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With the rise of OTT, international expansion and technological 

disrupters emerging in the mainstream, 2016 has represented 

a year of change for the sports industry. However, which 

executives were responsible for the most innovative 

developments that will shape the sports industry in 2017 and 

beyond? An expert panel of SportBusiness International 

judges have once again come up with their top 20.

WHO’S OUR 
INNOVATOR 
OF THE 
YEAR 2016?  
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20
BERNADETTE ANDRIETTI

Vice-president and marketing 

director for EMEA, Intel

With its state-of-the-art 

data services, Intel has been 

a key component of the 

sports industry over the 

years. However, through 

a 360-degree marketing 

plan being spearheaded by 

Andrietti, it is now emerging 

as an increasingly prominent 

name in sport. 

The software company’s work with Red Bull, 

which utilises Intel Curie technology to monitor 

and analyse athletes’ real-time performance data, 

is just the tip of the iceberg as technological 

developments provide increasing opportunities 

in terms of enhancing spectator engagement 

and athletic performance. With responsibility 

for leading marketing programmes, product 

positioning, launch management, insights and 

marketing research, Andrietti plays a central role.

19
VICTOR CUI

CEO and owner, One Championship

It’s been a hugely 

significant year for mixed 

martial arts, but whilst 

the Ultimate Fighting 

Championship’s takeover 

by WME-IMG may have 

grabbed the headlines, Asia-

focused One Championship 

has carved out a niche that is 

paying dividends.

Five years ago Cui and Chatri Sityodtong 

co-founded One Championship. Since then, 

Cui has spearheaded the expansion of the 

series, which this year attracted an eight-figure 

investment from Heliconia Capital Management, 

a division of Temasek Holdings, Singapore’s state 

fund. Having increased the number of events 

again this year, between 24 and 30 events are 

planned in 2017.

“This has been a phenomenal year for 

One Championship,” Cui tells SportBusiness 

International. “We have increased the number 

of events and expanded into new cities and 

territories.

“Temasek becoming a shareholder was a 

feather in the cap and has put One Championship 

on course to become a multi-billion-dollar 

company. We’ve just opened a new office in 

Beijing and Shanghai and we are also expanding 

into Japan, as well as other new markets in 2017. 

We are going to be in even larger venues.”

18 
SIR PHILIP

CRAVEN

President, 

International Paralympic 

Committee

With the International 

Olympic Committee having 

waved through Russian 

athletes to compete at the 

Rio Olympics, it was a brave move by the IPC, led 

by Craven, then to impose a blanket ban on the 

country competing at the Paralympics. Craven 

also provided inspirational leadership when the 

precarious state of Rio 2016’s finances emerged 

just weeks before the Paralympic Games.

“I think 2016 has been the most stressful and 

challenging year of my IPC presidency, taking 

into account the Russian doping situation and 

the financial issues Rio 2016 faced ahead of 

the Paralympics,” Craven tells SportBusiness 

International. “However, 2016 has also been one 

of the most memorable; the Paralympic family 

worked together to ensure the success of the Rio 

2016 Paralympics and the Cariocas, the people 

of Rio, turned out in force to make September’s 

event the People’s Games.

“In the coming year it is important that we 

build on the success of Rio 2016, with events 

such as London 2017, make the IPC membership 

stronger, develop the movement through the 

Agitos Foundation and finalise preparations for 

the PyeongChang 2018 Games. As September 2017 

will mark the end of my time as IPC president it is 

also important that there is a smooth transition to 

my successor.”

17
SUSAN WHELAN

Chief executive, Leicester City

Whelan assumed 

the CEO role at Leicester 

City soon after her 

employers, the owners of 

duty-free shopping business 

King Power Group, acquired 

what was then a second-

tier English football club in 

2010. With a background 

in retail, she was credited 

with transforming the commercial appeal and 

merchandise operations at the club, which was 

promoted to the Premier League in 2014 and 

then defied the odds with an incredible end-of-

season run to survive relegation – and exceed 

expectations. 

