360 - degree feedback 
exercises in corporations. I knew that if people believed that Bornstein 
had access to the feedback, I would be perceived as a spy and they 
would be less than candid about their perceptions. 

 Bornstein, in his typical way, made me get out of the ivory tower 
and join the real world. At an organization that really needed people 
to step up to the leadership roles they were being offered, personal 
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growth wasn ’ t a nice - to - have intervention, it was essential for results. 
As CEO, Bornstein didn ’ t feel he could abdicate in this area any more 
than he could let budget or strategy sessions go by without comment. 
Bornstein wanted that data, not to trap or trip anyone, but because it 
was valuable to him for knowing exactly where his people were at and 
what they needed. I provided him with my  “ cost benefi t ”  analysis of 
such an approach, and he provided his, and we came up with an inter-
esting compromise. (Funny thing; he would often infl uence me in my 
area of expertise, but I never recall infl uencing him about program-
ming sports … .Hmmm?) The compromise was this — I insisted that the 
fi rst year would be strictly confi dential, after which we ’ d give a one -
 page summary of feedback and areas to work on to each person ’ s direct 
manager and to Bornstein. He agreed, still griping. But this gave people 
a year to work on their areas of development. And boy, did they focus 
on making positive changes. Knowing the feedback would be opened 
up a year later provoked a big step - up in performance along the lines 
of the mission and values. 

 My fi rm (Leadership Research Institute) still conducts feedback 
that way today. It was a lesson in how leaders wield power and infl u-
ence to achieve desired results. It may have been tense, stressful, and a 
bit more messy than I ’ d hoped, but it illustrated that stretching one ’ s 
capabilities is best done under real - world conditions when there are 
real consequences at stake. For Bornstein, nothing was done theoret-
ically. Everything mattered. And if you were going to do something, 
you ’ d better have a purpose, a measurable outcome, and an undeniable 
will to win. That ’ s how he led ESPN and I think the results show that 
his approach had unparalleled impact.  

  The Kinder, Gentler Leader 

 Bill Grimes had Roger Werner. Grimes was a people person with a 
high EQ. Werner was analytical, strategic, and sales - oriented. When 
Werner became president, he balanced his business strengths with 
Bornstein ’ s programming brilliance. That pattern of having a strong 
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second to complement the skills of the fi rst - in - command continued 
with Bornstein. His second was George Bodenheimer, who brought 
relational skills second to none and vital sales acumen to the top offi ce 
just when marketing and growth, and maintaining the culture, became 
as critical as programming. Bodenheimer was soft - spoken and a phe-
nomenal listener with personal integrity you could feel, all skills that 
made him an easy confi dant for those who wanted to think through 
challenges and prepare in advance of meeting Bornstein. The two men 
supported each other (in terms of skill set and personality) as well as 
I ’ ve ever seen in organizations. 

 When Bornstein decided to leave ESPN for the top job at ABC, 
there were a number of outstanding internal candidates ready for 
his job. That spoke well for Bornstein ’ s focus on leadership growth 
and development. Like Welch at GE, he ’ d built the bench strength of 
the executive ranks to the point where he could be replaced from a 
number of directions. Around that time, the jockeying started, as it 
naturally does. Many of those potential candidates were a lot like 
Bornstein. They were competitive, aggressive, willful, and accom-
plished. Bodenheimer was far more understated. He listened more than 
he talked. He was deliberate and humble rather than impulsive and 
brash. But if he was occasionally underestimated as a good corporate 
soldier because of the impression those qualities gave, Bodenheimer 
was very clear internally about what he wanted and how he wanted 
to get it. I ’ ll never forget walking from the ESPN offi ce in Manhattan 
with Bodenheimer around that time. We stopped at a red light, and he 
looked me in the eye and confi ded his aspirations for the top job.  “ You 
know, Tony, I want this thing, and any advice you can give me would 
be appreciated, ”  he said. The intention and desire was impressive. You 
couldn ’ t be a top performer at a company like ESPN without having 
the  skill.  But Bodenheimer was declaring, in his understated, quiet, off -
 line way, that he also had the  will.  Leadership is never easy. The closer 
you get to it, the more you realize it ’ s not for everyone. You need to 
want to grab it and take it. In his own way, Bodenheimer made that 
desire clear, and he was very upfront about communicating it. 
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 Like me, Jim Allegro, the long - term CFO turned adviser, was one 
of several voices that Bornstein turned to for advice around the proc-
ess as much as the people. I won ’ t reveal anything on the people side 
of that selection, but Allegro advised Bornstein that to make succession 
work he needed to do two things: He needed to identify the person 
who had the skill and will the organization must have to be successful 
going forward; and he needed to introduce that person to the hierar-
chy so that when the transition arrived, people didn ’ t say,  “ Who the 
hell is that guy? ”  Allegro was another who believed that Bodenheimer, 
though very different from Bornstein, would be perfect for the job. 
He encouraged Bornstein to facilitate and create as much exposure as 
possible for Bodenheimer, so that the senior execs at ABC and Hearst 
could learn more about the man they might be getting at the helm 
when the time came. 

 Some people lead out of necessity. Some people want to lead 
because of the power and the ability to assert their will. Some people 
want to lead because it means they ’ ve beaten others to the brass ring and 
all the treasure that may provide. And some people want to lead because 
they love a place so much, they can ’ t envision someone else at the helm. 
For Bodenheimer, the urge was almost paternal. ESPN was like his fam-
ily. He had a strong emotional feeling for it, he understood it well, and 
he wanted to nurture its potential and further its success story. 

 I suppose that shouldn ’ t be too surprising. Like Bornstein, 
Bodenheimer was at ESPN from the beginning. However, Bodenheimer 
was hired not as a programmer but as a mailroom clerk. Yes, he literally 
started in the mailroom. The production trailer was spartan then, no fi l-
ing cabinets or dividers. Bodenheimer would open the door to bring 
in the mail and get yelled at by the producers for allowing the wind to 
send loose documents fl ying.  “ Shut the damn door, George! ”  

 Bodenheimer didn ’ t stay in the mailroom long, though. Soon he 
was tapped for his people skills and turned into a salesman. He quickly 
became a rising star on the sales and marketing side of the company. 
Then, at a very young age, he was given his fi rst position of note at 
ESPN ’ s Denver offi ce where he managed top affi liate accounts like 
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United Cable and TCI. It was a tremendous amount of responsibility 
and pressure, but Bodenheimer did an incredible job. He was instru-
mental when Werner was selling the idea of fl ipping the business 
model to the major cable operators. Bodenheimer worked those con-
nections subtly, deliberately, and with great effect, convincing affi liates 
of the merits of the switch with a calmer voice, making allies while the 
hard and often contentious negotiations between Werner and the cable 
operator holdouts were going on in hotels and boardrooms. 

 As president, Bodenheimer ’ s personality shift was a nearly com-
plete 180 from Bornstein ’ s. It strains credulity to describe the leader of 
one of the top high - performance businesses in America this way, but 
it ’ s true and everyone who has encountered Bodenheimer ’ s personal-
ity attested to this: Bodenheimer is calm, reassuring, but purposeful. 
He ’ s a great human being who exudes trust and integrity. You quickly 
think of him as a brother or a father - fi gure. You know without a doubt 
that he has your best interests at heart right away. When you ’ re in his 
presence, you talk easily about what you ’ re thinking and, even more 
surprisingly, about what you ’ re feeling. You think about raising your 
guard because this is corporate America and who really trusts anyone? 
Then you realize there ’ s no need. A true gentleman who is friendly, 
warm, never in your face, always even - tempered, well - mannered, and 
likeable. What could be viewed as a salesman ’ s easy way with people 
is nothing so fl eeting or shallow. A wonderful blend of humility and 
power, Bodenheimer, who has been named  “ The Most Powerful 
and Infl uential Person in Sports ”  ( Sporting News , 2004,  Sports Business 
Journal , 2008) has navigated ESPN through very competitive waters and 
remained on top, while still having the capacity to remember where 
you left things when he sees you much later. He asks about the con-
cerns you had with your family or situation. He follows up or tracks 
you down with brief notes from his BlackBerry just to check in. You 
know how precious a CEO ’ s time is and the casual grace of it all makes 
the gesture that much more impressive. 

 For an organization that had always been tense with the highly 
revved throttle of performance, urgency, and pressure, Bodenheimer ’ s 
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touch was a relief. The pace of ESPN had always eaten its employees 
alive. Anyone who was drawn to the company was more than will-
ing to give all they had and more. But Bodenheimer was the fi rst to 
start talking about the need to balance work demands with family 
life. This was particularly appropriate because the original core group 
of employees had now grown up and had families of their own, and 
the times, too, were changing; new employees had different expecta-
tions, even as they expected at ESPN to still work like hell. Unlike 
some CEOs, Bodenheimer never served up politically correct double 
talk designed to stave off criticism. He practiced what he preached. 
He created windows for his family time and stuck to them, and he 
expected other people to do the same. Sometimes employees like to 
impress their bosses with the ungodly hours they keep. If Bodenheimer 
got an e - mail from the offi ce at 4 a.m., he ’ d let that person know the 
urgency was not warranted. When it was, however, he told you. But he 
picked up the phone and did it the old - fashioned way. 

 None of this should make you assume that life at ESPN had 
become easy. Bodenheimer also expected top performance, but he laid 
out his expectations for it in a different way. When ratings began to 
slip, and several people argued that it was simply because of the frag-
mentation going on within the business, Bodenheimer didn ’ t buy it. 
He certainly understood the fragmentation issue, but challenged the 
programming department to raise the ratings. It was unacceptable to 
him that ratings were in decline. He made ratings a priority, and so 
there would be no other questions about any of the business priorities, 
he had them all printed on laminated cards that each executive would 
carry. As you might have guessed, ratings improved. 

 Bodenheimer is not one to peer over shoulders and dig in on every 
data point; he truly empowers his employees. He ’ s a delegator. Given 
the size and scope of ESPN today, there ’ s probably no way a CEO 
could be anything but, except Bodenheimer makes the approach work. 
He ’ s smart and secure enough to know what he doesn ’ t know, be it the 
complex aspects of satellite technology or the ever - changing dynamics 
of the online business. So he lets people do their jobs with integrity 
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and passion and he evaluates the results. He has the right demeanor and 
disposition to bring the best out in others. People enjoy working for 
him, and for different reasons than with Bornstein they bring him their 
A game. If you want a real life example of what Jim Collins calls a  “ Level 
5 leader. ”  someone who  “ builds enduring greatness through a paradox-
ical blend of personal humility and professional will ”  ( Good to Great, 
2001) , then take a hard look at George Bodenheimer. He is as effective 
as any top executive that I have ever worked with. 

 While Bodenheimer is notable for evolving the atmosphere at 
ESPN, that doesn ’ t mean the organization has lost its teeth. Bodenheimer 
brings out the pit bull in others. People want to fi ght for him. It ’ s an 
interesting phenomenon, almost as though his calm demeanor brings 
out the best, and when need be, a fi erce intensity in others. I think this 
response is actually shrewdly managed. Bodenheimer may be a natural 
consensus builder and somewhat confl ict - averse, but he knows the value 
of confl ict and tension internally, inside a business, and externally in 
negotiations. When an idea or a decision needs to be thoroughly hashed 
out, Bodenheimer may not always lead the discussions like Bornstein 
did but he always knows who to have in the room. He picks confl ict-
ing viewpoints and passionate personalities and throws them together to 
get a full hearing. He chooses people who pick fi ghts to participate. The 
meetings in Bornstein ’ s time were not that different in aggressive tone 
and passionate debate than in Bodenheimer ’ s, but the focus of confl ict is 
dispersed and Bodenheimer is the sage and deliberate decision maker. 

 Externally, the same thing goes. Mark Shapiro, who served as one 
of Bodenheimer ’ s chief lieutenants for fi ve critical years before leaving 
ESPN, is more in the Bornstein mode. He ’ s aggressive, competitive, and 
ambitious. It ’ s not enough for Shapiro to win, he needs to do back fl ips 
on his rival ’ s grave. These were terrifi cally valuable qualities to have in 
someone Bodenheimer relied on to drive performance in the program-
ming side of the business and in negotiations with key partners. But 
Bodenheimer was also sensitive to limits. Shapiro tells a terrifi c story 
about the negotiations with one of the major sports league partners. 
Four men in a room, the commissioner of the sports league and his 
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assistant across from Bodenheimer and Shapiro. Negotiations were pro-
ceeding well, with clearly defi ned wish lists on each side. Then Shapiro 
realized the league was trying to infl uence the television schedule to 
limit the number of playoff games in the package and reduce the over-
all value to ESPN while still raising the price. It was a clever move, but 
not something done with the best intentions. Shapiro caught them at it 
during that critical moment of fi nal negotiations and he pounced. 

 His voice rising, his incredulity showing up as sarcasm, Shapiro 
took a fi erce and aggressive stance about not overpaying. He pressed 
his points ruthlessly using the league ’ s own data as proof of the guilt. 
Bodenheimer sat back and let Shapiro do his work, watching the 
momentum of the negotiations turn and the deal begin to drift toward 
ESPN ’ s advantage. All was accomplished. ESPN won. But Shapiro took 
it too far and continued to humiliate the commissioner ’ s number two 
for the amateurish attempt to overcharge ESPN. As Shapiro put it,  “ I had 
already killed the prey but I kept going back to see if there was a little 
meat left on the bone. ”  

 The meeting wrapped up, and the results were very good for 
ESPN. Shapiro was high on the confl ict and the victory. It was late 
at night. Shapiro and Bodenheimer drove back to the offi ce park-
ing lot to their respective cars and were about to part company when 
Bodenheimer started to talk. Shapiro knew right away he was in trou-
ble for having gone too far in the meeting, but Bodenheimer put his 
arm around his shoulder and made him listen in the right way like a 
father talking to a son. As Shapiro recalls, Bodenheimer said,    “ You did a 
great job tonight. That was smart, quick thinking. It was a great catch that 
saved us money. But when you win a point, you don ’ t need to go back. 
The point ’ s over. You embarrassed that guy in front of his boss, and the 
commissioner saw it. And I ’ m telling you, you did some long - term dam-
age to your relationship with the commissioner tonight. That ’ s his guy 
and you knocked him down hard. And you didn ’ t need to do it. When 
you win, you win. You don ’ t need to pump up the score. ”  

 The truth of it was proved out. Shapiro ’ s relationship with the 
commissioner was rocky for the next few years. But more important 
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for Shapiro, he learned something about being a leader, an effective 
executive, and a human being that he ’ ll never forget. And the lesson 
came courtesy of a boss who cared enough about him as a person to 
look beyond the cost savings and the competitive victory and teach 
him a little about life. 

 Bodenheimer is the perfect leader for ESPN right now because he 
honors the institution and brings out the best in people. I thought of 
George when I read a commentary on the late, great Tim Russert in 
 Newsweek     1   ( June 23, 2008):  “ Rather than try to reinvent himself as he 
grew up and went from worldly triumph to worldly triumph, Russert 
never lost his sense of place, or his love of tribe ”  (p. 33). Like 
Russert, George is the ultimate  “ culture carrier. ”  He ’ s refi ned the mis-
sion of ESPN to embrace the need for diversity, international growth, 
and the intense focus on the fan. He stays rock solid on the values of 
the company and he creates an empowered environment where people 
know they can come to him with ideas and solutions so long as they 
meet those values and objectives. The company ’ s early move into high 
defi nition television was an example. Bodenheimer, like many CEOs, 
had limited technical foresight in that area, but the people who did 
knew that the mission of the business is to serve fans and that high 
defi nition signals were how fans wanted to see their sports events. So 
Bodenheimer green - lit their proposal and another successful evolution-
ary tract was launched. As Bodenheimer puts it,    “ Every day I walk into 
the offi ce and it ’ s George, what are we going to do about this? Can I 
get more on the budget? Can I get less on the budget? It never stops, 
and it never should stop because that ’ s business. I don ’ t have all the 
answers. But I ’ ll tell you what I do have. I ’ ve got 5,000 diverse people 
who are passionate about what they do, who are very motivated, who 
have expertise in a wide variety of things our company does, and who 
know exactly what our mission is. And I view my goal as empowering 
each one of those 5,000 people to do what they do best and help lead 
the company. They might not have all the experience yet but they ’ re 
passionate and they ’ re ready to go, so we let them go. I ’ ve found at 
ESPN they rarely let you down. ”  
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 That ’ s a textbook statement about what leaders are supposed to 
do in today ’ s organizations that are global, diverse, innovative, rapidly 
changing, and non - hierarchical. The difference is, George Bodenheimer 
has the skills and personality characteristics to actually lead that way.  

  Myths of Leadership 

 I think it ’ s easy to get mystical about leadership, to generate alchemi-
cal formulas to explain its wondrous power. The reason is simple. 
Leadership is confusing and messy as hell. It comes in many different 
circumstances and personalities. So we want to distill it. I do the same 
thing, but I have examples from lengthy fi rsthand experience to fi ll my 
data base. Consider the leadership succession at ESPN. All the presidents 
had strong personalities very different from each other; each had dif-
ferent  “ spikes, ”  and each was dealing with very different circumstances 
in an organization as it moved rapidly from wild start - up to struggling 
entity to a business with established credibility to an institution that 
infl uences an industry. How do you engineer a leadership path like the 
one experienced by ESPN? How do you know a young guy in Ohio 
with big hair has the stuff to run your company one day and churn out 
billions in revenue? How do you fi nd the top echelon special package 
of capabilities exhibited by someone like George Bodenheimer in the 
mailroom? 

 The answer is you don ’ t and you can ’ t. But you can create cir-
cumstances and a corporate culture in which leadership thrives. Make 
no mistake, leadership is always necessary when it comes to successful 
organizations. It ’ s what distinguishes them from the organizations we 
don ’ t hear about. We can all think of teams of very talented perform-
ers, loaded with  “ stars, ”  who lacked a great coach and never made it to 
the championship because no one was able to harness the combined 
greatness and synergy of the diverse talent. And we also know of the 
great coaches, who took a group of players absent of  “ stars ”  and created 
stardom for the team because of their talented leadership (for a great 
example of this, read Michael Lewis ’ s  Moneyball ). 
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 As I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, ESPN is different 
from many vital organizations with personality in that it has never had 
a single dominant leadership personality, in its infancy or throughout its 
life. Southwest found Herb Kelleher, an icon of unconventional man-
agement. Howard Schultz was the reason Starbucks, an undistinguished 
chain of coffee stores, became a world colossus. Dell Computing is the 
imprint of the personality of Michael Dell. Same goes for Microsoft 
with Bill Gates and Apple with Steve Jobs. There are so many exam-
ples of dominant companies with dominant leaders that it seems like 
a prerequisite of success. But ESPN proves you can have shifting lead-
ership and a series of personalities and styles and still win. Indeed, as 
struggles with the transition from founder - leader to next generation 
show, the ESPN approach to leadership can be a long - term competi-
tive advantage. 

 Part of how ESPN managed this was the strength of its core mis-
sion and values. Those were not just words at ESPN, they were real. 
ESPN drew its fanatics — people who wanted to be in sports or sports 
television — and they embraced and carried the ESPN code. It ’ s a living 
example of what Jim Collins and Jerry Porras call in their book,  Built to 
Last , a  “ cult - like culture. ”  ESPN is a cult. It ’ s members are fi erce about 
protecting and promoting its interests. 

 It fi ts, then, that ESPN ’ s leaders have always been heavily invested 
emotionally and in terms of years on the job at the company before 
taking over. Of course, Chet Simmons was the one exception who 
came from outside the organization, but that was when ESPN had no 
history to draw on. Bill Grimes had served as vice president before 
being tapped as president. Roger Werner was an instrumental mem-
ber of the McKinsey team that assessed ESPN ’ s business model and 
changed it. Then he was brought on as Grimes ’ s number two to exe-
cute that shift. Steve Bornstein had been with the company since the 
fi rst few months as a programmer, phoning small colleges and begging 
for game tapes, then was groomed by Werner on the business side and 
taken with him to negotiations that were critical to the organization ’ s 
future. George Bodenheimer started in the mailroom in the fi rst year 
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and drove talent to and from the airport when a gopher was needed. 
He saw the organization from different angles in affi liate sales and spent 
years at Bornstein ’ s side running the company and making important 
decisions before being given the top job. Today, as president and CEO, 
he ’ s also the employee with the most seniority. 

 In other words, ESPN didn ’ t have one founder - leader, it had many. 
Those people were involved in the company from its earliest days, grew 
up in it, loved it, and understood how to press its buttons and achieve 
success. Somehow the ownership resisted the common urge to bring 
in outside help at the top levels, and ESPN always grew from within. 
Of course, it had world - class talent to draw from because it attracted 
the best, the brightest, and the most passionate. But that ’ s how a culture 
stays strong and true. 

 Perhaps because any cult of leadership was trumped by the con-
stant pressure of urgent business needs, ESPN also did a remarkable job 
of complementing the strengths of the top executive with important 
lieutenants. I ’ ve only mentioned the successive leaders in this chapter, 
and I would be remiss if I didn ’ t make the point that all great institu-
tions are marked by great leaders throughout their ranks, and ESPN is 
no exception. In fact, like many of the great companies, such as IBM, 
P & G, GE, Goldman Sachs, and McKinsey and Company, ESPN has 
become a leadership factory, attracting, developing, and most impor-
tantly retaining some of the most effective leaders in the industry today. 
Still, I was always struck by the way Werner ’ s technical strengths were 
complemented by Bornstein ’ s, Bornstein ’ s by Bodenheimer ’ s, and 
now Bodenheimer ’ s by his top lieutenants. It is impressive that each 
top leader sought out skills and personalities that didn ’ t always mimic 
their own, but looked beyond the mirror for the diverse attributes 
the organization absolutely needed at the time. This swinging back 
and forth between people who are very different from each other has 
never been disruptive because they are culture carriers who have pro-
vided ESPN with the tools it needs at any particular time to continue 
to excel. Finally, in terms of advisors, ESPN has never been shy about 
seeking trusted outside counsel, not only from consultants like me and 
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my late dear colleague Don Hurta, who were made to feel like part 
of the family, but also from former ESPN insiders like Bill Creasy, Jim 
Allegro, and Geoff Mason, who still have their pulse on the culture, the 
personalities, and the needs of the business. 

 The leadership story of ESPN seems unlikely from a distance but 
the more closely you examine the moving parts, the more you under-
stand why it worked. Leadership is a process that involves many people 
working toward a common vision. But leadership does not just happen 
or surface when a group of people get together in pursuit of a vision. 
Instead, an individual stands up who recognizes the need and has the 
ability to intentionally infl uence others to pursue the goal to their full 
potential. Creating a rich and diverse pool of people with such charac-
teristics, providing them with responsibilities and pressures that stretch 
and grow them, and carefully grooming them by exposing them to 
the realities of the decision - making culture at the top has worked for 
ESPN in keeping its founder - leaders ever vital                                 .           

CHAPTER THREE KEY POINTS  

    “ Every stage of an organization demands a different 
type of leadership ”   
 If you have ever studied Situational Leadership (Hersey  &  
Blanchard), you know that every stage of an individual ’ s growth 
demands a different type of leadership style. So, too, is the case 
with organizations. A start - up company needs a different type 
of leader than a mature, established company. To be sure, the 
different leadership approaches and style can come from the 
same leader. According to my old partner, Marshall Goldsmith, 
in his best - selling book,  What Got You Here, Won ’ t Get You There    
(2007), the key is to assess what the organization needs at each 
stage, and adapt accordingly.  
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    “ Exploit your leadership strengths, and surround 
yourself with other leaders who compensate for your 
weaknesses ”   
 Effective leaders leverage the hell out of their strengths, and are 
always working to minimize their weaknesses. They also real-
ize that some weaknesses will never become strengths, and 
thus they surround themselves with others who compensate 
for their defi ciencies. As Marcus Buckingham wrote in  Now, 
Discover Your Strengths  (2001); it is easier to  “ pull out that which 
was left in ”  than to  “ put in that which was left out. ”   

   “ Don ’ t be fooled by the myths of leadership ”   
Given the popularity of leadership books and leader biogra-
phies, many have come to believe that you must fi t a certain 
profi le and possess a certain personality to become a great 
leader of an enterprise. Nothing is further from the truth. 
Who would have thought that an African American woman 
from scarce means would become one of the most power-
ful media executives of all time (Oprah Winfrey, CEO, Harpo 
Productions); or that a computer geek from Seattle would 
lead the most successful software company in the world (Bill 
Gates, Chairman, Microsoft); or that a folksy grandfather from 
Nebraska would lead the most successful investment fi rm 
(Warren Buffett, Chairman, Berkshire Hathaway Inc.); or that a 
wild and crazy, whiskey - drinking lawyer from Texas would run 
the most successful and admired airline in the industry (Herb 
Kelleher, Chairman, Southwest Airlines ).  Bottom line, keep 
your eyes and ears open — you never know from whence your 
next great leader will emerge.
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 E SPN was built on the idea that sports fanatics could not get 
enough televised sports coverage, no matter how much was 
offered to them. But how to fi ll a 24 - hour time slot, seven days 

a week, 365 days a year? The networks, with all their money, resources, 
and established industry relationships, didn ’ t even consider the possibility. 
Sporting events — meaning, by and large, NFL football games, Major 
League Baseball games, and such notable occasions as heavyweight box-
ing matches and the Olympics — were serious spectacles that demanded a 
marshalling of forces reminiscent of a military invasion. They were not 
tackled lightly. Conversely, daily sports news coverage was a paltry regional 
affair, in which a scant few minutes of highlights were sandwiched 
between local news and weather. What ’ s more, the general conversation 
about sports in the media (and presumably the public) was seasonal and 
had strict limits. During baseball season, the talk was of baseball. Only mad 
followers in dark rooms followed off - season baseball rumors over the  “ Hot 
Stove. ”  Likewise, no one apparently cared about the NFL after the Super 
Bowl cheers ended until the season started up again the next fall. 

 The TV program that edged closest to the sports fanatics ’  ravenous 
hunger for extensive coverage was  Wide World of Sports.  Launched in 1961, 
it initially showed track and fi eld events at U.S. colleges. After the fran-
chise was sold to ABC, the young Roone Arledge was installed as pro-
ducer and something interesting and creative started to happen. Arledge 
had a simple but effective strategy: Obtain cheap broadcast rights for the 
kinds of sports that no one is watching on TV and bring them to a lucra-
tive American marketplace. Viewers got bowling, wrestling, ski jumping, 
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log rolling, demolition derbies, and (my favorite) speed skaters hurling 
themselves like amphetamine - spiked jackrabbits over a row of wooden 
barrels and crashing into bales of hay. The sports may have been ridicu-
lous, outlandish, and barely interesting, but  Wide World of Sports  took it all 
seriously, and somehow the sonorous, anticipation - fi lled voice of legen-
dary sports broadcaster Jim McKay made those contests riveting to watch. 

 There was, in any event, not much else showing on a Saturday 
afternoon. Indeed, even mighty ABC struggled to fi ll its several hours 
time slot once a weekend with a straight face and a reverent tone. You 
would have been crazy to think an entire channel could be fi lled with 
the stuff. Still, ABC ’ s  Wide World of Sports  had a sense of mission that 
would have felt familiar to people working at ESPN or watching the 
channel years later. The show ’ s introduction — “ Spanning the globe to 
bring you the constant variety of sport . . .  ”  —  could have been describ-
ing ESPN ’ s own mission. And the ABC franchise, overtly or not, pro-
vided a blueprint for how a struggling off - in - the - wilderness cable 
channel could make a serious run at the sports media market. 

 When it launched, ESPN had an energy, a brashness, a hipper sense 
of humor, and certainly a desperation that ABC lacked. It looked on 
the established market of sports television and saw it dominated by 
staid and slow - moving providers. With the audacity of the insecure 
overachiever, it attacked that marketplace from many different angles 
at once, all those small bites eventually amounting to something like 
a school of piranha attacking. ESPN understood that there were hun-
dreds of sporting events every week not being covered that some peo-
ple wanted to see, or at least could be convinced were worth seeing. 
Maybe those viewers didn ’ t constitute a national audience as a single 
entity, but they were dedicated fanatics who would bother cable pro-
viders for ESPN and fi nd the channel on the bulky TV converter sit-
ting on the coffee table. 

