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Erik Averill (00:16):
Hey, everyone, welcome back to The Athlete CEO Podcast. I am your host, Erik Averill, and I'm joined alongside my cohost and brother, Brandon Averill. We are the co-founders of AWM Capital, where we partner with our clients to unlock the full potential of their wealth for maximum impact. And one of the main things that we believe at AWM is that the greatest driver of your net worth is yourself, it's something called your human capital. And so this podcast, The Athlete CEO Podcast, is dedicated to bringing you the knowledge, the skills and access to world-class experts to help you unlock the full potential of your human capital.
Erik Averill (00:56):
And so today, we have the privilege to sit down with one of the leading experts when it comes to sports journalism, the business around sports, marketing, branding, the senior vice president and general manager of The Athletic, Evan Parker. Evan, welcome to the podcast.
Evan Parker (01:19):
Thanks for having me guys. Erik, you should do my intro into every call. That makes me sound much more impressive than I think I am.
Erik Averill (01:25):
Hey, I'm here for the pump-up sessions. Anytime you need me to lead off a Zoom call, I'm here for you. But truly, we're excited to have this conversation because The Athletic, the importance of your company in the world of sports could not be understated. In a world where we saw sports journalism and individuals being laid off, you guys have really doubled down on bringing true sports journalism back to the industry. And so it's just an iconic company that we're excited to be around. We'd just love to hear, what is your day to day role and what're you doing at The Athletic?
Evan Parker (02:08):
I sit on our content operations side of the house, and it's really overseeing the business of our newsroom, and how, we've got 350 plus writers and editors, what are they working on? How are we making sure that their time is spent in the best way to satisfy our subscribers, to find new subscribers? How do we give them the right tools so they can do their jobs? We want our writers and our editors to think every day about the content that they're creating and not the business stuff behind it, the operational stuff behind it. So that's what my team and I spend our time working on and hoping to give them every tool that they need to be successful.
Evan Parker (02:42):
Our business is based on hiring the best possible writers in the world and giving them as much latitude as possible to write the best possible work to entertain and educate sports fans, and so the less they have to think about anything other than hunting down the right story, breaking news, finding the tidbits that make sports fans fall in love with the game, the better off we'll be, and my team and I and the others at our headquarters group can worry about the boring stuff.
Erik Averill (03:11):
Wow, I love the analogy. What went through my mind is, your writers are kind of like the players on the field, and you're the front office and you're running the operations. And one of the things we talk a lot about with our clients, or just in general, you're actually running the business. I understand you have a team that's helping you do that. But it's a very interesting thing that we like to demystify for athletes, a lot of times using baseball as an example. This is a $10.6 billion industry, these are billion-dollar organizations or teams that are functioning with some of the most intelligent, savvy business individuals in the front office.
Erik Averill (03:52):
And that's where I want to bring that to the forefront of this conversation, is for our athletes to learn really taking their role off of the field of not having to think about anything and to dive into this conversation of understanding the business dynamics of being a professional athlete. Before we really dive into the athlete, I would just love to hear... Some of the things I've read online is how you've been so strategic of choosing your guys' revenue or partnership models of making the comments, it's choosing the right partners, you're not going to just slap banner ads all over your guys' website.
Erik Averill (04:30):
Can you talk about how you approach who you guys partner with and how you guys are making those business decisions?
Evan Parker (04:37):
Sure. We're lucky. Our business model is subscription-based. A writer goes out there and they write stories that people want to read, and people are going to subscribe because of that story. And if we do that well, the revenue from our subscription-based business should be the number one thing that matters to the company, the number one revenue driver for us. If we're going to go out and do partnerships, it has to be something that is beneficial to the greater business goal, which is driving subscriptions. We're not going to go do a deal that gets in the way of us selling to subscriber to join The Athletic, we're not going to get in the way of the subscribers' experience.
Evan Parker (05:11):
And so, if you're somebody who consumes a lot of sports content, you're probably used to going to various websites and having auto-play videos and banner ads pop up and brands that pop into your feed that may not make sense from a sports standpoint. And we're lucky, we don't have to do that. If we're going to go do a partnership, we want to enhance everything that we're offering to our subscribers and enhance the offering to our writers, to give them the tools that they need to do the best work. So for us, it's finding partners that are endemic to the space, betting partners that you could take a look at that and say, "Okay, yeah, that's a revenue driver."
