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Introduction: 
Welcome to the first edition of The College Athletics 
Competitive Playbook, prepared by Now What.  

In the following pages, you’ll find snapshots of key 
competitors all vying for the attention and interest of 
today’s college sports fans.  By looking externally, and 
considering competitors both in and outside of the 
sports arena, this document provides a look at the 
full competitive set, and explores the intrinsic 
motivations and benefits that ultimately drive 
consumers to these broader interests. 

Looking at college sports fandom in the context  
of adjacent spaces will help inspire more outside-
the-box thinking, tapping into what competitors  
are doing well to rethink and reimagine how college 
athletics can provide experiences that more strongly 
appeal to what today's fans look for when deciding 
where and how to spend their time.  

Ready?  Break!

Key Competitors: 
+ National Football League 

+ National Basketball Association 

+ Major League Baseball 

+ National Hockey League 

+ Major League Soccer 

+ International Sports 

+ Sports Entertainment 

+ Audio Entertainment 

+ E-Sports / Gaming 

+ Streaming Services 

+ Social Media 

+ The College Experience 

+ Politics + Current Affairs 

+ Health + Wellness 

+ Travel + Cultural Exploration



NATIONAL 
FOOTBALL 
LEAGUE

 

Overview: 
With nearly 100 years of history and legacy, the NFL is an institution. Built on the strength 
of 32 uniquely-branded teams, NFL fandom inspires tribe-like commitments between fans 
and their favorite teams. Putting team above all else, fans prioritize team success, rivalries, 
and storylines, while individual players are primarily valued for their contributions on the 
field. For many, NFL fandom provides a routined and scheduled escape from the stresses 
and distractions of every day life, which is why for avid NFL fans, “Sundays are sacred.”

Key Players:

Benefits: 
+ Community:  Allegiance to a favorite team provides entry to a massive community of other fans, all 

rooting for a shared cause. Fans proudly wear these allegiances as badges of honor, and for some, 
as an extension of their own self-identity and sense of belonging.  

+ Tradition/Ritual: NFL fans appreciate consistency and knowing what to expect. Fans create 
weekly routines focused on their fandom, which they prep for and look forward to all week long. 

+ Escape: NFL fandom provides fans with a total escape from their everyday lives – a relaxing (and 
occasionally cathartic) distraction from worry or stress.

Dallas  
Cowboys

New England 
Patriots

Green Bay 
Packers Tom Brady Carson Wentz

Takeaways: 
+ Brand Building: NFL fandom is built of the strong branding of 32 distinct teams, with each  

team offering their fans a unique culture and community built on ownable differentiation. 
Communicate clearly defined values and meaning, giving fans deeper points of connection. 

+ Establish Routines: Opportunity exists to play into fans’ desire for clearly defined, scheduled 
moments to embrace and celebrate their fandom. Give fans a routine to look forward to.  

https://vimeo.com/210503707


NATIONAL 
BASKETBALL 
ASSOCIATION

 

Overview: 
With only 10 players on the floor, NBA fandom is significantly impacted by the play and 
personality of individual, superstar athletes. While team allegiances carry the League’s 
legacy and historic rivalries, NBA fans primarily focus their attention on the big names and 
marquee matchups that dominate headlines. This player-first dynamic allows for the 
unique personalities of individual players to shine through, providing fans with access to 
not only games and results, but an opportunity to personally connect with their favorite 
players (e.g., their thoughts, opinions, and relationships / tensions with each other).

Key Players:

Benefits: 
+ Superstar Personalities: NBA fans form strong personal connections with their favorite players 

and stay engaged to keep track of what these players are doing both on and off the court.  

+ Drama/Storylines: Given the focus on personalities, combined with the impact that a single 
player can have on an entire franchise, the NBA provides fans with constantly-shifting power 
dynamics and hero/villain role reversals that keep fans on the edge of their seats. 

+ Cultural Relevancy: Through its players, the NBA does a fantastic job staying up to date and 
relevant in the cultural conversation, often playing a critical role in promoting/pushing culture 
forward (i.e., NBA-memes, player fashion, celebrities at games, etc.)

Lebron  
James

Takeaways: 
+ Provide Access to Players: Fans appreciate “knowing” players on a more personal-basis, feeling 

more connected to their performances by understanding the context of who they are as 
individuals. Leverage the unique personalities of student athletes to help fans feel more invested 
in the player and the team's outcomes. 

