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Next Generation Sports Management

M: Daryl Morey, General Manager, Houston Rockets (standing in for Bob Ryan, Columnist, Boston Globe)

Brian Burke - President and General Manger, Toronto Raptors

Steve Pagliuca - Managing Partner, Boston Celtics

Adam Silver - Deputy Commissioner & COO, NBA

Matt Silverman - President, Tampa Bay Rays

Randy Vataha - President, Game Plan LLC
SP: Owners are looking for people with management background, marketing experience and ability to connect with fans.
BB: Two areas: business side and talent side. Talent has a high casualty rate and a limited number of jobs (have a backup plan). The turnover on the business side is low.

Going forward, those with knowledge of the CBA will be vital.

AS: Closed versus open league. The NBA/NFL/MLB all have a closed system, where the same teams compete season after season without threat of being demoted from league (as opposed to European football (soccer), for example). Open system provides incentives to win games at all costs and prevents tanking. With closed league, owners’ investments are more stable.
SP: Most parity in NFL, least in MLB based upon cap rules.

MS: Revenue sharing has helped keep parity in the league.

Sports management industry is a zero-sum game so you need a fall-back plan.

DM: Need to compete for wins (job stability for the management) versus the need for profit.

BB: GM must have a philosophy, vision as it directly affects the entertainment value. Sports is entertainment after all. Must value the entertainment value to give the fan a reason to buy tickets.

AS: Entertainment, but must compete against nearly unlimited numbers of options in a digital world.

DM: Huge opportunities to get your foot in the door in the NBA Development League (see Dan Reid).

Performance Enhancement: Will Future Athletes be Formula or NASCAR?
M: Gary Belsky, Editor-in-Chief, ESPN the Magazine

Dr. Kim Blair, PhD, Founding Director, MIT Center for Sports Innovation; Director of the Sports Engineering Practice at Cooper Perkins, Inc.

Steve Kerr, President of Basketball Operations, General Manager, Phoenix Suns

Mike McCann, Legal Analyst, Sports Illustrated

Dr. Thomas Murray, President & CEO, The Hastings Center

Mark Vergstegen, CEO, Athlete’s Performance

GB: Where to draw the line - coffee versus steroids.
KB: Technological aspect of the debate. Swimsuit debate during the Beijing Olympics. What kind of an effect does this have on viewership?

SK: First consider the legality and then consider the effects on health. In 15 seasons in the NBA, saw only one case of performance-enhancing drugs (PEDs). All players have idiosyncrasies and they often think they are improving their own performance (Odom and candy). Kerr took Vioxx later in his career for his knee; he felt that his performance was much better when he would take it. Perhaps there is a psychological element to it as well.

TM: Three main concerns with PEDs: safety, fairness and meaning. These three concerns provide reasons for limiting PEDs. We must draw the line somewhere and allow athletes to compete within certain limits.
MV: Enhance performance using a system that ethically and legally enhances performance with the goal of exceeding what an athlete could expect using dangerous and illegal PEDs. Dilemma is that if a player knows (or even thinks) his competitor is taking PEDs he feels pressured to do so as well in order to preserve his job and his income. As outsiders, we are obligated to consider the long-term effects.

MM: There is a definite role for government to regulate.

SK: GMs concerned with the safety of their players since the Tom Gugliotta incident. TG created his own mix of (legal) enhancements. He collapsed on the bus after a game in  Portland and nearly died. Since then, every teams’ training staff monitors what vitamins, supplements, prescriptions, etc, their players are taking to prevent another TG incident or worse.

MM: Interesting case. What is the distinction between Lasik and PEDs?  Or, to put it another way, what if there was a side-effect free PED? Would that be ethically ok?

TM: No such thing as a side-effect free PED. Won’t happen.
Widespread belief that opponents are taking PEDs so they feel compelled to do the same. Creates a negative feedback loop or a players race to the bottom.

What about differences in natural talent? What is the fairness issue there? Sports is about displaying those natural talents so we therefore celebrate those with natural talent.