In July 2015, she pleaded with sceptical fans to 

trust her – and the club’s owners – for replacing 

manager Nigel Pearson with Claudio Ranieri, 

a likeable Italian with a mixed recent record. 

Incredibly, 5,000-1 rank outsider Leicester went 
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14 
ALEXANDRA WILLIS 

Head of communications, content 

and digital, All England Lawn  

Tennis Club

In the 12 months 
between the end of 
the 2015 Wimbledon 
Championships and the 
close of the 2016 event 
the tennis grand slam’s 
audience across social 
media platforms rocketed 
from eight million 
followers to 10.5 million. 
Earlier this year, the 
AELTC won Best Digital 
Platform and Best Use of Social Media at the BT 
Sport Industry Awards. Willis led the strategy to 
“grow reach, exposure and value through quality 
communication, storytelling and engagement.”

She tells SportBusiness International: “This has 
been a year of significant progress in our quest 
to preserve the traditions of Wimbledon through 
digital innovation. We have aimed to preserve 
the authenticity of our brand, but work with the 
creativity that digital and social media platforms 
enable to adapt and develop it according to 
shifting consumer behaviour.

“We are absolutely delighted that our 
approach has been recognised in the industry, 
and continue to strive to improve on it. In 2017, 
with further opportunities brought by expansion 
of OTT, AR and VR, messaging platforms 
and increased collaboration with our media 
partners, we hope to build on delivering a digital 
experience of Wimbledon that not only reflects 
our ambition of ‘the next best thing to being 
here’, but continues to adapt, personalise and 
localise to the demands and scenarios of our 
audiences.”
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on to lift the Premier League trophy in May 2016, 
completing arguably the greatest shock in the 
history of sport. Although the 2016-17 Premier 
League season has started disappointingly, the 
team has more importantly secured a spot in 
the knockout stages of the money-spinning Uefa 
Champions League.

“The success we achieved was a result of 
the hard work, talent and commitment of 
everyone associated with the club,” Whelan tells 
SportBusiness International. “Next year is about 
using that success as a platform to take Leicester 
City to the next level. We still have some way 
to go before we can be certain to compete for 
the big prizes each season, but we’ve laid solid 
foundations from which we can move forward 
with excitement and certainty. We will continue 
to develop the infrastructure at the club and 
push ourselves to improve both on and off the 
pitch.”

16
JOE LACOB 

Owner, Golden State Warriors

Lacob and his 
ownership group have 
transformed the fortunes 
of the NBA basketball 
team since acquiring the 
Warriors in 2010 for $450m. 
With two NBA Finals 
appearances in consecutive 
seasons – with the 
Cleveland Cavaliers gaining revenge this year 
for their 2015 defeat – and a move to a new self-
financed arena on the San Francisco waterfront 
in 2019, the value of the franchise is now well 
over $2bn and rising. 

However, it is Lacob’s work away from the 
court that has helped the franchise to become 
Silicon Valley’s darling. Having put together a 
team of ‘techies’ to support the franchise, the 
Warriors have pioneered the use of data in fan 
engagement and enhanced the Warriors’ game 
experience in the process, leading to increases 
in attendances despite a sharp rise in ticket prices.

15
MATT SALSAMENDI 

CEO, Beam Interactive

Microsoft 
announced in August 
that it had acquired Beam 
Interactive, an eight-
month-old interactive 
live-streaming platform. 
The takeover of the 
embryonic enterprise, 
which operates at the 
heart of the burgeoning esports sector, marked 
a significant move by Microsoft. Beam will 
support Microsoft’s growth strategy around 
social gaming platform Xbox Live. 

At the helm of this extraordinary start-up 
is Salsamendi, who was just 18 when he agreed 
the sale to Microsoft weeks after warning that 
“traditional platforms don’t provide any way for 
viewers to participate” – a lesson for sport as well 
as esports.