 Even so, as an industry outsider and a start - up with limited back-
ing, ESPN could barely afford coverage of those events the networks 
weren ’ t bothering to follow. So it employed a mixture of tactics to 
fi nd and/or develop programs that were affordable and yet would 

c04.indd   106c04.indd   106 8/1/09   8:36:14 AM8/1/09   8:36:14 AM



Create Your Own Game

107

satisfy sports fans ’  hunger. Where coverage did not exist, ESPN pro-
duced it. When games were not available, ESPN created them. Where 
the major networks dominated, ESPN attached itself like a parasite. 
Whenever there was a big event that all the networks were part of, 
ESPN squeezed itself in somehow, the unexpected Thanksgiving din-
ner guest greedily reaching for a turkey leg.  

  Serving the Underserved 

 With no league contracts and nothing mainstream to show, ESPN 
started its broadcasting with the bizarre, the outlandish, and the unre-
markable. Any event related to sports was worth putting up on the 
screen, from Australian rules football to Canadian 3 - down football, 
from slo - pitch softball to cheerleading competitions, from boxing to 
pro wrestling. One of Bornstein ’ s favorite fi nds, and something that 
no one would have previously imagined as a sport, was the running 
of the bulls in Pamplona, Spain. I guess we should credit ESPN for the 
number of American college students who now see getting drunk and 
running from a crazed bull as a foreign travel rite of passage. 

 How bad was ESPN ’ s programming predicament? Geoff Mason 
was the head of NBC Sports in Paris preparing for the Moscow 
Olympics when ESPN was launched. He ’ d worked for Chet Simmons 
back in New York when Simmons ran NBC sports, so he called 
Simmons in Connecticut to wish him luck in the new venture.  “ You ’ ve 
got a hell of a challenge, ”  Mason noted.  “ What kind of events are you 
looking for? ”  Simmons paused, chuckled, and answered,  “ Long ones. ”  
They needed anything to fi ll the time slots; the longer the events, the 
more frequently they could be repeated, the easier the programmers 
at ESPN could breathe. Mason joked about establishing an Indy 2000, 
four times as long as the Indy 500, and letting ESPN have the rights. 
Simmons laughed and said he wouldn ’ t turn it down.  “ If you can get 
that done, I ’ ll make you a senior VP. ”  In fact, fl ag-to - fl ag coverage of 
auto racing — what we ’ re so used to with NASCAR today — was an 
ESPN invention. As Steve Bornstein puts it,  “ We did it because we had 

c04.indd   107c04.indd   107 8/1/09   8:36:15 AM8/1/09   8:36:15 AM



108

 THE COMPANY

to fi ll 24 hours of programming. Nothing brilliant there. A 500 - mile 
race took up three and a half hours and putting that on was a hell of a 
lot easier than coming up with three different one - hour programs. ”  

 That ’ s what ESPN was like in those fi rst couple years. It was a radi-
cally open - minded approach to content. Getting programming — any 
programming — was the job of the young producers like Bornstein, 
always on the phone, always looking for videotapes. It didn ’ t matter if 
the game was a few days old, ESPN would throw it on the air as soon 
as the tape arrived, as though it were the most critical sporting event in 
decades. Treating sports seriously was not only a core belief for ESPN 
programmers, in those days it was a practical necessity. As with pro-
gramming, production also fell on the shoulders of young kids who 
didn ’ t have two nickels to rub together and who had fewer cameras, 
fewer tape machines, and cheaper mobile units than even the lowliest 
team at one of the networks. Nevertheless, when they produced a game, 
they threw all their intensity and creativity at it and began to build 
ESPN ’ s capability to put on a solid show. The vigor and the energy was 
something you could almost feel. ESPN didn ’ t have the money or the 
technical resources to match the big networks (and, as I ’ ve argued, still 
tries to emulate that hardship today as a means of getting itself going) 
but it was convinced it could look as good as the networks. It didn ’ t in 
the early days — it wasn ’ t even close — but it believed internally that it 
could, and that attitude was something the networks didn ’ t appreciate 
or take seriously until it was too late. 

 Actually, the patchwork approach, however desperate and demean-
ing it might have looked to an experienced network executive, wasn ’ t 
as haphazard as it seemed. There was a strategy behind the mad scram-
ble, and Roger Werner articulated it well;  “ I think one of the smart 
things the company did in the early days was look at the marketplace 
and ask ourselves: Where can we build consumer franchises that are 
really unique and where none of the big competitors are playing to 
any signifi cant degree? And from that kind of analysis and thinking, we 
carved out a lot of new territory. ”  That ’ s what spawned  SportsCenter  
and generated a college football and basketball franchise that still exists 
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today and led to new stand - alone channels like ESPNU. It was the 
kind of thinking that enabled ESPN to recognize that the motor sports 
fan was woefully underserved in the 1980s until ESPN launched a 
franchise that was truly unique and helped make NASCAR a national 
phenomenon today. With the same mindset, ESPN looked at the popu-
larity of weekend fi shing and outdoor life programs and saw another 
consumer segment where it could cover some time slots and draw in 
the underserved. Woven together, the patchwork of cast - off events, 
delayed games, and unusual markets began to form a wide tapestry. 

 There were those, however, who did not believe the world of 
loosely defi ned alternative sports was suffi cient for an American sports 
network to survive. Steve Bornstein, Roger Werner ’ s successor, was one 
of those who felt that traditional  “ stick and ball ”  sports programming 
was an absolute necessity someway, somehow.  “ If all you ’ re selling is 
beach volleyball, ”  Bornstein said,  “ you ’ re not going to make it. ”  

 In that sense, ESPN ’ s fi rst contract with the NCAA to cover col-
lege sports like football and basketball was an early life preserver. Bill 
Rasmussen negotiated the contract with the NCAA executives in 
Kansas the year before ESPN launched. The inviting proposal from 
ESPN declared the start - up ’ s desire to complement NCAA coverage 
rather than compete with the networks. ESPN wanted to extend the 
football coverage to more schools and cover all the bowl games. Even 
more daring, ESPN was ready to commit to covering Division I, II, and 
III events from September through June, promising highlights and fea-
ture shows during the off - season summer months. In return for being 
given the privilege of promoting NCAA aggressively in such a manner, 
ESPN would increase its payments to the NCAA based on the number 
of overall monthly subscribers. 

 Those were all bold claims for a cable channel that had yet to 
broadcast a single hour of programming. But Rasmussen applied his 
salesman ’ s confi dence and enthusiasm in the vision he painted for the 
NCAA executives. To back up his promises and assure the NCAA of 
the demand for the ESPN product, Rasmussen put together a live tel-
ecast of a University of Connecticut basketball game and broadcast 

c04.indd   109c04.indd   109 8/1/09   8:36:16 AM8/1/09   8:36:16 AM



110

 THE COMPANY

it via satellite with a banner message to viewers: Wherever they were 
watching, whatever their reasons for watching, contact ESPN and 
let them know if they wanted to see more. It turned out that rabid 
UConn Husky fans across the whole country tuned in, and, yes, they 
did want more. 

 Communicating that desire to the NCAA negotiators helped 
Rasmussen convince them that satellite cable, whether or not ESPN 
was the main programming provider, had signifi cant potential to 
expand their market. It wasn ’ t merely the coverage of unheralded col-
leges and unsung sports that would benefi t the NCAA. Through satel-
lite coverage ESPN was offering a chance to reach underserved sports 
fans everywhere—all those ardent alumni and passionate followers 
spread throughout the country. 

 The potential of cable to reach diverse customers was yet another 
indication that sports was no longer a regional affair, and that interest 
in even local sports events had gone national. When consultants assess 
new businesses and proposed product launches, one of the fi rst ques-
tions that comes to mind is whether the product or the approach is 
scaleable. ESPN believed that underserved fans and undercovered sports 
events were a potentially signifi cant market when drawn together by a 
new technology and a new perspective and attitude. 

 The NCAA Basketball Tournament was a case in point. The 
Division I college basketball championship tournament had been estab-
lished in 1939 and had been a national television event dating from 
1969, when NBC televised the championship game and a number of 
the earlier regional contests. But in 1982, ESPN began broadcasting the 
opening rounds of the then 48 - team elimination tournament live. What ’ s 
more, because ESPN did not have regional affi liates, it broadcast those 
early rounds nationally. In keeping with its need to fi ll programming 
hours, ESPN also rebroadcast games later the same day, sometimes more 
than once, assuring that the best games were seen widely. The NCAA 
tournament was already a national television phenomenon, but with-
out a doubt, ESPN ’ s extensive coverage contributed to the mania and 
popularity of what soon became known as March Madness — something 
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that CBS, to its credit, recognized and capitalized on, buying up the 
rights to full coverage of the tournament a few years later. While it was 
involved, however, ESPN drew attention and strong praise for the qual-
ity of its productions. In particular, the dynamic cuts ESPN made to 
other games in progress gave viewers a sense of the athletic drama taking 
place simultaneously on multiple fronts — in other words, a feeling for 
that madness.  

  Cheap and Under Control 

 While big league stick - and - ball games were the prime attraction of 
sports fans, such events were hard to get rights to, expensive to produce, 
and limited in duration. But ESPN learned early on that if it could 
create its own game, it could produce sports programming much more 
cheaply and control the destiny of that franchise. 

 The best example of a stand - alone ESPN franchise is  SportsCenter , 
ESPN ’ s news and highlights sports roundup.  SportsCenter  was the fi rst 
program anyone who happened to be watching ESPN on September 
7, 1979, would have seen. For years, it didn ’ t amount to much. In fact, 
we need to forget what a dominating sports program  SportsCenter  has 
been for the past 20 years to realize how daring or even foolish and 
offbeat it seemed at the time. 

 The gamble of developing its own sports news program appeared 
particularly crazy because ESPN had very little access to sports news. 
The start - up venture lacked rights agreements with the leagues or the 
major networks, so there were no highlights it could show. The produc-
ers, fi lling what must have seemed like endless minutes of airtime, com-
promised by throwing any visual highlights they could access up on the 
screen. They covered news about softball games and bowling tourna-
ments and tractor pulls as though they were major events. And other 
tricks helped, too. When it came to the big four professional sports 
leagues, ESPN may have lacked clips of the previous nights ’  games, but 
it could still throw the score up on the screen and talk about the drama 
and the signifi cance and the ramifi cations and nuances. In fact, the 
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anchors were encouraged to talk sometimes at great length, making up 
the narrative occasionally as they went along. 

 And not only did they talk, but they talked with a certain attitude. 
There was a passion for sports in the conversation, but always with a 
sharp wit as well. The anchors, as ESPN started to feel solid on its own 
feet and more comfortable with its outsider status, began to sound like 
whip - smart kids in the back of the class who lobbed insightful room -
 cracking jokes toward the teacher in a way no one could quite get 
angry about. The attitude communicated was,  “ What do we have to 
lose — no one ’ s watching anyway? ”     SportsCenter  anchors, commenta-
tors, and reporters demonstrated their love for sports in their detailed, 
knowledgeable, passionate discussions and debates, but they also dem-
onstrated through their sense of humor and irreverence that they didn ’ t 
take themselves seriously as sports journalists, nor did they take ESPN 
seriously as a business entity. Behind the scenes, this nonchalance was 
belied by the intense work ethic and the high production values. But 
the easy grace and cavalier talk was an endearing way to encourage 
viewers to look past the production faults and the programming weak-
nesses and connect, instead, with ESPN, the fellow sports fanatic, the 
knowledgeable friend at the offi ce water cooler or down the hall in 
the college dormitory. 

 Such unscripted, personality - driven conversation is commonplace in 
cable television today for a very good reason. Facts and news details are 
brief exchanges of information that only hint at the stories underneath. 
To explore the full drama of something like a sports event, you need to 
talk about those facts and evoke the story line and even talk about 
the talk of others. As opposed to the actual events, the talk of news cov-
erage is limitless in scope. Think about it. Today, any single political event 
or newsworthy story can generate endless discussion on cable television 
right up until the next big event happens. We call that punditry, and it ’ s 
a distinct feature of the media age we ’ re now living in. Out of necessity, 
ESPN understood this well and early, and its anchors, reporters, com-
mentators, and subjects fi lled the air with the national conversation of 
sports. Monday Night Football may have been showing on ABC, and 
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the World Series may have been on CBS, but the honest, irreverent, and 
energized talk about those events was going on at ESPN. 

 Today, the anchors of local sports shows and sports talk radio pro-
grams emulate and indeed surpass their ESPN role models and fore-
fathers in terms of brash tone and irreverent style. The mimicry is 
similar to the way airline pilots (according to  The Right Stuff  author, 
Tom Wolfe) have a bit of the relaxed southern drawl of legendary 
airman Chuck Yeager in their voices when they talk over the inter-
com to passengers, even if they were born and raised in Minnesota. 
But when  SportsCenter  was becoming established, the style that ESPN 
brought to its coverage was unique. It was as catchy and enticing as a 
new comedian like Letterman or Seinfeld. As ESPN became popular in 
college dorms and households across America, the expressions and tone 
of the broadcasters made their way into the cultural lexicon. 

 So where did ESPN get those anchors, reporters, and commen-
tators? As usual, ESPN went outside the normal marketplace and got 
them cheap. 

 On - air talent is the face of any television channel, and as such, most 
networks invest heavily in that asset. Think of CBS, struggling to fi ll the 
evening news anchor role held by Dan Rather for 25 years. The deci-
sion was made to lure Katie Couric from NBC ’ s  Today  show with a 
lengthy contract at  $ 15 million per year. The money and the extent of 
the commitment were ample evidence of the importance the network 
put on that strategic decision. The hope was that Couric could become 
the new, rejuvenated identity of CBS News ’  fl agship program. The big 
gamble, however, didn ’ t work out. CBS News remained stuck in last 
place in the ratings and stuck with Couric. 

 As a start - up, ESPN didn ’ t have the resources to hire a brand name 
broadcaster. But nor was that the organization ’ s style. Instead, it invested 
in leadership on the business side, grabbing Chet Simmons from his 
role as head of NBC Sports. While viewers would never see Simmons ’ s 
face on the screen, ESPN programming and production benefi ted 
immeasurably from his experience and connections. For its original 
 SportsCenter  anchors, though, ESPN used experienced veterans who 
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were relative unknowns. George Grande was a local sports reporter. Lee 
Leonard, as one of Bryant Gumbel ’ s cohosts on NBC, was more recog-
nizable but no household name. Bob Ley was a college broadcaster and 
public announcer for a cable system in New Jersey. As such, they were 
inexpensive, replaceable, and versatile. What ’ s more, they had great pas-
sion for and knowledge of sports and they were encouraged to make 
that kind of personal connection with viewers. 

 Chris ( “ Boomer ” ) Berman was an even bigger and cheaper gamble 
of a hire, but someone who became a walking emblem of the culture 
and attitude of ESPN as it grew. Berman was a recent graduate from 
Brown University with an irrepressible passion for broadcasting and 
sports. He worked at a number of small stations for a few years after 
college before joining ESPN one month after its founding. In terms of 
youth, intelligence, sports obsession, and tirelessness, Berman was cut 
from the same cloth as the staff of bright young production people fi ll-
ing roles they could never have gotten at established networks. Berman 
saw his chance and seized it, and his booming personality was further 
amplifi ed by the ESPN broadcasts. In the middle of high - density down-
loads on what was happening in sports, Berman interspersed rapid - fi re 
nicknames for players, inside jokes, and raw shout - outs of appreciation 
for great plays. His enthusiasm was pure contagion. 

 But  SportsCenter  needed to evolve as ESPN found its footing. 
According to Bornstein, the program became something special and 
further established ESPN ’ s credibility when John Walsh was brought on 
board in 1988, fi rst as an editorial consultant and then as the managing 
editor in charge of all content. Bornstein emphasized the unconven-
tional nature of that decision.  “ I hired a brilliant editor who ’ d never 
walked in a television studio before and was legally blind. ”  Having 
enjoyed Walsh ’ s company for years I can concur that the choice must 
have seemed radical. Walsh is an albino with a Santa Claus beard whose 
eyesight is so poor he needs to stand inches away from a television 
monitor to see the show he produces. 

 Walsh ’ s background was not in TV but in print journalism, his 
most signifi cant stint being at  Rolling Stone  magazine. When Bornstein 
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brought him on as a consultant, he made no bones about what 
was important to ESPN.  “ I said to Walsh,  ‘ Here ’ s what you ’ ve got. 
 SportsCenter  is the only thing we don ’ t pay rights for, so this is our most 
effi cient fi nancial vehicle, and I want you to turn it into the  Sports 
Illustrated  of television. ”  Walsh wrote a treatise for Bornstein about what 
was wrong with the show. Bornstein hired him based on the quality of 
those observations and recommendations. ( “ His standards and disciplines, ”  
Bornstein claimed,  “ are as good if not better than most news organiza-
tions. ” ) As the editorial head, Walsh immediately got to work on his 
own critique by overhauling the program. 

 Walsh knew  SportsCenter  was staffed by a group of dedicated fanat-
ics working tirelessly, but he also felt they lacked a full understand-
ing about the potential of the product. Walsh says,  “ They were getting 
highlights fl own in to Bradley Airport [near ESPN headquarters] and 
someone would say,  ‘ Hey, we got one! Let ’ s put it on the air. ’  All they 
knew was that they had something they loved working on. ”   1   The pro-
ducers of  SportsCenter  didn ’ t know what those highlights could be. 

 Under Walsh ’ s direction,  SportsCenter  changed. The fi rst segment 
was no longer an unfocused affair but an overview of top news sto-
ries, just like the front page of a newspaper. Back - end segments of the 
show, increasingly creative in format, became regular franchises that dug 
in deeper or provided more debate and commentary on the top stories. 
Anchors could still bring their humor and personality to the  SportsCenter  
news desk, but the news content of the information was more detailed, 
thorough, and professionally written and produced. Walsh had a nose 
for talent in his on - air personalities, and he brought many of the more 
memorable anchors to the organization, such as Dan Patrick, Keith 
Olbermann, and Mike Tirico. He also had a theory, proven valid in its 
success, that if he brought print - based sports journalists on board and 
turned them into on - air personalities,  SportsCenter  would benefi t 
from their reporting acumen, and quality reporters would be seduced 
by the television exposure.  SportsCenter  turned many regional news 
reporters into household names, making them inside experts and com-
mentators. Sports journalism has never been the same since. 
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  SportsCenter  was an original creation, made on the cheap, entirely 
within ESPN ’ s control, and with a personality that relied on broadcast-
ing talent but was not overshadowed by it. Most importantly, as Walsh 
understood,  SportsCenter  gave ESPN the opportunity to stamp its per-
sonality across all sports, even the major ones, beyond anything ESPN 
paid rights for, all while carving out a new market for underserved fans. 
Ratings soared, and  SportsCenter  became the crucial program sports fans 
needed to watch on a daily basis. The success gave ESPN new oppor-
tunities to capitalize on its cheapest asset. In 1991, Bornstein decided 
to start repeating the previous night ’ s episode of  SportsCenter  the next 
morning, and several more times throughout the day. Instead of being 
turned off by the repetition, sports fanatics were elated. The highlights 
and wisecracks may have been the same, but now viewers could get 
their fi x multiple times a day, often catching parts of the nightly broad-
cast that same night and again the following morning.  SportsCenter  ’ s 
opening jingle was a bell to all the sports world ’ s Pavlovian dogs, induc-
ing involuntary excitement and rapt attention. And it turned ESPN, a 
once derided start - up with no big game rights, into four letters that 
were synonymous with sports.  

  Crashing the Party 

 In addition to showcasing highlights and moderating the national 
sports conversation, ESPN learned how to attach itself to major sports 
at some oblique angle even when it lacked the rights for those games. 
For instance, ESPN may not have owned the rights to the nation-
ally broadcast fi nal four games of the fi nal round of March Madness, 
but it could associate itself with March Madness by covering the early 
rounds every other network was neglecting. You could call this strategy 
 “ Inviting itself to the party. ”  

 In another example of that approach, Chet Simmons had what can 
only be described as one of the great programming ideas of the dec-
ade. He wanted to cover the NFL Draft. Young programmers like Steve 
Bornstein didn ’ t even know such an event took place. Old industry 
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hands and even NFL commissioner Pete Rozelle thought the idea 
was frankly ludicrous. The NFL owners had even refused ESPN ’ s offer 
to cover parts of the draft in 1979 because they believed it was not 
worth following. But Simmons knew that ESPN ’ s coverage of the draft 
was the perfect vehicle for the many thousands of underserved NFL 
fanatics out there whose college football acumen and hopes for their 
NFL teams made them interested in the draft. Simmons fi nally con-
vinced Rozelle, Rozelle reluctantly convinced the owners, and ESPN 
was given the green light to go ahead and record the spectacle of NFL 
teams selecting college players, one by one, over the course of seven 
rounds in the off - season. 

 It was true that on the surface the NFL Draft didn ’ t offer up much 
that was exciting. The extent of the drama involves football execu-
tives huddling over their paperwork, then slipping notes to the com-
missioner, who announces each pick with about 10 to 15 words. But 
around those words ESPN stoked up the drama. Which team was next, 
what were their needs, who would they pick? Viewers who cared about 
football — labeled draftniks by ESPN ’ s Mel Kiper, Jr. — were so riveted 
over the course of those many hours that the NFL would soon move 
the event to the weekend to allow more people to watch. As a ratings 
hit for ESPN, the draft gave the cable channel credibility with NFL 
fans that would pay off big - time before the end of the decade. 

 Similarly, ESPN may not have had the rights to the Super Bowl, 
but starting in 1986 it decided it could still throw a Super Bowl party. 
Leveraging NBC ’ s broadcast and the hunger of fans for more extensive 
coverage than the actual event allowed, ESPN sandwiched the Super 
Bowl with 15 hours of its own supplementary programming, including 
recaps of the season, last - minute updates for the game, speculation, and 
possible strategies, followed — once the game was over — by nearly end-
less highlights, debate, and discussions of what had happened. 

 And when there weren ’ t enough parties to go around, ESPN real-
ized it could host its own. In 1993, ESPN began hosting the ESPYs, or 
Excellence in Sports Performed Yearly awards, a sports counterpart to 
the Academy Awards, the Grammys, or the Emmys. Individual leagues 
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had held their own awards ceremonies for years, offering trophies 
for most valuable player, best rookie, best coach or manager. But no 
such thing existed for the wide variety of sports in its entirety. ESPN 
claimed that territory smartly. 

 In its production of the NFL Draft, its Super Bowl coverage, and 
the ESPYs, ESPN showed that even if it was locked out of the mainstream 
sports world, it still had options available. ESPN could go ahead and 
start its own game. Such creative programming — stuff that the net-
works hadn ’ t thought of, wouldn ’ t touch, or couldn ’ t afford the time to 
cover — was the way to establish a presence in sports everywhere.  

  Paying to Play 

 Even though ESPN was cheap and oriented toward cast - off programs, 
party - crashing schemes, and productions it could develop and fully 
control, it also proved to be unafraid of spending big money when 
it considered the payoff worth the risk. An early sign of that attitude 
showed up in 1987 outside the world of stick - and - ball games when 
ESPN produced the America ’ s Cup. Four years earlier, ESPN had made 
a quick decision to broadcast coverage of the fi nal stage of the vener-
able yachting race at Newport, Rhode Island. To its delight, underserved 
sports fans in the yachting world watched in signifi cant numbers and 
called ESPN with adamant demands for full coverage. ESPN, never 
hesitant to fi ll programming hours with extended events, let the yacht 
race videotape roll and got its highest weekday afternoon ratings num-
bers ever. By the time the 1987 America ’ s Cup came around, ESPN had 
gained the rights to this overlooked franchise and presold all the ad time. 

 Geoff Mason produced the 1987 America ’ s Cup, this time hosted 
by Australia, as his fi rst assignment for ESPN. As an experienced tel-
evision sports producer, he believed that getting a mini - camera and 
live microphones on skipper Dennis Conner ’ s yacht — the popular 
American favorite — would be critical for capturing the excitement and 
drama of the competition. Conner, however, wanted  $ 100,000 for the 
privilege of having his progress fi lmed. Mason explained the situation to 
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head programmer Steve Bornstein. Bornstein convinced Roger Werner 
to give Conner the money he wanted for having the camera installed. 
Then, in typical ESPN fashion, Bornstein let Mason know the next 
day that they ’ d found a sponsor to cover all of Conner ’ s costs. 

 The new camera, sponsored by Budweiser, would be known as 
the BudCam, and it transformed the quality of the coverage. Today, 
we ’ re used to cameras that zip along a football fi eld a few feet above the 
action, or capture the speed of a slapshot or a fastball, or how the track 
looks to a race car driver leaning into a curve. But such technology 
was cutting edge in 1987. The splash of the water, the intensity of the 
struggle, the slippery danger, and the exhilarating speed became palpa-
bly real to the viewer, showcasing ESPN ’ s production values. With their 
customary passion for sports, the ESPN commentators explained the 
nuances of yachting to an audience largely unfamiliar with the com-
petition in language that was not condescending but still compelling. 
Despite the odd late - night hours for live coverage of an event on the 
other side of the world, the ratings were enormous and the America ’ s 
Cup became a television phenomenon. According to the  New York 
Times , in a front page story, viewers were throwing parties at the homes 
of people with ESPN and fi nding late - night bars showing the broad-
cast in order to follow the race. 

 By serving the underserved, showing off the production qual-
ity, and enthusing like sports fanatics, ESPN created yet another fran-
chise. On this occasion, the coverage did more than anticipated to put 
ESPN on the map as a mainstream television channel. Then, ESPN ’ s 
credibility, popularity, production values, ever - increasing revenue, and 
the positive experience of the NFL Draft fi nally all came together. In 
1987, ESPN achieved the Holy Grail of sports coverage when the NFL 
awarded a football package to a network that had been launched only 
eight years before. 

 The NFL is America ’ s most dominant, popular, and lucrative 
sport by far, but at the time, commissioner Pete Rozelle was forced to 
reach beyond the big three networks for a television partner because 
a drop in ad rates made the incumbents balk at the NFL ’ s proposed 
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fee increases. To stimulate demand, Rozelle crafted a package of eight 
games that he offered to the cable industry. ESPN outbid a consor-
tium of cable operators led by John Malone to secure those rights for a 
whopping  $ 55 million per game. 

 An NFL game had never been broadcast on cable television before. 
 ESPN Sunday Night NF  L”  became the channel ’ s newest franchise and it 
launched with gusto. The fi rst regular season game on August 16, 1987 
saw the Chicago Bears at the Miami Dolphins, and secured the high-
est ratings ever for a cable channel. With that kind of programming, the 
sports world was compelled to pay attention. And given the exposure, 
ESPN took advantage, showing how differently it could produce sports 
television and enlivening the coverage with such new techniques as the 
Goalpost Cam, super slow motion replay, miked - up referees, and more 
fi eld - level shots. 

 If the NFL package was an unusually bold gambit, it did not make 
ESPN timid. Gaining momentum with its success and growth during 
the 1980s, ESPN decided to take another calculated risk and seize the 
opportunity to become the dominant media outlet for sports. To do 
so, it needed coverage rights for the other professional leagues. Major 
League Baseball was the most critical missing piece. So, in 1989, ESPN 
paid  $ 400 million for a four - year contract. It was clear to the number 
crunchers that there was no way the deal could make money, even with 
more advertising dollars and rate increases for cable providers. And in 
fact, while ESPN anticipated losing  $ 60 million on the package, it 
ended up dropping twice that amount. Still, having professional base-
ball and football on the schedule was a heady accomplishment. By the 
mid - 1990s, ESPN had arrived as a legitimate big - time network.  

  Create Your Own Outlet 

 Riding the rocket of its explosive growth, ESPN kept expanding and 
taking risks. The age - old question for media - based companies revolves 
around whether content or distribution is king. ESPN decided that the 
answer was both. Around the same time that it made its major investments 
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into professional sports coverage, ESPN also expanded its distribution into 
new media offerings. 

 The fi rst and most natural toe - dip beyond the ESPN cable channel 
was radio. The opportunity for radio programming showed up, practically 
uninvited and unannounced, one day in 1991 when ABC Radio execu-
tives visited ESPN and asked for 30 - second spots that could be tucked 
into breaks during regular programming. The innocent invitation raised 
sensory antennae and the ESPN executive team met to discuss the sugges-
tion. There was a sense among all those present that a larger opportunity 
could be at hand. John Walsh and Jim Allegro put voice to it, suggesting 
that maybe it was time for ESPN to start its own radio network. 

 That was self - evidently a good idea to Bornstein, so the hounds 
were unleashed. Sixty days later ESPN went live with 16 hours of pro-
gramming per week.  “ It was a real feat, ”  Jim Allegro recalled. Two new 
studios were ordered and arrived by truck. They were made of steel and 
heavy as hell. The fi rst one was installed and the plan was to put the 
other on top of it, but then somebody realized that a second steel stu-
dio would be too heavy and would almost certainly cause the roof of 
the lower one to cave. So ESPN went back to the vendor and ordered 
another studio built out of wood.  “ We were running so fast, ”  Allegro 
said.  “ We borrowed equipment, bought what we needed. ”  Right up 
until the red light went on, pieces were still being put in place. At the 
last moment, someone ran down to the local Radio Shack and bought 
a wall clock that became the offi cial timepiece. 