MV: Legal and ethical performance enhancement is more about the athlete as a person. Dedication and focus. Refers to Malcolm Gladwell’s notion of 10,000 hours in Outliers.
GB: What if Jordan and Candace Parker had kids - not out of love but with the sole purpose to produce a basketball prodigy? Is that ethical?

KB: Already happening in cycling. Just not a high profile sport.

MM: In those cases, blame should never fall on the child.

KB: What about enhanced limbs? What if they were to actually improve an athletes performance - not just allow them to play their sport at their previous level. Can foresee situations where athletes cause grievous injury to themselves for the sole purpose of trying to get an enhanced limb. If/when these issues come up the respective leagues and players unions will have a large say.

MM: CBA would have to address these specific cases.

TM: There is an example of a sport that has not settled differences. Power lifting has 16 at least 16 different leagues, some of which outlaw technological advancements and some of which outlaw various PEDs (whether legal or illegal).

MM: Teams have an incentive to learn as much about a player as possible. DNA tests. Refer to the Eddy Curry - heart condition situation in Chicago. Players Association will have to establish limits.

MV: Finite sports are more likely to use PEDs (sprinting, swimming, etc). Team sports less likely.

SK: One thing that bothers people is the cross-generational comparisons with steroids. Example of home run record in baseball.

GB: MLB sent a letter about the problem of PEDs to teams in 1991. Which sports are the best with steroids?

KB: Cycling has been very aggressive in dealing with PEDs.

TM: Athletes are ultimately responsible - but they need someone like MV to help guide them and make sure they are enhancing their performance safely and ethically.

Harm reduction model is one alternative: permit use and do so under supervision (a.k.a. the Amsterdam model). However, competitive dynamics that athletes face would most likely lead to excessive dosages. Also, medical professionals in similar situations have a poor track record at this point.

SK: The NBA randomly drug tests its players four times per season for both PEDs and recreational drugs. They are doing a good job with policing the league.

MV: Kerr probably is a tad naïve - PED use is probably more prevalent than he thinks.

MM: Four players in the NBA have been busted for PED use. Darius Miles is one of them. It is encouraging that the government has busted PED distribution facilities but has not found NBA players’ names on their lists.

What Geeks Don’t Get: The Limits of Moneyball

M: Michael Lewis, Author: Moneyball and The Blindside

Mark Cuban, Owner, Dallas Mavericks, Co-Founder and Chairman, HDNet

Jonathan Kraft, President of the Kraft Group

Daryl Morey, General Manager, Houston Rockets

Bill Polian, President, Indianapolis Colts

Bill Simmons, Columnist, ESPN

BS: Need to make advanced statistics relatable and consumable by the average people and fans.
BP: In terms of personnel management you must find undervalued assets due to salary cap restrictions. Geeks provide alternative tools to identify undervalued assets but everything must be relatable and practical. Otherwise it is useless.
DM: Management has to instill a culture of accepting ideas and criticism from subordinates. Crucial to being successful.

MC: Frustration that teams have to collect and parse their own play-by-play data. League doesn’t track it and share it. Inefficient.

BP: There is a need to bring in fresh ideas and younger people with different ideas and management.
DM: Watching a team’s defense can tell you how sophisticated a team’s statistical analysis is.

BS: Basketball is the best sport in terms of blending observation and analysis.

MC: Referees are uncharted territory in terms of statistical analysis, especially on their impact on the game. Sports psychology is another area of deficiency.

JK: There are objective baselines for each position in each sport in terms of athletic abilities. Once you determine they meet your basic criteria (deal-breakers) and have the physical tools to be successful in the league then you begin to evaluate them as a person. Then examine their personality and their fit within your team culture and organization.
MC: See how players handle stress. The ideal goal is to have a system with real-time on-going assessment of their players. Also, teams have to have provide programs for their players to deal with the constant high-stress environment they live and work in. The Mavericks have been at the forefront.

BS: Chemistry is very important. Any means of understanding it is useful.