+ Be Relevant + Timely: The cultural conversation moves quickly, with many trends and  
topics becoming viral overnight, but being replaced by something new just as quickly. 
Opportunity exists to stay in the know and connect with what fans are already talking about.

Steph  
Curry

Golden State 
Warriors

Boston 
Celtics

Los Angeles 
Lakers

https://vimeo.com/210503707


MAJOR 
LEAGUE 
BASEBALL

 

Overview: 
America’s pastime, Major League Baseball fandom is built on a commitment to its own 
legacy and tradition. Every season and personal accomplishment is viewed through the 
lens of the rivalries and records of seasons past, and the impact that the play of today will 
have on future seasons. MLB fans value the consistency, simplicity, and pacing of the sport, 
appreciating the fact that some things never change. Plus, with long seasons and an 
emphasis on record chasing/breaking, MLB fandom keeps fans in constant anticipation, 
eagerly awaiting the emotional payoff that comes from their longterm commitments.

Key Players:

Benefits: 
+ Tradition/Legacy: Modern context and analysis is predicated on MLB’s strong heritage and history. 

Players, teams, and fans consistently pay homage to / acknowledge the past, which strongly 
informs and influences the current commentary of today’s game.   

+ Rivalry: Fans develop strong allegiances with their favorite teams and closely connect with the 
traditions associated with the team, which includes the continuation of many storied rivalries.  

+ Anticipation: With 162-game seasons, MLB fandom is more of a marathon than a sprint. In-step with 
the game’s slower pace, fans value the anticipation nearly as much as the eventual payoff (i.e., the 
run that breaks a pitchers’ duel, Wild Card races, 100 year championship droughts, etc.)

New York 
Yankees

Takeaways: 
+ Celebrate History: Athletics play a significant role in the overall tradition, rituals, and heritage of 

a college or university. Leverage the strong history of college athletics to generate more 
excitement for the present by putting it in context of what’s come before. 

+ Build Anticipation: Sometimes the anticipation or lead up can be just as exciting as the outcome 
or result. Keep fans engaged by giving them something to look forward to and laddering up 
current moments to bigger picture payoffs in the near or more distant future. 

Boston 
Red Sox

Aaron 
Judge

Kris 
Bryant

Chicago 
Cubs

https://vimeo.com/210503707


NATIONAL 
HOCKEY 
LEAGUE

 

Overview: 
Fast-paced and hard-hitting, NHL fandom provides fans with constant energy and excitement. 
Hockey fans also take pride in the fact that their interest in the NHL is a somewhat unique, niche 
fandom compared to other professional sports leagues. With a large percentage of avid NHL 
fans having been former players themselves, hockey fandom is closely tied to an insider 
knowledge of the sport, the strategies, and the extreme physicality and grit of its players. 
However, NHL fandom tends to be more closely tied to team-fandom than individual players, 
making it more difficult for fans to form personal connections with the league.

Key Players:

Benefits: 
+ High-Energy: Hockey fans value the game for its uninterrupted fluidity and consistently high-energy 

pace of play, which keeps fans on the edge of their seats in anticipation of big moments when the 
energy finally boils over and erupts (e.g., goals, big hits, fights). 

+ Niche Offering: While it has become somewhat of a challenge for the NHL, hockey is a niche 
interest, with fans taking pride in being a fan of what is essentially an underdog league in the US. 

+ Personal Experience / Nostalgia: Many of the NHL's most avid fans’ connections to the league have 
formed through their own experiences playing hockey. These fans watch through the lens of their 
own firsthand playing experience, which ultimately leads to a greater appreciation.

Montreal 
Canadiens

New York 
Rangers

Chicago 
Blackhawks

Sydney 
Crosby

Patrick 
Kane

Takeaways: 
+ Keep Fans Engaged: Work to fill any “dead-air” in the college sports viewing experience, 

providing a steady stream of content to keep fans occupied and prevent them from looking 
elsewhere to fill in the gaps in their invested attention. 