Evan Parker (05:45):
Sure, but it also helps us create good content, because at the end of the day, sports fans, a lot of them bet, that's a world that's exploding, a lot of money coming into it, but certainly a lot of interest. During the NFL season, you can't tell me that it's not a good story to read about who's likely to win a game, what's the over-under going to be? Who's going to do well on the field? It can help you with your fantasy team and it can just help you enjoy the game itself. I live in California, you're not allowed to legally bet online here, but I still want to know, for every event that I'm going to watch, who's likely to win? And what's going to happen on it?
Evan Parker (06:16):
And so betting has a way to enhance content without actually needing somebody to actually put a dollar down. So that's the deal that we look at and say, "This actually makes our business better for the reader, regardless of whether or not we're making money off of it, we're going to be writing about this stuff anyways." Ticketing deals, the same sort of thing. We have a deal with a company called ViaSat, they provide internet access in airplanes. So if you're flying from... I know you're LA based, you're flying from here to Chicago for a meeting, and you're sitting on an American Airlines jet and you want to read your sports app, you can get it for free while you're on American through the ViaSat deal, and you can read The Athletic.
Evan Parker (06:52):
For us, that's just getting our product into more hands. And so as we look to do deals, what makes sense for our brand? What makes sense for our subscriber? What makes sense for the product that we built? And try to find as many partners like that just enhance that whole thing. And if we can make revenue off it, amazing, but our end game here is making sure that our current subscribers never leave and the new people find out about The Athletic, sign up, engage with us, stay a long time. So you're unlikely to find like the Subway Footlong Sandwich Play of the Day, and have some brand that get shoved in there that you're like, "This makes no sense. This has nothing to do with the content."
Evan Parker (07:29):
Luckily, we don't have that pressure. I know a lot of other brands that don't have the subscription revenue have to do deals like that in order to drive their revenue. Right now, that's not our reality, and so the more that we can focus on the core product, the more we can focus on the content and build partnerships that support that, the better off we'll be.
Brandon Averill (07:46):
I think that's really fascinating too. And I'd love to hear you go with that a little bit when you guys have obviously been very thoughtful around the brand that you've developed, you've taken a stance. It's the subscription-based model when that's quite a bit different than the industry had been. And a lot of our athletes, a lot of our clients, they want to build a brand, they want to put something out there. So I guess a couple things, maybe when you take it to an individual or just thinking through The Athletic lens, like building a brand, what would you say are some of the most important things when, if they are fortunate to be in a position like you guys where...
Brandon Averill (08:28):
Most of these people don't need the revenue right away, so they can be a little more thoughtful, maybe a little more patient. They don't have to take every little ad and litter their profile with ads, or even you think the simple Instagram posts, they don't have to take every $1,000 post out there, they can be a little more thoughtful about it. I wonder if you could share what your advice would be to people that are actually building that reputation.
Evan Parker (08:56):
Yeah. Brandon, I think that's a really good analogy. I look at ourselves like an athlete in the sense that if an athlete is making money off of their contract, then the deals that they should do outside of that should just be things that they want to do to enhance their brand, to give them extra cash, certainly, but it should be stuff that fits in with the brand that they're trying to cultivate or what they want to do with their free time. For us, because we have that subscription revenue, we have an ability to go find partners that enhance our subscription business like it's our revenue from being on contract as an athlete.
Evan Parker (09:27):
Before I joined The Athletic, I worked eight years at NASCAR, and there's no sport on earth that is more closely aligned from a partnership standpoint than NASCAR is. The teams, because of the revenue pressure on the teams, they'll go out and they'll do deals with businesses that are willing to spend a good amount of money with them. It doesn't always mean it's a good brand fit. So you could have somebody who's out there and they've got a heavy equipment company on their shirt or a mortgage company on their shirt or something like that. And you know it's not something that they necessarily attach themselves to and isn't necessary part of what NASCAR is.
Evan Parker (10:05):
But the brands that ended up getting the most out of it, the deals that I always saw, that I felt like were the most performative on that side were the ones where the athlete interacted with the company. Kyle Busch drives for the 18 M&M's Toyota. I think he's got a kid, his kid eats candy, Kyle eats candy, it fits. And that's something that I always think if you're an athlete and you have the ability to pick and choose who you work with, you should be looking for brands that you would interact with. Because if you're trying to build a brand, authenticity is the thing that matters the most.
Evan Parker (10:38):
So if I use this product and I can look at my fans in the eye and say, "I use this product," people are going to believe it, I think they're going to be receptive towards it, the brand's going to get the value they want out of it, they're going to want to do more deals with you. If you're just taking every dollar that comes, then it's going to diminish the ones that actually matter to you, the ones that you believe in. And it'll make you, I think, a little harder for you to find the brands that you truly care about, believe in.
