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Multi-Games strategies

By the mid-1990s, the IOC had had enough of  doing battle with organis-
ing committees over broadcast strategies. Time and time again the IOC had 
found itself  in confl ict with the organisers over the scheduling of  negotia-
tions, who would control them and who the rights should be sold to.

The organisers wanted to maximise the revenue, with little attention 
to ensuring global coverage. The IOC, while needing the revenue to fund 
the Olympic Movement, had many other factors to consider, including 
the global and continuing promotion of the Olympic Games. Samaranch 
decided that the IOC would take total and full control over all future rights 
negotiations. The seeds for the IOC’s strategy of entering into long-term 
broadcast agreements were sown.

The fi rst broadcaster to come up with a multi-Games offer strategy was 
not NBC, as is often believed, but Australia’s Channel 7. Gary Fenton, Chan-
nel 7’s sports chief, was struggling to make a realistic offer for Atlanta; 
one that would meet the expectations of the IOC and the Atlanta Commit-
tee for the Olympic Games (ACOG) – the private, non-profi t organisation 
staging the event. In truth, Fenton was far more interested in the Sydney 
rights, when the Games would be in his own backyard, but knew that 
the IOC would not start negotiations for those Games until Atlanta was 
locked up. He knew, too, that if he failed to win Atlanta it would be all the 
more diffi cult to get Sydney.

Over a beer at Sportel, the sports industry television conference in 
Monaco, Fenton explained to me how they were struggling to meet our 
expectations for Atlanta, and just could not make the numbers work. He 
asked me if  I had any ideas.

‘Why not extend the advertising period?’ I asked him.
‘What do you mean, beyond just one Games?’ Fenton looked back 

bemused.
‘Don’t know – never been done, but if  that’s what it will take to make the 

numbers work, why not look at it?’ I said.
Within weeks, Fenton was on a secret mission to Montreal to meet 

with Dick Pound to present a proposal for a double Games bid. It worked. 
Channel 7’s offer of  $75 million for the two Games locked up the rights to 
Atlanta and Sydney. A new era in broadcast negotiations had begun.
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Among those quickly on the phone to Fenton was NBC’s Dick Ebersol, 
asking how he had pulled off  the two-Games deal.

Again, circling with interest was Rupert Murdoch. Murdoch’s Fox Net-
work had fi rmly established itself  as a major player in the US, successfully 
bidding for a number of  prime sports properties. Murdoch was using sport 
as ‘a battering ram for entry into new markets’ throughout the world.1

With the Olympics returning to Murdoch’s birthplace, Australia, he 
was even more anxious to lock up the crown jewel for his media empire 
and set about aggressively pursuing the rights. Murdoch was told that this 
time he would have a seat at the bidding table alongside the three other 
networks. He began secretly lobbying the Sydney Organising Committee 
and its then president Gary Pemberton.2

Murdoch was prepared to invest his own time in what he hoped would 
be a slow process of  seduction. On 25 April, 1995, Murdoch came to 
Lausanne, along with Chase Carey, chairman and CEO of  the Fox Net-
work, to press their case with Samaranch and IOC offi cials. Press reports 
speculated that Murdoch was considering a global $1 billion plus offer for 
worldwide rights to the Sydney 2000 Games. Global rights for the 1996 
Atlanta Games were worth around $900 million.

Murdoch and Carey spent the day looking around the Olympic Museum, 
and exploring how it might be possible to expand the coverage of  the 
Olympic Games.3 Murdoch left Lausanne convinced that he would now 
be accepted as a serious bidder for future Olympic rights.