 The start, on January 4, 1992, was memorable. Keith Olbermann, 
who had just been hired as a  SportsCenter  anchor and was asked to be 
ESPN Radio ’ s fi rst announcer, went on the air. He led with a baseball 
scoop about feared free agent slugger Danny Tartabull signing with the 
New York Yankees. The newly hatched radio network never looked 
back, expanding to 24 - hour programming within a few years. The 
entire endeavor was typical ESPN. It had been born of opportunity and 
launched fast, cheap, and barely under control. Yet, it met the standards 
of the quality of journalism coming out of  SportsCenter  while providing 
another outlet for ESPN ’ s irreverence and humor. It served sports fans 

c04.indd   121c04.indd   121 8/1/09   8:36:19 AM8/1/09   8:36:19 AM



122

 THE COMPANY

in a new and important way. And it tapped and developed inexpensive 
new talent who would become industry icons, including announcers 
Tony Kornheiser, a reporter with the  Washington Post  and now a host of 
Monday Night Football, Nanci  “ The Fabulous Sports Babe ”  Donnellan, 
and Mike Greenberg and Mike Golic of the  Mike and Mike in the 
Morning  show, not to mention Dan Patrick and Mike Tirico. 

 A second cable channel, called ESPN2 but known as the Deuce, 
required a much bigger investment and constituted a much bigger risk. 
If the idea of an all - sports channel had seemed ludicrous to critics a 
decade earlier, could ESPN double down and successfully launch a sec-
ond all - sports channel? The lead - up was arduous, stressful, and energiz-
ing. ESPN went through its familiar urgent pacing in organizing and 
building a second studio, hiring the staff, seducing the talent, getting 
everything together faster and cheaper than a traditional network could 
dream of, all in time for the fi rst broadcast on October 1, 1993. The 
epic party afterward was testament to the blood, sweat, and panic that 
had gone into getting there. 

 Bornstein believed ESPN2 would play a key role in keeping ESPN 
fresh, energized, and constantly at the forefront of sports fans ’  needs. 
The specifi c rationale for ESPN2 was that it would provide a distinctly 
different type of sports viewing for a distinctly different demographic. It 
was the early 1990s and extreme sports was the grassroots rage among 
testosterone - fueled young teenagers. The demographic for the major 
sports like NFL skewed higher end than that. So ESPN2 would feature 
alternative sports like snowboarding and motocross which appealed to 
18 – 25 males. Everything about the channel refl ected that — the bright 
colors of the studio, the casual clothes on the set, the extra - sarcastic 
tone in the voices, and, of course, the events themselves, more dan-
gerous and unnerving than what ESPN was offering, steeped in the 
aesthetics of the hand - held camera and the amateur daredevil. But that 
notion never quite struck the sweet spot with viewers, cable companies, 
and advertisers. As a result, ESPN2 needed to evolve and grow until it 
became more comfortable in its own skin. Bornstein ’ s gambit may have 
had its problems (a subject for Chapter  6 ), but the numbers don ’ t lie. 
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From an initial 9 million subscribers, ESPN2 is now seen in over 90 
million homes. 

 After ESPN2, the growth in new channels continued. ESPNews 
was launched in 1996, featuring 24 hours of sports news coverage. It 
served ESPN as kind of a continuously rolling CNN of sports, as 
well as a grooming area for new young talent, and a spillover for 
time - confl icted programs normally seen on either ESPN or ESPN2. 
Next, in 1997, ESPN acquired the independent channel Classic Sports 
Network and renamed it ESPN Classic. Again, critics might have once 
questioned such a move judgmentally — 24 hours of sports on multiple 
channels, and now games in which the results were already known? But 
the idea of broadcasting classic sports invoked a keen understanding 
of the sports fanatic ’ s brain. Big games are always up for discussion, even 
if they ’ ve happened decades before. Sports fanatics still mull over the 
details, the facts, the stories behind the events, and the historical implica-
tions, and they were more than happy to sit up late at night and get lost 
in a classic contest, even one they ’ d already viewed, and they were will-
ing to pay their cable providers higher rates for the pleasure of doing so. 

 In 2003, under Bodenheimer ’ s watch, ESPN ventured into the 
realm of new technology with its high defi nition channels broadcast-
ing the same content as ESPN, ESPN2 and ESPNEWS. The evolution 
of high defi nition television was beset by the chicken and egg problem. 
The technological standards may have been in place, but before 2003 the 
future of that technology was totally in doubt. The networks and cable 
channels hesitated to invest in expensive high defi nition broadcasts until 
there were enough homes out there with TV sets capable of appreciat-
ing (and paying for) the extra quality. On the other side of the equation, 
most homeowners were reluctant to shell out for an expensive piece of 
technology when there was little programming available for enjoying 
its advantages. But the shift to high defi nition broadcasting made com-
plete sense to ESPN from the standpoint of serving the fans. Indeed, 
Bodenheimer is adamant that credit for the idea goes to the employ-
ees of ESPN who knew that the only thing sports fans wanted more 
than sports on TV was sports with a crisper, clearer television picture. 
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(Electronics stores realize this, too, which is why they sell so many high 
defi nition big screen plasma TV sets in the lead - up to the Super Bowl.) 
ESPN understood that if it wanted to be the leader in sports television, 
it needed to continue to produce the best telecast possible. 

 As the fi rst network to go HD, ESPN now produces more HD 
programs than any other channel, and the move has paid off. As 
Bodenheimer put it,  “ It does lead to increased viewing. People are 
making decisions about what to watch based on what ’ s showing in 
high def. ”  Once again, ESPN ’ s willingness to see the product from the 
fan ’ s point of view got it into a new market or a new game earlier than 
anyone else.  

  Stick with the Knitting 

 It would make sense that as it has become bigger, wealthier, and more 
established, ESPN may have lost the need to be creative and scrappy 
about its programming. The NFL and MLB rights deals would seem 
to be a case in point. But in fact, despite its resources and market 
command, ESPN continues to create its own game, crash parties, and 
expand cheaply and with almost reckless innovation into new areas 
with new sports, new franchises, and new programs. Bornstein talked 
frequently about the need to keep ESPN invigorated with reinvigor-
ated broadcasting. That ’ s part of the reason. But it ’ s also true that heavy 
investments into professional sports and successful events have increased 
the vulnerability of ESPN to being hamstrung or held hostage. Indeed, 
those costly deals with the NFL, MLB, and in 2002 the return of the 
NBA, have led to some tough choices. ESPN was unable to hold onto 
NASCAR in 1999 and was forced to relinquish the men ’ s senior PGA 
tour in 2001. The NASCAR loss, in particular, was a hard blow, since 
it was a wildly popular franchise that ESPN had invested a lot in to 
develop and promote. Recognizing that mistake, ESPN would eventu-
ally spend a lot to get it back. 

 The necessity may be different, but the patchwork approach to pro-
gramming is just as important today as it was in ESPN ’ s fi rst few years. 
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By developing original programming and franchises in - house, ESPN 
can stay creative while keeping its costs and assets under control. The 
X - Games are a perfect example. Launched in 1994 as the fi rst annual 
Extreme Games competition, the events are now held every summer 
and winter and feature outlandish extreme sports such as skateboard-
ing, street luge racing, parachuting, and beach partying. The immense 
crowds, the credibility of the athletes, and the advertising dollars that 
pour in have shown that this franchise is very real and very success-
ful. The X - Games have also given ESPN entr é e into the younger male 
demographic that ESPN2 never quite captured. 

 The phenomenal popularity of poker is another franchise that 
ESPN locked onto early. Mark Shapiro was running all program-
ming at ESPN when a young manager named Fred Christianson from 
alternative sports asked him out for a cup of coffee to pitch an idea. 
Christianson believed that ESPN ’ s World Series of Poker was being 
given short shrift, and that more resources, more hours of coverage, 
and more promotion would help ESPN latch onto something that 
was growing fast. As Shapiro put it,  “ You have to breed your labora-
tory. You need an environment that rewards and encourages people to 
take chances and come to you with ideas. If that environment isn ’ t 
nurtured and ideas are consistently shot down, people will stop bring-
ing them to you. ”  So, in spite of Shapiro ’ s personal doubts, he decided 
to go for it. ESPN doubled the hours of programming, put poker 
onto its Sunday night schedule where it would get more exposure, 
produced the show with the kind of camera angles Christianson rec-
ommended, and did more promotion.  “ And the thing blasted, ”  Shapiro 
relayed with amazement.  “ Poker was suddenly the third highest sport 
on our air. ”  

 Sticklers may have doubted that poker was a sport at all, but that ’ s 
how ESPN builds new franchises — by serving the underserved fan. 
ESPN ’ s 2001 acquisition of BASS, the  “ world ’ s largest fi shing organiza-
tion, ”  was another example of a patch ESPN picked up and added to 
the quilt. The bass fi shing community may have seemed like an odd 
choice for an organization that produces Monday Night Football, but 
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BASS has 600,000 members, fi shing is a growing global sport, and the 
annual BASSMASTER Tournament was a nice fi t on ESPN2, hark-
ening back to ESPN ’ s early days of outdoor programming. Because 
ESPN owned the asset, any gains in growth and popularity derived 
from ESPN ’ s work in promoting and developing the franchise will 
remain under control. Similarly, in June 2002 ESPN signed a six - year 
no - rights - fee deal with the WNBA in which expenses and revenue 
would be shared. 

 There are many more examples of creative patchwork program-
ming that have kept ESPN innovative and growing, while not relying 
on its upper - tier success.  Dream Job , a reality TV contest to become 
a sports anchor,  Around the Horn , another debate format for discuss-
ing sports news, and original entertainment productions like  Tilt  and 
 Playmakers  have given ESPN plenty of new franchises to expand audi-
ences while keeping costs down. I ’ ve never seen an organization so 
aggressive about new ideas.  SportsCenter  may be the single most suc-
cessful show ever on cable television in terms of number of viewers, 
number of episodes, number of years running, and amount of ad dol-
lars, but ESPN didn ’ t rest on its laurels even with that franchise; it 
launched  Pardon the Interruption  instead. As a format,  PTI  was unlike 
anything else on TV. Two commentators — the vividly entertaining and 
cerebral sports journalists Tony Kornheiser and Michael Wilbon —
 heatedly argue and debate sports - related topics against the clock. And 
somehow, through the vitriol and energy, you get intelligent opinion 
with your excitement. Few thought it would be much of a hit, and 
some feared the new offering would hurt  SportsCenter  by splitting 
viewers, but  PTI  ended up out - rating  SportsCenter  while also actually 
lifting  SportsCenter ’ s  ratings as well as the ratings of other ESPN shows. 
Compare the format to staid PBS - style moderated sports discussions 
on other networks and you ’ ll see how much more energy and interest 
is generated. 

 In its early years, ESPN ’ s programming schedule was, by neces-
sity, made of dozens and dozens of cast - off scraps. But when those 
threadbare or roughly torn pieces got woven together, they created an 
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astonishingly comprehensive quilt. Back then, no one in the indus-
try showed any concern as ESPN picked up a patch here, a patch 
there. It was only when the quilt was woven and the sports market 
was revealed to be lucrative that they tried to force their way back 
into the fray. But those that tried to emulate ESPN ’ s tactics soon real-
ized there were few cheap scraps left. ESPN ’ s giant quilt covered just 
about everything. 

 And as I ’ m trying to suggest, by keeping that patchwork strategy 
in place, ESPN has promoted its ongoing growth. Big companies get 
complacent — it ’ s in their nature. Once upon a time, IBM looked unas-
sailable, the dominant company in the world ’ s strongest growing indus-
try. Then it let a college dropout named Bill Gates walk out the door 
with the rights to a few lines of computer code. Picture Gates think-
ing inside,  “ Microsoft is going to be bigger than IBM someday, ”  and 
imagine an IBM exec thinking,  “ How cute. ”  But that was the start of 
the age of Microsoft and the downscaling of IBM ’ s vision. No com-
pany is immune — Bill Gates himself overlooked the importance of the 
Internet, the browser, and the search engine. Twenty years later a com-
pany called Google showed up as if a door to another universe had 
opened and a fully formed entity appeared. 

 ESPN has had its share of challenges. As its programming grew, 
large competitors like Fox Sports and Comcast and small competi-
tors such as Outdoor Life Network, Speed Channel, and the Outdoor 
Channel (the last two of which were started by former ESPN CEO 
Roger Werner) arose to dedicate themselves to serving the territory 
ESPN had discovered. Franchises like NASCAR and the early rounds 
of March Madness were snatched away when they became valuable. 
ESPN ’ s success in promoting anything it doesn ’ t control inevitably 
comes back to haunt it. All those are good problems, but they are alle-
viated by ESPN ’ s innate drive to develop stuff in - house and be cheap 
and creative in its programming. ESPN ’ s ultimate product is its creativ-
ity and production quality, its attitude and irreverence, and its serve -
 the - fans mantra. As a result, it can develop any product or shift from 
any league and cover any event and still make it a winner.                              
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CHAPTER FOUR KEY POINTS  
    “ Serve the underserved ”   
 In every market, there is a segment that is underserved, 
either by lack of service, product offerings, or quality. It is 
also important to remember that marketing research may not 
always expose a customer ’ s real needs or wants, not because 
the research methods are fl awed, but because customers don ’ t 
always know what they want until they see it, have it, and 
experience it.  

    “ If you want to be in the quilt business, start collecting 
and creating your patches now ”   
 Too many companies enter markets to compete with estab-
lished companies at their game, and on their scale. Start small 
and build. It wasn ’ t DELL computers that almost brought 
down the mighty IBM, it was DELL, Compaq, HP, Apple, and 
Gateway that ate away at their market share collectively.  

    “ For every business, there is a meta - business ”   
 Who would have thought that news and commentary about 
sports would be such big business, not to mention celebrity 
news and commentary. What ’ s next, a news show for all the news 
shows? Ever heard of  American Idol ? If you can ’ t be a star, report 
on them, or create a show to discover stars. Derivatives didn ’ t 
work out as well as Alan Greenspan thought they would for 
the U.S. economy, but derivatives and meta - business can work 
for upstarts or mature organizations. This applies even if you 
manufacture circuit boards — you get the metaphor.  

    “ Content is king, but so is marketing. Oh, and distri-
bution, too ”   
 If you are a product or distribution company, you need to 
become a king marketer. Budweiser and Nike come to mind. 
If your business is about distribution, you need to think about 
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a product or service — think of Amazon or Google. Whatever 
you are, continue to invest in the three legs of the tripod —
 content/product, marketing, and distribution.  

   “ Stick to the knitting, if knitting is your thing ”   
Don ’ t want to contradict the last learning point, but never for-
get your strength while exploring the other aspects that secure 
and expand your core competence.
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 O bservers are still in awe of the way Jack Welch ran GE. What 
always impressed me about Welch was how easily and even 
gracefully he integrated all the many businesses of GE under 

the umbrella of one strong culture. From light bulbs to jet engines, from 
complex fi nancial services to a major television network, GE has domi-
nant business lines in incredibly diverse areas, and yet the way GE does 
business, the way it relates to customers, and the qualities of the GE 
people are amazingly consistent. 

 GE had a hundred years to become a conglomerate with a strong 
culture before Welch took the helm. When I thought about that, 
and then considered all the offerings and distribution outlets ESPN 
had developed in just 30 years, I was impressed by how gangly such 
a many - limbed octopus could have been and how gracefully ESPN 
seemed to glide through the water. In the thrust of so much change 
and development, how did ESPN manage to make the right decisions 
about products, people, and operations more often than not? During 
the early survival stage, there must have been moments when the right 
choice was a potential business killer and the expedient choice would 
have been wrong for the company long - term. At the height of its suc-
cess, there must have been tempting opportunities to stray from the 
steady course and generate easy revenue or do something nervy to 
impress ownership. Yet, ESPN has shown an uncanny ability to avoid 
the wrong moves on its journey and stay true to its culture. 

 As I ’ ve mentioned already, the answer is so simple you can be 
excused for wondering if it isn ’ t a statement of business book BS. 
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ESPN truly and deeply believes itself to be in the business of serv-
ing fans. Over the years ESPN has adopted several different strategic 
approaches to achieving that objective. In the early years, at least start-
ing with Bornstein, ESPN set out to become the World - Wide Leader 
in Sports, or, as Bornstein put it in the ESPN values statement,  “ the 
premier sports channel. ”  The objective was right, from ESPN ’ s perspec-
tive, because achieving that kind of portfolio of programs and offerings 
would help ESPN serve fans better. 

 In Bodenheimer ’ s era, the strategic mission changed somewhat to 
refl ect both Bodenheimer ’ s passion to preserve the corporate culture and 
ESPN ’ s new circumstances. But the value of serving fans remained the 
same. By sticking to that philosophy, ESPN has followed the right course 
regardless of what else has been going on inside the company, in the mar-
ketplace, in the technological landscape, and even with new ownership 
groups. At every juncture, ESPN has only had to ask the question,  “ How 
is this going to serve our fans? ”  If the approach would enable ESPN to 
deliver more sports, more news, or more sports entertainment to those 
fans then it was a solid choice. That was the threshold for determining 
the rightness of a decision and it was the basis of the ESPN brand.  

  When in Doubt, Ask the Brand 

 Roger Werner was the fi rst top executive at ESPN to talk consist-
ently about the ESPN brand. Werner knew that creating a consistent 
and clear brand was one of the most critical tasks for a developing an 
organization in the media business and he took every opportunity to 
promote ESPN. In line with that, he started the ESPN marketing divi-
sion to sell merchandise. It was a decision for the future, since there was 
little money in ESPN merchandise at the time, but that was Werner ’ s 
forte as a leader: He was always anticipating the way the competitive 
landscape was going to look years down the road. 

 Bornstein faced a different challenge with the brand. Given all the 
acquisitions and growth in the 1990s, there was the possibility ESPN 
could lose its grip. For instance, when the ESPN brand began to get hot 
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in the early 1990s, especially on college campuses, the temptations started 
to grow. You could slap the ESPN logo on skateboards, school note-
books, sneakers, or cereal boxes. But Bornstein was vigilant about avoid-
ing opportunities that may have been lucrative or easy but didn ’ t make 
sense from a brand perspective. As Bornstein puts it,  “ We were protective 
of the brand and there were a lot of things we didn ’ t do. My point to my 
guys was that the day I see the shoeshine guy outside of Grand Central 
Station wearing an ESPN T - shirt is the day I know we ’ ve failed. ”  

 The brand was sacred, and the integrity of the brand was about 
sports and sports entertainment. That was a relatively clear concept when 
it came to programming and producing television shows. Whatever 
wasn ’ t related to sports and sports entertainment didn ’ t fi t the brand 
and didn ’ t belong on ESPN cable. For example, at one point, Bornstein 
launched a morning business news show to compete with other cable 
channels like CNN. It made sense from a demographic point of view. 
ESPN viewers were almost as interested in business and fi nance news 
as they were in sports news. But although the quality of the program 
and the journalism that supported it was top - notch, the show failed 
to catch on. The likely reason? It wasn ’ t consistent with ESPN ’ s sports 
brand. As it turned out, when it came to exploring product and mar-
keting opportunities outside the familiar terrain of television, it was 
even more important to follow the brand. 

 Dick Glover was hired by Bornstein in November 1992 as the fi rst 
employee of ESPN Enterprises, a group formed to grow ESPN not just 
as a media business with several channels but as a brand in many differ-
ent arenas. Despite Roger Werner ’ s forward thinking about merchandise, 
ESPN had very little to offer fans outside of sports television. Other 
than a home video business that was a complete mess and a few com-
memorative books published in coordination with Hearst Publishing, 
ESPN had never discovered an opportunity that made much sense. So 
Glover was charged with exploring new ideas outside the traditional 
realm and making sure they fi t ESPN ’ s overall strategy and brand. 

 One of the fi rst possibilities Glover considered was the World Wide 
Web. This was very forward thinking of him, and a potentially risky 
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area for a new executive to spend much time working on. Remember, 
at that time, e - mail was barely being used and there was no such 
thing as a browser like Netscape, Mozilla, or Internet Explorer that 
would allow people to access something called the Internet. Computer 
geeks were communicating and sharing information through what was 
known as electronic bulletin boards, however, and you could see the 
hint of future possibilities in that kind of computer - based networking. 
Glover, like other early adopters at the time, had a sense of the enor-
mous potential of instant communication and news distribution, and he 
understood the degree to which this represented both an opportunity 
and a threat to the media business. 

 Those weren ’ t easy arguments to make to a busy top executive, 
however, especially when no other media company was investing seri-
ously in the technology. But in his discussions with Bornstein, Glover 
knew how to say the magic words. If ESPN was in the business of 
serving sports fans, then the Internet was just another means of doing 
so, and potentially a huge one at that. Bornstein gave the go - ahead to 
Glover to explore the possibilities of bringing ESPN content online. 
His only instruction was to do it as cheaply as possible, another mantra 
that hewed closely to the ESPN culture. 

  “ Bornstein ’ s idea, ”  Glover said,  “ was to learn about this on someone 
else ’ s dime. ”  New Internet companies were eager to work with main-
stream media enterprises in those early days. Glover had his pick of sev-
eral, fi nally choosing a company called Prodigy (which was owned by 
Sears Roebuck and Company) over the more established CompuServe 
and another smaller start - up called AOL. ESPN had the brand and the 
content, and Prodigy had the technological expertise, so the two com-
panies got started. 

 The work with Prodigy produced a web presence called ESPNNet. 
It gave ESPN some online functionality, enabling sports fans to access 
up - to - date sports statistics and scores. With the ever - evolving possi-
bilities of information technology, however, there was no such thing 
as standing still. Soon, Glover led ESPN to join forces with Microsoft 
cofounder Paul Allen ’ s fi rm, Starwave, in order to take the web site 
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to the next level. But Starwave, cognizant of the fact that ESPN got 
all the glory out of its work with Prodigy, insisted that the joint ven-
ture be cobranded rather than have the exclusive ESPN name, sug-
gesting SportsZone as a new moniker. Glover thought there was no 
value in that for ESPN, so the two sides went back and forth. The label, 
ESPNNet Sportszone was chosen as a compromise, prompting NBA 
Commissioner David Stern to call it the longest and most stupid name 
in history. Stern had a point, but Glover knew ESPN ’ s Internet site 
would play well with fans. 

 In 1994, ESPN ’ s web site had just been launched, but almost no 
one saw it as an important outlet for programming or a future area of 
growth. At the annual meeting of top executives and senior program-
mers, Glover sat quietly and listened to report after report detailing 
the many new projects in the works. It was amazing to everyone in the 
room how much growth the company was experiencing and how fast 
that growth was taking place. Near the end of the day, an executive 
asked Bornstein if he could name the one or two things that would be 
most important strategically for ESPN going forward. It ’ s safe to say 
that every person in the room fi gured Bornstein would key in on the 
company ’ s huge and very recent investment in ESPN2. But Bornstein 
never missed an opportunity to disturb and disrupt complacent think-
ing, and this kind of soft lob was too tempting to resist smashing over 
the net. Without hesitation he named the Internet and International 
as the critical priorities going forward. Glover remembered how 
the shock among the executives was palpable and all movement in the 
room stopped. 

 It was typical of Bornstein, consciously or not, to keep quiet with 
his views until he could have the most impact. Whatever else peo-
ple had on their plates, they now knew that ESPN ’ s web site and its 
international expansion were important to the boss and for the future 
growth of the company. So when Glover soon came knocking on 
their doors for content, expertise, and support, managers sat up and lis-
tened. In a way, the web site work helped to address another concern 
of Bornstein ’ s: He was bothered by the existence of too many isolated 
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silos within the organization. A new venture that required input from 
all over the company and that was a strategic priority of the demanding 
and hard - to - please CEO was an automatic silo buster. 

 The next year, at the same meeting, Dick Glover showcased the 
new web site. The seasoned television industry hands who fi lled the room 
were impressed at what could be done online. Glover compared projec-
tions for the growth of cable with the potential growth of the Internet in 
terms of the number of household computers that could be expected 
in the next 10 years. Based on those statistics, Glover insisted, there 
would come a point when more people would have access to  ESPN.
com  than to ESPN ’ s television channels. It was a sobering and disturb-
ing statement, even as it bolstered Bornstein ’ s view that the Web was 
critical going forward. 

 ESPN ’ s Internet partner, Starwave, was soon bought by Infoseek, 
the Google - like search engine of its day, which then faltered and was 
bought by Disney. Disney had developed its own Internet business 
group and was aiming to be a signifi cant player in the new technology. 
With Starwave, Disney developed the  Go.Com  system as a rival to such 
emerging Internet portal companies as Yahoo!. The idea was to create 
a gateway or hub for Internet users looking for content around enter-
tainment, recreation, and sports — all spokes where Disney had exper-
tise and leverage. At the time, ESPN was looking for a new technology 
partner to relaunch its Web presence with a keener focus on what the 
web site could and should do. The choice was between Universal Films 
and Disney ’ s Internet group, both of which had compelling services to 
offer. Disney ’ s vision made sense given ESPN ’ s content strengths, how-
ever, so Glover went in that direction. He breathed a sigh of relief over 
that decision a year later when Disney acquired ABC Cap Cities, with 
ESPN as part of that deal. 

 The  Go.com  portal was part of ESPN ’ s Internet address for years 
until Disney shut down its Internet media business following the col-
lapse of the tech stocks. Regardless, ESPN ’ s presence on the World 
Wide Web was a major achievement. Traffi c was low at fi rst because 
speed of access was exceptionally slow in those pre - broadband days and 
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there were few active online users. But ESPN was one of the earli-
est news content sites on the Web, arriving before many of the main-
stream news organizations. By establishing its Internet presence early 
and leading sports coverage distributed electronically, ESPN effectively 
pre - empted challenges from other sports - related content providers that 
might have otherwise found a low barrier to entry as a new competi-
tor. Just think about the list of dot - com companies from the late 1990s 
and recall the Super Bowl advertisements from the likes of  Pets.com . A 
sports news and entertainment web site should have been part of that 
mix of start - ups but wasn ’ t, perhaps because ESPN already occupied 
the territory. 

 Today, despite competitors from the major networks,  Sports 
Illustrated  magazine, and the  SportingNews ,  ESPN.com  remains the most 
visited sports site on the Internet. The site has accumulated a string of 
accolades over the past 10 years as the top provider of sports infor-
mation on the Web. What ’ s more, ESPN was one of the few Internet 
ventures not to lose a great deal of money in development because 
it always relied on the services and know - how of partner companies. 
But in staking out its claim on cyberspace, ESPN did not have grand 
ambitions in mind. Instead, it merely looked at the Internet as another 
way of serving the sports fan, so building a presence there early (and 
cheaply) while keeping productive values high according to ESPN 
standards made complete strategic sense.  “ We were trying to bring the 
brand to a worldwide audience in ways we thought were important, ”  
Bornstein observed.  “ That ’ s one of the reasons why ESPN is the leader 
of sports on the Internet. We were fi rst, we were active early, and we 
kept working on it because that was what the brand needed. ”   

   ESPN  Goes Abroad 

 The other area of strategic concern for Bornstein in that 1994 exec-
utive meeting had been International. Again, this made sense from a 
mission and brand perspective. If ESPN was aiming to live up to its 
claim as the  “ worldwide leader in sports ”  it certainly needed to have 
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a dominant international presence. By 1996, ESPN had managed to 
develop some distribution internationally but traction was still weak. As 
a hired consultant, Geoff Mason wrote a report explaining what ESPN 
needed to do differently. Essentially, the fi rm lacked a good presentation 
about its offerings that it could use to convince potential international 
partners. Bornstein agreed and asked Mason to make the ESPN prod-
uct more marketable for international distribution. Mason got the full 
backing of Howard Katz, who was head of programming at the time, 
and was thereby able to access as much ESPN content as he needed to 
satisfy potential joint venture partners outside the United States. 

 Bornstein was always averse to spending money unnecessarily, but 
he recognized the inherent value of global distribution. Whenever 
Mason called about a distribution opportunity that would cost some 
coin, Bornstein grumbled but supported the move. At that time, 
EuroSports was ESPN ’ s predominant partner in Europe, but that entity 
was faltering. The Middle East and Africa were still afterthoughts. So 
most of the growth potential was in South America and Asia. Mason, 
Bornstein, and Katz put a lot of focus in those regions and the effort 
paid off. There were no major victories or sweeping accomplishments, 
but little by little, through a lot of spadework and attention, ESPN 
developed a global footprint, and is now seen in over 180 countries. 
Russell Wolfe, the current EVP of International, continues to build the 
global presence of ESPN and today, no other sports media company 
outside the United States can compare to ESPN in terms of program-
ming and brand awareness.  