Evan Parker (11:01):
And I think it's easier said than done. If you're looking at cash and somebody is like, "Hey, we're going to give you a bunch of money for an Instagram post to say, 'You eat these hair growing vitamins or whatever, these gummies,'" maybe I would take it too if I got that offer. But the athletes that are able to say no to that stuff and say, "You know what? I care about my brand. I'm trying to cultivate this brand for the longterm. I want to have longevity. I'm playing the long game. I want the bigger deals that come because they make sense for me. And I don't have the pressure of having to go do every $1,000 deal because I have revenue coming in through other things, my contract, or whatever."
Evan Parker (11:35):
The more people can say no to that and be disciplined, I think the better off they're going to be long-term in terms of building a brand getting really big deals that fit what they're interested in.
Brandon Averill (11:46):
I think, yeah, that's huge. Erik, I'll let you jump in a sec, but one question coming out of that, I think would be interesting is, they're building this brand, and that all is applicable to making themselves very valuable to the sponsors. I'm also curious, you guys have the end reader, that's the person that drives a lot of the value as well too, the sponsor. Have you seen any trends? What are people really resonating with? And if you were an athlete, maybe even break it up, individual sport versus a team sport athlete, what are readers wanting to see from journalists or from athletes? How much of, is it their lives, is it their opinions? What are you guys seeing as far as trends out there?
Evan Parker (12:36):
Personal interest stories where you get to know the athlete beyond the game always matters, especially for sports where somebody is wearing a helmet. If you're talking about the NFL, if you're talking about motor sports, things like that, you don't really get that personal connection with an athlete like you do in baseball or basketball or golf, some of those individual sports. And I think it's always harder to connect. You've got people in the NFL, the Tom Brady types that can go do 1,000 deals and it doesn't matter, but the average player or whatever, it's 53 men on a roster, a lot of those guys are completely anonymous to people outside of the hardcore fan.
Evan Parker (13:13):
They can walk down the street and somebody, other than the fact that they're probably enormous, may not know that they're a professional athlete. And so for us, it's finding those interesting stories about somebody's life, what they like to do outside of the field, how they approach their workouts, how they approach practice, how they approach playing, their past, their interests outside of those things. That personal interest piece always works for us from a content standpoint. But I think it's also how you can resonate with the fans and resonate with consumers.
Evan Parker (13:42):
If you're able to connect to them something other than your 40-yard dash time or how high you jump, you need something else for people to want to go buy your gear. And using Tom Brady as an example. Sure, he's one of the best, if not the best quarterback football players, athletes to ever live, but I think what makes him unique is the fact that he's able to relate to people, that he's able to show himself. I was joking about Subway, but there's a Subway commercial running all the time now where the end bit is Brady joking about how whole we eat bread because it's commercial.
Evan Parker (14:13):
And I think that gives people this side of him that makes him relatable, that makes him interesting, that makes them want to say, "Well, Tom Brady does this, that's cool." And you have to take people behind the curtain. The athletes that just approach everything like, "This is a job. I'm just going to say my piece and get out of here. Whatever the line is in the commercial, I'm going to read it and I'm going to move on." If you haven't shown your personality, if you haven't shown your authentic self, it's really, really difficult for people to care about you beyond your stat line.
Erik Averill (14:41):
Very, very, very helpful. One of the things, in it's still staying on this trend, you working in partnerships and the experience at NASCAR, and I think I had heard on a previous podcast that you'd maybe worked at an agency previously. One of the things that us being business owners realize is business is done when there's a value exchange. And a lot of times when we talk to our athletes that are maybe frustrated with the lack of deals coming in, we like to ask them a question, "Well, what value are you providing to your partners?"
Erik Averill (15:22):
I would love to hear your opinion or advice on, for an athlete, what does it mean to be a good partner? And what are things that they could do to start to build a reputation and probably relationships for being known as a great partner, that it's not just a money exchange for an Instagram post?
Evan Parker (15:45):
I love the question. When I was agency side, when I was at NASCAR, I spent a lot of time working with athletes on brand deals and with brand partners. And you can always tell the ones that care, the ones that truly believe in the partnership, the ones that use the product, the ones that actually want to do more partnerships and don't feel like it's a nuisance to them to have to show up to a TV set for a commercial shoot or for a photo shoot or whatever. It's that simple, you have to care. You have to understand that these people are paying you money, and so you've got to do the song and dance a little bit, you have to act like you want to be there, and that it's not a nuisance to you to show up for somebody to hand over a check for what's really a pretty easy day work.