Two’s company

Seeing the press reports of  Murdoch’s visit to the IOC headquarters, the 
other networks became increasingly concerned. They worried that Mur-
doch might be unbeatable in a straight rights auction. CBS decided that its 
Olympic future best lay in cultivating its long-running Winter Games fran-
chise. This left ABC and NBC to decide how they could take on Murdoch. 
For a while the two networks felt that their best chance might be to form a 
joint venture to acquire and share the Olympic rights. But when the Walt 
Disney Company announced its acquisition of  ABC from Capital Cities on 
July 30, 1995, NBC began to rethink the proposal fearing that Disney might 
suddenly want to make its own expensive Olympic TV statement.
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Dick Ebersol and NBC president Randy Falco were also struggling with 
the potential impact of  the time difference between the US and Sydney, 
and its likely impact on advertising sales. But, with the Winter Games now 
confi rmed for Salt Lake City in 2002, they fi gured that if  there was a way 
to amortise the advertising revenue, the host country advantage might 
even out any shortfalls from the Summer Games.

It suddenly struck the NBC leadership that the best way to deal with the 
advertising risk, and to beat Murdoch, was to bid for two Games – Sydney 
and Salt Lake. They would mount their own multi-Games bid. Bob Wright, 
NBC’s chairman, called Jack Welch, the celebrated chairman and CEO of  
General Electric, NBC’s parent company, and outlined the proposal. Within 
twenty minutes Welch agreed they should go for both.

Once the decision was made, speed and total secrecy were essential. 
Ebersol and Falco were told by Welch to take GE’s private jet to Europe 
to fi nd Samaranch, who was in Gothenburg at the 1995 World Athletics 
Championships. Waiting for them was NBC’s senior vice president, Alex 
Gilady. When Ebersol and Falco arrived, they were so scared they might be 
seen entering the hotel that they took the staff elevator up to Samaranch’s 
room. Ebersol made a short, fi fteen minute presentation to Samaranch. 
Samaranch listened carefully. He told Ebersol how impressed he was, but 
explained that he could not accept without fi rst hearing Dick Pound’s 
view, and that of his executive board.

Ebersol, recalling how Arledge, his mentor, would close rights deals by 
giving a tight deadline to accept or reject, told Samaranch that the IOC 
had just thirty six hours until Friday night to agree. Samaranch said, ‘So 
go and speak to Pound.’ Ebersol, expecting to fi nd Pound in Gothenburg, 
was dismayed to fi nd that he had stayed at home in Canada. Within a few 
hours, the NBC delegation was back on the jet crossing the Atlantic to 
Montreal.

Ebersol and Falco met Pound in his offi ces in downtown Montreal. They 
made the same presentation for the double Games proposal. Within min-
utes, Pound pulled out his laptop, and began bashing out the basics of  the 
deal in a three-page memorandum. NBC had pulled off  a unique coup – a 
$1.25 billion offer was agreed for the Sydney and Salt Lake City Games.
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The pre-emptive strike

On 7 August, the deal was announced to an astonished world. 4

So high was the price – a 56 per cent increase over Atlanta – that Bob 
Wright, NBC’s chairman, joked at the press conference that ‘as part of  
the arrangement, we are also selling NBC to the IOC’. At short notice, 
Gary Pemberton, the president of  the Sydney Organising Committee, was 
summoned from Australia to New York for the press conference. He didn’t 
have time to pull together any commemorative souvenirs for the signing 
ceremony so he grabbed some Sydney Olympic caps and T-shirts from 
a souvenir shop in Manley on the way to the airport. It was only as he 
handed them out that he realised they were all counterfeit.

CBS, meanwhile, looked on aghast as its Winter Olympic franchise of  
three successive Games was brought to a grinding halt. One of  the most dif-
fi cult lunch meetings of  my entire career was the regular Olympic review 
with CBS bosses to see how Nagano advertising sales were progressing. 
The lunch, with CBS sales president Joe Abbruzze and Olympic sales boss 
JoAnne Ross, took place just three hours after the press announcement 
of  NBC’s new deal, in a New York Italian restaurant straight out of  an 
episode of  The Sopranos. I sat with my back against the wall, grilled by 
Abbruzze and his colleagues about how the IOC could sell out the Winter 
Games without even giving them a chance. It was not fair, he said, but we 
all knew that if  they had come up with the idea of  a double Games bid fi rst, 
they would have done exactly the same as Ebersol.