   ESPN  Opens the Books 

 Back in Bristol, ESPN had two channels, the Internet, and radio, but 
one of the only media areas where ESPN still lacked presence was 
in print. Over the years, efforts had been made occasionally to lever-
age the relationship with 20 percent owner Hearst Publishing and do 
something related to print, but nothing came of it. Annual sports over-
views were the best idea that turned up, but none of those projects had 
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any signifi cant value. Dick Glover was still immersed in the work of 
building ESPN ’ s Web presence but he was also always on the lookout 
for other ancillary products that fi t the brand. A light went on when 
 Sports Illustrated  established itself as an Internet competitor in combi-
nation with CNN. The move made sense. Both  Sports Illustrated , the 
magazine, and CNN, the cable news channel, were owned by Time 
Warner; in the parlance of the day, it was thought that synergies could 
be achieved by combining the entities to create a giant news and sports 
information site online. The sudden threat got Glover thinking, and 
he wrote a memo with the provocative question,  “ Why should  Sports 
Illustrated  get a free run? ”     Sports Illustrated  had ventured into ESPN ’ s 
territory with a new point of attack. Shouldn ’ t ESPN look at return-
ing the favor? For every  Time  magazine, there was a  Newsweek.  For 
every IBM, there was an Apple. To be the worldwide leader in sports, 
ESPN needed to establish its own print magazine and compete with 
the vaunted  Sports Illustrated  on its own turf. 

 Bornstein loved the idea. The new Disney ownership had a strong 
publishing division that would need to be convinced, however. Glover 
fi gured the plan would die there, tangled in the bureaucracy of an enor-
mous business. But the head of Disney publishing was a man named 
John Skipper, who happened to be a sports nut. Skipper was immedi-
ately fi red up by the potential. In fact, if he could have designed his 
own dream job, it would have been to launch a sports magazine. Others 
in Disney thought a magazine was a stupid idea. In 1997, the rest of 
the world was abandoning print journalism for the Internet. Why would 
any sensible company want to go the other way? The fi nal decision was 
up to Michael Eisner, Disney chairman and CEO. Knowing that Disney 
owned the Anaheim Angels baseball team and the Anaheim Mighty 
Ducks hockey team, Skipper developed a mock cover of  ESPN The 
Magazine  with Anaheim Angels ’  pitcher Jim Abbot on the cover. As luck 
would have it, Eisner was a big Jim Abbot fan. The presentation hit the 
right points of concern and the project was greenlit. 

 The fi rst issue of the magazine was published a year later in March 
1998. The launch was overseen by Skipper, who joined ESPN as a 
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senior vice president, and John Walsh, the editor of  SportsCenter  and a 
former top editor at  Rolling Stone  magazine.  ESPN The Magazine  went 
for a younger demographic than  Sports Illustrated.  It focused on more 
outlandish athletes and stories, and exhibited that self - aware ESPN sense 
of humor. By any measure, awards, readership, advertising, and distribu-
tion, the magazine hit the mark. It also passed the internal test of allow-
ing ESPN to take another step in becoming worldwide leader in sports.  

  Keeping Down the Number of Freight Cars 

 The successful launch of the magazine with Disney support was an 
example of how ESPN was able to leverage its new parent company ’ s 
capabilities for great advantage. And indeed, the possibilities for doing 
so looked great on paper. Soon after the relationship began, senior 
managers from all over the Disney empire were brought to a corpo-
rate gathering and asked to give presentations about what their business 
units were doing. The ESPN executives who attended were impressed 
by the collection of capabilities on display and they could see that 
Disney was extremely well - managed. But although it was rarely openly 
acknowledged, some were quietly concerned about how well Disney 
would treat the ESPN brand.  “ We were fearful they didn ’ t understand 
our brand, ”  Glover said,  “ and the one thing we really did understand 
about our own business was our brand. ”  There was the danger that, 
overtly or subtly, Disney might mishandle the ESPN brand, direct it in 
ways that weren ’ t quite right, and start to weaken the connection with 
sports fans. 

 At the same time, there was curiosity about what else Disney could 
bring to the table. Disney ’ s consumer products division was booming, 
for example. Every time Disney released a movie, it also earned hun-
dreds of millions of dollars in revenue through the sale of merchandise. 
At a presentation about what Disney could do for ESPN, the consumer 
products group brought along a softball on which they ’ d stamped the 
number  “  $ 40,000,000. ”    Tossing the ball over, they told ESPN that ’ s how 
much money Disney ’ s approach to consumer goods could generate for 
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ESPN annually. Bornstein, Glover, and the other ESPN executives were 
intrigued, if slightly skeptical. 

 The confl ict within ESPN was always about leveraging the brand 
in ways that would add to the impact rather than subtract from it. 
 “ We ’ d think of ten opportunities every month, ”  Glover said,  “ but then 
we ’ d say,  ‘ Well, if we do that, it will help the brand in some ways and 
weaken it in others. ’  So we passed on a lot of stuff. We didn ’ t want to 
hook too many freight cars onto the single ESPN engine. ”  Yes, more 
products, more merchandise, more distribution channels, and other 
offerings would allow the ESPN brand to carry more freight, but 
would also slow the company down. 

 And yet, as the two companies got to know each other, a trust 
and rapport developed when it came to new ventures. Within Disney, 
there were other key executives like John Skipper who were passionate 
sports fans and admirers of ESPN, and they began to bring their ideas 
forward. Soon, with Disney ’ s encouragement, ESPN was stepping well 
outside its traditional comfort zone and developing stores and themed 
restaurants. The ESPNShop and the ESPNZone were the results. 
Bornstein was initially a bigger backer of the restaurants than the stores, 
seeing a more direct fi t, and the ESPNZone restaurants evolved into a 
kind of super - sports bar — a natural for ESPN — and helped the com-
pany set up a brand presence in such key urban centers as Times Square 
in New York City. An ESPNZone was the kind of place that a season 
ticket - holding executive with an interest in sports could bring clients 
for lunch; and it provided a perfect location for ESPN to do remote 
broadcasts in the midst of crowds of fans.  

  When You Get Big, Go Humble 

 All the growth and all the new offerings were turning ESPN into an 
empire. By the late 1990s, the organization was loaded with assets and 
secure behind its moat. It had an effective mosaic patchwork of program-
ming that met the needs of passionate niches of sports fans, and it had 
the glorious crown jewels of mainstream sports with the broadcasting 
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rights to the NFL and MLB. It had  SportsCenter  and  ESPN.com . It had 
the ESPYs. It had amazing brand awareness, a lock on every important 
demographic, the top ratings in cable television, and national advertis-
ers booked months in advance. It still had an irreverent attitude and a 
self - aware sense of humor; and it was still attracting those young, hun-
gry, and passionate sports fanatics to come to Bristol and work like 
hell. What ’ s more, because of its business model and the growth of the 
cable industry, ESPN generated more annual revenue than even the 
McKinsey report would have dared to predict. And now it was owned 
by a supportive and effective parent company that understood media, 
brand, and synergy. Truly, ESPN had become what it had long claimed 
to be, which was the worldwide leader in sports. 

 With size and success, however, there is the danger of complacency 
or arrogance. As Jim Collins states in his new book ( How the Mighty 
Fall: And Why Some Companies Never Give In , 2009), the fi rst stage of 
falling is  “ Hubris born of Success, ”  when companies regard success as 
an entitlement, and lose sight of the underlying factors that created the 
success in the fi rst place. Consider the trouble Wal - Mart or Microsoft 
got into when those companies became giants. Suddenly, the aggres-
sive behavior that helped them secure the pinnacle of success came 
across differently, no longer admirable but threatening and bullying. 
ESPN needed to anticipate those kinds of problems and preempt them. 
It took new voices to warn of the traps that waited ahead and to help 
ESPN navigate a modifi ed course. 

 Among those voices was Lee Ann Daly, a young, exceedingly smart, 
and aggressively articulate executive from the world of New York 
advertising who brought her emotions, her opinions, and her provoca-
tive ideas into every meeting, as though incapable of holding anything 
back. In the most positive sense, she was a disruptive force in the male -
 dominated executive ranks at ESPN, able to talk with the boys, and 
argue just as passionately for her position, but offering a counter view 
that was often entirely missing from their thinking. 

 Daly was hired into a senior position in the marketing division 
around the time of the Disney acquisition to help ESPN expand its 
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business by matching the core competencies of Disney to the brand 
capability of ESPN. Her advertising experience, focused on brand-
ing outside traditional media, was a good fi t, so she was thrown into 
the fray immediately.  “ We were trying to fi gure out,  ‘ Okay, Disney 
has a really strong publishing capability, so what can we do with that? 
Disney has a really strong sight - based entertainment capability — what 
can we do with that? ’  ”  Very quickly, she found herself working on 
the ESPNZone franchise,  ESPN The Magazine , and the relaunches of 
ESPN2, ESPN Radio, and  ESPN.com . She also helped kickstart origi-
nal entertainment programs such as the  Two Minute Drill  game show. 

 A lot was changing at ESPN in general. In 1998, Steve Bornstein 
left his position to head ABC, and George Bodenheimer succeeded 
him as president. Around the same time, Daly ’ s boss, Judith Fearring, 
also left ESPN and Bodenheimer tapped Daly to be the new senior 
vice president of marketing. That ’ s when the mission and brand of the 
company started to morph ever so gently. 

 Throughout Bornstein ’ s era, the brand positioning statement of 
the company had always been expressed through the aggressive idea 
that ESPN was the worldwide leader in sports. Now, Daly talked to 
Bodenheimer persistently and persuasively about the need for a hum-
bler mission that connected more directly and intimately with fans.  “ If 
your brand doesn ’ t ring true with fans, ”  Daly explained,  “ then you ’ re 
messing with that relationship. ”  The fans didn ’ t care whether or not 
ESPN was the biggest name in sports or the most dominant content 
provider. The fans actually connected to ESPN ’ s personality. It was the 
human aspect of that relationship that was important, not ESPN ’ s foot-
print in the sports world or the extensiveness of its coverage. 

 To Bornstein that might have sounded like a politically correct 
attempt to make ESPN seem kinder and gentler. But Bodenheimer, with 
his understated and quiet personality, was naturally inclined toward Daly ’ s 
idea of a more humble brand. He thought she was onto something, and 
he encouraged her to work through the ideas and test them out. 

 In coming up with new language for ESPN ’ s mission and brand 
statement, Daly wasn ’ t trying to reinvent the company or rewrite 
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history. Instead, she was trying to connect the language of the brand 
to the ESPN values that already existed. Having worked closely with 
Bornstein years before in developing the original mission and val-
ues statement, I could have been excused for feeling defensive about 
efforts to change what had proven to be such a successful formula. But 
I loved what Lee Ann Daly, along with CAO Ed Durso and a few other 
executives, developed because it was a simple and perfect expression 
of what had always made ESPN successful. In Daly ’ s articulation, the 
brand position statement changed.  “ We ’ re not the world ’ s biggest sports 
entertainment company, ”  she said,  “ We ’ re the world ’ s biggest sports fan, 
and we exist solely to serve fans wherever they are. ”  

 Plenty of people at ESPN had described that personality over the 
years in exactly those terms.  “ We are just big sports fans, ”  was a com-
mon refrain. ESPN was the guy you talked to at the water cooler about 
the playoffs. ESPN was the guy you wanted to sit next to at the bar 
when the big game was on. ESPN was the sports fan you actually liked, 
one with a sense of humor and a ton of helpful knowledge, not an 
obnoxious know - it - all. In other words, when it came to sports, ESPN 
was already humble and it didn ’ t take itself too seriously. So, the new 
articulation was not a signifi cant departure at all — and that ’ s why it 
worked so well. 

 In offi cial language the new/old ESPN mission became expressed as:   

 To serve sports fans wherever sports are watched, 
 listened to, discussed, debated, read about or played.   

 There was nothing radical about the words but their simplicity. 
It had been the rationale behind launching  ESPN.com , for instance, 
and establishing the magazine and the ESPNZone restaurants. A Web 
presence made sense because that ’ s where sports fans were gathering 
to learn more about their teams and their interests. Ditto for a sports -
 themed restaurant. 

 Once that articulation was accomplished, the marketing group 
got to work threading the new brand personality throughout the 
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company. In terms of commercials, promotions, and shows everything 
was about connecting to fans in a more humble and self - effacing away 
while still being irreverent and passionate about sports. In reality, this 
was a challenge. ESPN was genetically programmed toward aggressive 
self - promotion across all platforms. If a big game was upcoming on 
ESPN2, every platform the company had, meaning every channel and 
news show, as well as the radio, web site or magazine, was relentless 
about letting viewers, readers, listeners, Internet users, or restaurant 
diners know the time and the place. With all those avenues, ESPN 
had the equivalent of hundreds of millions of dollars of advertising 
time available to it, and it spent that money carpet - bombing informa-
tion. Daly was the fi rst to question whether this was wise.  “ Do we 
want to use our ad time to shove information down people ’ s throats 
or do we want to use it to make people like us more and spend more 
time with us? ”  According to Daly ’ s new credo of a humble brand, the 
right answer was always the second one. On a business level, this also 
made sense because ad revenue was driven primarily by ratings and 
if viewers weren ’ t invited in with genuine warmth they might not 
watch at all. 

 Still, business is business. A new balance had to be struck between 
navigating fans toward the information they needed and entertaining 
those fans in ways that made them  “ like us more and want to spend 
more time with us. ”  As an example of how this balance was accom-
plished, at one point the marketing group started a campaign to inform 
people about the various times that  SportsCenter  was shown through-
out the day. Instead of bombarding viewers with facts and details, the 
new campaign showed athletes and famous sports fans planning their 
actual daily lives around the  SportsCenter  schedule. So viewers and read-
ers saw fi lm director Spike Lee, a famous courtside New York Knicks 
fan, sitting in his library with all his movie and sports memorabilia on 
the wall, and his desk piled up with scripts, books, and computers. The 
campaign asked,  “ Which  SportsCenter  do you watch? ”  and listed the times 
and shows. It was a much more interesting and relationship building 
way of getting the essential information across. 
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  “ We needed to talk with fans, not at them, ”  Daly explained.  “ We 
wanted to show them what ’ s new and what ’ s next, and take them behind 
the scenes and make them like us. ”  Often, promotion at ESPN had been 
too inside, meaning ad spots were aimed not at sports fans but at sports 
fanatics, people who were in the know, people like the people working 
at ESPN. So when ESPN ran a commercial about Roger Clemens pho-
tocopying the letter  “ K ”  over and over, the average or casual sports fan 
didn ’ t get it, while the avid baseball fan laughed because he or she knew 
that K’s meant  “ strikeout, ”  that Clemens was one of baseball ’ s strikeout 
kings, and that he ’ d given each of his four boys a fi rst name starting 
with K. The average person at Disney marketing, however, didn ’ t know 
why that was funny, and it was over the heads of many viewers who 
would need to turn to their most knowledgeable (and possibly obnox-
ious) friend, the sports know - it - all, and ask. In its quest for a humbler 
brand, ESPN needed a persona that didn ’ t talk down to those viewers 
who weren ’ t in the know. So a new balance was struck. Whereas previ-
ously 80 percent of the ads had been directed to people who were keen 
insiders, by 2001 that mix was more like fi fty - fi fty. 

  “ The reason for that was simple, ”  Daly said.  “ We were trying to 
attract a broader audience. ”  The desire for a broader audience was not 
just window dressing or busy work. Expanding the brand had become 
a crucial business need because both the competitive marketplace and 
the demographic was changing. ESPN may have been the worldwide 
leader in sports but ESPN ’ s demographic (for the most part, the elusive 
young affl uent male) was being lured from many different angles. On 
the one hand, a generation of sports fans who had grown up on ESPN 
were getting married, having babies, developing other interests, and 
fi nding their time fi lled with other activities. On the other hand, there 
was just so much more out there for them to consume. New cable 
channels like Discovery, the History Channel, and Bravo were making 
a strong run with original programming — travel and adventure shows, 
war documentaries, home improvement programs. The Internet was 
exploding and becoming a daily part of people ’ s lives. Even  “ laddish ”  
magazines like  Maxim  and  FHM  were trying to steal food off ESPN ’ s 
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plate. It became important with ESPN ’ s positioning to expand its base 
by being slightly more inclusive while still satisfying the appetite of the 
crazed sports fan. It was a tricky balance and it spurred many anxious 
conversations and meetings because there was the fear that ESPN could 
go too far and alienate the supremely loyal customer. 

 In her advocacy for a humbler and more inclusive brand, Daly had 
George Bodenheimer ’ s ear. With Bornstein, she ’ d been less easily heard, 
though she ’ d never been shy about making her point. For example, 
once when Daly developed a campaign to promote the X Games that 
featured Japanese television personalities and cartoon anime — a crazy 
jumble of noisy and weird stuff — she showed it to the top executives 
to get their reactions. Bornstein, never hesitant about offering critical 
feedback, declared that he hated everything about it. Daly answered, 
 “ Good. It ’ s not for you. ”  The demographic of the X Games was young 
males steeped in Japanese - style wackiness; they would  get  the ad and 
that was more important than Bornstein ’ s tastes. Daly won her point 
because Bornstein was never resistant to a passionately articulated view. 
But few others in the company would have had the fortitude to tell 
Bornstein he was fl at - out wrong. 

 Bodenheimer, however, listened closely to Daly ’ s persuasive argu-
ments. He knew she was an asset in building a brand and he acted on 
much of what she had to say, partly because what she had to say was 
consistent with what he had been thinking. That was where his lead-
ership style differed so radically from Bornstein ’ s. Like any CEO, he 
was not an expert in many of the fi elds that his executives were work-
ing in, but that was never a source of insecurity or concern. He didn ’ t 
intrude or try to mark a project with his own fi ngerprints. Instead, 
he put people he trusted into positions of responsibility and let good 
work happen. The more experience I have behind the scenes in execu-
tive boardrooms, the more impressed I am by Bodenheimer ’ s ease as a 
leader. Don ’ t underestimate the guts it takes for a top executive to let 
go of the details and be persuaded by a counter - argument when the 
ultimate responsibility for the outcome of a strategy rests on his or her 
shoulders.  
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  Leveraging 

 A brand is not just a message or an advertising campaign or an 
extension of the enterprise into restaurants or web sites. A brand is 
ultimately about product, which in the case of ESPN means program-
ming. As ESPN ’ s brand shifted in the late 1990s, it needed new pro-
gramming to match the change that was taking place or it would risk 
mixing its messages badly. Just in time, another indispensable young 
executive talent arrived to take programming in new directions and to 
new heights. 

 Mark Shapiro understood the shift in brand better than anyone and 
physically lifted ESPN out of a rut and onto a new path. How did 
he do it? First, you have to understand that Shapiro is an entertain-
ment industry phenom. If he were a political aide, he ’ d be the whiz kid 
who turned the unknown congressman into a presidential candidate. If 
he were an athlete, he ’ d be the kind of talent who took a perennially 
high - drafting team to a championship in a few short years. 

 When he graduated from college in 1993, Shapiro immediately 
jumped into sports television production, working for NBC Sports on 
the west coast. A year later, he got a call from a friend who let him 
know ESPN was looking to expand its presence out west. That was 
around the time of the ESPN2 launch, and one of the feature programs 
on the new channel was going to be called  Talk 2 with Jim Rome , based 
out of Los Angeles. Shapiro got an interview, and was offered a position 
as a production assistant. It was practically entry - level, and a major step 
back—a lower rank, half the salary, no benefi ts, and only six months 
guaranteed employment. But still, he was tempted and discussed the 
merits of such a  “ big haircut ”  with his father. If the new show worked, 
he explained, and ESPN2 survived, there might be a lot more oppor-
tunity at ESPN than NBC Sports because of the way the network was 
growing. Shapiro fi gured it would take him 10 years to become a pro-
ducer at NBC and maybe only 6 at ESPN. It was true that salaries and 
production budgets were lower, and cable was frowned upon as an infe-
rior television product, but his gut told him the future was cable. His 
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father agreed with the soundness of that reasoning and Shapiro called 
ESPN back to accept the offer. 

 Instead of six years, it only took Shapiro six months to become 
producer. He went from holding cables and operating cameras to run-
ning shows almost overnight. The ratings took off, and it was clear that 
Jim Rome was on his way to becoming a major broadcast talent.  1   Six 
months later, Shapiro was given a more established show in big ratings 
trouble and asked to turn it around. He managed that in short order, 
too, and the career ascent continued. Unlike the major networks where 
seniority was given a lot of weight, ESPN believed in rewarding per-
formance with opportunity. Throughout his career at ESPN, Shapiro 
was held up publicly as an example of how far and how fast talent 
could take you at a network where performance and attitude was all 
that mattered. 

 In 1997, Shapiro was offered an opportunity at Bristol. The year 
2000 was approaching and every media company was doing something 
to mark that momentous passage. Chronicling the century was a popu-
lar theme as TV channels, web sites, and magazines developed lists of 
the best movies, the best music, the best cars, you name it. ESPN, as the 
self - designated world - leader - in - sports, fi gured it should be the one to 
defi ne the century in athletics. The vague idea was to look back at 
100 years of sporting events and sports heroes, and cover all that in a 
multitude of ways. But Bristol needed someone to head that project 
up. Shapiro was only 26 years old, and nobody had him in mind for 
the top job, but Bornstein asked him to come in and interview for the 
number two position. Brazenly, Shapiro told his girlfriend (soon to be 
his wife) that he was going out there to get the big job, and if he didn ’ t 
get it, he wasn ’ t moving to Bristol. 

 As it happens, luck broke Shapiro ’ s way. Three of the top candidates 
for the number one spot, all noted documentary fi lmmakers, had to 
drop out of consideration for various reasons. In his three - hour inter-
view, Shapiro met Bornstein and Bill Creasy for the fi rst time, as well 
as the heads of all the divisions that would be affected by the project. 
For Creasy, it was love at fi rst sight. Meeting Shapiro reminded him of 
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meeting the young Steve Bornstein back in Columbus, Ohio. Bornstein 
was impressed, too. The others on the interview panel were resistant to 
hiring Shapiro because he was so young and inexperienced, but Creasy 
and Bornstein had a strong feeling about him. Ten days later, they 
decided to offer Shapiro the job and throw him into the fi re. The project 
was about to die for lack of leadership, so why not hand it over to the 
one person who was eager, available, and apparently capable of anything? 

  “ I called it SportsCentury, ”  Shapiro said. With a  $ 25 million budget, 
the SportsCentury project would ultimately encompass 100 hours 
of programming on ESPN, ABC, ESPN2, and ESPN Classic while 
touching all of ESPN ’ s other platforms, including signifi cant pieces on 
the web site, four quarterly supplements in  ESPN The Magazine , and 
an interactive exhibit that toured malls around the country. It won an 
Emmy and the fi rst Peabody Award (the revered prize for excellence in 
radio and television broadcasting) ever achieved by ESPN. 

 Just as impressive as far as Bornstein and Bodenheimer were con-
cerned was the fact that the SportsCentury project turned out to be 
profi table and it provided a how - to manual for leveraging ESPN ’ s many 
platforms in an integrated way. What I mean is that SportsCentury had 
a component across the entire spectrum of ESPN ’ s programming and 
this made it easier to market and sell the company ’ s offerings. For an 
ESPN ad exec, for example, SportsCentury provided sales applications 
at multiple points, from the magazine to online to the radio to four dif-
ferent television channels. For someone in affi liate sales, SportsCentury 
bolstered the argument that ESPN ’ s multiple channels made sense bun-
dled together, even as they offered distinctive features. Perhaps most 
importantly, SportsCentury allowed ESPN to stake its claim as world-
wide leader in sports across an entire century, including 79 years in 
which it had never existed. Talk about expanding a brand. 

 Bodenheimer was leading ESPN by then, and he was the one who 
made the SportsCentury project happen despite an organization ’ s natu-
ral reluctance to allow anyone, let alone a newly hired 26 - year - old pro-
ducer, dip in and out across platforms. Shapiro got the credit for taking 
the ball and running with it, as they say in both sports and business. With 
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that accomplishment to his credit, the opportunities at ESPN continued 
to open up. Since Shapiro had been immersed in the history of sports 
for 12 months, it only made sense to hand ESPN Classic over to Shapiro 
next. Classic had been faltering since its launch, gaining little traction 
with affi liate cable providers. Over the course of 18 months, Shapiro and 
his team turned affi liates and advertisers around on the value of ESPN 
Classic, more than doubling its reach to 55 million homes. 

 At that time, Lee Ann Daly was developing a more humble brand 
for ESPN, articulating a message through a series of campaigns that 
communicated to more general viewers. Shapiro, as a programming 
talent with some huge trophies under his arm, was one of the fi rst to 
really see the potential of that move.  “ The strategy was starting to gain 
momentum, ”  he noted.  “ We had the hard - core fans. But we needed to 
reach out to the casual sports fan, and we wanted more female viewers. ”  

 It ’ s long been believed by entertainment and news executives that 
casual fans, and especially female viewers, are more drawn in by sto-
ries than by actual live events. That ’ s why news coverage has reduced 
the amount of hard fact reporting, and replaced it increasingly with 
more narrative approaches by tying events to stories about the people 
affected by them and conducting lengthy personal interviews. In sports, 
that ’ s why the coverage of such costly mega - events as the Olympics has 
come to include so many biography segments. Casual viewers are less 
interested in high jump attempts than they are in background stories of 
diffi cult journeys, dramatic turning points, and overcoming hardships.  2   

 Fundamentally, ESPN had always been in the business of telling 
stories. Whether talking about upcoming games or background issues 
or reviewing highlights, ESPN anchors, reporters, and play - by - play 
announcers are good story tellers. But Bodenheimer knew there was an 
entire universe of great stories and documentaries related to sports that 
could broaden ESPN ’ s appeal with new audiences and across different 
genres. ESPN had created an original programming unit to do so. For 
six months the new group faltered, but Shapiro had his eye on it, and 
believed the idea would be a winner with the right programming 
and leadership. So he asked to take the helm and Bodenheimer agreed, 
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allowing Shapiro, at age 31, to include Original Entertainment with 
his responsibilities at ESPN Classic. Shapiro ran with it, and suddenly 
ESPN found itself in the business of producing original documentaries 
and scripted dramas. 

 Some viewed that as a radical shift for ESPN. Sports talk show 
hosts and hardcore fans derided the idea of ESPN making documen-
taries and fi ctional programs. ESPN was a sports broadcasting company, 
not a Hollywood studio. But critics overlooked the fact that ESPN 
had always considered itself to be in the business of entertainment as 
well as sports. The name itself stands for Entertainment and Sports 
Programming Network, after all. Former CEO Roger Werner, for one, 
considered the move to create original programming to be an echo of 
the early strategy of the enterprise, not a radical departure. For Shapiro, the 
balance was never in question.  “ Original programming was going to 
constitute 7 percent of the overall pie. We ’ re not talking about MTV 
getting away from music videos. It was just a new blend, a nice shift in 
the balance. ”  

 It was 2002 and ESPN ratings had been falling for about two 
years. The reasons were complex. As Lee Ann Daly noted, some of that 
related to changing demographics, some to the explosion of new cable 
offerings and the diversions of the Internet and new magazines. But 
another contributing factor was that ESPN had become a victim of its 
own success. Securing rights to the NFL and Major League Baseball —
 an accomplishment by any measure — had used up a lot of revenue that 
might have gone to other sports programming. Meanwhile, franchises 
that ESPN had helped launch and popularize eventually became too 
expensive for ESPN to continue producing. 

 The fi rst scripted program Shapiro ’ s group produced was a drama 
about legendary college basketball coach Bobby Knight, called  Season 
on the Brink , based on the terrifi c book by John Feinstein. In many 
ways, the production saga was a learning experience. There were 
plenty of problems, including issues with the director. But Shapiro was 
emphatic about getting the show on the air. ESPN drew heat for the 
amount of profanity in the broadcast, though anyone familiar with 
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Bobby Knight ’ s conversation style knows that not including profan-
ity would have stretched the bounds of the imagination. On that issue, 
however, ESPN made creative use of its multiple platforms. The movie 
was simulcast on ESPN2 with the swear words bleeped out. Critically, 
the movie was panned, but the ratings were a major success, achieving 
a combined rating better than a typical Yankees/Red Sox Sunday night 
MLB game and much, much cheaper to produce. 