13
BILL FOLEY 

Owner, Vegas Golden Knights

Foley is the principal owner of not only the NHL’s newest 
franchise, but also the first US major league team to set up home in Las 
Vegas, opening the floodgates to rival leagues who have long coveted 
one of the largest untapped entertainment markets in North America 
without taking the vital step into Sin City. 

The new team will be the NHL’s first expansion franchise since 2000 
when it begins playing next year, but the implications for other sports 
could be huge. In June, Foley – along with his fellow investors, former Sacramento Kings NBA 
basketball franchise owners Joe and Gavin Maloof – agreed to pay an expansion fee of $500m. 
The team will play at the Pacific Division at the T-Mobile Arena, a new $375m venue that 
opened off the Las Vegas strip in April.
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12
CARSTEN KOERL 

CEO, Sportradar

It has been a 

transformational year for 

Sportradar, capped by a deal 

to acquire the Sportsman 

Media Group agency in April. 

In September the sports 

and betting-related services 

provider sealed its biggest 

deal to date – a wide-ranging, 

long-term partnership with 

the North American NBA basketball league.

“I think we will look back on 2016 as the 

year that our business really embraced its 

transformation into a digital content provider,” 

Koerl tells SportBusiness International.

“I’m extremely proud that our push into 

the digital market, on the back of major 

partnerships with the NFL, NBA and NHL, has 

caught the attention of sports industry leaders 

around the world. We’ll take that momentum 

into 2017 when we will be further enhancing 

our product offering across all our verticals 

– whether that is with risk management 

capabilities in betting, an open source 

developer portal for digital media, applying 

machine learning to enhance our algorithms, or 

leading the charge on the use of technology to 

combat match-fixing in sport.

“Our mission is to revolutionise the way fans 

experience sport, and we will keep pushing these 

boundaries powered by the technology, talent, 

partnerships and entrepreneurial spirit that has 

made Sportradar what it is today.”

11
DAVID KOCH 

Chairman, Port Adelaide

A TV presenter and 

journalist by trade, Koch 

became chairman of Port 

Adelaide in 2012 and set 

about opening new revenue 

streams through a series 

of innovative partnerships 

and schemes. However, this 

year the Australian Football 

League franchise trumped the sporting world by 

becoming the first professional foreign sports 

team to arrange to play a regular-season game in 

China next year.

“For long-term growth, which would hopefully 

de-risk the organisation financially from 

fluctuations in on-field performance, we had to 

think laterally for areas which would give us clear 

air away from competitors from the other 17 AFL 

clubs,” Koch tells SportBusiness International. “We 

selected China and higher education in the high 

performance space.

“In 2013 we started annual Port Adelaide 

business lunches in Hong Kong aimed at an 

AFL-starved expat community. We sponsored 

the fledgling South China AFL competition, the 

junior competition (Auskick) and ‘Team China’, 

a group of Chinese university students who had 

formed an AFL team to play in the biannual AFL 

International Cup in Melbourne. In 2014-15 we 

9 
SCOTT O’NEIL 

CEO, Philadelphia 76ers

Under 

O’Neil’s guidance, 

it has been a year of 

firsts for the NBA 

basketball franchise. 

In May the 76ers 

became the first 

franchise from the 

established ‘big four’ 

US major leagues to 

seal a jersey sponsorship deal through an 

agreement with StubHub. Earlier in the 

year, a partnership between the two parties 

allowed StubHub to move into the primary 

ticketing market for the first time. 

Then in September the franchise acquired 

esports teams Dignitas and Apex in a deal 

that marked a first for a North American 

sports club. The franchise has also worked 

with StubHub, as well as daily fantasy sports 

(DFS) operator DraftKings and the Wharton 

School of the University of Pennsylvania to 

establish a business incubator, the Sizers 

Innovation Lab, which in October signed up 

its first start-up – DFS line-up recommender 

Monster Roster. 