NBC’s new long-term broadcast agreement changed the dynamics of  
the relationship between the IOC and the broadcasters from a traditional 
16-day event into an ongoing strategic partnership. TV networks recog-
nised that in a soon-to-be 500 channel television universe, they could 
stand out only if  they could pull in the big events. It was the only way 
to guarantee the mega advertising audience. That guarantee would help 
build relationships and loyalty with their affi liate stations – at a time when 
affi liate switching was becoming commonplace – and would help them 
solidify partnerships with leading advertisers.

On 26 September, the NBC team was back in Lausanne for the formal 
contract signing. Samaranch recognised the extent of  NBC’s commitment 
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to the Olympics; he also understood the benefi t to the IOC of  locking up 
long-term revenue and broadcast agreements before the organising com-
mittee became involved. He told Dick Pound to sound Ebersol and Falco 
out to see if  they wanted to keep going and strike a further deal for another 
term beyond 2008.

After the celebratory dinner at the Palace Hotel, Pound retired to the 
bar with Ebersol and Falco for post-negotiation cigars. By the end of  the 
evening, the IOC and NBC were on the way to pulling off  an even more 
remarkable deal. Under discussion was a further three Games agreement 
for 2004, 2006 and 2008 – three Games where host cities had not even 
been appointed. Within a couple of  months, a new secret agreement was 
hammered out. The deal was codenamed ‘Sunset’, as both Pound and 
Ebersol reckoned that this deal went so far into the future that it would be 
the last of  their Olympic careers.

On 12 December, 1995, the biggest broadcast deal in sports history (at 
the time) was announced with NBC paying a further $2.3 billion for the 
next three Games. In less than fi ve months, NBC had committed over $3.5 
billion in Olympic rights fees. The face of  the Olympic TV market had been 
changed for ever. The other networks were left speechless.

Out-foxed

Rupert Murdoch, however, was not yet ready to throw in the towel. Seeing 
that the IOC was willing to take its rights out long term, he promptly pro-
posed a $2 billion offer for European rights through 2008. This time the 
EBU responded by bringing its offer up to $1.4 billion and a 50 per cent 
share in any profi ts. Samaranch defended the deal stating that ‘the reason 
we accepted a smaller sum from EBU than from News Corporation is that 
we reach a far larger audience with terrestrial channels, especially young 
people. That has always been our priority, rather than simply to accept the 
highest bidder.’

The sale of  the Olympic rights was a rare piece of  good news for the EBU 
and its public sector members. The rise of  the cash-rich satellite broad-
casters was threatening their major sports monopoly.5

Despite the criticism of  the IOC and Samaranch for commercialising 
the Olympic Movement and chasing the dollar, an important principle had 
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been upheld. The IOC had accepted an offer of  $600 million less to protect 
the basic concept of  free-to-air coverage for the Olympic Games. Sama-
ranch’s critics in the media were strangely silent.

Murdoch responded to the snub of  losing – perhaps the fi rst time that 
he had not been able to buy his way in with his cheque book – with dignity. 
The politicians in the New South Wales Government were less sanguine. 
They immediately called a press conference and complained that ‘their 
Games were being robbed of  almost $200 million in extra revenue’. This 
made headlines in the Australian media. The same media and politicians 
would no doubt have been equally outraged if  four years earlier, the IOC 
had accepted a pay-per-view offer from Australian media groups, thereby 
denying the Australian public free access to watch the Olympics. It’s a 
good example of  the IOC, and Samaranch in particular, being on a hiding 
to nothing.

The multi-Games genie was well and truly out of  the bottle. The rest of  
the world soon followed suit. Long-term agreements through 2008 were 
agreed with the other broadcast unions in South America and Asia, along 
with Canada and Japan.

Broadcasters could now invest in premium Olympic coverage, secure 
in the knowledge that they were not supplying just a one-off  event. The 
longer contracts provided a vested interest in building the Olympic brand, 
concentrating on the overall production without having to worry about 
bidding every two years. The Olympics had always attracted the best pro-
duction talent and the networks could now engage the very best sports 
production talent on long-term contracts. Ebersol joked that the reason he 
made his fi rst double bid was that he needed some incentive for his engi-
neers to leave Sydney after the Games and the opportunity of  Salt Lake 
City was the only way to drag everyone back home.