 Without even looking at the ratings, however, Shapiro knew the 
original programming strategy was a success. On the Friday before 
the broadcast,  Season on the Brink  was the subject of a big article on the front 
page of the  USA Today  Life section. Now the ESPN brand was being 
talked about in circles where it had never managed to penetrate before. 
As Shapiro explained,  “ That ’ s casual fans. That ’ s female viewers. That ’ s 
brand building. That was part of our goal, to expand the brand, to make 
sure that anyone who thinks of sports in any way — the fanatic or the 
casual fan, the recreational athlete or the retail consumer — thinks of 
ESPN fi rst. We wanted to build the brand so that it ’ s synonymous with 
sports, and that ’ s what fueled original programming. ”  

 It was another feather in the cap for Shapiro, who would soon be 
offered a position no one except a president of ESPN had ever held 
before. Bodenheimer, with the moxy of a supremely confi dent top 
executive, gave Shapiro responsibility for all programming and pro-
duction at the network. Like many great executives I have worked 
with over the years, Shapiro is a hungry student, which Bodenheimer 
was well aware of — he knew he was great, and would only get bet-
ter. Shapiro was constantly leveraging the expertise of others, including 
Bill Creasy, one of Borsnstein ’ s mentors, Don Hurta, who you will read 
about in Chapter  7 , and myself. He is always in the process if refi n-
ing his leadership. The promotion vaulted him over the heads of other 
executives with more seniority and responsibility. It was a testament to 
the cohesion of the executive team, and their commitment to the cause, 
that everyone recognized Shapiro ’ s talent and supported the move. 
What ’ s more, the promotion gave Bodenheimer his own Bornstein, and 
put balance at the top of the ticket.  
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  Stepping into the Change 

 Organizations seethe with change. Leadership and employees turn over. 
Demographics shift. Technology evolves and sometimes makes radical 
leaps. In its fi rst three decades, ESPN has experienced every kind of 
revolution and evolution that an organization can probably go through, 
including changes to major partners and ownership. The strategy of 
expanding the brand was one means by which ESPN has stayed vigor-
ous and active about change, rather than reactive. 

 Bodenheimer, as well as a number of other key voices inside ESPN 
have pushed for more diversity at the organization for this very reason. 
Rosa Gatti, the long term PR executive, Ed Durso, Lee Ann Daly, and 
Mark Shapiro were among those who understood the need and advocated 
the change. If expanding the brand meant serving a broader audience 
of fans, it also meant making sure that all fans were being adequately 
represented by the programs, the points of view, the on - air talent, and 
the back - room management. 

 I ’ ll admit something I probably shouldn ’ t. Intuitively, I know that 
diversity is critical for long - term business success. However, if you look 
at the research, the data does not provide compelling proof that diversity 
truly is a competitive advantage for most organizations. As an old - school 
consultant, I have had my doubts about the importance of pushing 
diversity simply for diversity sake. Sometimes it seems a little too PC for 
my taste. I ’ m a believer in the meritocracy, which in its purest form rec-
ognizes, rewards, and promotes based on performance — not color, gen-
der, sexual orientation, looks, ethnicity, weight, hair length, and so on. 
But I ’ ve heard articulate and convincing arguments by people like Gatti, 
Daly, and Shapiro that have opened my eyes and made me question my 
meritocratic views. As Shapiro put it,  “ Not only is diversity the morally 
or ethically right thing to do, but it ’ s the right thing to do from a busi-
ness perspective, too. You can ’ t serve your viewers if you don ’ t refl ect 
your viewers. And it ’ s not just skin color, it ’ s diversity of thought, back-
ground, ethnicity, and perspective. If you ’ re going to tell a story about 
the great Roberto Clemente, for example, you ’ re not going to get it 
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right if it ’ s all white men in the room making the decisions. You can ’ t 
capture the total impact of someone like that without knowing how he 
affected people from his region, background, and culture. ”  

 Shapiro is a big believer in making diversity an organizational pri-
ority. As a rule, he has insisted for a long time that his managers always 
hire the best candidate for a job, but that they make sure the pool of 
candidates has been expanded enough to include top people from 
diverse backgrounds. It ’ s not enough for organizations to engage in the 
equivalent of the Dan Rooney (owner of the Pittsburgh Steelers) rule, 
whereby a single minority candidate has to be interviewed for every 
position. Managers have to stretch harder, fi nd more and better appli-
cants, and fi ll the ranks internally so that the succession pool is big and 
well stocked. 

 I think ESPN has come a long way on the practice of diversity, 
particularly when compared to other organizations. I know it has tried 
and I know it hasn ’ t fulfi lled everyone ’ s expectations. But the reality 
is that sports, and Bristol, Connecticut, attracts certain applicants more 
than others. I don ’ t know if everyone at ESPN feels the importance 
of the issue in their bones — we all come to work with our own blind 
spots and formative backgrounds. But I do think ESPN is generally 
ahead of the curve, and much of it is due to the fact that senior lead-
ership, particularly Bodenheimer, understands the value at every level. 
Think about the female sports announcers, reporters, and anchors now 
working in the industry. I ’ m sure most women know there ’ s still a long 
way to go, but the number and quality of the talent at ESPN and other 
sports networks is impressive. 

 Expanding the brand was a step ESPN had to take, and it ’ s prob-
ably a critical step in the life cycle of any organization. You start with 
your well - known corner of the world, populated by your most pas-
sionate true believers. But eventually, if you ’ re lucky and successful, you 
outgrow your old turf, and need to seek out more space. Hopefully, 
you do it in such a way that you don ’ t hollow out your core. 

 In Bornstein ’ s day, ESPN was fi lled with irreverent sports fans who 
were all about sports and little about themselves. But Bornstein knew 
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that ESPN had to become a business to be successful, and so he focused 
his executives on what Jim Collins (in  Good to Great )  calls a  “ Big Hairy 
Audacious Goal ”  — becoming the worldwide leader in sports. ESPN 
needed a chip on its shoulder. It needed an insecure overachiever ’ s 
desire for ultimate success. That was Bornstein ’ s personality, too. By 
Bodenheimer ’ s day, ESPN was the epitome of a successful business and 
needed to connect with that deeper sense of purpose as to why ESPN 
mattered. Essentially, he said,  “ We can ’ t forget why we ’ re here. We are a 
business. We ’ ve built this incredible institution, but we ’ re doing this for 
the fans because we ’ re just big sports fans ourselves. It ’ s not about ESPN, 
it ’ s about the sports, and it ’ s about the fans. ”  This is what drove the expan-
sion of the brand. Business books are loaded with cases where compa-
nies have diluted, cannibalized, or even destroyed their brands because 
attempts at expansion were driven solely by short - term economic 
opportunism, rather than long - term customer service. Expanding the 
brand, making it humbler and more open, was a huge part of such a shift 
for ESPN. The move didn ’ t negate the earlier evolution of the company 
or its success; it just helped the company look at the same world from a 
relational point of view. It reacquainted ESPN with the idea that what 
really mattered was the people, on both sides of the television camera.                              

CHAPTER FIVE KEY POINTS  
    “ Let the mission drive the brand, not vice versa ”   
 The mission of ESPN is to serve fans everywhere. When con-
sidering various brand extensions, they simply ask,  “ Will this 
help us serve our fans? ”  The clearer and more committed an 
organization is around its mission, the easier the decision mak-
ing is around brand extension.  

    “ Be more aggressive about protecting the brand than 
expanding the brand ”   
 Established brands are sacred, and the integrity of the brand 
will impact your business for generations to come. Be clear and 
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strategic about what you will attach your brand to, but even 
more clear about what you will never attach to your brand, 
even if it appears lucrative at the time.  

    “ When you get big, go humble ”   
 With size and success, there is an inherent danger of compla-
cency and/or arrogance. Believe it or not, it is easier to be the 
hunter than the hunted. Be humble at the top and develop a 
sense of appreciation in your culture. Never forget, if you are 
a dominant player in a given space, competitors will want to 
bring you down. But you are more likely to fail because you 
beat yourself.  

   “ People behind the brand must refl ect people in front 
of the brand ”   
Diversity has become a moral (or political) imperative to many 
great organizations today. At ESPN, diversity is a solid business 
and cultural imperative. Some may say that ESPN was a bit 
behind in this area, but I would argue that their belief drove 
their behavior. Many organizations simply behaved before they 
believed, which is why so many diversity initiatives have had 
such limited impact.
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 S ports is used as a metaphor for business so often, it sounds like 
a clich é . Sure, there are plenty of parallels. Organizations are 
like teams. Successful teams are composed of talented individu-

als and key role players, with the right chemistry thrown in and a good 
tactical motivator at the helm. An industry marketplace is like a league 
in which those teams compete. Now, go out there and win the game! 

 But, of course, both sports and business are a lot more complicated 
than that. In business today, for example, establishing good chemistry 
with the people you work with doesn ’ t stop at the offi ce lobby. Unlike 
a team on a playoff run, you don ’ t have the luxury of an us versus the 
world mentality when it comes to partners, suppliers, and customers. You 
need to be skilled at developing relationships that bring value to all par-
ties. In other words, if the partnership is strictly transactional in nature, 
in that it is simply a deal - based exchange, it will be unlikely that the rela-
tionship will be fully utilized. It is when relationships are transformational 
in nature, where the exchange is intended to create and realize long - term 
value for all, that all parties realize true synergy and mutual benefi t. 

 If this critical capability to play well with others had been lacking at 
ESPN, the organization never would have made it. In some ways, that 
might seem counterintuitive to the ESPN culture. Fired up on the testo-
sterone of competition and winning, seeing itself with plenty of justifi ca-
tion as an underdog that received no respect from the rest of the industry, 
fi nding itself blocked at many turns by competitors and gatekeepers with 
hostile intent, ESPN could have been a bitter and secretive sort of com-
pany, focused only on its own needs. Instead, ESPN was forced by its 
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circumstances and by the necessity of its Serve Fans mission to be in the 
business of partnering well. In fact, the attitude toward outside relation-
ships has always been that if a program offering, deal, or fi nancial arrange-
ment doesn ’ t work well for all parties involved, it won ’ t work at all.  

  Playing Well with Owners 

 The truism of family life is that you can ’ t pick your parents. (Parents, 
of course, know you can ’ t pick your kids, either.) For CEOs and top 
executives, it ’ s easy to believe that ownership is also something beyond 
your control. But the broad mix of ownership situations ESPN has 
found itself in, and the success it has gained through each circumstance, 
shows us that something can be done to leverage a relationship with 
practically any owner. 

 At the level of programming and production, ESPN acts and oper-
ates like an entity beholden to no master. But even before the red 
light went on in September 1979, ESPN has always been owned by 
one or more other companies. The fi rst installment of that ownership 
cycle was born of desperation. A start - up with no principal backer is 
more like an orphan than an offspring and has only limited ability to 
choose its shelter from the storm. For ESPN, support came from the 
unlikely hands of Getty Oil and its principal representative in charge of 
non - core assets, Stuart Evey. The oil business was turbulent in the late 
1970s, much like today, but the high price of oil meant producers like 
Getty were fl ush with cash and looking to diversify. ESPN never would 
have been a destination for that money if it weren ’ t for Evey ’ s passion 
for sports and interest in the potential of cable television. That ’ s been 
a secret weapon of ESPN since its inception — the organization draws 
sports and media fanatics like lights attract moths, and key fi gures in 
ownership groups are no exception. The initial  $ 10 million of Getty 
money was so desperately needed that founder Bill Rasmussen sealed 
his own fate when he signed the deal. He relinquished ownership of his 
precious venture so that it could survive, and soon saw himself escorted 
out the door as the organization moved on. 
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 Evey, as I ’ ve said, was as hands - on an owner - representative as you 
could get in business. Like Dallas Cowboys owner Jerry Jones, he prac-
tically stalked the sidelines, cheering the team on, yelling at coaches, 
congratulating or consoling players even during the game. But as the 
controlling authority for the business, he had two inestimable virtues. 
First, he was skilled at managing the expectations and the support of 
the Getty executive team. Like a founder himself, he believed passion-
ately in the mission even beyond all rational assessment. Despite the 
risks to his own career, he returned to the Getty well over and over 
again for additional funding when ESPN would have sunk otherwise. 
And he skillfully held off any doubts and questions that might have 
come from Getty headquarters, sparing the ESPN executives from the 
pressure of that additional burden. Although Evey was no gentle angel 
in personality, he knew the ESPN management team had enough to 
worry about and protected them like a mother bear protects her cubs. 

 Second, Evey understood the importance of putting good people 
in charge of your asset. In this, he established the conditions for future 
success, a service ESPN should appreciate forever. The top people Evey 
installed were special. Unlike executives at Silicon Valley start - ups these 
days, ESPN executives and managers weren ’ t fi nancially vested in the 
profi tability of the company. And yet, they had the character and pro-
fessional commitment to bust their bodies and brains for ESPN as if 
their own fi nancial legacy was on the line. What ’ s more, they hired key 
people who felt the same way, installing a generation of leadership that 
carried the ESPN culture forward. 

 The survival and success of ESPN shows that getting the right peo-
ple involved in a start - up should be the fi rst principle of good owner-
ship. Personalities of owners and managers can vary as widely as the 
circumstances an organization faces. But ESPN demonstrated how 
much value an asset can achieve when good people are put in position 
to succeed. In turn, the ESPN leadership, from those early days until 
now, has always made it an unspoken principle to create a climate in 
which everyone is focused on the business of serving fans, not on the 
issues of owners or backers. 
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 The diffi culty of going to the well at Getty for such hefty invest-
ments wore on Evey and he was anxious to show some kind of return 
if the opportunity arose. He maintained his poker face, however, as the 
major networks started poking around ESPN in late 1979. By then, 
the realization of cable ’ s potential was beginning to dawn on the con-
servative network heads. ESPN may have been sniffed at publicly by 
the television industry as a loser upstart, but the possibility of its survival 
and the potential value of the sports niche it championed was becoming 
apparent. Each of the big three networks had made investments into 
cable at that time with limited success. Perhaps they were hampered as 
much by their concern over offending local affi liates as they were by their 
own corporate sluggishness. ESPN as an established asset in the cable 
world began to look somewhat attractive, even if it was bleeding money. 

 Evey claims that he manufactured interest in ESPN by hinting to 
both NBC and ABC that each of the other networks was looking to take 
control from Getty. It was easy for a network to imagine that Getty 
might have lost its taste for the TV business. That didn ’ t necessarily 
mean ESPN was a bad investment or an unworkable idea to a com-
pany that knew television well. ABC was the more creative and risk -
 oriented enterprise of the big three; and Roone Arledge, who had 
launched  Wide World of Sports  and brought the Olympics to the net-
work, was curious. Apparently with Arledge ’ s encouragement, ABC 
executives Herb Granath and Fred Pierce fl ew to Evey ’ s offi ce to try 
and make a deal. After a minimal back and forth, Evey sold 10 percent 
of ESPN ’ s equity to ABC for  $ 20 million, with an option to increase 
to 15 percent. ABC had deep pockets, and the purchase made sense as 
a way of expanding its sports offerings on cable without going through 
the struggle of launching another channel. 

 For Evey, the sale parried the growing concern at Getty that he was 
dabbling at ESPN as if it were his own hobby and wasting good capital on 
a poor investment. Suddenly, he ’ d established a price point for the chan-
nel that pegged its overall value at something attractive to Getty. Suddenly, 
ESPN was worth  $ 2 million a point, doubling Getty ’ s initial investment 
with only a 10 percent stake. In theory, Getty could recoup its total 
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investment, earn a healthy profi t, and still maintain control of ESPN by 
selling 49 percent of the business. In reality, the handshake with ABC may 
have been simple, but negotiations over rights and fees were complicated, 
and kept the money out of Getty ’ s coffers for more than six months. But 
fi nally, ABC got its stake, Getty got its cash, and Evey got to breathe. 

 For ESPN, the deal was mostly positive with some potential down-
side. On the good side, an investment stake from a major network was 
an important sign of industry recognition and credibility. Since its 
inception, ESPN had been struggling in the hinterlands, earning noth-
ing but disdain. Perhaps more important from a product point of view, 
having a television industry partner in the mix gave ESPN a better 
opportunity to access sports programming. Presumably all the cast - offs 
and scraps of sports coverage that ABC fi lmed but didn ’ t use in its lim-
ited programming hours would be there for the taking by ESPN. 

 On the downside, there was concern about the meddling of an own-
ership group that actually knew the business, as well as the complexity of 
having a minority owner in partnership with a majority owner. What if 
the two ownership partners didn ’ t get along? It seemed likely that Getty 
and ABC would commingle about as well as oil and water. According to 
Evey, Roone Arledge, in particular, had turned cold on the relationship 
by the time the celebratory party was held. Perhaps he felt it threatened 
or demeaned his sports franchise at ABC. But those issues were beyond 
the pay grade of the management at ESPN, so there was nothing to do 
but put their heads down and get back to work. In any event, the brutal 
schedule and the relentless demands of the enterprise required it. 

 As I mentioned, the trouble with ownership is that most of the 
time you can ’ t pick your owners. This reality was emphasized to 
ESPN in 1984 when Getty Oil was purchased by Texaco. In an infa-
mous contretemps, the takeover was extremely messy because Getty 
had established a deal in principle with Pennzoil to sell its assets before 
the Texaco deal was signed, in effect selling itself twice. Texaco had to 
leverage itself to the hilt to complete the  $ 11 billion deal, one of the 
largest corporate transactions to that point in history. Accordingly, it 
was anxious to sell off all noncore assets immediately. A little television 
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sports network in Bristol didn ’ t rank in their strategic vision for the 
mammoth new venture. 

 ESPN ’ s top executives saw an opportunity. The lack of any personal 
ownership stake had never stopped them from doing their jobs, but it 
did occasionally work its way up into the throat and stick there with 
regret. Roger Werner, in particular, was keenly aware of how much 
value the leadership team was creating, and how little they were earn-
ing in compensation. Werner and Bornstein visited one of their cable 
affi liates, Capital Cities, and talked to CEO Tom Murphy about sup-
porting ESPN employees in buying ESPN from Texaco. 

 Capital Cities had a long history in cable, beginning in 1947 when 
it was called the Hudson Valley Broadcasting Company. It also had a 
long history as an aggressive purchaser of other media companies such 
as local affi liates around the country, radio stations, and even newspa-
pers. To Werner and Bornstein, Capital Cities were great operators and 
would make terrifi c partners going forward. Tom Murphy also sat on the 
Texaco board, so it seemed possible he would know the right strings to 
pull to make such a purchase possible. Werner and Bornstein made their 
pitch, describing their view of the value of the asset, the future plans, 
and their belief in the quality of Capital Cities management. They ’ d buy 
ESPN themselves in a heartbeat, but they lacked the wherewithal to 
make the deal happen. Murphy listened, but seemed unimpressed.  “ It ’ s 
a nice idea, but we have bigger things we ’ re looking at, ”  he told them. 
And Werner and Bornstein went back to Bristol without a deal. 

 They soon had other worries. Texaco was making no secret of its 
desire to unload ESPN. The most active interest came from Ted Turner, 
the cable mogul from Atlanta. Turner ’ s vision was to combine ESPN 
with CNN and TBS — joining sports to movies and news — and create 
a superstation he could offer to cable operators for a dollar per sub-
scriber. It was a brilliant plan. Grimes, Werner, and Bornstein fl ew to 
Atlanta to meet with Turner and discuss the numbers. Turner set what 
he believed to be a winning price on ESPN at over  $ 280 million. 

 With its minority stake, ABC had the right to match and, to 
Turner ’ s surprise, did just that. ABC had its reasons. Its own cable 
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channel news station was failing and the success of CNN and the brash 
and loud Turner (the so - called mouth from the south) was probably an 
irritating reminder of that. They didn ’ t want him stealing ESPN away 
from their control. Texaco unloaded ESPN at Turner ’ s price to ABC. 
The deal earned almost  $ 70 million of pure profi t for what Getty had 
poured in over fi ve years, not a bad return for Stuart Evey ’ s investment. 

 Briefl y, ESPN was fully owned by ABC. Unfortunately, ABC was 
already in trouble. Its share price was being hit hard on Wall Street and 
its overall operations were already encumbered by its size and the con-
cern about its management team. Looking to lessen some of the pain, 
ABC decided to offl oad 20 percent of ESPN to Nabisco, the venerable 
biscuit and cookie maker, of all companies. ABC got  $ 3 million a point 
for the equity stake, however, or  $ 60 million, a 50 percent premium 
over the price set a year before, so it felt pretty good about the deal. 

 Now, instead of having a single parent, ESPN was quickly back in 
the hands of two businesses, one in and one outside the media industry. 
Within a few years, another upheaval took place. A change in FCC pol-
icies regarding media ownership opened the door for some new blood 
among the big networks. Tom Murphy hadn ’ t been kidding when he said 
that Capital Cities had bigger and bolder moves in mind than a purchase 
of ESPN. In 1986, with the fi nancial support of Warren Buffett, Capital 
Cities bought ABC, an organization that was far bigger and more promi-
nent than itself. Then, just as that purchase had fi nished rattling the world 
of television, RJ Reynolds, the tobacco company from Winston - Salem, 
North Carolina, bought Nabisco. RJR Nabisco, the cookie and cigarette 
company, was itself a target a year later when the private equity fi rm KKR 
launched a hostile takeover bid in a leveraged buyout and picked up the 
business for an astounding  $ 20 billion and an incredible amount of debt. 

 Once again, ESPN was the little asset that nobody wanted. Over 
the next few months, dozens of suitors made pitches for RJR Nabisco ’ s 
20 percent stake in ESPN. Bornstein practically begged Tom Murphy to 
snatch the shares up, but Murphy didn ’ t believe in the business 100 per-
cent. ESPN had just done an extremely expensive baseball deal, through 
which it was losing millions of dollars, and Murphy was skeptical that 
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ESPN ’ s subscription revenue would ever outstrip the costs of the sports 
TV business. According to Bornstein, Murphy acknowledges that pass-
ing up full ownership of ESPN was one of the biggest fi nancial mistakes 
of his storied career. In the end, the 20 percent stake was sold to Hearst 
Publishing for  $ 170 million, almost three times what Nabisco paid for it. 

 In less than a decade, ESPN had gone through more ownership 
upheaval than seemed healthy. Going from Getty, to Getty and ABC, to 
Texaco and ABC, to ABC on its own, to ABC and Nabisco, to ABC and 
RJR Nabisco, to Capital Cities and RJR Nabisco, to Capital Cities 
and Hearst, meant a lot of shuffl ed seats around the board table. And yet, 
ESPN seemed untouched or unfazed by all that commotion, and was still 
proceeding on course toward fulfi lling its long - term strategic objective 
of becoming the worldwide leader in sports, profi tably. The reason was a 
combination of solid support and benign neglect. ESPN had been owned 
by a series of companies with bigger and more complex concerns. As long 
as ESPN management seemed competent and forward - directed — which 
they were in full — ownership executives could concentrate on other prob-
lems. On the fi nancial front, remarkably, all the majority or minority own-
ership partners were always willing to reinvest dividends earned by ESPN. 

 In Capital Cities/ABC and Hearst, fi nally, ESPN had a solid rational 
ownership situation for the fi rst time. In particular, Tom Murphy, the 
chairman of Capital Cities, and Dan Burke, his CEO successor, proved to 
be excellent overseers of the ESPN asset. In some ways, the legendary duo 
saw the world as ESPN did. Murphy had a great educational pedigree 
and could have worked anywhere, but chose to work for a small bankrupt 
UHF station in upstate New York because it gave him a chance to run 
something — a decision that seems in kind with the moves of a Bornstein 
or a Shapiro, who saw opportunity in cable decades later. In a hardscrab-
ble operation, Murphy understood production and budget restraints, but 
he managed to succeed and grow the company many times over. 

 Murphy and Burke were not into extravagances, didn ’ t approve 
of big salaries and bloated management teams, and favored sparse and 
effi cient operations as much as possible. Indeed, ABC, which was not 
lean and mean, faced big cuts under their stewardship. But Murphy and 
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Burke were also not afraid to spend money when the risk was worth 
it. As bosses, they believed in hiring good people and letting them do 
their jobs unimpeded. They held managers accountable, but there was 
support. You could make big decisions as long as they were smart and 
well - reasoned. You could make big mistakes as long as they were hon-
est mistakes. The cardinal sin in their world was dishonesty, and such 
betrayals brought immediate banishment. 

 With admiration, Warren Buffett called them  “ models of pleas-
ant rationality ”   1   and said they were like having  “ Ruth and Gehrig 
on your team. ”   2   He put his 18 percent shares in their hands as proxy. 
Bornstein, who was CEO during the Capital Cities/ABC reign, loved 
working for Murphy and Burke, and respected both men immensely. 
He didn ’ t always agree with them, and he was frustrated from time 
to time with their resistance to putting big dollars into the business, 
but the independence of decision making and the entrepreneurial spirit 
they encouraged allowed ESPN to fl ourish during its most signifi cant 
growth period throughout the early and mid - 1990s. Murphy, in turn, 
was openly appreciative of ESPN. As he put it,  “ Capital Cities bought 
ABC because we thought we could run the television stations and 
make more money, which we did. But the thing that has actually been 
a huge break for us is the continual growth of ESPN. It has gone from 
losing  $ 40 million to losing  $ 20 million to breaking even to making 
 $ 50 million to making  $ 100 million. Now it ’ s in the stratosphere. ”   3   

 Murphy and Burke were always in business to make money for 
shareholders, and they were resistant to some of Bornstein ’ s more 
expensive plans like buying up the regional sports affi liates across the 
country. The opportunity came in 1996 when Michael Eisner, in the mid-
dle of his turnaround of Disney, decided to get into the content dis-
tribution game and purchase a major network. Capital Cities/ABC 
looked like a good match, but Murphy and Burke knew Eisner could 
buy another network if he chose, and they did not relish such a com-
petitor. After some tough negotiations, they struck a deal for  $ 19 billion 
that was half cash, half stock, and Capital Cities (now called ABC again) 
entered the Disney fold. 
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 Aside from the distribution of Disney programming on a major net-
work, ESPN was the most valuable asset that Cap Cities owned, as far as 
Eisner was concerned. As far as the ABC and ESPN managers were con-
cerned, Disney promised to be a very different kind of majority owner. 
There was continuity. Because Dan Burke retired, Tom Murphy returned 
as CEO of ABC and joined the Disney board. Other top talent at ABC 
were quickly brought into the top ranks at Disney. Indeed, Bornstein 
would be embraced by Eisner at fi rst and made the head of ABC, and 
was for a time treated like a favorite son and potential successor at Disney. 
But there was also fear and anxiety. Murphy and Burke had been hands -
 off and supportive managers to a degree that is rare in American business. 
Michael Eisner, for all his creative acumen, was anything but a hands - off 
manager and could be extremely challenging with his management style. 
How would that change the mode of operation at ESPN? 

 Ultimately, any substantive fears were unfounded. Sure, individual 
personalities clashed and territory got redistributed, usually in ESPN ’ s 
favor. Cap Cities had never interfered with ABC, but Disney quickly gave 
ESPN total control over ABC ’ s sports franchise. But more than any issues 
of management or operations, Disney, which had the best brand in fam-
ily entertainment and one of the most recognizable brands in the world, 
understood how valuable ESPN ’ s brand was with the young male demo-
graphic. To Disney ’ s credit, Disney let those two brand strengths coexist 
without interference. What ’ s more, Disney gave ESPN immensely deep 
pockets, and the ability to buy or launch whatever it needed. 

 After so much change in its fi rst 15 years, ESPN has had the same 
ownership group now for over 10 years, and it ’ s working. Disney, as 
a media entity, is a giant, but a thriving one. ESPN has fi rmed up its 
preeminent status in sports under Disney ’ s watch. Many tumultuous 
personalities have left the scene, and men who are  “ models of pleasant 
rationality, ”  to recall Warren Buffett ’ s words, now rule the day. In fact, 
George Bodenheimer ’ s humble and self - effacing leadership style is a 
perfect match with Disney CEO, Bob Iger, who was groomed at ABC 
in the style of Tom Murphy and Dan Burke, and would have likely led 
their company if the merger with Disney had never happened. The Iger 
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style and the ESPN experience served Disney well with the acquisition 
of Pixar in 2007. Negotiations restarted shortly after Iger became CEO, 
rescuing a relationship that looked to be headed for a very ugly divorce 
when Michael Eisner was in charge. Once again, a potential clash of 
cultures was avoided. As Iger explained,  “ There is an assumption in the 
corporate world that you need to integrate swiftly. My philosophy is 
exactly the opposite. You need to be respectful and patient. ”   4   Indeed, 
like ESPN taking over ABC ’ s sports franchise, Disney has been secure 
enough to let Pixar leadership take over its precious animation studios. 