+ Put Fans in the Action: Fans are more likely to be invested in a college sport if they have had a 
personal experience playing the sport themselves or can imagine themselves in the shoes of the 
athletes. Tap into fans’ desires to be a part of the action, by sharing the POV of exactly what it 
looks and feels like to be participating in a college sport.

https://vimeo.com/210503707


MAJOR 
LEAGUE 
SOCCER

 

Overview: 
Despite steady growth in popularity, MLS still working to find its footing and develop  
its own unique story, with much of its current fandom built off borrowed traditions and 
values from countries and leagues with a stronger "soccer culture.” For many fans, who are 
likely also fans of European soccer, MLS scratches the itch of wanting to be a  
part of a “football club” with its own unique history, rituals, and rivalries. As a result of  
this international interest in soccer in general, MLS relies heavily on the appeal of former 
global superstars to draw in new fans and generate excitement around US soccer.

Key Players:

Benefits: 
+ Club Traditions + Values: Like many European soccer teams, each MLS team has a unique set of 

songs, cheers, apparel, and supporter groups that give each team a differentiated identity and 
provide fans of the team with a sense of belonging as part of a community of fans. 

+ Global Superstars: The most popular players in the MLS typically tend to be aging global 
superstars from European leagues who fans have admired, but can now watch locally. 

+ Fluidity of Play: Soccer fans appreciate the game’s non-stop pace and constant action, keeping 
them engaged and invested for 45 uninterrupted minutes at a time. 

LA 
Galaxy

Seattle 
Sounders

Atlanta 
United FC

Zlatan 
Ibrahimovic

Wayne 
Rooney

Takeaways: 
+ Create a Culture: Fans want to feel like they are a part of a unique culture and surrounded by 

other fans who share their same values and beliefs. Creating traditions and rituals specific to a 
team or college/university creates value that can’t be replicated or replaced anywhere else. 

+ Promote Big Names: Leverage the appeal of standout, star players to provide new fans with an 
easily-accessible point of entry into broader team fandom.

https://vimeo.com/210503707


INTERNATIONAL 
SPORTS  

Overview: 
While many are most interested in sports within their own country, international sports 
serve as an exciting and engaging change of pace within the world of competitive athletics. 
Events like the World Cup and the Olympics serve to showcase the best talent in sports on 
a global stage, and often bring people together in proud support of a chosen team /
individual. The infrequency (and less regular US media coverage) of these events also adds 
a level of excitement and urgency to these competitions that more “mainstream” US 
sports leagues can sometimes lack. 

Key Players:

Benefits: 
+ Global Attention:  International competition offers a widespread sense of inclusivity, and the 

feeling of being a part of something truly significant. These occasions provide opportunities to 
connect with players and fans of other teams and countries, while experiencing other cultures. 

+ National Unity: National pride brings a sense of unity to a country often divided by sports teams. 
Fans that would normally root against one another come together in support of a team or 
individual that represents the nation as a whole. 

+ Positivity: While intersections between cultures can often be complicated, international sports 
competitions allow very different countries to come together in celebration of something that 
unites us all.

Olympics FIFA 
World Cup

Professional 
Golfers Assoc.

Assoc. of Tennis   
Professionals 

Takeaways: 
+ Strategic Infrequency: While sports games are fairly frequent, promoting events that occur less 

regularly builds excitement and encourages people to look forward to more exclusive and 
special experiences. 

+ School Pride: Unite fans of individual sports teams under the umbrella of school pride, 
celebrating fandom in totality to evoke an emotional connection to being part of something 
bigger than single-sport fandom. 

https://vimeo.com/210503707


E-SPORTS  
/ GAMING  

Overview: 
E-sports have become a significant, rapidly-growing disrupter in the world of college 
sports. In recent years, E-sports competitions have garnered millions of viewers and 
awarded huge prizes. What’s more, the lines between competitor and cohort continue to 
blur as many colleges across the US are dedicating funding and resources to developing 
stronger E-sports programs, some even making it an official college sport. While in its early 
days the E-sports fandom was a small community, as the sport grows, so does its overall 
popularity and media coverage.  

Key Players:

Benefits: 
+ Achievement: Much like college and professional sports, E-sports provide fans with opportunities 

to see their hobbies and interests performed at the highest level. 

+ Early Adaptors: If nothing else, E-Sports piques interest because of its newness and how much it 
differs from traditional sports. Many are curious to understand how it works, and want to get in on 
the ground level of a rising trend.  