Channel hopping

By the new millennium, the broadcasting environment was hugely dif-
ferent to that of  1980 when Samaranch became president. In 1980, the 
average American home had around nine TV channels. By 2002 this 
had risen to an average of  75; by 2012, 500 channels are predicted. The 
growth in consumer choice led to a dramatic reduction in prime-time rat-
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ings for the networks from an average of  16.9 in 1980 to less than 7.5 by 
2002. The networks’ overall share of  the broadcast market crashed even 
more dramatically.

Industry experts forecast that the advertising market would remain 
depressed.6 The investment bank Morgan Stanley anticipated write-
downs by the networks on their sports properties of over $900 million in 
2001 rising to over $1.1 billion in 2006. The unstable global situation with 
terrorism was eroding confi dence in the markets, curtailing enthusiasm 
for risky agreements that looked out into an uncertain future. New tech-
nology was continuing to threaten to eat away at the networks’ already 
diminishing audiences. TiVo, a system which allows viewers to skip TV 
commercials, was widely regarded as having the potential to undermine 
the business model on which the networks and other advertiser supported 
television channels were founded.

Recognising the importance of  the issue, the changing environment and 
the sheer number of  variables, Jacques Rogge (who succeeded Samaranch 
in July 2001 as IOC president) decided to form a special TV Rights Com-
mission – the only commission that he would personally chair.7 During 
the summer of  2002, we embarked on an intensive fact-fi nding exercise to 
review the true state of  the market and the options. Experts from around 
the world were called in to talk about how they saw the broadcasting and 
advertising industries evolving over the course of  the next decade.8

Next, we called in the networks and media groups to fi nd out how 
they saw things. The goal was as much to do with creating a climate of  
confi dence and openness in the process, as it was to do with picking up 
information. As well as fi nding out what their issues were, it was also clear 
that we needed to get all the US networks back to the negotiating table and 
create real competition.

Some fences needed to be mended. ABC was still smarting from past 
Olympic bidding experiences. The Calgary bidding process, nearly two 
decades before, had left it feeling betrayed. A decade later with Sydney, 
it thought it had a joint bid with NBC, only to see its ‘partner’ bail out to 
make its own unilateral bid at the last minute.

CBS remained enraged over NBC’s pre-emptive strike for Salt Lake City, 
breaking its long-standing Winter Olympics franchise, for which it had 
invested close to a $1 billion in rights fees in the past decade. And, after its 
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own unsuccessful attempts to gain the Sydney rights, Fox also needed to 
be convinced that it would be an open and fair process.

To show that the IOC was also willing to think about fresh options, we 
invited executives from AOL Time Warner to come along and present their 
perspective. Several networks asked what AOL Time Warner was doing at 
the table. As a major media group, we thought it could bring new think-
ing about how the Olympics might be presented. The networks were not 
pleased to see a fi fth player joining the table to bid for rights.

In truth, none of  the players were now simply broadcast networks, as 
they had been the last time they had met the IOC across the bidding table. 
ABC had been purchased by the Disney Group; CBS had been acquired by 
Viacom; Rupert Murdoch’s Fox media empire had continued to grow; and 
NBC’s parent GE was slowly expanding its broadcasting portfolio with the 
addition of  Telemundo, the US Spanish broadcasting network, and vari-
ous other cable channels.

Levelling the playing fi eld

Much of  the strategy for any successful broadcast rights negotiation is the 
creation of  competition – or at least the perception of  competition. Having 
all the networks and their respective sports division presidents turn up in 
Lausanne was a fi rst critical step to achieving that objective. To ensure 
that the networks understood that it would be a level playing fi eld, the IOC 
made it clear that no pre-emptive bidding would be allowed and that there 
would be no preferred position for the incumbent partner. Of  course, there 
were attempts in the ensuing months at a pre-emptive bid, but to his great 
credit Rogge held fi rm.