Evan Parker (16:24):
The amount of times that I did deals with athletes that they'd show up and they'd just be a pain in the ass from the minute they got there until the minute they left, and you wonder, "Why am I paying you money? Or why are we giving you all this cash to do something when you clearly don't want to be here?" Most athletes don't have that ability, they're not such big names that they can come in and be jerks and people are going to be so thankful for their time and then want to do another deal with them. It's just not the reality of it.
Evan Parker (16:46):
And the athletes that are easy to work with, that are excited, that when they show up, they're like, I want to be here. Oh yeah, we can take an extra two minutes to do another take because that one wasn't perfect. Or I'm going to go talk to the CMO's kid and sign a few autographs and go and work the room and make people feel valued." A lot of these deals at the end of the day are not just for the consumer, but they're the people who are involved there, want partners that they like to work with, they want to feel that connection. Every time when I was on the agency side, we'd bring our clients out to these shoots.
Evan Parker (17:18):
The people who are going to be paying the money, signing the checks, you're like, "Come on out, sit down there in video village, watch the shoot go on and just be a part of this thing." And you want the athlete to come over there and act like they give, act like they actually want to be there. And the ones that did, the athletes, and I've got a list in mind of people that I've worked with over the years that you're like, "You know what, that person, if I ever get to recommend a deal to be done for this client," or when I was at NASCAR, if there was an athlete that we worked with and we had a choice and said, "You can look at all the guys in the garage. Who are we to do this assignment with?"
Evan Parker (17:50):
You say, "Well, that guy is always easy to work with. He's always a pleasure. People always like him. He's going to make us look good. He's going to make the client feel happy. And he's also going to sell whatever the product is." Everybody can sell the product. You get a production company out there, take photos, give a good script. It doesn't really matter who's on the other end of the thing, what sets the good athletes apart from just the okay ones are the ones that go that extra step and really want to develop a relationship.
Evan Parker (18:15):
And I also know through my career, a lot of athletes who as their careers started to dwindle kept getting deals, because the people on the other end were like, "You know what, that person is somebody I want to work with, that person is going to come here, give their all, and I know we're going to get the best out of them. So we're going to keep giving them deals. We're going to keep doing these PSA's because at the end of the day, this person is going to bring it for us, versus these other people who might be more relevant, but frankly could be a pain in the ass or really not do what we need them to do in order to be successful."
Erik Averill (18:45):
As a follow-up question, where you sit in your role in the front office, the business, you're probably not handing out dollars or partnerships based off of some affinity, there's analytics, there's business sound principles behind it. I think one of the things that athletes are coming to the realization of is their competition isn't necessarily the guy across the field from him for that marketing deal, it's the influencers, it's really anybody today. Can you talk a little bit about what type of, I guess, business awareness or education, if you were sitting down with an athlete who's thinking through this, how do they find their niche? What are the ways that they've got to deal with this reality of just being an athlete?
Erik Averill (19:41):
Yes, it's going to produce some opportunities, but it's probably not going to make you that valuable in today's sports economy.
Evan Parker (19:49):
It's a great question. And competition today is different than it's ever been before. You'd say, "Oh, The Athletic, your competition is ESPN and CBS and Bleacher Report." No, it's those guys, but it's everybody with a TikTok account, it's The New York Times, it's going to the movies if you're able to do that. It's anything that takes your time and attention, anything that takes your money because we're all competing for the same finite resources. Every human being has got 24 hours in the day, everybody's got a certain amount of dollars in their pocket, and every single decision, they're not just comparing you with something else that's similar. Like the old days you'd say, "Well, like a Ford, the competition for a Ford is a Chevy or a Toyota."
Evan Parker (20:28):
I guess if you're just looking for a car, that's true, but if you're saying, "I've got money to spend and I got time to dedicate to something, you're comparing that dollar and that minute with everything else that that dollar a minute can go towards. And I think for athletes, you see often athletes, if you look at their feeds, that they're only posting about brand deals. You could tell that they've got somebody holding their phone or that they've been told, somebody in their ears saying, "Hey, you've got to make sure that put out that sponsored thing and it says ad."
Evan Parker (20:57):
That's fine if that's how you want to operate your own channels, but the ones that I always gravitate towards to and the ones that I think have the best ability to generate revenue for themselves long-term are the ones that are always showing their personality, who are always active, especially now. Content is something that an athlete can create and monetize on their own. As much as I want them to be sending all their good stories through us, as much as I want our writers to be breaking every piece of news, they have access to a lot of people. LeBron James with his phone can put out a tweet that will be seen by more people than if he goes to ESPN and he asks them do a piece on him for SportsCenter. It's just the reality of it.