+ Connection: While most sports fans can’t recreate a college basketball game themselves,  
E-Sports can be easily replicated by fans playing the same games as top competitors, giving even 
amateur players a closer connection to top gamers. 

MLG 
(E-sports Leagues)

Twitch 
(Live Streaming)

Epic Games 
(Developers)

Game-Specific 
Leagues / Tournaments

Ninja 
(Pro Gamers)

Takeaways: 
+ Embrace the Non-Traditional “Sports Fan”: Opportunity exists to consider fans more holistically, 

looking beyond just their sports-related attitudes + behaviors to identify and more intentionally 
target different types of fans. 

+ Innovate: People are excited by the emergence of a new sport. While others sports themselves 
don’t need to change, it is important to continue to change and develop the fan experience to 
keep audiences excited.

https://vimeo.com/210503707


SPORTS 
ENTERTAINMENT  

Overview: 
Sports entertainment creates theater and builds anticipation leading up to monumental, 
“can't miss" events. Fans of these events stay constantly up to date, following the media 
coverage and dramatic storylines that unfold in the months and weeks leading up to the 
main event. As most follow a pay-per-view model, fans often plan ahead and come 
together via private viewing parties or on-premise viewing, connecting with other fans to 
experience the event in high-energy fashion with others who have also been eagerly 
waiting for the competition to finally kick off.

Key Players:

Benefits: 
+ Anticipation: These events are typically announced months in advanced and teased with drama-

filled stories and media coverage that incrementally build excitement leading up to the main event. 

+ Drama: Marketing for sports entertainment is often built around dramatic storylines that play out 
with near soap opera levels of conflict and tension, creating a sense that there is more at stake 
than just a sports competition. 

+ Main Event: After all of the fanfare and lead up, the actual competition becomes a “can't miss” 
event, with many fans planning ahead and scheduling viewing parties to make the most of the 
experience.

WWE UFC
WBA 

(PPV Boxing)
Conor 

McGregor
John 
Cena

Takeaways: 
+ 'Hype Up’ Big Events: Build anticipation leading up to important moments in the season by 

creating storylines that take fans on a journey that ultimately pays off in big climactic moments. 

+ Create Theater: Conflict and tension are universal storytelling devices. Fans want to clearly see 
more reasons to invest in an event, beyond just the athletic competition itself.

https://vimeo.com/210503707


STREAMING 
SERVICES  

Overview: 
Streaming services have become incredibly popular in recent years, with a seemingly 
endless amount of content and services available. These services, (e.g., Hulu, Netflix, 
Amazon Prime Video, etc.) allow users to avoid getting cable and instead pay monthly to 
subscribe and stream a range of shows at their convenience. These services have made it 
easier for fans to access content at any time, for however long they choose to engage with 
their favorite shows or movies.

Key Players:

Benefits: 
+ Freedom/Accessibility: The sheer amount of content allows consumers to fill however much time 

they have with streaming content. Whether 30 minutes or 3 hours, streaming services allow fans 
the opportunity to totally customize their viewing experience to fulfill their needs and preferences. 

+ Convenience: Many streaming services have corresponding apps, and can easily be viewed on 
computers, TVs, tablets, and phones, making the experience extremely portable.  

+ Escape: While streaming services offer an array of engaging content, they also offer viewers the 
opportunity to unwind, relax and disengage with their immediate surroundings while watching.

Netflix Hulu
Amazon Prime 

Video HBONow SlingTV

Takeaways: 
+ Content Flow: Make it as effortless as possible for viewers to find, access, and transition 

between different types of content, giving them complete control over what, how, and when 
they consume college sports content. 

+ Variety: One of the benefits of streaming services is their wide range of content. Highlighting all 
of different teams/sports appeals to different subjects and interests, so all fans can find 
something they enjoy. 

https://vimeo.com/210503707


 

Overview: 
Social media has fundamentally changed how we connect, interact, and socialize, both 
online and in person. Platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and Snapchat allow users to stay 
connected to current friends and make new ones while expressing themselves in different 
ways. Fans of these platforms feel deeply connected, not only to those they interact with 
via the platforms, but to the sites themselves. Social media sites also provide fans with 
access to explore distinct subgroups for any / all of their interests, allowing for a sense of 
community at both large and small scales. 

Key Players:

Benefits: 
+ Connection: Social media allows for constant connection between individuals all over the world, 

keeping the conversation open and engaged whenever an individual chooses to engage.  

