
Q: Why is the Arizona State football team like 
a possum? 
A: Because they play dead at home and get killed 
on the road.* 

OKAY, SO IT'S NOT the most r ib-busting gag 
ever wr i t ten . In fact, it is just one of many 
thousands you' l l hear in bars, read in books and 
find on the internet. 

But the point is that fan humour , particularly 
when it is aimed at rival teams, players and fans, 
is a sure-fire barometer of a particular sort of 
passion for a sport. A n d in this instance the sport 
is American college football, something that 
generates a unique passion which even the Major 
Leagues struggle to match. 

If you talk sport w i t h more or less anybody 
born and raised in North America they w i l l tell 
you the same thing : college sports are part of the 
American Way. Your college is your college, for 
better or worse, forever and ever. A m e n . 

"The passion for college sports, and in 
particular (American) football, is closer to 
how European soccer fans feel towards their 
teams rather than other American sports," 
explains Pyne, the m a n who took over the 
presidency of I M G Sports and Entertainment 
in 2006 and brought t h e m into the college 
sports arena back in 2007 w i t h the acquisition 
of HOST Communicat ions, then the national 
leader in college sports marketing, association 
management and media services. 

The rationale for the move was clear: college 

sports represented the biggest opportunity for 
I M G not only in the North American sporting 
space, but possibly worldwide, something that 
was reiterated in 2010 when Pyne expanded 
IMG's College Sports Group further w i t h the 
acquisition of North Carolina-based market ing 
and broadcast agency ISP Sports. 

"There are 173 m i l l i o n college sports fans in 
the US, of w h o m 80 m i l l i o n are women - highly 
inf luential when it comes to spending decisions," 
says Pyne. A d d to that 29 m i l l i o n college sports 
fans earning over $100,000 a year, and the fact 
that college sports' fol lowing is ethnically diverse, 
and that college sports are number one among 
the hard-to-target 18-to-24 demographic - and it is 
hard to argue w i t h Pyne's contention that this is 
an unmatched audience. 

"College sports are uniquely American," he says. 
"They help define who you are and what you stand 
for to the extent that they are almost a way of life." 

Each intake of students also acts as a conveyor 
belt of fresh fan - an enduring opportunity 
and something not lost on Pyne or the late 
I M G chairman and chief executive officer Ted 
Forstmann who backed the company's investment 
in college properties to the h i l t . In January 2011 
Forstmann said he expected the college business 
to be the single-biggest contributor to I M G 
earnings w i t h i n two years. The figure is already 
understood to be north of 42 per cent. 

Pyne hails f rom a football dynasty and knows 
the college scene inside out: he saw both his father 
and grandfather play professionally, and he himsel f 

captained the football team at the Ivy League 
Brown University in Providence, Rhode Island. 

But it was the businessman and not the 
sportsman in h i m that saw the opportunity 
to take I M G , its connections, entrepreneurial 
focus, resource and processes into college sports, 
a wor ld that looks confusing and jumbled to 
an outsider. He brought clarity and created a 
programme of rationalisation and integration that 
is harvesting commercial potential which had 
been more or less dormant since the first pigskin 
was kicked back in the 19th century. 

"When I came to I M G from NASCAR I was 
tasked to seek opportunities and we looked at 
many things. The reason I l iked the college market 
was because it had that massive fanbase and the 
marketing optimisation didn't correlate to that," 
Pyne explains. " I t meant there was an enormous 
opportunity to create connections between 
consumers and corporations in a tasteful way." 

Today I M G handles some 200 leading 
collegiate properties across a range of revenues, 
generating activities f rom sponsorship and 
licensing to local TV, radio, digital media, 
websites, signage, experiential market ing and, 
more recently, t icketing and in-stadium services. 

"When I looked at the companies that had 
held the rights for the schools I saw that they had 
sold a handful of sponsorship categories such as 
insurance, banking and wireless - but beyond that 
the sponsor penetration was not very significant," 
says Pyne. " I n other American sports the number 
of categories is up to 32, but in college sports it 
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was around five. We saw the value of extending 
the number of categories and being able to offer 
sponsors new national and regional products as 
well as local ones. 