After listening to the industry experts and the networks, the negotiat-
ing strategy began to take shape. Rogge turned to a member of  the TV 
Rights Commission, Richard Carrion, IOC member for Puerto Rico and a 
highly respected international banker, to chair a small working group to 
lead the US rights negotiations.

It was also decided that with fi ve potential bidders, we needed the sup-
port of  a US-based consultant who could help the IOC to truly understand 
what the other side was thinking; Neal Pilson was brought in. Pilson, a 
former president of  CBS Sports, had participated in eight Olympic bids, win-
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ning three of  them and establishing CBS’s winter strategy for Albertville 
through Nagano. A US law fi rm, O’Melveney and Myers, was also hired to 
complete the roster of  American advisors.

Pilson was much more upbeat about the US market than the media and 
other industry experts. Pilson argued that although prime-time ratings 
had declined year on year over the past two decades, the actual premium 
the Olympics gained in ratings, over normal prime-time programming, 
had risen dramatically from a 7 per cent bump in Sarajevo to a 118 per 
cent bump in Salt Lake City.

Carrion’s group decided that all rights should be bundled together, with 
a single gatekeeper controlling the distribution throughout the territory. 
The revenue potential of  the so-called ‘new media rights’ (the internet, 
broadband and telecoms), the group felt, did not justify splitting them off. 
It would have only led to different media outlets competing against each 
other for the same eyeballs and advertising dollars, without creating any 
new revenue.

If  possible, the negotiations and bidding would take place before the 
decision on the host city for the 2010 Olympic Winter Games in July 2005. 
This meant the broadcasters would be bidding blind, not even knowing on 
which continent the Games would be held.

But there was one important and ultimately critical caveat to the suc-
cess of  the fi nal bid. The IOC could elect to freeze negotiations indefi nitely 
if  the bidding did not meet expectations. This was vital in sending the nec-
essary signal to all bidders: that this time the IOC would dictate the timing 
and that we did not have a gun to our heads dictating when we had to 
strike a deal. The IOC could afford to wait until the deal was right. If  one 
network wanted to lock up the rights now, then there was a minimum 
expected price that would have to be achieved. It was the equivalent of  
having a reserve price on a lot at auction.

Networks would be challenged to look at all of  their media and promo-
tional assets, and explore how they might be used to build the Olympic 
brand. The fi nal decision would not just be based on the fi nancial rights fee 
on offer, but how a true promotional partnership could be formed.
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Signed and sealed

Another critical, and very ambitious, goal was established. In order to bid, 
all networks had to sign the defi nitive and binding broadcast agreement 
– not a simple outline version as in the past, but the full hundred page 
master contract. The IOC goal was to leave nothing to chance. We wanted 
to make sure that after accepting a bid, we didn’t spend the next twenty 
four months, as had often been the case, negotiating the small print of  the 
deal and having to make concession after concession.

There were obstacles to overcome. Two of  the potential bidders – Fox 
and AOL – had never seen a full Olympic broadcast agreement. The terms 
had also evolved substantially since ABC and CBS had last bid. Some people 
argued that we would never be able to get the fi ve media groups to sign the 
same contract – and then, having signed it, get their boards to approve it. 
To make it even harder, the plan was to do all this before bidding started 
– in less than six weeks. This was going to test the US legal system and the 
lawyers to the limit. All that would remain to be done, once the sealed bids 
were opened, was to fi ll in the blanks for the rights fee and the promotional 
commitments.

In addition to getting the media groups signed off  on the draft, the IOC 
team needed the approval of  the United States Olympic Committee, which 
traditionally also granted critical marketing rights that helped to build the 
overall value of  the bid.

Rogge and Carrion were adamant that all the agreements had to be 
drafted and signed before bidding could begin. This was easier said than 
done. Teams of  lawyers pored over the drafts. Getting everyone to agree, 
especially with each group having different views and comments, was no 
small feat.