Evan Parker (21:36):
And so athletes have to know that they've got this power, but the only way that they can access or harness that power in the biggest way is if they're always creating content that people are interested in. When I say content, I don't mean getting a big shoot, going on with hair and makeup and a script. It's just, "This is what I'm doing now. Oh, I thought this was interesting. Check out this video that somebody else did that I loved. That game was great." It's just interacting with people and making them feel like that they have this connection with you, because you're in their phone and you're talking to them all the time.
Evan Parker (22:01):
So the fans out there feeling like, "I got this access to LeBron James," or whoever it is that's out there. That's really, really powerful, and athletes that don't take advantage of that, but then want to get deals on the side, I feel like you're giving away the one thing that can make you incredibly valuable. It's not what you're doing on the field, it's how you're interacting with people. Grow that platform, grow that engagement, talk to people all the time, and then when you do have something to sell them, they're going to pay attention.
Brandon Averill (22:28):
Yeah, I think that's so valuable. I'm curious, as we often hear when you go... You've brought this up several times in the conversation so far, and I don't know that you use this word, but strategy. And so often when we meet with the athlete, it's like, "Oh, I want a brand, I want a logo. Let's get the logo going, let's get the colors going. I need these assets to be able to put the social," which is violating the rules that you just talked about. I'm curious, what advice you would give, all that stuff seems like it's secondary, it needs to be more strategy.
Brandon Averill (23:05):
What advice would you give to an athlete? What are the starting points to figure out, I guess, what is the purpose of this? Why am I doing it? How do I build out a strategy? Do you have any advice on what they should be considering as they start that process?
Evan Parker (23:22):
Yeah. When I was at NASCAR, we worked with an agency on some of our influencer work, and they had this saying that you have to do your social media workout every day. So just like an athlete knows that they've got to run their sprints and they've got to lift the weights and they've got to stretch, you have to approach social media in the same way. You wake up every day and you look at your feed, you should interact with a few posts, you should comment on a few things, you should post something, and you should respond to a couple of fans.
Evan Parker (23:50):
And every single day, you just say to yourself, "All right, Evan, I know I've got to go out there and I've got to do two hours' worth of lifting and endurance training, and I've got to stretch and I've got to go get my massage and my treatment, but I also have to do these things. I'm going to do them periodically throughout the day." It could be scheduled. The fan on the other end doesn't know how formulized all of this is, but you have to have that approach that this is part of your job.
Evan Parker (24:16):
And if you do that every day and you just get in the habit of, I wake up and I'm going to spend 10 minutes on my social platforms, and I'm going to engage with X number of things, I'm going to respond to X number of fans. I'm going to post something at this cadence, it then becomes second nature. And by that point, you're starting to build this relationship with people. And you're starting to get into the algorithm if you're talking about Instagram, and if you're talking about Facebook, it's about the algorithm.
Evan Parker (24:40):
It's not just about you posting every day. If you post and nobody sees it, it doesn't matter. So how do I make sure people are going to engage with me? I want them to comment on my stuff. I want them to be debating in the comments about what I just posted, and commenting, and commenting, people liking my stuff and sharing it. And the only way to do that is to be purposeful for it. And I think also athletes reminding themselves that they need to engage with a couple of those fans and getting in there and responding to somebody every once in a while and re-tweeting somebody or shouting somebody out.
Evan Parker (25:08):
You don't have to do it to everybody. You can have five million people following you, it's not like you have to do that five million times, but every time you do it, all those other followers notice and they feel like you're relatable and that you care and that you're paying attention. And I think that's the biggest thing. You want everybody who's following you to just assume that you're reading what they say, it doesn't mean you have to engage with all of them, but that you are paying attention, that it's not an agency running it. It's not a manager running, and it's not a brand guy or your cousin, it's the athlete, and it's their authentic voice.
Evan Parker (25:36):
And I think if people can do that, it opens themselves up to more deals, but it also then starts to feel natural. They actually start to enjoy it because they build these relationships and this cadence that can be addicted because you're now interacting with people who really care about you and want you to be in their lives. It's not something that, I know you guys are athletes, it's not something I see much. Nobody's waiting for me to post on my Twitter feed, I got whatever, how many people are following me. Nobody cares. If I go silent, they won't notice. But if a professional athlete goes silent, that's important to them.
Evan Parker (26:06):
And so I think athletes today, not everybody can be Kevin Durant and create the Boardroom. Not everybody can be Steph Curry. We've got a lot of these people who are now creating their own production companies. There are only a handful of people in every sport who have the ability to do that. So the rest of the athletes, if you're not going to go out there and create your own production company, then you have your own production company in your hand at all times, and it's an iPhone. Create stuff, talk to people about things. You can do that every single day, and that's the most valuable thing.