+ Remote: Engaging with social media is extremely low effort, and can be done at virtually any time. 
While users can choose to extend connections to the real world, social media has made it 
possible to have a network of connections unbound by physical proximity. 

+ Distinct Features / Functionality: Because each social media platform has its own unique purpose 
and format, users can feel justified in having many social media accounts, and use each one for a 
different purpose, expressing different aspects of their personalities.

Facebook Twitter Snapchat Instagram Pinterest

Takeaways: 
+ Continue the Conversations: Today’s fans expect access to their favorite content whenever they 

want. Keep fans engaged by continuing the conversation and consistently offering ways for 
them to connect with their favorite sports teams. 

+ Offer Differentiated Benefits: Give fans reasons to invest in multiple sports, emphasizing the 
unique benefits and reasons to watch that you can’t get from any other sporting event or 
experience.

SOCIAL 
MEDIA

https://vimeo.com/210503707


 

Overview: 
Recent years have seen a dramatic rise in the popularity of radio, podcasts, and music. 
Because of the wide range of audio content, and the increased accessibility that streaming 
apps and services provide, fans can easily find one or many forms of audio that interest 
them. These types of content (podcasts, musicians, book series, etc.) often have extremely 
dedicated fanbases connected to them, and given the varying levels of popularity, fans can 
choose to connect with smaller, more personal fan groups, or larger networks surrounding 
well-known content.

Key Players:

Benefits: 
+ Passivity: Unlike other forms of content that require one’s full attention, audio entertainment is 

something listeners can engage with while doing other activities.  

+ Interest-Specific: With over 500,000 active podcasts, in addition to audiobooks and other 
forms of audio entertainment, listeners can find content for even their most specific interests. 

+ Gateway to Community: Podcasts and musicians offer a point of entry for listeners to engage 
in the active fan communities that surround various forms of audio entertainment.

Audible 
(Audiobooks)

Serial 
(Podcasts)

Spotify 
(Music Streaming) 

Sirius 
(Radio)

Takeaways: 
+ Easily Digestible Content: Audio content is often broken into clips, episodes, etc. that require 

little/no prior information and don’t require listeners’ full attention. Provide options of content 
that is easy to access without prior knowledge, and doesn’t require too much concentration.  

+ Fans as Content Creators: Podcast creation has become almost as popular as podcast listening. 
Offer fans an opportunity to voice their views and create their own content that demonstrates 
how their fandom comes to life and and what it means to them.

AUDIO 
ENTERTAINMENT

https://vimeo.com/210503707


POLITICS + 
CURRENT 
AFFAIRS

 

Overview: 
Though it’s virtually impossible to keep up with the amount of information available today, it is  
easier than ever to access information about current events and keep up with them in real time.  
This constant coverage has led to a sensationalizing of new information, keeping “fans” constantly 
informed and eager to hear what will happen next.  And while most of today’s young people don’t 
read newspapers, they keep up politically through mobile news sites, apps, and social media. Online 
movements have also recently become a significant contributor to social justice movements across 
the world, empowering fans of news and activism to continue uniting behind causes they care about. 

Key Players:

Benefits: 
+ Ease of Access: Social media has helped many social and political movements to gain 

momentum. One benefit to activist movements with an online presence is how accessible 
they are; it’s possible to be part of a movement without moving at all. 

+ Sense of Purpose: Unlike other comparable activities, activism offers a sense of community 
and purpose among those who participate.  

+ Affecting Change: Political awareness/activism can at times allow those involved to see 
tangible results and responses to their actions in a field they care about. 

NYTimes.com 
(Mobile News)

Change.org 
(Online Petitions)

March for Our Lives 
(Social Activism)

Last Week Tonight 
(satire / commentary)

Takeaways: 
+ Make Action Matter: Those who are engaged want to feel like their opinions matter, and 

are being taken into account. Even for non-serious subjects, make sure fans’ views are 
acknowledged and taken seriously. 

+ Empowering Audiences: Make fans feel like their role in supporting the team is significant, 
and that sports are more than “just a game" and play a role in contributing to culture and 
society at large.

https://vimeo.com/210503707


THE 
COLLEGE  
EXPERIENCE

 

Overview: 
Today, the college experience has become increasingly socially saturated. Schools  
across the country continue to create new amenities, clubs, and other opportunities 
outside the classroom. Students have grown to expect on-campus events, activities, and 
chances to engage that are convenient, cost-effective, and appeal to their unique interests.