The networks were briefed and the date set for the two-day bidding 
process on June 5, 2003 in Lausanne. We focused on delivering a single, 
simple message: it would be an open, transparent bidding process. After 
meetings and calls with the leadership of the various networks, Rupert 
Murdoch at Fox, Mel Karmazin at Viacom, Richard Parsons at AOL and 
Bob Iger at ABC, along with Bob Wright and Ebersol at NBC, confi dence 
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was slowly built in the market place. Everyone accepted that this time it 
would be a level playing fi eld for all.

But as the clock began to tick down, some of  the CEOs and their respec-
tive boards started to get cold feet at the potential size of  the commitment 
required to win. AOL withdrew, after deciding it was perhaps premature to 
take on the overall Olympic portfolio on its own. Everyone had been expect-
ing AOL to team up with one of  the other networks, as Turner Sports had 
done to bid for the Albertville and Lillehammer Games. But this time all 
the networks had their own set of  media and cable partners within their 
holding companies.

Then, with less than a week to go, CBS suddenly pulled out of  the race, 
reducing the number of  potential bidders to three. CBS decided that the 
risk of  not knowing on which continent the 2010 Winter Games would 
be held was just too great. If  Korea was elected, advertising revenues could 
be seriously reduced due to the impact of  time zones on live coverage. Sean 
McManus, CBS Sports president, called me late one weekend to say that 
he would not be making the trip to Lausanne. My initial reaction was one 
of  great surprise. A couple of  months earlier, McManus had announced 
to the astonishment of  the assembled media at the Sports Business Journal 
World Conference in New York, ‘that the Olympics were the one property 
immune from a push back on rights fees’. But McManus told me he could 
no longer make the numbers work for the Viacom board.

When the ABC team called a few days later, saying that it wanted to 
explore a revenue-sharing formula as part of  their proposal, and should it 
still make the trip to Lausanne, some of  the team started to get nervous. If  
ABC backed out, the number of  bidders would be reduced to two. This, we 
knew, could have a very damaging impact on the dynamics of  the bidding 
process.

Barry Frank, TWI’s senior TV agent, had been advising the USOC 
through the process. Seeing that Disney might also now be getting cold 
feet, Frank suggested to the USOC that it consider lobbying the IOC to post-
pone the bidding. The stakes were mounting. Carrion and I called round 
to say we were not postponing. The media sensed the tension escalating. 
Sports Business Journal described the process for the networks ‘as sort of  
like going into battle with kamikaze fi ghters, while trying to resist your 
own suicidal tendencies’.
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Rupert Murdoch was sending very mixed messages. In a series of  press 
statements in the lead up to the bid, Murdoch talked of  how ‘you could bid 
a fi gure today and you might go broke, or you could have big infl ation and 
end up with a bargain.’ David Hill, Fox Network president, talked of  the 
new media potential and how ‘that’s the catch-22. It’s do you feel lucky 
today?’ Rumours started to circulate in the press that Murdoch might even 
turn up himself  in Lausanne to make the fi nal pitch for Fox.

Lausanne, June 2003

Continuing the pattern set with the rights negotiations for the 2004 and 
2008 Games, we were, once again, selling the US broadcasting rights to 
the 2010 Olympic Winter Games and the 2012 Games before the host 
cities had even been established. In June 2003, the announcement of  the 
venue for the 2010 Winter Games was still a month away (at the IOC Ses-
sion in Prague).9 And the 2012 venue was to be chosen in the summer 
of  2005. By 2003, however, there were already nine candidates, includ-
ing some of  the greatest and most famous cities in the world – Istanbul, 
Havana, Leipzig, London, Madrid, Moscow, New York, Paris, and Rio de 
Janeiro. Contrast this heavyweight list with the days when the IOC had to 
plead with cities to bid – and then to do so on their terms.

We were calling the shots more than ever before. But, given the anxious 
build-up, it was with a considerable sigh of  relief  when we saw the three 
remaining networks arrive in Lausanne, with no further defections. The 
scene was set for what proved to be the biggest TV rights negotiation in 
Olympic history.