Evan Parker (26:34):
It's something that didn't exist even five years ago in the same way that it does now. If you look at all these big names, imagine how big, we talk about Michael Jordan and guys like that. Imagine how big they'd be today if they had the ability to interact with people. I think Michael Jordan may have just given the middle finger to social media regardless, but a lot of big name athletes in the past, couldn't even scratch the surface of what mediocre athletes can do today by building up their brands.
Erik Averill (27:00):
There's a lot of different avenues. I would love to take that. One of the things I hit on was just the professionalism that I think, as you said, putting this into your daily routine or your daily cadence for your social media workout is what we try to talk to our clients a lot about is you are a professional athlete because of the skillset you have and the work ethic of what you do on the field, to translate that success off the field in the world of business, there are things that you need to do. I joke around with our shared friend, Mr. E.J. who is our chief marketing officer.
Erik Averill (27:42):
And he comes from this professional world, and he's getting an introduction to the athlete who no shows on you, cancels the meeting. It's supposed to be you're revealing something really important, and they call you from the car and they've got 15 minutes when it should be an hour dedicated. And I think that that's just a really important thing to talk about is, if you want to be taken serious, there are shared best practices of being a business professional. That was just a side note for the listener.
Erik Averill (28:14):
But one of the things I'm interested specifically for the athletic that I find fascinating, here, I read all of these breaking stories and you guys really seem to be the authority on the athlete, yet talking to our clients. It doesn't even dawn on them to ever even try to develop a relationship with someone at the athletic. Is that taboo? It's this interesting relationship between the athletes and the media, how it's historically been done in the Clubhouses and these types of things, you used to have to hire a production company, now I've got it on my phone.
Erik Averill (28:54):
We live in a world where you can just reach out and network with anybody. Should athletes have relationships with your writers?
Evan Parker (29:04):
Yeah. I'd be curious what our writers and editors would say to that answer. There's might be a little bit different than how I would frame it. Obviously, our integrity is paramount, so we're never going to be able to write something because somebody is feeding us information to get us to write a certain thing in a certain way. We lose all credibility if we do that, and everything else we're trying to build goes out the door if you don't feel like you can read the athletic and get the true take on things. We have to hold people to task.
Evan Parker (29:30):
So you can be have a good relationship with an athlete, but if they play poorly on the field, you have to call them on it. We have to say that they played poorly. But we have writers in our newsroom have really, really strong professional relationships with athletes. They're not out there in each other's poker games and flying on vacation with each other, but they get along really well, they trust each other. They talk a lot about things that don't always make it into the athletic about things, "Hey, let's just talk about life and get to know each other off the record."
Evan Parker (29:59):
And I think those are relationships that can be really valuable. And more often than not, our writers are writing about what's going on in the field, on the pitch, on the court, whatever. But if they develop a good relationship with an athlete and the athlete says, "Hey, I got this idea, I've got this new business I'm starting to launch. I've got this partnership that I'm excited about." It's a lot easier to go to a writer that you have a relationship with and pitch them on something that benefits you as an athlete, as a business person, if you built that relationship before based on just being courteous to them in the locker room when they're asking questions up there in post-game and stuff like that.
Evan Parker (30:36):
And so athletes that can build that relationship are able to leverage writers, not just the athletic, but every other sports media company in the world. It's good to know who's writing the articles about you, because people are reading them. And it's such a valuable mechanism for you to get your message out if you've got somebody that is able to write things that you can trust that they'll say it in the right way, you can trust that they're going to treat it the right way. They're not your PR firm, they're not going to do everything you say, but it's hard to go and pitch one of our writers about this business idea that you have when they're in the locker room asking you about how you played last night, you give them the middle finger and you turn your back.
Erik Averill (31:15):
Yeah. This might be a controversial question, PR firms. Here's the one thing you'll learn about Brandon and I is, we become more direct about things the more we're in this. So many sports agencies say we do marketing, say we do PR. They don't do marketing, they don't do PR. It's really, they answer the phone call and they accept the inbound calls that are coming in from the players associations, the leagues, they're just traditional deals.
Erik Averill (31:47):
Even when you look at some of these iconic athletes and they list out all their endorsements, you're like, "Those are all within the box. There's not a lot of creativity out of there." If you were telling a player or even speaking to an agent, that's not to say critique all agencies, I've had some incredible conversations with agents that are trying to figure out how to innovate, with the new NISL stuff that is showing up, totally going to disrupt their business of how they recruit athletes through the amateur model, they're trying to innovate and really answer this question, what should we be providing from a platform and an expertise to the athlete?