O’Neil tells SportBusiness International 

that the StubHub jersey deal was a “once-

in-a-career” moment.

“Launching the Sixers Innovation Lab, 

the only Innovation Lab in the world 

managed wholly by a sports franchise 

day-to-day, will have a tremendous 

impact beyond sports as we focus on 

rapidly growing early stage companies 

in the consumer space,” he says. “Our 

collaboration with iHeart Media, North 

America’s largest music and media company, 

led to the launch of the One Jersey Sports & 

Entertainment Network, which is the first-

of-its-kind in the digital space.”

started a programme of hosting Chinese business 

people, with business interests in Australia, to our 

home games.

“Those connections enabled us to do a deal 

in 2016 with CCTV to broadcast our games 

live into China – which attracted an average 

audience of three million per game – and for 

the education authorities to include Auskick as 

an approved sport in Chinese schools. In turn, 

that TV audience and the schools programme 

provided the AFL with the confidence to agree 

for us to play a competition game in Shanghai 

in 2017.”

10
DAN REED 

Head of sports partnerships, 

Facebook

In 2016 Facebook became a primary platform 

for sport through the launch of the Facebook 

Sports Stadium in January and significant deals 

with numerous properties, 

including the International 

Olympic Committee ahead 

of the Rio 2016 Games.

“Facebook is the world’s 

largest community of sports 

fans,” Reed said in July. 

“There are 650 million of 

them connected to a league, 

team or athlete’s page and we have by far the biggest 

real-time audience on social around sports events. 

There’s a massive conversation around sport and 

a huge demand for a second screen during live 

broadcasts.”

Reed has cemented Facebook’s positioning in 

sport, with room to grow, since switching to the 

social media network from Major League Baseball 

in 2014. “The opportunity to be on the front line 

of the transition to digital, mobile and social was 

really too good to pass up,” he said.
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7
STEVE SIMON

Chief executive, Women’s Tennis 

Association

Simon has been a busy man 

in his first year as WTA chief 

executive. He oversaw the 

launch of WTA Networks, 

a multi-million-dollar 

investment into a digital 

media and marketing arm 

with an expert team and 

the build of a new digital 

platform that is ready to go 

live in January. Also in January, a new Coaches 

Programme will be launched to standardise 

training methods. In addition, he is also 

spearheading a fundamental review of the 

tour calendar.

“The things that we will be focusing on are 

probably four key pillars,” he said recently.

“The first one starts with aggregation. 

Aggregation of product and/or your assets 

is really what drives increased value in our 

marketplace. We’ve seen it time and again. 

“The second one is broadcast. Broadcast is 

critical because it’s the vehicle that delivers 

audience. It tells our stories. It allows us to take 

our fans on tour, which is something that we have 

to do.

“The other element that’s going to be coming, 

and you’re seeing it in our world today and it’s 

probably new to the WTA, is digital. 

“Digital is critical because it provides the 

multiple platforms necessary to deliver the WTA 

product to a much more diverse and growing 

audience out there.

“Then finally, we have to look at our calendar 

and circuit structure, as this is the foundation and 

the mechanism which delivers the products and 

the stories to be told.”

8
DOUG MACK

Chief executive, Fanatics

Fanatics, which runs the online and offline stores for the four 

North American major leagues and more than 300 professional and 

college teams, as well as selling products on Fanatics.com and collectibles 

and memorabilia through its Fanatics Authentic subsidiary, made a 

significant step into Europe this year. In February Fanatics acquired 

Kitbag, which runs online stores for several sports properties, including 

Manchester United, Chelsea, Real Madrid, Wimbledon, the Tour de 

France, the British Lions and the European stores of the NBA, NFL and NHL. (See page 14 also).

“This has been a year of exciting global growth for Fanatics – starting with our acquisition 

of Kitbag to accelerate our international business,” Mack tells SportBusiness International.