 In the end, the lessons of ownership seem simple. As much as 
possible, plow profi ts back into the business. Always be supportive of 
investments that improve the product and the market position of the 
company. And be content to let bright, capable managers work unim-
peded in running the business. In return, ESPN has demonstrated how 
to leverage its ownership situation to its advantage. With Getty, that 
was about money. With ABC, it was about becoming a more credible 
sports programmer. And with Disney, it has been about maximizing the 
strength of the brand.  

  Playing Well with Business Partners 

 Almost more critical than its relationship with owners, ESPN has had 
to play well with its business partners. From day one, ESPN needed 
sports leagues and cable operators simultaneously. It needed content 
partners to satisfy its distribution partners but it also needed distribu-
tion partners for its content partners. Bornstein called it the one - two 
punch. The trick was convincing each side that the other was on board 
and making it all happen somehow at once. 

 College sports was the fi rst step, and made sense as a relatively 
neglected area that underserved fans were clamoring for. In his proposal 
to the NCAA leadership group, Bill Rasmussen ’ s proposal was all about 
meeting the NCAA ’ s needs, not ESPN ’ s. ESPN wanted to comple-
ment NCAA coverage, not threaten the relationships it had with the 
big networks. ESPN wanted to deepen and broaden NCAA coverage 
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to include more sports and more schools over an entire year, not just 
when those sports were in network demand. When it came to fees, 
ESPN promised to tie the amount it paid to the NCAA to the growth 
in subscribers at ESPN. In other words, it was in the best interests of 
both parties to have a successful relationship. With that deal in place, 
Rasmussen was able to convince cable operators to carry the ESPN 
signal into homes. The relationship with cable operators was basically 
hat in hand. If ESPN was able to pay the affi liate fee and deliver con-
tent it would get the privilege of broadcasting its signal into the homes 
controlled by the cable operators. 

 It ’ s widely acknowledged that ESPN survived because it secured 
NCAA football and basketball games. In particular, televising the early 
rounds of March Madness gave ESPN a cult following among passion-
ate fanatics in offi ces and college dorms. But it ’ s also true that ESPN 
coverage helped the NCAA immensely. Rights fees for the big sports 
have brought in hundreds of millions of dollars annually and helped 
fund many less popular sports and made excellence in those athletics 
possible. As Bornstein said,  “ We did a terrifi c job, there ’ s no ifs, ands, 
or buts, but I think ESPN made a really positive contribution to the 
NCAA ’ s popularity. ”  

 Rasmussen got ESPN into the broadcasting game through deals 
with the NCAA and the cable operators. Over the next couple of years, 
like a poor cousin, ESPN learned to live off the scraps of the major net-
works and the various leagues, aiming to please at every opportunity and 
prove its worth. Probably, this was the nature of the beast. Rasmussen ’ s 
negotiations had not secured ESPN enough benefi ts, but ESPN had lit-
tle to no negotiating leverage. Going forward, ESPN needed to benefi t 
as much as its partners for an arrangement to make sense. 

 The most signifi cant juncture in ESPN ’ s history, and the turning 
point for the enterprise, was the decision to fl ip the cable affi liate 
revenue model and begin charging cable operators for the ESPN signal 
rather than pay cable operators for the same arrangement. I can hardly 
imagine how diffi cult this was to propose to cable operators, let alone 
convince them that it was in their best interests, but ESPN ’ s reasoning 
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was simple. ESPN was not going to survive if the cable operators didn ’ t 
start funding its broadcast through rights fees. More importantly, the 
cable industry as a whole was not going to grow, let alone thrive, with-
out those companies chipping in to pay for better content. Household 
subscribers were signing up for cable because it gave them better recep-
tion than the rabbit ears on top of the TV set. But they weren ’ t going 
to buy an expanded package of offerings unless quality programming 
was being piped into their homes. They had options. They could stick 
with the free vanilla programming of the networks. If ESPN and other 
channels became must - have offerings, though, cable companies could 
raise their subscription rates and expand their number of households. 

 In these negotiations, ESPN relied on a multipronged approach. 
Werner and Bornstein made persistent and convincingly logical argu-
ments about the necessity of the switch. Other top executives served 
as snarling attack dogs, fi ghting for the right numbers. But George 
Bodenheimer, working on affi liate sales from Denver, also showed 
early signs of his value as a top executive by developing key alliances 
behind the scenes and building trust among the parties. ESPN could 
never have brought the cable operators along without those allies. In 
the end, reason, relationships, and the pressure of hard economic times 
combined to make the arguments convincing. The cable industry was 
in upheaval, as many hundreds of companies were quickly shrinking to 
a few dozen. The survivors needed life preservers and ESPN was offer-
ing one. In the end, ESPN achieved its objective of fl ipping the model. 
But it was only able to progressively raise its fees over the years because 
it lived up to its side of the bargain, providing broadcasting content that 
household cable subscribers felt they needed. At the same time, the sur-
viving cable companies grew rich on the quality of the programming 
that ESPN and other cable channels were able to deliver because they 
were fi nally earning suffi cient revenue. 

 During its early years, ESPN built up its credibility by producing 
consistent, creative programming and making money for its partners. 
That credibility paid off when ESPN was given the opportunity to bid 
on a package of NFL games. Those rights were going to cost serious 
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dollars, and ESPN was in competition for them with a consortium of 
cable operators. At the same time, ESPN could never have swallowed 
its potential deal with the NFL without the support of cable operators. 
An interesting and diffi cult balance of interests was required. 

 Bornstein and Bodenheimer came up with a creative plan to buy 
the package of NFL games, then divide up the costs of the rights fees 
and pass them on to the cable companies in the form of increased sur-
charges. Those cable operators would then be able to raise the rates 
they charged their household subscribers because they had a compel-
ling product to offer. Meanwhile, ESPN would produce the games 
and sell the national advertising, while cable operators could sell the 
local advertising. The logic of the plan was beautiful. For ESPN and 
the cable operators, the arrangement was a classic win - win. ESPN 
became the fi rst cable channel to show the NFL and was able to swallow 
the costs by sharing them with the cable operators and make money 
by building their national advertising accounts. Meanwhile, the cable 
operators got the NFL for pennies, sold the ad time on local stations, 
and thrilled their customers. It was the greatest programming to ever 
hit cable, and football fans loved it. 

 Once established, the formula for successful partnership with the 
cable operators became simple and clear. As long as ESPN was con-
tinuing to provide must - see programming, cable companies needed to 
help support ESPN ’ s costs with increased rights fees. In return, cable 
companies were able to build their asset base and grow their subscrib-
ers. The league partners benefi ted, too, as ESPN became more success-
ful. Major sports like the NFL, MLB, and the NBA got a new outlet in 
ESPN to compete with the four major networks and drive their rights 
fees to unparalleled heights. And ESPN produced excellent program-
ming that helped grow the fan base. What ’ s more, between  SportsCenter , 
all the various ESPN channels, and the magazine and web site, ESPN 
had the platforms to promote its programming more aggressively and 
effectively than a major network. 

 The circumstances vary, but ESPN also takes a partnership approach 
with sports franchises that are outside the major sports leagues. With 
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Arena Football and the WNBA, ESPN has become outright business 
partners, sharing costs and revenues together. That kind of creative 
partnering gave those sports a national outlet they wouldn ’ t otherwise 
have had, and in some cases made their very existence possible. For 
ESPN, including such sports on the programming schedule helps meet 
the needs of underserved fans while imprinting its brand over all sports, 
not just the ones that the major networks cover.  

  The Battering Ram and the Velvet Glove 

 ESPN learned a lot from its ownership situations over the years. It 
learned that mergers and acquisitions work best when two partners 
value each other ’ s culture, content (products and market), and capa-
bilities. Companies that combine without considering all three realms 
rarely succeed. Good cultural fi t isn ’ t enough without the strategic 
assets to make the endeavor worthwhile. There is a clear consensus in 
management research that a merger that looks good on paper doesn ’ t 
last or meet its potential if the corporate cultures are at odds. 

 Getty was an ownership partner that could never have lasted 
long - term because of the tremendous difference in culture. The way 
Getty made decisions, thought about assets, and looked at market 
share wouldn ’ t work if applied in the television industry, but Getty 
had other virtues in terms of how it handled its asset. Capital Cities 
and Disney were ideal ownership situations because all three realms 
made sense. As in love, relationships work best and last longest when 
each party avoids trying to change the other. ESPN benefi ted from 
ownership partners that did not impose an alien way of doing busi-
ness on it. Even Disney, so careful of its brand and so knowledgeable 
about entertainment, retail, and marketing, was respectful and support-
ive rather than interfering with ESPN management. Instead, it allowed 
ESPN to leverage the Disney resources and knowhow that made sense 
for ESPN ’ s own vision. 

 ESPN ’ s wins and losses as an owner have followed the same pat-
tern. In the case of its acquisition of Classic Sports, for example, the 

c06.indd   177c06.indd   177 8/1/09   8:37:25 AM8/1/09   8:37:25 AM



178

 THE COMPANY

product was a good fi t but the culture was a miss. Even though ESPN 
Classic is a successful part of the ESPN platform, few of the Classic 
employees were still with ESPN by the end of the fi rst year. On the 
other hand, the acquisition of BASS worked well in every aspect. As 
a niche, sports fi shing was a good offering for ESPN, and the BASS 
leadership and employees have stayed engaged and committed to what 
ESPN and BASS are trying to do together. Lessons have been learned. 

 Rupert Murdoch called sports a  “ battering ram for pay television. ”  
In announcing his plans to develop a global pay television network 
through British Sky Television in 1996, Murdoch explained,  “ Sport 
absolutely overpowers fi lm and everything else in the entertainment 
genre. ”  Murdoch ’ s DirecTV satellite dish system in the United States 
was also built on providing a package of sports games that sports fanat-
ics couldn ’ t live without, namely the NFL Sunday Ticket. 

 ESPN has the same battering ram but uses it in different ways. 
Content and distribution are a game that requires partnerships, but 
ESPN has always taken the view that such relationships should be win -
 win. Even with league commissioners and cable owners who hold very 
different perspectives, ESPN has done a great job of reminding their 
partners that they all share the same goal — bringing quality sports to 
the fan. The secret to making sure everyone sees the objective in the 
same way is to fi gure out the deal clearly up front and live according 
to the agreement that was struck. To be sure, at this stage in the game, 
several negotiations with various partners of ESPN have had their 
share of strained emotions. Inevitably, each party will think they are 
being fair, while the other will feel slighted in some way. Unfortunately, 
most decisions and deals are not black and white, and the subjectiv-
ity becomes magnifi ed with emotion. But as my dad said many times, 
 “ You ’ ll always succeed in business if you honestly seek to never screw 
anybody, all the while never allowing yourself to be screwed. ”  

 It ’ s been relatively easy for ESPN to see through the thicket of the 
confusion that naturally grows in business. ESPN looks for every ave-
nue and every option to serve fans better. If that means ESPN should 
support a competitor, build a partnership, or buy a franchise, then the 
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 CHAPTER SIX KEY POINTS   
    “ Seek transformational, not transactional, partnerships ”   
 ESPN always had the attitude that if an outside relationship 
doesn ’ t work well for all parties involved, it won ’ t work at all. 
It ’ s easy to just do   deals, but to do deals that lead to other deals, 
and ultimately, partnerships, is the high - yield objective. Go into 
a deal with the hope of developing a lifelong partnership.  

    “ Clarify the goals, roles, and procedures (GRPs) up 
front ”   
 Most partnerships fail because not enough time, effort, and 
thought went into clarifying the goals, roles, and procedures up 
front. Be clear on what each party expects to gain from the 
relationship, hammer out who will be responsible and account-
able for the various aspects of the arrangement, and proactively 
think how you can best work together — the process and pro-
cedures of the relationship.  

   “ Like relationships, partnerships demand work ”   
In my career, I have witnessed too many partnerships, merg-
ers, and acquisitions fail because so little care and attention was 
given to the nurturing and development of the relationship. 
Companies will expend tremendous time, thought, analysis, 
effort, and capital to create a partnership, then assume that once 
the deal is done, it ’ s done. In reality, it ’ s just beginning.

way forward is clear. This is the power of having such a compelling 
mission that is embraced by all. Like most successful enterprises, ESPN 
knows that strategic growth is organic, but driven by a careful match-
ing of internal capabilities and the leveraging of partnerships.                           
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 W hen I worked with Steve Bornstein on ESPN ’ s original 
mission and values statement, I knew we were putting 
together a document that would have an impact. Despite 

his skepticism — that harsh questioning before diving in — he took the 
task very seriously. He considered the character of the organization 
deeply and thoroughly and then he carefully constructed a blueprint for 
future success based on the most important qualities and strengths. One 
of the few key areas Bornstein highlighted was risk taking, the subject of 
this chapter. 

 Risk taking had been an element of ESPN ’ s mode since day one. 
Of course, ESPN was a start - up and an argument could be made that 
risk is an integral part of any venture launched under uncertain cir-
cumstances. But there are plenty of start - ups that are risk - averse. They 
feel they ’ re not ready yet to take a chance, and must secure more 
funding or market share, a better balance sheet or credibility before 
they take big chances. If that were the case at ESPN, this book would 
be about a small cable channel covering local sports in Connecticut. 
ESPN ’ s founders and early leaders were never afraid of seizing an 
opportunity when that also meant seizing enormous risk. From the 
fi rst major decisions, when Bill Rasmussen elected to go with satel-
lite broadcasting and went national and 24 - hour instead of local and 
limited, opportunities were embraced because they fi t with the larger 
vision. Other leaders like Bill Grimes and Roger Werner embodied 
that philosophy in their own way, and made it live in the culture of 
the organization. 
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 When Bornstein articulated that sense of risk in the mission and 
values statement, here is what he wrote:   

 From the start  aggressive thinking  and  risk taking  have been 
at the heart of our success. We must constantly practice and 
encourage these qualities to secure our future. We must feel 
free to honestly disagree with one another while knowing when 
to treat mistakes as learning opportunities. In our competitive 
environment, creative risk taking can net us huge rewards.   

 That was the recipe — the formula ESPN followed. But if we ’ re 
going to appreciate how well ESPN adhered to that philosophy, it ’ s best 
not to assess the successes of ESPN, since those are well - known and 
documented here and elsewhere, but the failures. You can look back at 
any company ’ s achievements and point to the bold thinking and sup-
portive environment that supposedly contributed to the wins. But what 
happens when the ball is dropped or the screwup occurs? By defi ni-
tion, risk taking and aggressive thinking cannot always lead to success-
ful outcomes. So how did ESPN handle losing?  

  Adjust and Make it Work 

 The early spirit of innovation and risk - taking was only partly due to 
desperation. There was also a looseness to the place, in spite of the long 
odds and the diffi culties getting money and programming content. Rules 
and policies were scarce or nonexistent. Even at the strategic level, there 
was a view that charging toward opportunity was more important than 
considering all the potential pitfalls. For the young, hungry, and rela-
tively inexperienced people working in production, a sense of  “ what the 
hell, no one is watching us anyway ”  brought a lightness and innovation 
to the ESPN programs. Different camera angles. New ways of showing the 
events. Irreverent humor in the broadcasts. The older hands balanced 
this by being incredibly disciplined around timing, schedules, budgets, 
and top production values. That yin and yang set in as the organization ’ s 
way of operating: fun inter - twining with pride. There was no model 
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for how to do things best, but there was always a standard of excellence 
to maintain and an ambition to achieve. 

 Roger Werner credits his predecessor Bill Grimes with establish-
ing that tone. The heated, chemically unstable, and inherently desperate 
days with Rasmussen, Evey, and Simmons were always high pressured 
and high stakes. It was make good or go home. Grimes was more opti-
mistic, pleasant, and sunny to be around. He brought a sense of fun to 
the enterprise, and took the pressure off the rank - and - fi le to whatever 
extent possible. Most importantly, Grimes instilled a spirit of open -
 mindedness and creativity, a feeling that you should never be afraid to 
take chances. 

 If something didn ’ t work out, that failure was never the subject of an 
inquisition. The attitude was,  “ Let ’ s just admit defeat and go on to Plan 
B. ”  ESPN didn ’ t have the time for lengthy postmortems and it didn ’ t 
need the emotional baggage. What it needed was speed and forward 
momentum. Even signifi cant decisions were made without a lot of delib-
eration and hand - wringing. Moving quickly was more important. The 
leadership and the management believed it was better to make a mid-
course correction than to remain in place and go nowhere in a hurry. 

  “ It was not a fear - driven climate where people were afraid to make 
mistakes, ”  Werner noted.  “ It was an opportunity - driven climate where 
people were encouraged to think creatively, make decisions, and get 
moving. ”  Grimes may have been more easygoing and above the fray 
than the analytical Werner, but the style of decision making and risk 
taking was shared by both men. When Werner assumed the top post, 
his biggest leadership decision was overturning the affi liate fee pay-
ment model that had been industry standard for so long that it might 
have been written on clay tablets and handed down by Moses. In large 
areas and small, Werner insisted that what could work better must take 
precedence over what had always been done. If there was a more crea-
tive, effi cient, or productive way to do something, then try it. If it didn ’ t 
work out, try something else. 

 Bornstein, in turn, continued that trend, working deliberately to 
foster an organization in which opportunity was the major incentive. 
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He could be harsh and skeptical in his questioning of an idea or a pro-
posal — so much so that gentle souls withered under the glare — but that 
kind of rigor was applied to strengthen rather than tear down. If you 
withstood the assault, he backed you fully, and he never made the fail-
ures personal. 

 When Bornstein looks back on the biggest mistakes of his tenure, 
he doesn ’ t point to missteps but missed opportunities. The opportunity 
Bornstein regrets most came when ESPN had the chance to buy stakes 
in regional sports networks around the country.  “ I had this dream, ”  
Bornstein said,  “ that would have precluded anybody else from ever tak-
ing us on. I always thought that if someone could acquire all the vari-
ous regional sports outlets, they could cobble together a very effective 
competitor to ESPN. ”  Cap Cities were supportive owners. They bol-
stered, through their own cultural practices, ESPN ’ s attitude of encour-
aging innovation. But Cap Cities did not understand programming like 
ESPN did and they did not like to spend money when it did not align 
with their larger plans. So Bornstein could not get them to sign on to 
the plan. 

 Rupert Murdoch, who still saw sports as a  “ battering ram ”  for tel-
evision and entertainment, had no such hesitation. FSN, or Fox Sports 
Net (otherwise known as the Fox Sports Regional Network), was 
formed basically on the acquisition plan that Bornstein warned Cap 
Cities about. Murdoch ’ s News Corporation bought up regional sports 
networks around the country. Then they acquired the play - by - play 
rights to the big teams and events in each area, and went head - to - head 
with ESPN by broadcasting the most popular programs nationally. 

 Not getting the green light for his acquisition proposal was less a 
personal blow to Bornstein than a frustration of strategy. The promised 
land of total sports domination had been tantalizingly in reach before 
being pulled out of his grasp. Bornstein understood the reality behind 
the Cap Cities decision, just as his predecessors had understood the 
limits of their ownership groups. As Werner put it:  “ Every time we had 
a new owner who didn ’ t understand what we were doing, we had the 
expected pressures, particularly the off - base questions and challenges to 

c07.indd   186c07.indd   186 8/1/09   8:37:52 AM8/1/09   8:37:52 AM



Blow the Whistle, Spot the Ball

187

the cost side of the business. ”  But ESPN never gave itself an excuse for 
failure, however justifi ed. It adjusted to each setback and moved on. 

 So ESPN acknowledged FSN as a new competitor and got aggres-
sive in areas it could control. On the advertising sales side, it showed 
advertisers how ESPN ’ s national advertising opportunities were supe-
rior in value to its new competitor ’ s regional footprint. On the pro-
gramming side, ESPN continued broadcasting all its sports nationally, 
while also expanding to new programs, new franchises, and new 
channels. In the end, FSN blinked fi rst and lost its focus. Although 
Murdoch ’ s network is a serious competitor to ESPN and gives sports 
fans an alternative, the rise has not threatened ESPN ’ s market lead-
ership, and FSN, in my opinion, has failed to realize all the potential 
benefi ts of its regional strategy. That doesn ’ t mean to say that ESPN 
wouldn ’ t love to have the chance to go back in time and snatch up 
those regional networks before News Corporation got them. But 
nobody let the missed opportunity become an excuse or a diversion. 
Instead, it served as a rallying cry. 

 As with the regional sports gambit, Bornstein also failed to buy the 
Golf Channel for similar reasons when the opportunity presented itself. 
He ’ d always thought that a dedicated golf channel would make a great 
vertical integration with ESPN ’ s other channels but couldn ’ t get the 
go - ahead. An opportunity to secure a major ownership stake in car rac-
ing was lost for different reasons. Bornstein had the chance to buy into 
the Daytona 500 but hesitated.  “ The deal was done and I didn ’ t pull the 
trigger and I lost it. It would have been signifi cant for the health and 
wealth of ESPN. ”  Recognizing what had been missed by failing to act, 
ESPN, in future years, would be quick to make ownership investments 
into other leagues and franchises like the WNBA.  

  Take a Chance, and Make it Happen 

 The steroidal growth of ESPN during Bornstein ’ s tenure was built on 
bold decisions to acquire and develop new channels. Even the wins, 
however, were spotted with complications. Depending on who you 
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talk to, for instance, ESPN2 was either the most successful launch in 
cable television history or a venture that was misconceived and mis-
branded. ESPN2 was supposed to be the radical sister of ESPN. It 
was meant to be wild, extreme, and younger, broadcasting sports that 
weren ’ t mainstream, or sometimes even considered sports at all in con-
ventional terms. So how should its success be measured? On the one 
hand, ESPN2 expanded faster to more homes than any other cable 
channel, including ESPN, ever had. Of course, that meant more rev-
enue, a bigger footprint, more outlets for advertisers, and so on. On the 
other hand, much of that growth was clearly due to the leverage ESPN 
had with cable companies to bundle offerings. Absent such pull, there 
was no stampeding rush to pick up the channel. 

 Adjust and make it work. Bornstein applied his particular program-
ming genius to the problem. More or less downplaying the extreme 
sports focus of ESPN2, he decided to broadcast events that sports fanat-
ics absolutely could not live without. The key opportunity came when 
ESPN2 scheduled Duke versus North Carolina in NCAA basketball. 
Number one versus number two was too much for a sports fan to 
resist. The calls to cable operators came in.  “ What do you mean I don ’ t 
have ESPN2? ”  The freakout was palpable. 

 The shift in programming toward the mainstream was enough to 
give ESPN2 some cache. By the time ESPN renegotiated with cable 
operators, a deal was struck whereby ESPN2 was included in more 
home packages. The growth of the channel accelerated from there. But 
in terms of brand and position, ESPN2 remained the weaker stepchild. 
It should have been marketed and positioned as an outlet for more 
ESPN, an extension of the mother channel the way BBC2 is for BBC, 
giving sports fans additional opportunities for what they already wanted. 
The channel also lacked leadership. Without an executive solely in 
charge of ESPN2, the channel was always an afterthought before Mark 
Shapiro took that role. 

 ESPN Classic had its own problems but ESPN resolved them more 
quickly because of the lessons learned with ESPN2. When Classic 
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Sports was acquired by ESPN during the last of the Bornstein years, 
it seemed a natural fi t. More of the sports games that sports fanatics 
wanted, spiced with nostalgia. But Classic, as I mentioned in the previ-
ous chapter, was a poor fi t from a cultural standpoint and its leader-
ship immediately left. What ’ s more, despite a hefty  $ 175 million price 
tag, ESPN soon learned that broadcasting archival programming was 
rife with complicated rights issues. In essence, the network had paid for 
some programming it wasn ’ t actually able to buy. 

 If ESPN Classic was going to be successful, Bodenheimer believed 
the channel would need its own leadership. That was a shift in manage-
rial approach, since previously either Bornstein or Bodenheimer had 
overseen everything personally, and no one from a lesser rank had been 
assigned to head a particular channel. But ESPN2 showed the bene-
fi ts of hands - on, aggressive, and creative control. Fresh off his success 
with SportsCentury, Mark Shapiro was a bold but logical choice for 
Bodenheimer to make. However, for the other executives and manag-
ers at the company, whether in programming, affi liate sales, or advertis-
ing, it was a startling change in direction. Suddenly, people who had 
reported only to the head of the company were reporting to the head 
of a single channel, and a 28 - year - old boss at that. 

 Bodenheimer applied his relationship building skills and his hum-
ble leadership style to smooth any ruffl ed feathers.  “ We need a face and 
a spokesman for Classic, ”  he said,  “ and Shapiro will work with you guys 
closely. ”  Overall, the move to delegate authority for the channel to a 
single captain worked well. Shapiro drove everyone on all cylinders for 
the next 18 months while the channel grew from 20 million to 55 mil-
lion homes. 

 To keep growing and stay on top, the leadership believed that 
ESPN needed to continually innovate and even reinvent a portion of 
itself on a regular basis. Whether it was a different way of producing 
the game, a new segment on  SportsCenter , or an entirely new channel, it 
was more important to stumble and pick itself up then it was to stand 
still and never fall.  
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  Remain Friends and Have a Short Memory 

 Confl ict was common at ESPN. At the leadership rank, arguments 
were often heated and profanity - fi lled. People who worked at ESPN 
and then worked somewhere else have remarked at the difference. At 
most American corporations, fi ghting is taboo and executives rarely 
scream at each other, though they may not function well as a team. 
At ESPN, the team was highly functional in spite of the arguments, 
because the confl ict was not personal, it was passion. It was about argu-
ing your point of view forcefully, openly, and with incredible candor. 
Bornstein was good at picking fi ghts. He challenged points of view and 
forced sharp analysis out of the proposals and ideas people brought for-
ward. Even Bodenheimer, who is more personable and somewhat con-
fl ict averse, encourages confl ict around him. To this day, he pushes his 
executive team to embrace what he refers to as a  “ culture of candor. ”  
He wants to hear opposing views and operates as though the best way 
to work out a good approach is to have two passionate advocates going 
at it in front of the boss. ESPN has always been led by people who 
fi ght to get the right answer. In my experience, that ’ s much better than 
a group that avoids necessary conversations and touchy subjects because 
they might lead to hurt feelings. 

 Not everyone could handle that. But people who thrived at ESPN 
understood that the intensity of the argument ended at the offi ce door. 
In the hallway, the parking lot, or at the restaurant, the live wires were 
about friendship and shared experiences and good times. Those who 
couldn ’ t shake off the confl ict didn ’ t last. They took their hurt feelings 
and moved on. 

 With business partners such as leagues, cable operators, and own-
ership, the same principle applied. ESPN was passionate about doing 
what it thought was right, but it never allowed the arguments to kill 
the relationship. 

 ESPN launched its original entertainment programming fi guring 
that its expertise in sports and storytelling would be a huge asset in 
developing narrative documentaries and scripted entertainment. Some 
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partners were less than supportive of the unconventional move, par-
ticularly when those documentaries and entertainments infringed on 
their brand or territory.  Playmakers , for example, was the fi rst drama 
series produced by ESPN. As a show about a fi ctional professional foot-
ball team where drug abuse, steroid use, gang violence, spousal abuse, 
promiscuity, and homosexuality were portrayed as daily aspects of ath-
letes ’  lives,  Playmakers  offended the NFL, famous for its buttoned - down 
image as the  “ No Fun League. ”  

 Shapiro, as head of programming and production (which included 
EOE, ESPN Original Entertainment) championed the show and pushed 
it through in spite of the NFL ’ s protests. He got away with it because 
neither Bodenheimer or Disney CEO Michael Eisner seemed to real-
ize how big and controversial  Playmakers  could become. Once the show 
aired, the NFL ’ s anger with ESPN redoubled and that further amplifi ed 
the critical and viewership attention. The NFL ’ s reaction, many at ESPN 
felt, was unjustifi ed. Still, with the intense hurt and anger, how could 
ESPN continue to antagonize its biggest league partner? In the end, it 
couldn ’ t, and so ESPN canceled  Playmakers , despite its critical acclaim 
and cult status, after only a single season, knowing it was better to get 
along than to break a trusting relationship. 