The negotiations took place in the IOC’s main conference room, the de 
Coubertin Room. With stunning views over Lake Geneva, across to Evian 
and the French Alps, and a state-of-the-art multi-media suite, the room is 
impressive.

The IOC negotiating team was made up of  IOC president Jacques Rogge; 
chairman of  the IOC Finance Commission and chair of  the US TV work-
ing group, Richard Carrion; Francois Carrard, the IOC director general; 
myself; and the American consultant Neal Pilson as well as a team of  
lawyers. Each network was given 90 minutes to present their case. The 
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running order had already been drawn by a secretary at O’Melveney’s 
offi ces in New York during one of  our lengthy legal drafting sessions.

ABC kicked off  with a strong presentation on what the Disney Group 
could bring to the table, especially in the area of  youth promotion. The 
Disney team was led by ABC president Alex Wallau. Also present were 
ESPN and ABC Sports president George Bodenheimer, Olympic Project 
managing director Dick Glover, and ABC sports commentator, and Tokyo 
1964 swimming gold medallist, Donna De Varona.

Rupert Murdoch’s Fox Network followed. Its chairman, David Hill, pro-
vided a hilarious commentary on the US sports scene. This caused repeated 
outbursts of  loud laughter from the IOC team. NBC executives, waiting for 
their turn to present in an offi ce beneath the IOC conference room, and 
who heard the noises emanating from the room, were perplexed about 
what Hill was up to.

Finally Dick Ebersol and Randy Falco led the large NBC team into the 
room for what was described as its ‘shock and awe’ presentation.10 Eber-
sol took the IOC team through the 11 Olympic Games to which NBC had 
the rights, starting with Tokyo in 1964. He moved on to talk about their 
expanded programming commitments for Athens and Beijing.11 Ebersol 
and John Miller, president of  the NBC Agency, NBC’s in-house promotions 
unit, then outlined a new proposal for the promotion of  the Olympic brand 
– an estimated $600 million commitment over and above any rights fee.

Ebersol closed with a video message from General Electric chairman and 
CEO Jeff  Immelt, the man who had succeeded Jack Welch. Immelt talked 
of  an even larger and more focused commitment to the Games, bringing 
the full resources of  one of  the world’s largest and most successful compa-
nies to bear in support of  the Olympic Movement.12 At this stage, it began 
to dawn on me that Ebersol was going to pre-empt any competitive bid 
by taking NBC’s offer to a new level that competitors would be unable to 
match. Ebersol was looking to expand NBC’s partnership by bringing GE 
into the Olympic corporate sponsorship programme.

Once all the presentations were complete, Jacques Rogge called the 
three networks back to put the details of  their bids in a sealed envelope. 
Each was placed in a transparent voting box symbolically guarded by a 
uniformed security guard.
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Before opening the bids, Rogge offered a lunchtime cocktail to the del-
egates of  the three networks and the IOC team, along with representatives 
of  the United States Olympic Committee. No-one was in the mood to drink 
or eat. At 15.35, the IOC team went back into the boardroom to open the 
envelopes.

The network presidents and their delegations withdrew to their hotels. 
The Disney delegation headed back to the Palace Hotel. Dick Ebersol, NBC 
Olympic chief, and Randy Falco, president of  the network, led their team 
back to the Beau Rivage Hotel to anxiously await our deliberations. Fox’s 
David Hill, along with network president Ed Goren and chief  operating 
offi cer Larry Jones, decided they wanted to scout out the local casinos – as 
if  there hadn’t been enough gambling over the previous few days.

Rogge opened the voting box and handed the sealed bids to Richard 
Carrion. Carrion calmly opened each offer in turn and read out the terms. 
ABC proposed profi t sharing with no fi xed guaranteed income; and Fox 
came in with $1.3 billion. When he opened NBC’s offer it became clear 
that we had succeeded in taking Olympic rights to a whole new level.