“We’ve continued to innovate licensed sports merchandising via making major investments 

in tech, mobile and data to dramatically enhance digital shopping for fans; rapidly expanding our 

event and in-venue retail capabilities to deliver a superior offline fan experience; and bringing 

more agility to the market via advanced ‘made-to-order’ capabilities to quickly respond to hot 

team and player trends. Next year will include more investment in our ‘omni-channel’ strategy, 

additional global expansion and aggressively growing the global soccer business.” 

6
LESA UKMAN

Founder, Lesa Ukman Partnerships

Ukman, who founded 

IEG in 1982, quit the 

company earlier this year 

to launch her own business 

and establish the ProSocial 

Measurement Service, which 

calculates the social capital 

created by rights-holders and 

sponsors, instead of financial 

return.

“This generation and their younger siblings 

are all about sharing and caring, creation 

and community,” Ukman tells SportBusiness 

International. “I believe we are entering a golden 

age of partnerships where brands, teams and fans 

partner to create new value for the communities 

in which they live and operate. 

“To help consumers, funders and communities 

understand the value of the hundreds of prosocial 

partnerships I’ve teamed with mathematicians, 

analysts and Performance Research to create the 

ProSocial Valuation service, marking the second 

time in my career that I will bring to market an 

entirely new algorithm for capturing the value 

generated by partnerships.

“This time, instead of calculating fair market 

value of a sponsorship offering, we measure the 

social capital created. This can be measured 

in terms of cost savings, revenue creation, 

attitudinal and behavioural changes. Now, people 

will be able to identify which programmes they 

want to back, which brands they want to support 

and which teams, athletes and entertainers 

are doing the most good, by a single universal 

currency.”

5
SIMON DENYER

Chief executive, Perform Group

Digital media 

specialist Perform Group 

was at the heart of sports 

media’s shift towards OTT 

in 2016 with the launch of 

DAZN in Germany, Austria, 

Switzerland and Japan. In 

less than a year, Perform 

went from the start of 

development through to 

launch – an incredibly short timeframe. However, 

according to Denyer, Perform’s 2016 was about 

far more than just DAZN.

“It has been a transformational year for 

Perform in the sports-rights marketplace,” he 

tells SportBusiness International. “We have taken 

big steps into broader sports-rights management 

with the creation of WTA Media and FIBA Media, 

both of which are long-term deals – over 10 and 

17 years respectively – to manage and help rights-

holders fully optimise their broadcast output and 

prepare for the digital future.

“DAZN is a product that we believe defines 

the future of sports broadcasting. The delivery of 

music and entertainment content has changed 

radically over the last five years and now it is time 

for sports to do the same.
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“The model is fair and open for rights-holders 
and creates new revenue streams and growth for 
the whole industry. For Perform, 2017 is all about 
expanding our content offering and expanding 
DAZN to a greater number of sports fans, rights-
holders and territories.”

4
MARSHALL OSBORNE 

Head of sports partnerships, Uber

Uber is the 
archetypal disruptive 
technology firm, and in 
2016 the mobile travel 
app started to disrupt the 
sports marketing sector, 
with pick-up and drop-off 
points suddenly sprouting 
up at stadia across North 
America.

“Having previously only had a handful of 
partnerships in place, such as the NFLPA, it’s 
been incredible to look back on the growth we 
have experienced in the past year,” Osborne tells 

SportBusiness International.
“As we close out the year, we now have over 

50 partnerships with professional sports teams 
in the US, are making an entry into European 
football, and are starting to explore how we 
replicate a tried and true strategy throughout the 
rest of the world.

“As our business continues to expand into 
over 450 cities around the world, we want to 
partner with the teams and properties that allow 
us to better serve all of our riders and drivers, 
regardless of what event they are attending.”

3
JUAN DAVID BORRERO 

Senior 

partnerships 

manager, Snapchat

Snapchat has been a 
spectacular success 
since launching just 
over five years ago, and 
in 2016 sport started 
to take notice as the 

platform surpassed Twitter in terms of daily 
user numbers. 