Erik Averill (32:27):
So this question is helpful for both the agency trying to innovate, and for the athlete. If you're building out your front office or your marketing branding, PR division, who are the important players that they should have access to?
Evan Parker (32:44):
I've said authenticity multiple times, and it's the truth. A PR firm, and I worked at a PR firm, if they send a press release to a bunch of people trying to pitch a story, is less compelling than one of our writers seeing something on an athlete's social feeds and saying, "Hey, that would be a good story." Nobody really wants to be pitched. On occasion, certainly, you're going to get a pitch that's like, "Oh, I never thought of that. That's great. I'd love to write about it." But what writers on our end want is exclusivity on something. They want access that they wouldn't have otherwise.
Evan Parker (33:14):
They want something that is different than what the person at home knows about that athlete. And if I'm a team, if I'm an agency, I'm trying to figure out ways to get my athletes, just to create more content, be more present, so that brands come calling to me, writers come calling, production companies come calling. Just make these guys present and make their feeds so full of themselves, full of life, full of the content that athletes need to be creating in order to create their own brand.
Evan Parker (33:42):
And if you're able to do that, you don't need to send the press release and say, "Hey, we got this pitcher, it has this personal services agreement that we would really like want you to write about," it's that they're able to broker those relationships on their own. And I think a lot of these agencies are getting wise to it that they know that it's not about just sending the press release, it's not about treating everything in the same way. 2005, when I was starting out on the agency front, it was media alerts, "We're going to have this person or this thing that's going to be at this time. And come on and ask the questions."
Evan Parker (34:15):
It's less like that because now the athlete can go and say all those things to just as many, if not more people through their phones, through their own channels, and you're just trying to help, give the athlete the ammo that they need, the structure that they need, the guidance to say the right thing, to say it in the right way, to take care of their partners and to make sure that people are going to see them on the other end. You almost want people to now be more of a counselor and helping the athlete do more on their own.
Evan Parker (34:43):
You said it the outset, there's nobody who's going to care about the athlete as much as the athlete themselves, not their agents, not you guys, nobody. The athlete is the best asset that they can be for themselves. And so you want to have a good team around you, you want people who can tell you, "Hey, do this, don't do that. This is a better way to do it. Think about this," whatever. That's all valuable. But the most valuable piece is what the athlete can do on their own, and that's interact with people, interact with brands authentically, create a bigger mouthpiece, a bigger funnel that they can go out there and leverage that people are just throwing money at them because they realized, "Hey, this person is doing something interesting."
Evan Parker (35:19):
I look at the Olympics going on and Simone Biles and mental health and everything, this is somebody who could have gotten any brand deal in the world just based on her performance and what she's done as an athlete. And then now she's opened herself up by talking about her personality, things that are true to her and authentic to her in a different way. And I guarantee you that brands that weren't thinking about Simone Biles last week are thinking about her today and are going to be reaching out to her.
Evan Parker (35:47):
And that's not because she had a PR firm, it's not because she's got a big agency behind her or a brand team, is because she just did what was authentic. She's creating content on our own channels, she's speaking from the heart, she's relating to people in a big way. And that's what consumers at home want. They want that relationship. They don't want just some big name athlete in ivory tower saying, "Buy this car, eat this sandwich." I think that kind of stuff doesn't work as well anymore is feeling like, "Hey, that athlete understands me.
Evan Parker (36:14):
"They're like me, I respect them, I want to be them, I want to be like them, whatever. And when they pitch me something and now I feel this connection to them, and I'm much more likely to go buy that product."
Erik Averill (36:25):
Very, very, very helpful. Well, I want to be sensitive to time. I have one last question for you. And of course, we'd love for you to think about too, if there's anything you think the athlete absolutely needs to hear, but this is more just a question of where you see the puck going in general in the sports industry of sitting at such an important obviously, media company that you guys are. There's been questions of popularity, of sports and viewership, and distraction, those types of things. Are there certain sports that are, that are trending up that we should be paying attention to?
Erik Averill (37:04):
Where do you see really the risks lying? We've seen so much private equity money and venture money piling into sports through different mediums. Just love to get your take on what's happening in the industry.
Evan Parker (37:17):
Yeah. I know that the ratings for a lot of sports are down. I'm not a huge believer that that means interest is down. I think people are just consuming the content in a lot of different ways. Rather than watching a 48-minute basketball game or a nine innings baseball game, you can go on your phone and you can get the biggest and best plays that happen. And I think so more people are paying attention to baseball probably than ever before. They may just not be sitting down at Dodger Stadium for the nine innings. They may not be sitting in front of their TV for nine innings, but they're interacting with it.