 Fans may have been disappointed, but they would have been 
more disappointed if the relationship between the NFL and ESPN 
had grown hostile. Shapiro argued against the decision and fought the 
good fi ght, but at the end of that meeting, despite the disagreements, 
 “ we walked out as one. ”  He had a passionate and personal attachment 
to a creative project, but there were no regrets or lingering bitterness 
once the cancellation decision had been made.  “ I don ’ t regret, ”  Shapiro 
noted,  “ and I don ’ t live in the past. I have a real knack for being able to 
let things like that roll off me like water. ”  

 Shapiro ’ s ability to forget the intensity of emotion, focus on the 
important things, and move on is typical of successful ESPN execu-
tives. A parallel can be drawn with top athletes. They say a great pitcher, 
quarterback, golfer, or goalie is always blessed with a short memory. A 
bad throw, shot, or goal is quickly shaken off. Then the mind returns to 
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the moment and the body readies for the next bit of action. Great lead-
ers are similar. They may be thoughtful and inquisitive and passionate, 
but they don ’ t spend a lot of time looking in the rearview mirror. They 
save their reminiscing for later. They forget about the pain, frustration, 
or regret of failure, and focus instead on what they can control — the 
circumstances of the present and the opportunities going forward.  

  The No Blame Zone 

 Theoretically, as the aggressive head of original programming, Shapiro 
could have been made the fall guy for the  “ failure ”  of  Playmakers.  In 
reality,  Playmakers  was too well received and Shapiro too valuable and 
productive an executive for any corporation to blame. In any event, 
Bodenheimer, like Bornstein before him, doesn ’ t play that game. In 
Bodenheimer ’ s eyes, it wasn ’ t a mistake to launch  Playmakers , it just 
didn ’ t work out the way it needed to, and so a midcourse correction was 
made. In the meantime, Shapiro was given the continued green light 
for more original programming, some of it just as controversial as the 
 Playmakers  series. You can imagine the dampening effect if Bodenheimer 
had said,  “ Original entertainment is too risky. We don ’ t want to offend. 
Let ’ s stick to the knitting and do what we do best. ”  The brake on crea-
tivity, innovation, chance - taking, and boldness would have been a severe 
drag on the organization ’ s forward momentum and ongoing evolution. 

 This kind of attitude has been consistent through many years 
and circumstances. When Dick Glover was developing ESPN ’ s early 
Internet site, Bornstein ’ s instructions were to do it on some other com-
pany ’ s dime. So Glover looked for technological partners, as I men-
tioned earlier. The top providers at the time were Prodigy, Compuserve, 
and an upstart called AOL. Prodigy offered Glover a one - year deal for 
technical support that also included a  $ 10 million payment to ESPN 
for advertising. AOL had recently gone public and wanted to forgo 
any cash payments and offered stock warrants instead, giving ESPN 
the option to buy shares at a set price. Glover brought both offers to 
Bornstein for deliberation. 
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 Bornstein listened to Glover ’ s assessment of the offers and the com-
panies as though he was completely ignorant of the Internet business. 
Glover said that AOL was the more aggressive company, but Prodigy 
was the industry leader, with around 1.1 million subscribers compared 
to AOL ’ s 400,000. Given the extended market share and the  $ 10 mil-
lion in cash, it made sense, on balance, to work with Prodigy. Bornstein 
pressed him further. It turned out that he actually knew plenty about 
AOL and Prodigy. In fact, he was an early AOL member with an e - mail 
address that would be impossible to get today,  SteveB@AOL.com , 
sitting right next to AOL owner Steve Case ’ s address,  SteveC@AOL
.com . Once again, Glover was surprised at how thoroughly Bornstein 
understood the issues in advance, and how deliberately he pushed his 
executives to make their case. As Glover put it,  “ Bornstein knew more 
than you knew, but he never let you know that. ”  In the end, Bornstein 
was satisfi ed with Glover ’ s arguments and agreed with the strategy. 
ESPN went forward with the Prodigy offer. 

 After AOL bought Time Warner, Glover and Bornstein shared a few 
drinks and calculated how many hundreds of millions of dollars AOL ’ s 
warrants would have been worth if ESPN had made that deal. They 
could only laugh. There was no blame involved. The Prodigy relation-
ship had accomplished clear goals: ESPN got advertising money in the 
bank, and learned a lot about developing a Web presence at a time when 
other media organizations were fl oundering or ignorant. Instead, regrets 
landed on an entirely different front. Glover and Bornstein realized that 
they ’ d chosen the wrong partner. AOL was better than Prodigy, even 
though it was smaller and had less money. In the Internet world, it 
was the scrappy over  achiever and ESPN should have recognized a kindred 
spirit. What ’ s more, a better partner might have meant a better product. 
 “ The reason we ended up making the wrong decision was not about 
money, ”  Glover said,  “ but because we got away from thinking about the 
customer and the fan. That was one of the tenets constantly preached 
into our brains: Think about it from the fan ’ s perspective. ”  The unex-
pected payoff when AOL ’ s warrants turned to gold was just symbolic of 
the other missed opportunity, the chance to serve fans better. 
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 If you did a postmortem of ESPN ’ s failed mobile phone strategy, you 
might come up with a similar assessment. ESPN launched its Mobile 
ESPN phone with a great commercial at the Super Bowl in 2006 when 
the Pittsburgh Steelers played the Seattle Seahawks at Ford Field. The 
spot showed a young male offi ce worker walking down a busy city street, 
scanning his cell phone while dreamy music played and athletes of all 
kinds dodged, shot, raced, or jumped around him. Then the caption arose: 
 “ Welcome to sports heaven. ”  And a moment later, the voiceover said, 
 “ Introducing Mobile ESPN. Sports fans, your phone has arrived. ”  

 What wasn ’ t to like? Like the fi rst broadcast in 1979, ESPN was 
offering sports fans another service that enabled them to access sports 
and sports news whenever, wherever they wanted. Of course, some 
questioned whether ESPN should be in the mobile phone business at 
all. But ESPN had also gone into the Internet business, the restaurant 
business, the publishing business, and the retail business without stum-
bling, so why should mobile phones be any different? 

 As ESPN would discover, the mobile phone business was more 
complicated to organize, operate, and fi nance than anything they ’ d been 
involved in before. Technical capabilities aside, there were a couple of 
things about the Mobile ESPN service that didn ’ t seem to fi t with the 
way ESPN operated. Most alarmingly, the launch of Mobile ESPN meant 
that ESPN customers would be receiving a bill from ESPN for the very 
fi rst time. That seemed in strong contrast to the relationship ESPN had 
always had with fans. On top of that, the price point was much higher 
than ESPN would have liked, there was no family plan included in the 
pricing options, and the customer service needed to be outsourced. 

 Ultimately, there was a feeling among some insiders that the idea 
was conceived, given the green light, and launched to create another 
 $ 50 million a year business, not necessarily to better serve fans. So when 
it stumbled and faltered, many were not surprised. Serve fans was the 
critical tenet Glover spoke of, and ESPN ignored or forgot that rule to 
its detriment. For  $ 150 million in investment ESPN had netted a mere 
30,000 customers, nowhere near the number it projected. Almost a year 
after the 2006 Superbowl, ESPN announced that the Mobile ESPN 
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phone would be shut down. In a midcourse correction, the content part 
of the service would be migrated to established carriers and offered to 
fans that way. The intellectual property and content that was developed 
may prove to be worth the investment in the long run; what ESPN real-
ized, like IBM before them, was that they are far better off as a service 
and content provider, and should leave the hardware business to others. 

 So how did ESPN handle this public and pricey failure? In his inter-
nal memo, Bodenheimer wrote:  “ Growth and innovation often involve 
taking risks and ESPN has not shied away from aggressively seeking 
to improve our business at any point in our history. Mobile ESPN was 
one such undertaking with many challenges and in the best tradition 
of ESPN the Mobile team built the fi nest wireless service for sports 
fans. ”  Bodenheimer then went on to explain the reasons he felt the plan 
hadn ’ t met expectations. Then he ended,  “ I would like to thank all of 
them [ESPN staff] for a remarkable job in conceiving and launching this 
product. We are very proud of all you have accomplished. ”  

 Nobody was fi red. No heads rolled. No one was accused, in hind-
sight, of bringing a bad idea forward. That message reminded me of a 
few stories I ’ d heard about other business failures where risk and inno-
vation were involved. At 3M, for example, an executive wanted to use 
the Post - it Notes glue technology in binders for school children. At 
all levels of analysis, the product looked good. Parents were spending a 
lot on bulky binders, and three - hole punches were messy and cumber-
some. Post - it glue was surely an elegant solution meeting an unknown 
customer need. The research supported the idea. The presentation to 
the top executive team was a success. The project got the go - ahead, 
and many millions were spent getting behind the new product. In the 
market, however, it failed utterly. So what did 3M do to the manager 
with the bright idea? It rewarded his innovation by sending him and 
his family to the Virgin Islands for a week. In contrast, I know of many 
examples fi rsthand where an executive was fi red because a new prod-
uct or service failed to meet performance expectations. 

 If a company is serious about risk taking and aggressive innovation, 
it needs to support and reward those behaviors. If it only rewards risk 
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that leads to positive outcomes, and punishes risk that leads to negative 
outcomes, the message will be clear. Don ’ t take a chance. Don ’ t put 
your best ideas forward. Stay low. And watch out. 

 ESPN, like the best innovative companies, has never been about 
heaping blame when bad outcomes occur. It accepts bad outcomes as 
the inherent risk of risk taking. Companies that grow organically inno-
vate continually. Occasionally, they need to be reminded that innova-
tion must be in service of the customer. That ’ s what failure is for.  

  The Don Hurta Rule 

 If one corollary of risk is the need to reward risk - taking behaviors, the 
other is the need for urgency. 

 In my experience, companies that lack an innovation capability are 
often guilty of doing too much due diligence. As McKinsey consult-
ants are fond of saying, they tend to  “ boil the ocean ”  and won ’ t make 
a risky move until they ’ ve proven that everything is absolutely going 
to work. The problem with such  “ analysis paralysis ”  is that the thresh-
old for taking a chance becomes established at such a high level that 
change never happens. The conditions are never exactly right. As effec-
tive business leaders know, there ’ s no such thing as perfect competition 
and there ’ s no such thing as total certainty. One client of mine used 
to say that  “ [he] succeeded not because he was so damn smart, [he] 
just did his homework, and unfortunately experienced and exercised all 
possible failure options. ”  

 My close friend Don Hurta called this imperative  “ the need to 
make a  $ #@ & ing decision. ”  Don was an independent consultant who 
specialized in Risk and Game Theory, who I tried to hire for years. He 
loved working with me and my fi rm, but loved the risk and game of 
being on his own too much to formally join a fi rm. The good news 
is that we loved working together, and found ample opportunities to 
do so. The fi rst client I introduced Don to was Ingersol Dresser. Later 
I brought him into Goldman Sachs and Avaya, and in every situation, 
I could see how people were struck by him. He was a tough, clean - cut 
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ex - Marine with no BS about him. He was also a PhD in mathematics 
and an extremely clear thinker. Maybe it was his military background, 
or maybe it was that combination of brutal clarity and sharp intel-
ligence, but Don was the kind of person you wanted to follow into 
battle. As a consultant, I ’ m more concerned with interpersonal rela-
tionships, emotional intelligence, and leadership development. Don was 
all about strategy, hard data, and calculated decision making. We made a 
nice balance. 

 By the time I brought Don to ESPN in 1998, the company was 
becoming big and successful. There ’ s a need in that stage in the life 
cycle of any aggressive company to avoid becoming complacent and 
stay hungry and urgent. The fi rst time Don met with the executives 
and managers he challenged everyone ’ s thinking around risk. Don 
had a simple graphic, a drawing of a pointer with a sliding dial that 
indicates how risky or conservative a person, a decision, or a situation 
might be.     

Take a Chance

Make it Happen

 Don was always pushing people to move further up the scale to a 
level they weren ’ t necessarily comfortable with. 

 Don ’ s point was that people are usually more risk - averse than they 
realize. They think they ’ re a 7 on a 10 - point scale when they ’ re actually 
a 2 or a 3, thus the  “ no ”  symbol on the lower end of the scale. This was 
diffi cult information for some high - powered executives to accept. So 
Don would use a few examples. I remember when he asked everyone 
in the room how much insurance they had. Then he proved with statis-
tics that we were all overinsured. Of course, that ’ s how insurance com-
panies make money — they take in more in fees than they pay out — but 
it was an interesting demonstration, and it got into people ’ s heads and 
began to challenge their understanding of risk. 
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 Don didn ’ t care how much insurance the executives in the room 
had, of course, but he did care how much risk they were taking in their 
respective roles within the organization. In his view, ESPN needed to 
keep its risk meter at a 5 or a 6 on his scale. Too high on the risk 
scale and those executives were being irresponsible — everyone under-
stands that. But too low on the risk scale and those executives were also 
being irresponsible. That was a trickier concept to grasp. But, as Don 
explained, if you ’ re not taking risks, you ’ re not innovating, and if you ’ re 
not innovating, you ’ re not growing, and if you ’ re not growing, you ’ re being 
irresponsible to your shareholders. 

 If you boil the ocean, if you get bogged down by analysis paraly-
sis, by the time you fi nally act, the opportunity will have been lost or 
the competition will have beaten you to the punch. The antidote was 
to  “ just make a  $ @# & ing decision. ”  In fact, that ’ s what ESPN had 
consistently done in the early days. While other companies were tak-
ing their time, arguing through the ramifi cations, boiling the ocean, 
hesitating, ESPN was making decisions and acting. Its tolerance for 
risk was not irresponsible. It never destroyed a partnership, blew a pro-
duction, or overstated its ability to meet an obligation — but it never 
hesitated to jump on an opportunity. When satellite communications 
signals became available, ESPN snatched them up, mere weeks before 
the bigger competition caught on. When it was apparent that a cable 
company couldn ’ t make any money under the traditional revenue model, 
ESPN didn ’ t wait for consensus or for some other channel to estab-
lish a new precedent, it led the revolution. When ABC came to 
ESPN and asked about fi lling radio spots, ESPN launched its own 
radio network in record time. When the America ’ s Cup was a suc-
cess and people demanded more coverage, ESPN didn ’ t wait for the 
following year to fulfi ll that demand, it immediately changed its pro-
gramming. When the NFL put up a package of games for bidding, 
ESPN didn ’ t worry about breaking the bank, it leaped on the oppor-
tunity. Over and over, ESPN was fi rst to a new opportunity because 
its tolerance for risk was a 5, not a 2, and it left other companies 
behind as a result. 

c07.indd   198c07.indd   198 8/1/09   8:37:56 AM8/1/09   8:37:56 AM



Blow the Whistle, Spot the Ball

199

 Don ’ s message was timely because ESPN was getting bigger and 
it needed to be reminded about how it had generated its own success. 
Interestingly, my involvement with ESPN started to narrow as Don 
became part of the team. I had been there for the mission and values 
work, the leadership development and feedback, the emphasis on team 
building and human capital. But Don became the hard - edged voice 
of reason with the Patton - like speeches that ESPN needed to hear. If 
ESPN had always been able to fi nd the right leader at the right time, 
then Don was the right advisor at the right time. I could have been 
the jealous boyfriend, but I was plenty busy on my own, and Don was 
so grateful for the introduction. Something in him connected strongly 
with the leaders at ESPN and the way they thought and saw the world. 
 “ I love these guys, ”  he told me. Young leaders like Mark Shapiro feasted 
on his words. He wasn ’ t telling them anything they didn ’ t know at 
some level. But he was affi rming their core beliefs and making them 
stronger and more confi dent in their leadership. 

 I learned later that Don never charged ESPN for any of the work 
he did. To him, it was too much fun. Don wasn ’ t averse to making 
money. He had a thriving and lucrative consulting practice with top 
clients around the world. But ESPN was different. He accepted tickets 
to big games or the ESPYs for him and his family. But he wouldn ’ t 
send in a bill. It was such a concern to Bodenheimer that he called and 
asked me if I could talk Don into giving them an invoice. Don refused 
to ask for a nickel. I last saw Don at the ESPYs in Los Angeles with his 
daughter, so proud, so happy, and as he had always done, he hugged me 
and thanked me for introducing him to his beloved ESPN. 

 Then Don got sick and passed away more suddenly then any of 
us expected. It was a hard blow. But at his funeral, the ranks of ESPN 
executives were many and strong. Several months later, I got a box 
in the mail from his son who now works at the NFL, and opened 
it. Inside there were hundreds of those Take a Chance pointers Don 
passed out at his presentations. I picked one up and could hear his 
voice in my head as clear as day.     

  “ Just make a  $ @# & ing decision. ”                                  

c07.indd   199c07.indd   199 8/1/09   8:37:56 AM8/1/09   8:37:56 AM



200

 THE COMPANY

CHAPTER SEVEN KEY POINTS  
    “ Take a chance, make it happen ”   
 Any big decision that involves some element of risk demands 
thorough analysis and due diligence. However, speed of deci-
sion making must also be factored into the process. At some 
point, you need to pull the trigger, make the decision, and 
make adjustments along the way. Truth is, you will need to make 
adjustments anyway, so why not get started a few days before 
your competition. If you ’ ve got a good idea someone else out 
there has it too.  

    “ Reward risk - taking behavior, not just outcomes ”   
 If you value (smart) risk taking, then you must reward the 
process and the behavior, not just the successful outcome. 
Organizations that only reward the outcomes will fi nd them-
selves doing so less and less frequently over time. Risking too 
little is just as dangerous to an enterprise as is risking too much.  

    “ When (not if) you make a mistake, stop, learn, and 
move on ”   
 Remember that some great decisions were made with faulty 
decision - making models, and some poor decision were made 
with great decision - making models. Bottom line: Mistakes 
will happen if you are an organization that values risk taking. 
Therefore, when a mistake happens, blow the whistle quickly, 
watch the instant replay, learn from the process to enhance 
your decision making going forward, and move on.  

   “ Stay friends and have a short memory ”   
Business friends and partners are valuable assets to any enter-
prise. Inevitably, one party is going to frustrate the other. If you 
are in a company that values risk taking and aggressive think-
ing, like ESPN, then be prepared to make mistakes, make 
adjustments, ask for forgiveness, and be willing to  “ forgive 
those who have made mistakes against you.”
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 O ne of the questions Don Hurta liked to ask the folks at ESPN 
was this:  “ Why do you exist as a company? ”  Given ESPN ’ s 
serve fans mantra, the answers to his question were quick. 

Most people replied with something like:  “ To provide the world ’ s best 
sports programming. ”  But Don curtly shot down all the variations on 
that theme and asked ESPN executives to think harder. As business types, 
they reached for the next level in their hierarchy of needs and answered: 
 “ To make money. ”  But Don said that wasn ’ t good enough either. 

  “ Your purpose, ”  he told them,  “ is to make as much money as you 
possibly can, for as long as you can. ”  

 Now, I know I can be sentimental, but that seemed a little cold for 
an enterprise with the spirit, humor, creativity, and boldness of ESPN. 
Still, I ’ d heard the same kind of talk from ESPN leaders like Bornstein 
and Werner. As I considered the challenges ESPN faces now, I kept 
thinking about Don ’ s statement of purpose. Bornstein put it slightly 
differently but just as bluntly.  “ In the old days of broadcast television, ”  
he mused,  “ back in the 1950s and 1960s, anybody ’ s idiot cousin could 
run a television station and make money. But were they earning 20 
percent profi t margin or 75 percent? So that ’ s a challenge for ESPN in 
the future. They ’ re going to make money, but are they making the most 
money? ”  

 After 30 years of existence, ESPN fi nds itself in a rare spot. In the 
sports media world, it is the Roman Empire. For many years there were 
other competitors. Some were more dominant like the cultured Greeks. 
Others were pesky territorial challengers like the Samnites or Etruscans. 
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And then there were threatening invaders like Hannibal ’ s elephant army 
from Carthage. Now there is only Rome, and all roads lead to Bristol. 
But can the ESPN empire avoid its own decline and fall? 

 Right now, it seems as though the life cycle of American corpora-
tions has become compressed. Rome wasn ’ t built in a day, but ESPN 
was built in a mere generation. Couldn ’ t its decline and fall come just 
as quickly? In recent years, we ’ ve witnessed the downfall or shrink-
ing of many once - vigorous institutions. Financial houses like Lehman 
Brothers and Bear Stearns come immediately to mind and there are 
many others in the auto industry, computer manufacturing, retail, and 
accounting. Some companies fail to see the new competitive landscape 
until it is almost too late. Some fall victim to what Jim Collins cited 
as the second stage of decline, which is the  “ Undisciplined Pursuit of 
More. ”  Some stumble in their transition to a new generation of leader-
ship. Others discover that their paradigm - busting innovations in service 
or distribution have been imitated so thoroughly that what made them 
market leaders at one time no longer distinguishes them today — in 
other words, that  “ deviation from the start ”  is no longer a deviation. 
In fact, hungrier risk - taking upstarts are already leaving them behind. 

 As I have noted earlier, my colleague and friend Marshall 
Goldsmith wrote the wonderful book,  What Got You Here, Won ’ t Get You 
There , which focuses on the little discussed paradox of leadership. In the 
book, he talked convincingly about the pitfalls of success. According to 
Marshall, success is its own trap. Size and power separates you from the 
rest of the world and blinkers you from reality. Everyone around you 
and everything you see reinforces what you already believe to be true. 
You assume that what made you successful in the past will continue to 
make you successful in the future. To generate more success, you need 
to recognize a complex new reality, one that encompasses your current 
status and the obligations that entails, while still managing to adapt to 
the needs of the future. 

 It ain ’ t easy, and it ’ s what keeps diligent CEOs up at night worry-
ing when everyone else has turned off their BlackBerrys. Veteran lead-
ers quickly bring up such concerns. From his vantage point, as a former 
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head of ESPN and the founding CEO of two other start - up networks, 
Roger Werner put it this way:  “ When a company really achieves matu-
rity, you face multiple challenges. You need to sustain an environment 
that ’ s opportunity oriented, where people are still encouraged to try 
new things, even when the cost of failure has gotten higher and higher. 
It ’ s also harder in a mature environment to squeeze another dollar of 
profi t out of existing business models. So you have to be very adept at 
managing the cost side of the business while fi nding every opportunity 
for additional top line revenue growth. ”  

 As Werner explained, maintenance and management are critical 
skills now at ESPN, but you still need to keep growing. You also have 
to worry about the kind of people you draw to or retain at a mature 
organization versus a start - up. Institutions, after all, tend to appeal to 
more conventional or conservative types, while start - ups attract people 
who are more tolerant of risk and change. Can you keep the values and 
mission of the organization fresh even when the CEO has made the 
same speech a thousand times? Can you stay in tune with your cus-
tomers and adapt to their evolving needs, especially when those needs 
shift suddenly? Can you take advantage of your momentum and domi-
nance without becoming complacent or arrogant? 

 The challenges seem so complicated that it makes you appreci-
ate the simplicity of Don Hurta ’ s message.  “ Your purpose is to make as 
much money as you possibly can for as long as you can. ”  While that 
sounds purely mercantile at one level, the beauty of Don ’ s proposal is 
that it keeps an organization focused on what ’ s important. Don wasn ’ t 
advocating making as much money as you possibly can in the short 
term. In fact, he was saying that if you focus only on immediate gains, 
even huge ones, you might sink your fortunes in the future. Instead, if 
you ’ re trying to make as much as possible for as long as possible, you 
need to worry about lots of other things, too. 

 ESPN can only make the most money for an extended time if it 
does everything right. It needs to continue to serve fans, create new 
games, expand the brand, continue to build its pipeline of leaders, work 
with partners, and take risks. It can ’ t grow complacent. It can ’ t get too 
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arrogant. It can ’ t overlook the competition or the changing techno-
logical landscape. 

 But how exactly does an organization manage all that? When 
I thought of boiling all that complexity down into something more 
simple I heard a second voice in my head, and this time it was George 
Bodenheimer ’ s. 

 Bodenheimer understands that ESPN has become so big and 
powerful that it is an institution, and that an institution faces its own 
unique challenges. In developing a response to those challenges he 
doesn ’ t wearily recite the same bullet points over and over. Instead, 
for Bodenheimer, the challenge comes down to one critical ques-
tion:  “ Are you having fun? ”  He ’ s not talking about squirt - gun fi ghts 
in the hallway or jokes at the water cooler, he ’ s talking about satisfac-
tion, enjoyment and energy, or what management gurus now refer to 
as  “ employee engagement  .” Bondenheimer is an optimistic realist. He 
knows that employees are not always going to be having fun, but he knows 
that it is human nature to focus on the not so fun stuff in life, and for-
get about the opportunities, joys, and blessings that lie before us all; to 
Bodenheimer, it ’ s a matter of perspective. 

 Years ago, I developed a model that I use when executives are 
struggling with their careers. It ’ s a simple three C model (see Figure  8.1 ), 
that illustrates the three factors of perspective. Before we make a deci-
sion about work, relationships, where we live, and so on, it is important 
to have a clear perspective about all the variables involved in the deci-
sion. In thinking through the variables, I would have my clients separate 
the various aspects of their job into three segments; The fi rst segment 
is  “ Celebrate ” ; In nearly everything we are engaged in as humans 
(jobs, relationships, neighborhoods, where we live, what we drive, etc.), 
there are aspects that we truly enjoy, and in essence celebrate because 
of the joy, satisfaction, and fun that they create. The second segment 
is  “ Change. ”  In everything we do, there are aspects that we would all 
love to change. These are things that are not ideal, but given that they 
are in our sphere of control, we can make a concerted effort to 
change them in a way that increases the celebration factor. The third 
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segment is  “ Cope. ”  Unfortunately, there are aspects in our lives that are 
neither fun nor changeable. These are variables that are not very enjoy-
able and lie outside of our sphere of control; therefore, we can only 
cope with them as best as we see fi t.   

 I share this model not because this is a chapter on perspective, but 
 “ having fun ”  in one ’ s job is driven by one ’ s perspective. Great leaders, 
I have learned, have a way of reminding their employees of the real 
joys and opportunities of their work. One such way is to ensure that 
the organization does its fair share of celebrating victories and accom-
plishments. If having fun is an outcome, then it ’ s important for lead-
ers to celebrate the inputs to reinforce the behaviors that are required 
to achieve that which is cause for celebration. It is also important for 
leaders to empower their employees to take initiative and change that 
which is squelching the fun and satisfaction factors, while being very 
clear to only spend time and effort on those aspects that can truly 
be changed. Once I developed this model, I realized that this is what 
Bodenheimer does intuitively. His celebration factor always seems to 
be above 65 percent, and he is always concentrated on the 20 percent 
of change that is needed to keep ESPN on top. Finally, I never heard 
him bitch and moan about the 15 percent that he has to cope with day 

 Figure 8.1 The Three C Factors of Perspective 

Celebrate
%

Cope
%

Change
%
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to day, and in maintaining this balance, his leadership by example is 
extraordinary. 

 Bodenheimer knows that if you ’ re having fun at least 60 percent of 
the time or so, that means you ’ re winning market share, working crea-
tively, enjoying the camaraderie of your colleagues, satisfying fans, and 
growing the business. Similar to Cyndi Lauper, Bodenheimer maintains 
the conviction that at the end of the day, employees and fans  “ just want 
to have fun. ”  

  “ Are you having fun? ”  
 It ’ s a question we need to ask ESPN.  

  The Perils of Market Leadership 

 In the early days, the fun was easy. You joked around to take the pres-
sure off. There were no rules and policies. You were young. You worked 
hard and played hard. You were constantly scrambling to convince part-
ners, convince leagues, convince viewers and athletes that you were 
worth taking seriously. You told yourself you didn ’ t care because no 
one was watching. Of course, you cared like hell, and were driven by 
the mission and the immense opportunity. The world may have been 
barely aware of your existence but it was waiting for you to conquer it. 

 One of the most common accusations ESPN faces today is that it 
has grown arrogant. The accusations come from a variety of sources. 
Cable operators that once worked vigorously to restrict or impinge on 
ESPN ’ s growth now fi nd themselves with little leverage when ESPN 
raises rates. More than any other cable channel, ESPN has the content, 
the brand, and the advertising sales to back up its demands. But the 
cable operators are the ones stuck applying the rate increases to the cus-
tomer in terms of higher subscription fees. That can ’ t help but generate 
resentment. 

 Another accusation is that ESPN is so big it can distort the cover-
age of sports. As Bob Costas put it,  “ Money has always had an impact 
on the way sports and television do business, and today with networks 
paying billions to leagues like the NFL, how much do the dollars 
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determine the way sports is covered? ”  In other words, from a journal-
istic standpoint, will ESPN cover its league partners as vigorously and 
thoroughly as it should? Or will it soft pedal through touchy issues? 
After all, ESPN pulled  Playmakers  to soften the wrath of the NFL —
 what ’ s to keep it from sitting on a negative story, too? On the other 
side of the coin, does ESPN cover leagues or sports thoroughly when 
they are not in business together? Some conspiratorial fans and critics 
have their suspicions. 