Sixty per cent of Snapchat’s users are aged 
between 13 and 24, providing tremendous 
penetration into millennials. 

Moreover Snap, the parent company of 
Snapchat, has reportedly filed paperwork 
for an initial public offering that could value 
the company at as much as $25m, generating 
further opportunities for the messaging app 
and its partners, with the NFL, the Wimbledon 
Championships and the Ultimate Fighting 
Championship among the top properties to have 
signed long-term deals in 2016.

“Through the Snapchat Live Story product, 
we’ve been able to bring millions of sports 
fans closer to their favourite teams and players 
by throwing them into the excitement as 
told through our community’s many diverse 
perspectives,” Borrero tells SportBusiness 
International.

“We look forward to continuing this in 2017 
and beyond.”

2
ZHANG DAZHONG 

Chief executive, Alisports

There may 
be concerns around 
some high-profile 
Chinese enterprises 
that have burst onto 
the sports scene in 
recent years (see 
page 40). However, 
Alisports, the sports-
focused division 
launched by e-commerce giant Alibaba in 
September 2015, has set about establishing 
genuine long-term partnerships in 
the sports industry in 2016 under the 
leadership of former Shanghai Media 
Group executive Zhang.

Zhang has overseen a number of deals 
designed to open up the largest untapped 
sports market in the world to a series of 
sports, including rugby union through a 
10-year deal with World Rugby, ladies’ golf 
through a 10-year partnership with the 
Ladies Professional Golf Association and 
boxing through a joint venture established 
with Aiba, the International Boxing 
Association.

Alisports has also been a prime 
mover in esports, linking up with the 
International e-Sports Federation and 
Singapore-based social networking 
company YuuZoo. Meanwhile the sports 
industry will watch on with interest after 
Alisports struck a deal with the CSM Sport 
& Entertainment division of marketing 
services group Chime Communications 
to develop and run a range of global sport 
properties and mass-participation events 
across China. 
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Bowman, who has served at the helm of 
Major League Baseball Advanced Media since 
its inception in 2000, steered the operation 
through a game-changing year in 2016.

Major League Baseball originally set up 
the division to create websites for its teams 
and manage their digital rights. It was used 
to stream hundreds of games per year direct 
to consumers and then gradually expanded 
to offer streaming services for other sports. 
In 2015 the NHL took a 10-per-cent stake in 
the platform, which now generates more than 
$900m in annual revenues.

“We are looking for a partner to help us 
double or triple this business,” Bowman said 
last year. “Things have been going fine, but to 
not move on this now, we lose the opportunity 
to get really, really big.”

In August Bowman got his wish with the 
Walt Disney Company acquiring a 33-per-cent 
stake in the operation for $1bn. As part of the 

deal, the streaming platform was spun off 
from MLBAM as a standalone business unit, 
BAMTech, with Disney retaining an option to 
acquire the rest of the company.

Disney will use BAMTech to roll out 
streaming services of its sports network, ESPN, 
and general entertainment network ABC. The 
joint venture also opens up the possibility of 

creating multi-service relationships with sports 
federations. 

In the US, BAMTech is well established, 
having been able to build scale quickly by 
closing deals with clients like golf ’s PGA 
Tour. CBS Sports has also relied on BAMTech 
for its college men’s basketball tournament 
infrastructure, while the NHL ice hockey 
league recently secured a six-year deal with 
the company. In November though, BAMTech 
confirmed its international ambitions by 
creating the BAMTech Europe joint venture 
with Eurosport’s parent company, Discovery 
Communications.

As the sports media industry continues its 
inevitable shift from broadcast to streaming, 
BAMTech is ideally placed to take advantage.
For Bowman, who has been the subject of 
speculation linking him with the CEO role at 
Disney this year, BAMTech’s coming of age in 
2016 is reward for his visionary leadership.
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