Evan Parker (37:48):
They're following the athletes, they're paying attention to the highlights. That's valuable. So I think it's a changing of consumption habits more than it is a lack of interest in sports. And there are a lot of sports that are growing, the PLL is something that didn't exist a couple of years ago and is picking up a lot of momentum and people are paying attention to lacrosse in a way that they never did before. Women's basketball is as hot right now as it's ever been and is only going to continue to grow. What's going on with the MBA and college basketball, those sports are exploding in a big way.
Evan Parker (38:18):
The Olympics gives opportunities for people to pay attention to sports that they wouldn't otherwise. Skateboarding getting to be on Primetime, NBC and showing these 13-year-old girls who are out there winning metals. That means that these people are going to have decades long relationships with their fans that they built when they were little children. That's so powerful. That doesn't mean that everybody's like getting to their house at six o'clock to turn on the TV and everybody's watching the exact same thing at the same time, but I guarantee you that more people know the names of the biggest same baseball players than they may have 10 years ago when the ratings were up because they're interacting with those athletes in different ways.
Evan Parker (38:55):
So I think sure, if you're an ad sales guy for Fox, or NBC, or ESPN, you're probably not feeling great about the way the ratings look like, but I think if you're in our world and you're looking at athletes being able to become bigger and bigger stars and have the ability to interact with more people on a global scale than ever before, there's never been a time that I'm aware of where athletes have had this much power, where sports has been this important and athletes have the ability to sway people's thinking. Social justice and things like that, where an athlete can say what's on their mind and what they believe in and interact with millions and millions of people around the world on behalf of that platform.
Evan Parker (39:37):
Even when you're talking about the types of deals athletes can do, if you're somebody who... I always recommend everybody, it doesn't matter if you're an athlete, have hobbies, have interests outside of your job and outside of the things you do, if you're somebody who likes putting together puzzles, there's a brand out there that probably wants to do a deal with you. There's no shortage of brands out there who would do deals if they just knew what you're interested in. The Olympics, I keep referencing it, but there's, I think his name's Tom Daley, the British divers understands crocheting, he could probably turn that into a personal services deal if he wanted to.
Evan Parker (40:10):
And maybe at the last Olympics, that wouldn't have been possible because it wouldn't have spread like wildfire fire through social media. Everybody has things that they're passionate about, you just have to find them, you have to talk about them, and you have to find your community. Whatever that community is, they exist, nobody is alone. I think that that's what social media has taught all of us, that there are millions of people all over the world that like the same things that we like no matter how weird or how esoteric.
Evan Parker (40:32):
You can find somebody else who cares about it, you can find a brand that's willing to invest in it. You just have to show yourself, you have to have interests, you have to be willing to talk about them, and you'll find people out there who want to do deals with you, who want to work with you, who want to follow you. And that's so, so valuable. So yeah, ratings might not be as high for the Olympics as they once were, MLB has got their struggles, MBA. Everybody's looking at the ratings points. But I think if we looked at the collective following, the collective attention span put towards these sports, they probably had never be higher.
Evan Parker (41:03):
There's more competition than there's ever been. So it's not like you come home and you only have one thing on your TV that you have to watch. No wonder ratings are down if you've got 50 things you can do with your time. But I think a lot of people are spending seconds here and there that make up a significant amount more attention span given towards sports than if they were only watching one thing because that was the only thing on their TV, and that was the only way to consume content.
Erik Averill (41:28):
Yeah. Thank you so much for that. And I really hope our athletes and individuals have listened this far. And of course, we'll splice it up and make sure that they don't miss the importance. One of the things you just hit on the end was, I know it was so important for you guys at The Athletic, it is here for AWM is really, this is about impact. This is about discovering what is your mission and what is something that you want to commit your life to or your vision and say, "This is not the way things are supposed to be. Here's the impact I think I can make."
Erik Averill (42:02):
And that there's a tribe that will join you on that, and that's that authenticity. And so just the encouragement for the athlete or just anybody listening, we call us in the business world, your value proposition, your differentiator. Nobody can do you like you. And I think that's the important of your human capital being your greatest driver of net worth. And so Evan, thank you so much for investing the time. Obviously, your knowledge, your skills, your expertise, we love the work that you're doing with The Athletic. And so thanks for being on the podcast.
Erik Averill (42:36):
And for our listeners, thank you guys, always for your attention. If you head over to athleteceo.com, you can access everything in the show notes. And until next time, own your wealth, make an impact, and always be a pro.
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