DM: Young players don’t even know who they are yet - so how could a team psychologist. Plus players change over time and mature.

BP: Not inefficiencies - opportunities. Psychological analysis is one of the major opportunities still left. Isolate and identify characteristics unique to your sports and team. Nurture the development of these characteristics as players age. Isolate deficiencies and work to improve them.

MC: Mavs are certainly willing to pay more for proven clutch play. DM unwilling.

BP: As owners and managers, they make the right decisions 55 percent of the time.

For management, coaching experience is more valuable than playing experience. But, this can also be a hindrance too when negotiating with other managers and lawyers and agents.

MC: Bottom line is that owning a team is a $500 million investment. Therefore, owners choose the most qualified individual to run their business.

BS: Culture and philosophy matter a lot.
Basketball Analytics

M: Marc Stein, Columnist, ESPN

Mark Cuban, Owner, Dallas Mavericks, Co-Founder and Chairman, HDNet

John Hollinger, Columnist, ESPN

Dean Oliver, Director of Quantitative Analysis, Denver Nuggets

John Hollinger, Columnist, ESPN

Kevin Pritchard, General Manager, Portland Trailblazers

Mike Zarren, Assistant General Manager and Associate Team Counsel, Boston Celtics
KP: Role of GM changing. Must use basketball analytics (BA) to educate coaches.
DO: Major statistics-oriented teams in the NBA: Boston, Dallas, Denver, Houston, Oklahoma City, Orlando and Portland.
MZ: 14 teams presenting at the Sloan and at least two other assistant GMs in attendance. Shows the growing importance of BA.

MC: Hired Roland Beech from 82games to replace Wayne Winston. DAL is a top-down BA organization.

DO: Plus/minus is a fact - how well a team does with a guy on the floor. Adjusted plus/minus is an analysis or class of analyses. Adjusted plus/minus will bever be a common language.

MC: BA very important in how you select your coach.

MZ: Improving communication and translation of math-to-coach is critical.

KP: Must consider both talent and contract when evaluating players. Use BA to determine who is undervalued in the league.
MS: Still a stigma in the NBA of relying too much on data against personal observation.

DO: Must examine context with certain players when deciding whether or not to make a move for them. And context matters a lot more with certain players and certain types of players (not LBJ, for example). Role players and players who play alongside elite players are two such types of players.

MZ: Synergy Technology is breaking barriers. MC is a part-owner of the company. Video tracking will be happening at some point.

MC: BA most important at the bottom of the roster. Finding surprises is what is all-important.

Coaching Analytics
M: Ric Bucher, ESPN

Brent Barry, Former NBA Player

Kevin Kelley, Head Coach and Athletic Director, Pulaski Academy

Avery Johnson, Studio Analyst, ESPN

Nate Silver, Statistician, Author

Buck Showalter, Baseball Tonight Analyst, ESPN

AJ: Cuban has been influential in expanding AJ’s use of advanced statistics. He used to rely only on traditional box score stats: points in the paint, rebounds, field goal percentage, opponent’s field goal percentage, free throw percentage. Later he expanded into plus/minus for groups of players and used it to help modify substitution patterns.
BS: Bridge the gap between statistics and observation. Meet in the middle.

KK: Look at things others aren’t looking at to try and get a competitive edge. Take a step back.

AJ: But, a coach has to know when to ignore statistics.

BS: Following statistics and conventional wisdom under high pressure situations makes you predictable.

NS: Context is important when determining whether to follow the statistics or follow your gut instinct.

AJ: Psychology of players is key. Combining psychology and statistics.

BB: Need fresh blood at the top of management and ownership for analytics to really take hold in a team’s culture. Need for old guard to retire.

KK: Hard to make radical changes due to fear of losing one’s job. Keeps people doing conventional things.

AJ: The impact of money on production is one area coaches would like more information. The psychology of large contract extensions for example. Some players crumble under larger expectations based upon their larger paydays. Other players just become lazy with guaranteed money. Attitude and production can change and coaches want to be able to know how a player will react before they give them the contract extension.
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