 And then there are those in charge of advertising dollars and 
accounts who complain about ESPN ’ s ad rates. In the spring of 2008, 
for example, a PowerPoint presentation criticizing ESPN was eagerly 
circulated among industry insiders. It was called,  “ The Emperor ’ s 
New Clothes: How ESPN ’ s Multi - Platform Strategy Hasn ’ t Improved 
Ratings. ”  The argument is that ratings for ESPN shows and events are 
not that high, that cable fees and ad rates keep going up regardless, and 
that leagues in business with ESPN do better than those that are off 
the reservation. Ultimately, according to those critics, a multi - platform 
strategy is less effective at reaching the numbers ESPN claims. On the 
other hand, ESPN is also accused of over - promotion across its plat-
forms. With the magazine, multiple channels, web site, radio, and the 
restaurants, ESPN can hammer an announcement or marketing cam-
paign more or less relentlessly. People who watch ESPN for a living —
 other journalists, rabid fans, athletes, and coaches — frequently bristle at 
the repetition. 

 I haven ’ t written this chapter to make excuses for ESPN, but to 
assess the business challenges of its current position. In that sense, it ’ s 
interesting to consider these criticisms. So let ’ s tackle each one, starting 
with the accusation of arrogance. 

 Arrogance can be the armor of the powerful, and when you ’ re big, 
you get arrows shot at you from many angles. Is arrogance a problem 
at ESPN? It can ’ t be easy to remain humble when you are the clear 
market leader. Whereas ESPN once went to the cable operators or the 
leagues with hat in hand to beg for a few scraps to weave into that larger 
patchwork, now those executives travel to Bristol to seek out meetings 
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and work out deals. No one worries much about the arrogance of the 
underdog – it ’ s only an issue when combined with power and leverage. 

 I have no doubt that ESPN executives understand the strength of 
their position. They have the ability to squeeze hard during negotia-
tions. Fans, cable operators, and ad agencies benefi t when ESPN gets a 
good deal from the leagues. Leagues get richer when ESPN gets more 
revenue from cable operators and advertisers. It ’ s not a zero sum game, 
and it ’ s impossible to make all parties happy about everything. But 
business is about providing service that meets customer needs while 
generating as much revenue as possible. Or, as Don Hurta said, ESPN 
is in business to make as much money as it can for as long as it can. 
Arrogance can hurt that prospect if an organization ’ s business relation-
ships or brand are damaged, so that ’ s where the worries arise. 

 Interestingly, although ESPN is not and never has been the most 
humble organization, it has always been about the sports fans fi rst, and 
itself second. What ’ s more, although ESPN has had executives in the past 
who were thought to be arrogant, its current CEO is a truly humble 
man. Recall Bodenheimer ’ s admonishment of Mark Shapiro for pressing 
too hard on a league executive. As a teacher and a leader, Bodenheimer is 
not against using ESPN ’ s leverage to make a better deal, especially when 
it serves fans. But he ’ s also a strong counterweight to the rough - and -
 tumble testosterone of business. He has the long view when it comes to 
relationships and the brand. Plenty of top level companies get into trou-
ble because of arrogance. An organization that dominates an industry can 
benefi t a lot from a humble, but purposeful leader like Bodenheimer. 

 The accusation of confl icting interests in coverage is another area 
where ESPN may be a victim of its own success. It ’ s a tricky thing, for 
example, for a business entity to be reporter of, producer of, and part-
ner with the content. But within ESPN, there ’ s a line between church 
and state, between editorial and business, just like there is in any qual-
ity news organization, major network, city newspaper, or magazine. The 
business pressures on content producers in every media organization 
are tremendous. But I don ’ t think they ’ re any different at ESPN then 
they are at CBS or the  Washington Post.  ESPN gets equal heat from 
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both sides — the leagues and the media critics — for the way it covers 
stories or events, which seems to indicate it ’ s maintaining a decent bal-
ance, not making any one side too happy. 

 When it comes to the accusations that ESPN ’ s ratings are not high 
enough to justify its advertising rates, well, that ’ s an interesting busi-
ness question. Rumors suggest that the  “ Emperor ’ s New Clothes ”  
report originated from a competitor, putting those criticisms in a dif-
ferent light. Perhaps that was just a fun way for a competitor to take 
a shot at an industry leader. But the criticism struck at the heart of a 
media organization ’ s modern reality. With hundreds of options, peo-
ple fl ip compulsively from channel to channel. With repeats of events 
and shows, and devices like Tivo and DVR, people watch those shows 
when they want to, not when they ’ re offered. When an entity like 
ESPN has many different outlets — those multiple channels, the web 
site, and the magazine — how do you measure how much exposure the 
customer is getting? What ’ s more, from a marketing standpoint, how 
do you resist using all those outlets as promotion tools? More than any 
other media organization today, ESPN is the ultimate multi - platform 
service. In the late 1990s, experts predicted the rise of such businesses, 
but although the advantages are self - evident in ESPN ’ s healthy reve-
nue, can the measuring sticks of yesterday do an accurate job assessing 
the impact? ESPN is concerned about the aggregate numbers of fans it 
reaches, and that ’ s consistent with its mission:  Serving fans wherever sports 
are watched, listened to, read about, or discussed.  

 Is it a fool ’ s errand to worry too much about criticism, or do you 
need those voices to be watchful about your own predicament? Success 
puts a target on your back. As in politics, if you don ’ t have the stomach 
for the street fi ghting, you ’ re better off getting out of the game.  

  The Perils of Keeping and Losing Talent 

 Another problem with success is the diffi culty of keeping talent. As a 
new organization, ESPN was successful in large part because of the 
tenaciousness, creativity, and intelligence of its fi rst employees. In its 
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junior years, it sucked talent to Bristol and away from New York and 
Los Angeles. There are many stories of people who were willing to 
sacrifi ce the money and the prestige of an established network for the 
opportunity and excitement of a rapidly rising one. 

 As a growing organization, ESPN retained many of those people. 
That ’ s a good thing. Organizations need to keep more people than they 
lose. The stability in culture, work processes, and sense of teamwork pay 
dividends. But organizations also need fresh energy, ideas, and approaches, 
not to mention diversity, to keep evolving and meeting new challenges. 
That became increasingly diffi cult at ESPN. What ’ s more, ESPN has 
always been the kind of environment that rewards merit and risk taking 
over seniority. But how do you keep that philosophy alive in an organi-
zation as it becomes an institution loaded with 20 - year veterans? 

 One way is to establish poster children. When Mark Shapiro came 
to Bristol he was frequently lauded as an example of what aggressive 
thinking, risk taking, and creativity could accomplish and how it would 
be rewarded. It didn ’ t matter that Shapiro was only 32; his talent got 
him the job as executive vice president of programming, leaping over 
the heads of his former bosses. It was an incredibly sound move. ESPN ’ s 
ratings had been in somewhat of a slump for the previous eight quar-
ters, and Shapiro turned that around immediately. He also reinvigorated 
ESPN ’ s productions with new ideas, new talent, and new approaches. 
But at the age of 35, in a career that was incomparable, he left ESPN 
and joined Washington Redskins owner Daniel Snyder, as the CEO 
of Red Zone, a fi rm that soon bought the amusement park chain Six 
Flags. So how did ESPN lose one of its most celebrated employees? 

 One problem that many successful organizations face is the lack of 
room at the top, and the accumulation of talented and highly prized 
lieutenants that can be poached by other fi rms. Every previous CEO at 
ESPN had moved on to something ostensibly larger or more lucrative 
after a number of intense years at the helm. Bodenheimer was different. 
He ’ d been at ESPN his entire career; a move to California with ABC 
or Disney had its challenges, given his young kids, parents in the area, 
and so on, and he still had much he wanted to accomplish in Bristol. 
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Shapiro, at number two, knew he wasn ’ t going to become number one 
any time soon. Furthermore, unlike many ambitious executives, Shapiro 
loves Bodenheimer, and did not want to see him leave the post where 
he has had enormous impact and success. 

 ESPN is fortunate to have the outlet with ABC and Disney. That 
was an excellent path for Bornstein, which allowed Bodenheimer to 
rise at ESPN. Likewise, when Bill Grimes was president of ESPN and 
Roger Werner had been in the number two spot for a few years, he 
made the shift to ABC in order to fi nd room to grow, before return-
ing to ESPN after Grimes left to run Univision. Perhaps a similar path 
would work for Shapiro? Disney interviewed Shapiro for the number 
two job at ABC Entertainment. Depending on who you ask, Shapiro 
either didn ’ t want or wasn ’ t offered the job. If he wasn ’ t offered it, 
Disney must have been banking on the idea that Shapiro loved sports 
too much to leave ESPN so quickly. In fact, Shapiro loved entertain-
ment and Hollywood as much as sports, and Dan Snyder ’ s enterprise 
satisfi ed those needs plus Shapiro ’ s own entrepreneurial urges. 

 When I asked Shapiro about his own motivations for leaving, it was 
that entrepreneurial freedom he talked about. As number two at ESPN, 
Shapiro had been in place during a particularly invigorating period 
during which ESPN obtained the rights to Monday Night Football, 
extended the contract with MLB, and got back NASCAR. However, 
Shapiro recognized the new challenge of success.  “ We ’ d spent so much 
getting those three properties that there wasn ’ t going to be as much left 
over to experiment with. And I ’ m not that. I ’ m not a maintenance guy. 
I looked at the future and I looked at the past. I ’ d had a real opportu-
nity at ESPN and been there for an incredible growth curve, and got 
rewarded in a terrifi c way. But I saw that the immediate future wasn ’ t 
going to be about the growth that I ’ d been lucky enough to participate 
in. ESPN is going to grow — don ’ t get me wrong. But they ’ re going to 
grow in bits and pieces as opposed to the quantum leaps. ”  So Shapiro, 
the kind of employee who fi t ESPN like a glove in a growth phase, 
wasn ’ t the kind to stick around for the consolidation, especially when 
there was little room at the top. 
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 It ’ s never easy losing top employees, though it ’ s also a fact of life. 
However, the leadership at ESPN has a lot of bench strength and stabil-
ity, indicating that talented executives remain committed to the organi-
zation and energized by the challenges. The consistency through the 
decades has been remarkable for an organization that has experienced 
so many ownership changes and has never relied on the steady hand of 
a founding CEO. ESPN has brought in few top executives from out-
side organizations. It promotes from within or across its partnership 
with Disney as much as possible. 

 ESPN is also not bedeviled by the problem of a founding CEO 
lurking in wait. The growth of Dell, Starbucks, and even Schwab, was 
driven by strong and creative founders who then supposedly passed the 
big chair to a successor. But when those organizations subsequently 
stumbled, the founders stepped back in, relieving investors, employ-
ees, and customers in the short term but creating uncertainty about 
the long term. The quest for the next, younger clone of the founder 
naturally results. ESPN has gone from leader to leader without falter-
ing. Each of those leaders was steeped in ESPN ’ s ways for years before 
they became the top executive. Fortunately for ESPN, this trend may 
continue, but it will be a challenge in the long term.  

  The Perils of Unexpected Competition 

 It ’ s a truism of modern business that you don ’ t always know where your 
toughest competitors are coming from. Motorola was on top of the 
world before a rubber boot and pulp paper company in Finland called 
Nokia got into the mobile phone business. Similarly, while mobile 
phone providers like Nokia, Motorola, BlackBerry, and Samsung com-
peted against each other, Apple jumped into the market and outgrew 
everyone. Particularly in information technology - related industries, 
innovation can quickly break paradigms that seem like they should last 
forever; and customers are just as quick to change their loyalties. 

 By launching itself as a 24 - hour cable channel broadcast on satel-
lite, ESPN upset the gravy train of the big three networks. For decades 
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they ’ d divided the sports spoils among them. Then ESPN changed the 
rules of television broadcasting and viewing. With its patchwork strat-
egy and its prominent brand, ESPN staked a powerful hold on that 
new marketplace, one that has yet to be successfully challenged. Turner 
tried and didn ’ t see it through. Fox Sports Network tried, and has cer-
tainly become a major player in sports television, but hasn ’ t threatened 
ESPN ’ s health. The most recent competitor, Comcast, has also taken 
on ESPN but has made far less headway than Fox. Some leaders like 
Bornstein and other key industry fi gures we spoke to believe that 
ESPN ’ s position is unassailable. The moat has been dug. The battle is 
over. The victory is fi nal. 

 So where will the revolutionary challenges come from? ESPN 
anticipated the threat of the Internet, got in early and skillfully, and 
made expanding its brand into cyberspace look easy. Likewise, ESPN 
was at the forefront of High Defi nition broadcasts and hasn ’ t allowed 
anyone else to stake a claim with better quality productions. The most 
recent trend is for leagues themselves, or for dominant sports franchises 
like the Yankees, to get into the broadcasting business. They own the 
content, so why shouldn ’ t they pipe it directly to fans and circumvent 
the middlemen like ESPN, Versus, or FSN? But those networks have 
struggled to rise above their images as corporate mouthpieces, just as 
they ’ ve struggled to develop programming that is compelling enough 
to bolster their games. If the mighty NFL is still fi ghting like hell for 
distribution with its network, headed by Steve Bornstein no less, than 
how can a lesser league, even as vaunted as MLB, pull it off? It ’ s diffi -
cult to see the day when we go to a hundred different channels for our 
sports events instead of just a few. 

 And yet, it seems inevitable that as digital technology expands and 
improves, viewership will splinter. ESPN was probably ahead of its 
time with Mobile ESPN, just as Apple was with its hand - held Newton. 
People will be watching their sports news and games on small gadgets 
wherever, whenever they like. Control of content and editing of what 
is consumed is migrating from producers ’  hands to consumers. The 
Wiki - fi cation of television is on the way. We might also go bigger and 
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broader in our spectacles. High defi nition broadcasts are nice, but three -
 dimensional broadcasts will be the new state - of - the - art. Soon, you might 
be able to watch the Superbowl in a movie theater, and the picture 
will be so realistic you feel like you ’ re on the fi eld. You might be able to 
watch the U.S. Open on a virtual reality screen in your family room. 

 Will ESPN remain at the forefront of that much technological 
change, willing to invest, take risks, be fi rst? The likelihood is good if it 
sticks to its serve fans mission. After all, sports itself, and the fascination 
with it, seems to be timeless. From the fi rst Olympics to the Roman 
Coliseum, sumo wrestling, jousting, to whatever it is we ’ re doing a 
hundred years from now. There will always be sports.  

  For the Fun of It 

 With so much to worry about, so many threats and critics, so much 
change, so much that goes into broadcasting even the simplest game, is 
it any wonder that Bodenheimer keeps asking the employees of ESPN, 
 “ Are you having fun? ”  

 ESPN has been a remarkable story. Consider its origins as the dream 
of a sports fanatic. Consider its revolutionary changes in the way sports 
were broadcast and the cable business was run. Think of how it estab-
lished a leadership core steeped in a strong culture. How it looked for 
scraps and cast - offs, then turned those programs into a wonderful tap-
estry. How it reinvented the ways in which sports were produced and 
changed television. How it kept the purse strings tight as a matter of 
operational discipline but loosened them wide when the opportuni-
ties were worth it. How it established and expanded its brand. How it 
not only survived a tumultuous ownership history but excelled through 
its ability to leverage partnerships. How it handled failure and mistakes 
without regret, embracing risk, change, and growth. By doing all that, 
ESPN has made the most money for the longest time, fulfi lling its rai-
son d ’  ê tre according to the measuring (or more accurately, pointer) stick 
Don Hurta applied. But I maintain that ESPN is still more than all that. 
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 There ’ s a spirit to the place and a sense of something special. It ’ s 
still there, and it brings a note of pride and a hint of strong emotion 
to the voices of the tough old salts I talked to as I wrote this book. 
Perhaps Dick Vitale, the ESPN announcer whose voice embodies 
NCAA basketball, put it best when he was enshrined in the Basketball 
Hall of Fame.  “ I ’ ve been stealing money talking about a game, getting 
paid. ”  The love of sport, the appreciation of camaraderie, the satisfac-
tion of creativity, energy, and success — that ’ s what Bodenheimer wants 
to preserve in the atmosphere at ESPN, and I must say, he is truly off the 
charts when it comes to EQ (Emotional Quotient) or as it is referred 
to in business parlance, Emotional Intelligence. As I stated in earlier 
chapters, he is as capable as any executive I ’ ve met. 

 The CEOs before him, especially Bornstein and Werner, dealt with 
very different challenges. There was a need for analytical sharpness and 
strategic acumen, pure, unadulterated IQ.  And the fun was easy. It came 
with the building up. Now, there ’ s a concern that the organization stay 
young at heart and enthusiastic — that ’ s the energy it taps for meeting 
new challenges. 

 Bodenheimer embodies the principle of management by walking 
around. He ’ s always in circulation, meeting senior leaders, managers, and 
employees. When he ’ s not physically connecting, he ’ s jotting notes, sending 
messages, checking in. I ’ ve gotten my share. They make you feel special. 
They invigorate your sense of loyalty and make you want to contribute 
more. I ’ ve read that Joe Torre, one of the greatest managers in baseball, 
does the same thing. It ’ s called checking the pulse. You need to understand 
what ’ s happening among the people you work with. It ’ s good for business, 
and it helps to percolate ideas to the top, but it ’ s also about enjoying the 
game. Ultimately, we relate sports to business so readily for those reasons. 
Work is not always fun or fulfi lling. There are times when Bodenheimer 
himself will admit that he ’ s a 6 on a scale of 10. But on balance, are you 
having fun? Is the work you ’ re doing bringing enjoyment to others? 

 At ESPN, more often than most organizations I ’ ve known, the 
answer is usually yes.                                
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 CHAPTER EIGHT KEY POINTS   
    “ Make as much money as you possibly can, for as long 
as you can ”   
 The profi t motive rules business for very healthy reasons. The 
current economic crisis taught many that you can make a lot 
of money in the short term, but if it is generated by a business 
model that fails to take into consideration long — term sustain-
ability, all parties will end up losing.  

    “ Take fun seriously ”   
 As a leader, make fun a business imperative. Fun is different for 
everyone, so empower people to identify, create, and exercise 
that which brings them joy in their work. Since the central 
good of any talent management program is to attract, retain, 
develop, and excite employees, realize that fun impacts all ele-
ments, and must therefore be taken very seriously.  

    “ Commit to leadership development, but realize you 
will lose some of your investments ”   
 All great institutions that are known for leadership develop-
ment (GE, McKinsey  &  Company, Goldman Sachs, P & G, etc.) 
inevitably know that they will lose star performers to others. 
Great leaders want to lead, and unfortunately, the farther one 
goes in an organization, the fewer the opportunities are for top 
leadership positions.  

   “ Success not only attracts competition, it intensifi es it ”   
A by - product of success is the attraction of fi erce competi-
tion. Look at the impact that Tiger Woods has had on the level 
of talent in the PGA. This point may seem obvious, but this is 
why you can never rest with your success.
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      Notes       

  Chapter 1: Turning Fanatics into Fans        
  1. A quote that some attribute to Palmer ’ s esteemed golfi ng colleague, Gary 

Player, but one that certainly fi ts golf, business, and life in general.   

  2. John Curand,  “ Taking Aim at Bristol, ”     Sports Business Journal , March 17, 2008.   

  3. Don Ohlmeyer, when speaking on HBO ’ s  Costas Now , April 29, 2008.   

  4. John Curand,  “ Taking Aim at Bristol, ”     Sports Business Journal , March 17, 2008. 

  Chapter 2: Think Like an Incumbent, Act Like a Challenger    

  1. Lisa Featherstone,  “ Wage Against the Machine, ”  June 27, 2008.  http://www
.slate.com/id/2194332/pagenum/all/#page_start  .

  Chapter 3: The Right Leader at the Right Time    

  1. Jon Meacham,  “ God, Politics, and the Joyful Warrior, ”     Newsweek , June 23, 
2008. 

  Chapter 4: Create Your Own Game    

  1. Craig Reiss,  “ John Walsh: The King of Cable Sports, ”     Cable World , August 
19, 2002. 
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  Chapter 5: Expand the Brand    

  1. In 2007, I heard Rome raving about Shapiro on his radio program, marveling 
about the rapid advance of a young kid behind the camera with a brash sense 
of command who ended up being everyone ’ s boss.   

  2. Don Ohlmeyer, when he was speaking on HBO ’ s  Costas Now  about changes 
he made to ABC ’ s Monday Night Football, described the attitude in the crassest 
terms as,  “ Fuck the fans. ”  In other words, fanatic sports viewers would tune 
in no matter what, but casual viewers needed special distractions and entice-
ments. ESPN never viewed it that way, but the anecdote articulates some-
thing about the diffi culty of balancing hard core and casual viewers when 
trying to achieve big ratings. 

  Chapter 6: Playing Well with Others    

  1. Stratford P. Sherman, Research Associate David Kirkpatrick. Capital Cities ’  
Capital Coup,  Fortune , April 15, 1985.  http://money.cnn.com/magazines/for-
tune/fortune_archive/1985/04/15/65799/index.htm    .

  2. An interview with Tom Murphy. August 4, 1995.  http://www.charlierose
.com/shows/1995/08/04/1/an - interview - with - tom - murphy    .

  3.  http://www.hbs.edu/entrepreneurs/pdf/tommurphy.pdf    .

  4. Brooks Barnes,  “ Disney and Pixar: The Power of the Prenup, ”  New York Times, 
June 1, 2008.           
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First SportsCenter set, 1979. Pictured on set are George Grande (L) and Bob Ley.
Source: ESPN.

SportsCenter’s modern set circa 2000. A behind-the-scenes look at ESPN’s 
SportsCenter with Trey Wingo at the desk.
Source: Rich Arden/ESPN 2000.
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Early ESPN camera at Iowa State. Signage circa 1980.
Source: ESPN.

Dick Vitale and Bob Ley on ESPN’s College Basketball Report.
Source:  Tom Ford.
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Early ESPN billboard on Route 229, Bristol, Connecticut, directly across the 
street from ESPN.
Source: ESPN. 

An ESPN cameraman is shown taping a sailboat during the America’s Cup race.
Source: ESPN.
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NFL fans above an ESPN HD banner at a 2003 NFL preseason game: New York 
Giants at New England Patriots.
Source: Rich Arden.

ESPN’s Monday Night Football truck at Giants Stadium, East Rutherford, New 
Jersey—August 2008.
Source: Lorenzo Bevilaqua.
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ESPN’s College GameDay at the Rose Bowl. (L to R) Mark May, Chris Fowler, 
Lee Corso, and Kirk Herbstreit—January 2006.
Source: Scott Clarke.

Anthony Smith with fellow V Foundation board members, sportscasters Lesley 
Visser (sports commentator, CBS and HBO) and Peggy Fleming Jenkins (ABC 
sports commentator, 1986 Olympic gold medalist in women’s fi gure skating), at 
the annual Wine Celebration in Napa Valley. 
Source: Author’s personal photograph.
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Anthony Smith and Steve Bornstein at the Super Bowl in San Diego, 1998. 
Bornstein took over as ESPN president in 1990. During his eight-year tenure, 
ESPN set out to become the worldwide leader in sports, or, as Bornstein put it in 
the ESPN values statement, “the premier sports channel.”
Source: Author’s personal photograph.

ESPN CEO George Bodenheimer and Anthony Smith at the 25th anniversary 
party in NYC. Bodenheimer took over as president of ESPN in 2003. In 
Bodenheimer’s era, the strategic mission changed somewhat to refl ect both 
Bodenheimer’s passion to preserve the corporate culture and ESPN’s new 
circumstances.
Source: Author’s personal photograph.
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SportsCenter  veterans, Bob Ley and Chris Berman, join Bill Creasy, the fi rst head 
of programming for ESPN, and Anthony Smith at the 25th anniversary party in 
New York. 
Source: Author’s personal photograph.

Satellite dishes at ESPN’s headquarters in Bristol, Connecticut. When satellite 
communications became available, ESPN snatched them up, mere weeks before 
the bigger competitors caught on. ESPN elected to go with satellite broadcasting 
and went national and 24 hour.
Source: Author’s personal photograph.
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ESPN’s campus in Bristol, Connecticut.
Source: Author’s personal photograph.

ESPN presidents at the ESPN 25th Anniversary—New York City, September 
2004. (L to R—Back) Bill Rasmussen, William Grimes, Chet Simmons. (Front) 
Roger Werner, Steve Bornstein, George Bodenheimer.
Source: Author’s personal photograph.

bins.indd   8bins.indd   8 7/29/09   3:01:35 PM7/29/09   3:01:35 PM



Thirty years ago, TV sports coverage was produced 

as a sidebar unworthy of serious news time. Game 

highlights, such as they were, usually consisted 

of scores and brief recaps crammed into a few minutes 

between news and weather on your local television 

channel. That all changed when Bill Rasmussen, an 

unemployed sports announcer in 1979, and a group 

of committed sports junkies in Bristol, Connecticut, 

decided to lease unwanted satellite time to broadcast 

some local college sports and minor league hockey 

games. They called their organization the Entertainment 

& Sports Programming Network which we know today 

as ESPN, the most powerful and prominent name in 

sports media, with twenty-seven satellite dishes feeding 

more than 97 million subscribers. How did Connecticut 

become the center of the sports universe?

ESPN The Company tells the fascinating story of 

how ESPN managed to sustain its growth, innovation, 

and brand in a highly competitive and rapidly evolving 

marketplace. Based on over twenty years of consulting 

inside ESPN, Smith provides the reader with fi rsthand 

observations, experiences, and research, which reveals 

for the fi rst time an inside look and feel for the type of 

organizational psychology and culture that exists at all 

levels of ESPN. The authors detail four distinct stages in 

the company’s development that the company has gone 

through illuminating how ESPN’s business decisions 

and accomplishments can be understood in the context 

of the company’s evolution. We ultimately learn that at 

the heart of ESPN’s success is one astoundingly simple 

principle: serve fans.

After each chapter, the authors share the lessons 

learned at ESPN about launching and growing a wildly 

successful enterprise—all the while enhancing economic 

and human value. The lessons are rich and applicable 

anywhere, and if you’re a fan of business, competition, or 

sports, you’ll enjoy reading and learning from this book.

JACKET DESIGN: PAUL MCCARTHY

AUTHOR PHOTOGR APH: KEVIN M. CONNORS

$29.95 C AN
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“ Any sports fanatic can appreciate what ESPN has done for sports viewing. 
ESPN: The Company provides keen insights into the business plan, leadership, and 
passion that dramatically changed the scope of sports television.”  

— T. BOONE PICKENS, legendary entrepreneur and 2008 National Football Foundation Distinguished 

American Award winner

“ The enormous success of ESPN did not happen by chance. The story and lessons 
of the powerful vision, decision-making, leadership, and corporate culture are all 
captured in Dr. Smith’s very compelling book. Truly a must-read!” 

— MIKE KRZYZEWSKI, “COACH K,” head basketball coach, Duke University and Gold Medal Winning 

United States Olympic Team, 2008, author of several bestselling books, including The Gold Standard: 

Building a World-Class Team

“ ESPN The Company is a winner! It’s a wildly entertaining book that teaches the 
fundamentals of the game better than any business book on the market. If you 
want to know how to build a successful franchise and how to keep loyal fans 
coming back day after day, you have to read this book.”

— JIM KOUZES, award-winning coauthor of the bestselling book, The Leadership Challenge, 

The Dean’s Executive Professor of Leadership, Santa Clara University

“ This book is for anyone who ever wondered how ESPN created, nurtured, battled, 
and branded what has become the worldwide leader in sports.  Dr. Smith, a leading 
expert himself, shares the secrets of ESPN’s success and presents the game plan 
for how, as he says, ‘to think like an incumbent, act like a challenger.’ ” 

— LESLEY VISSER, award-winning sportscaster and the first and only woman enshrined into 

the Pro Football Hall of Fame

“ When Michael Eisner presciently called ESPN ‘the crown jewel of ABC,’ he may 
just as well have been referring to Dr. Anthony F. Smith.  Amidst the multitudes 
of management consultants out there, Tony is one of the precious few able to cut 
through the clutter and platitudes to deliver smart, strategic, and practical advice 
about leadership and organizational performance.” 

— JAMES M. CITRIN, Senior Director, Spencer Stuart, author of several bestselling books, including 

The Dynamic Path  

“If you love the business of sports, or the sport of business, you’ll love this book.”
—LAWRENCE F. PROBST III, Chairman of the United States Olympic Committee and Chairman of Electronic Arts

$24.95 U SA
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