Key Players:

Benefits: 
+ Socializing: There are countless opportunities available that not only entertain students, but allow 

them to spend time with friends, all while collecting valuable experiences to share with others. 

+ Freedom / Experimentation: While there are ample academic opportunities at college, because of 
the context, even social events can be linked to/justified as being similarly educational, allowing 
students the opportunity make their own choices and learn more about who they are. 

+ Breadth of Options: Most campuses offer opportunities to students across a wide range of interests, 
both academic and otherwise, allowing for everyone to find something they can connect with.

Academics
Socializing  
/ Partying

Clubs / 
Student Groups

Career 
Development

Greek  
Organizations

Takeaways: 
+ Make it Easy: With so many readily available affordable ways to spend time on campus, 

expensive, time-consuming ones can seem less appealing. Make it as simple as possible to get 
engaged either in person or remotely.   

+ Stand Out: Amidst a sea of other activities, sports have to distinguish themselves and create a 
sense of buzz/excitement in order to attract significant interest.

https://vimeo.com/210503707


HEALTH + 
WELLNESS  

Overview: 
As our definition of health and wellness continues to evolve to include mental and 
emotional health, there are more and more opportunities available to gain insights and 
inspiration to improve one’s health. Like other fandoms, there are many smaller divisions of 
health and wellness fans, who cluster into groups based on eating habits (e.g., vegan, 
gluten free) or preferred workout regimen (e.g., CrossFit, Soul Cycle). These smaller 
communities become a source of identity, motivation and community for members looking 
to lead healthier lifestyles. 

Key Players:

Benefits: 
+ Self-Improvement: Health and wellness offers those involved with a higher sense of control over 

their lives, improving their overall lifestyle and achieving short term goals. 

+ Inclusivity: The health and wellness sphere has expanded considerably in recent years to include 
those with health issues/limitations, providing options that offer something for everyone. 

+ Motivation/Accountability: Through positive reinforcement from community members, step 
trackers, and more, there are countless ways for those trying to improve their overall health to gain 
inspiration and advice.

Fitbit 
(Fitness Trackers)

Peloton 
(Remote Classes) 

 Keto Diet 
(Specialty Diets) 

Calm App 
(Mental Health  Apps)

Holistic Health 
/ Self Care

Takeaways: 
+ Incentives: Just as health and wellness offers people many ways to get structure and support, 

creating a more inviting/direct path to ultimate fandom and clearly communicating the benefits 
of avid fandom may help encourage casual fans to become more involved. 

+ Accomplishment: Help fans feel like they are achieving something or bettering themselves 
through their college sports fandom by including fans as a critical part of a team’s success.

https://vimeo.com/210503707


TRAVEL +  
IN-PERSON 
EXPERIENCE

 

Overview: 
With the amount of accessible content and information one can access secondhand, there 
is a new premium on immersive, in-person experiences. While documenting an activity is a 
significant aspect of the overall experience, doing something instead of just seeing it is 
becoming increasingly important for today’s young fans. These types of live, in-person 
events foster strong memories and emotional connections that can’t be formed from 
simply seeing something online, providing those in attendance with another entry to a 
broader, longer list of lived experiences. 

Key Players:

Benefits: 
+ Immersion: Because of the ease with which we can view experiences secondhand, genuinely 

engaging experiences have become more highly valued, with today’s young people placing a 
higher premium on doing something firsthand.  

+ Personal Growth: Collecting and being exposed to unique experiences broadens an individual’s 
world view and perspective, providing fulfillment and growth that comes with seeing the world 
and experiencing life to the fullest.

Travel Blogs  
+ Influencers

Takeaways: 
+ Make it Memorable: It’s important to make in-person experiences as immersive as possible,  

clearly demonstrating that some things need to be seen/felt in person.  

+ Be Exclusive: With so much information and so many experiences that can be easily replicated, it 
is critical to cultivate experiences that offer unique benefits that fans can’t get anywhere else.

Coachella 
(Music Festivals)

Comic Con 
(Conventions)

Hamilton 
(Live Theater)

https://vimeo.com/210503707
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