" I n the US i f you wanted to buy sponsorship 
around 10 baseball teams in different markets 
you had to go to 10 different organisations. 

"The same t h i n g is true in football. We can 
now give you 75 schools in 49 of the top 50 
markets in Nor th America - it's one buy. That in 
itself is transformational because it was just too 
diff icult before. 

"This year we are ro l l ing out a new product 
that w i l l allow us to sell, say, 20 schools in a 
particular region as well as br ing ing a new level of 
sophistication locally." 

Theory became practice last year when logistics 
company UPS carved itself a l i tt le slice of history 
by becoming the official logistics, package-
delivery and retail shipping service company 
for 68 schools on IMG's platform in what was 
reported as college sports' biggest ever deal. In 
September car manufacturer Hyundai followed 
suit by announcing a programme focusing on 
15 schools in year one. It w i l l be increasing the 
number by a further 11 this year. 

"These are important deals," says Pyne. "Both 
UPS and Hyundai operate in global markets and 
are global sports marketers, so when somebody of 
that k i n d of sophistication goes into a sport it can 
be taken as a tremendous endorsement." 

The scale of the opportunity in college sports 
is summed up in a phrase which Pyne has 

used in a number of interviews. "Right now we 
are d r i n k i n g out of a fire hose," he says, whi le 
indicating that there is enough pressure in the 
system to mainta in the flow. 

"We have been putt ing together systems and 
packages and now we must continue to improve 
our execution at a national, regional and local 
level and that w i l l take us a fair amount of t ime to 
do. You w i l l see progress i n the market ing areas 
at the same t ime. 

"The strategic nature of I M G means we can 
pick best practices f rom around the wor ld which 
we can then br ing to college sports. We started a 
ticketing business this year which is going quite 
well and I t h i n k we w i l l do things on the media 
side of the business in terms of digital . 

"There are other growth areas such as hospitality 
we can bui ld on as we create more value for the 
schools and the people who seek to do business 
w i t h them. Right now these are still early days." 

Given the uniquely American nature of 
college sports, Pyne doesn't rule out however the 
possibility of sparking international interest for 
the properties although, he admits, that's likely to 
be a slow burner. 

"You don't have the same type of collegiate 
experience outside the US and that makes it more 
difficult. But over 20 years it may be something 
that has the potential to b u i l d . " 

The traction bui l t by the college business has 
played a major role in IMG's recent growth and 
is just one of the reasons why Pyne is optimistic 
about the future. 
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"The outlook has never been better," he says. 
"We are very strong in golf and tennis globally, 
our event and fashion business is highly 
successful, our academy a r m is vibrant and of 
course one of the bedrocks of the company is 
I M G Media which distributes 18,000 hours of 
programming a year. 

"Our market share in those core businesses 
has never been better so when you look across the 
whole it is pretty strong. I M G is in a significant 
position across sport, which is itself a growing 
sector and has the capability to continue to grow 
into the future." 

Part of that growth w i l l come f rom emerging 
markets inc luding India and Brazil where I M G 
has joint-ventures w i t h major local organisations 
to ensure they are invited to the party and not left 
on the outside looking i n . Pyne describes IMG's 
joint-ventures as "works in progress." 

" I f you are a business that has been around 
for 50 years, you have to take a long view and 
decide where you want to extend yourself," he 
says. " India and Brazil are markets we want to be 
in and we are work ing w i t h companies that have 
track records of bu i ld ing businesses. 

" I t is 'steady as she goes' at the m o m e n t and 
over a period of t ime we w i l l be successful. W h e n 
you do things that have never been done before 
there are starts and stops but when you look at 
the resolve of Reliance Industries (India) and 
I M G , you'd place long-term bets on these guys. 

"These emerging markets are part of the 
opportunity for sport but there are also new 
technologies which are combining to make sport 
more valuable. We are seeing the development of 
a digital wor ld and in terms of social media, sports 
are relevant and are offering great opportunities. 

"As the wor ld becomes more fragmented in 
terms of entertainment, sport w i l l be one of the 
few things that keeps people together in a very 
passionate way. 

"I t h i n k that I M G goes as sports goes and we 
feel pretty good about sport and the position our 
businesses have. That means we feel pretty good 
about the future of the company." 

The feel-good factor Pyne describes at I M G is 
one of the key legacies f rom the move into college 
sports. The company now has staff - anything 

f rom two to 25 people - operating in almost all the 
major US markets giving I M G what Pyne says is 
an "unmatched footprint across the country". 

"By having people in the major markets on the 
ground I M G was reinvented in America," he says. 
" T h i n k about one of the things that makes I M G 
unique and it is the ability to deploy best practice 
everywhere in the wor ld . The capabilities are 
global and vertical and now what applies in the 
rest of the wor ld applies in America too. 

"That footprint may have been created for 
college sports but five years f rom now it w i l l 
extend into other products and services which can 
go into the pipes that have been created." 

Last year I M G celebrated its 50th anniversary 
but 2011 was also the year that saw the company 
entering its t h i r d age. Famously founded 
on a handshake by Mark McCormack, I M G 
was acquired for something in the region of 
$750 m i l l i o n by Ted Forstmann fo l lowing 
McCormack's death and despite widespread 
concerns that Forstmann would look to 
maximise assets and go for a quick sale, he 
remained at the h e l m of a business which was 
growing as fast as at any t i m e in its history u n t i l 
his death late last year. 

" I d idn ' t know Mark McCormack but I do know 
that he bui l t a business unl ike any other in sport. 
He was global before global was global and he 
deserves enormous credit for that," Pyne says. 
"What he d id was incredible." 

But it was Forstmann who brought Pyne into 
the business f rom NASCAR and who backed his 
vision w i t h the capital required to t u r n that vision 
into business reality. 

"Ted made many contributions and often he 
brought operational excellence and efficiency to 
the business which helped unlock value in the 
business and maximise financial performance," 
Pyne says. 

Forstmann's ownership of I M G did , however, 
coincide w i t h one of the most difficult trading 
periods of recent times and his success in 
increasing earnings throughout that t ime 
represents a significant achievement. Now I M G is 
in the hands of COO Mike Dolan who, Pyne says, 
has already played an important role: " H e oversaw 
what could have been a very difficult transit ion 

and made it seamless. He has done a great job." 
The I M G which Pyne joined back in 2 0 0 6 

was already a different company to the one 
Mark McCormack founded. But although the 
company moved w i t h the changing mood of the 
sport and entertainment sectors, its inherently 
entrepreneurial nature remained intact. 

Pyne says he sees tremendous similarities 
between the college sports opportunity he has 
targeted at I M G and the opportunity he faced 
when he joined NASCAR at the beginning of its 
incredible growth period in the mid-1990s. 

" I n the end sports are sports," Pyne says. 
"Each has its own nuance but the issues are very 
m u c h the same. There is no question there are 
similarities between NASCAR and I M G . 

"To me college sports are like NASCAR in 1995 
in terms of the opportunities. The difference is 
that w i t h NASCAR we had to b u i l d demand and 
that was hard. In college sports the demand is 
already bui l t - in and has to be satisfied - but the 
skills that are needed are the same here." 

As leader of a multi-discipl ine sports and 
entertainment business operating globally, 
George Pyne has become one of the best-
respected and most-widely-recognised people in 
sports marketing. He's been inducted into sports 
business halls of fame and named as one of Ad 
Age's Top 100. He has had a hugely successful 
career and commands massive influence across 
the sports sector but underneath it all , is he really 
just a frustrated football player? If he could t u r n 
the clock back, would he trade his business career 
for one in the National Football League? 

" I f you'd asked me 20 years ago the answer 
would have been yes," he replies. 

"But not today. I grew up in a small town 
in America and all I waned to do was play 
professional football. That's just what you d id , 
particularly when you shared a name w i t h your 
father and grandfather who both played pro. But 
today I guess I am pretty happy w i t h the way 
things have turned out." 

* The writer wishes to apologise to fans of Arizona 
State for the random selection of this joke. As a 40-
Year fan of Crystal Palace FC (a.k.a. Crystal Palace 
Nil) he knows how it feels. 
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