Aside from a $2.001 billion offer for the US TV rights, NBC proposed a 
dramatic increase in coverage of  the Games – potentially, to 3,000 hours 
in multiple languages. This was a massive rise on the 120 hours that NBC 
forecast for Moscow in 1980, and the 172 hours it actually provided for 
Atlanta in 1996. In addition, NBC proposed a multi-year, multi-hundred 
million dollar promotional commitment to the Olympic brand – as well as 
a $10 million interactive library system to support the Olympic Television 
Archive Bureau.

Lest there be any doubt about NBC’s commitment to keep the Olympic 
franchise it had carefully nurtured since Seoul 1988, the network topped 
its offer with a unique $200 million proposal from its parent company 
General Electric, to become a sponsorship partner through 2012. General 
Electric had never before sponsored anything on an international basis in 
its corporate history.

NBC had pulled out all the stops. Not knowing where Murdoch and 
Fox might come in, it had decided that it had to fi nd a proposal that would 
take its bid beyond the traditional rights fee-advertising calculation, to be 
certain of  locking up the rights.
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Although GE’s offer was clearly the magical element over and above 
their basic rights offer, there were a series of  complex issues that had to be 
worked through before the IOC could accept. General Electric has one of  the 
broadest business portfolios of  any major corporation, and was submitting 
a shopping list of  categories and businesses that it wanted to see included in 
its Olympic sponsorship. Many of  the business areas were likely to have an 
important operational impact on the Games. Issues of  value in kind support 
– partial or full payment of  the sponsorship fee with the sponsor’s goods or 
services – would have to be resolved. Finalising such issues would normally 
take months of  detailed discussions with an army of  lawyers.

Rogge turned to me and asked what we could do. I told him that we 
needed to get together with NBC and work through the basics of  the gen-
eral business arrangement. Given a few hours, I said, we just might be 
able to pull something together, at least to a level that would allow the IOC 
to take a decision on the overall deal, and whether to proceed with NBC’s 
sponsorship proposal.

My feeling at that time was one of  relief  that we had broken through 
our key reserve number. While I was impressed by Ebersol’s creative 
approach, it was clear that getting the GE details agreed and the USOC on 
board would make it a long night.

We needed to get the NBC executives back in the building without the 
press seeing them. Journalists were hanging around at the IOC entrance 
trying to spot the comings and goings of  any executive. It was decided 
that I should go and pick Ebersol and Falco up from their hotel, and bring 
them back in through the IOC’s underground car park, and up the service 
lift away from the prying eyes. Picking the NBC team up, they knew that 
they were still in play. As I drove them back to the IOC, I was grilled over 
whether it was the GE aspect of  the deal that we wanted to talk about. I told 
Ebersol that there were a number of  issues on a number of  fronts, and that 
it might be a very long night.

Back in the IOC board room, Carrion advised NBC that there were sev-
eral aspects we needed to discuss, but the GE proposal was the main one. 
I outlined the issues, and what we would need to clarify before the IOC 
could evaluate the overall offer. The key issues for us were exactly which 
product categories would make up GE’s exclusive sponsorship. After all, its 
activities stretched from engines to fi nance to medical systems. How could 
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we work through all the confl icts with other sponsors? How would we deal 
with the issue of  value in kind – services for the organising committee, and 
how would these be priced?

NBC, anticipating this discussion, had smuggled into the country its 
own ‘stealth consultant’ to assist it in understanding the whole sponsor-
ship process. Ebersol’s team had been working on the proposal secretly for 
a couple of  months. But it had been hard for anyone to get a full picture 
since they could not speak to any of  the other sponsors for fear of  showing 
their hand. Recognising the problem, it had brought in the former Salt 
Lake City marketing chief, Mark Lewis, as its advisor.

Lewis and I had worked closely together for nearly seven years. He 
joined the IOC’s US-based marketing operation in 1996 as one of  the deal 
lawyers helping to draft sponsorship contracts. After a couple of  years, 
he left to join the Salt Lake team. Lewis and I knew each other well and 
immediately understood what it would take to hammer out the sponsor-
ship side of  the deal.

Tempered tantrums

While the NBC team believed it could probably work through the issues 
with the IOC, it had forgotten about the United States Olympic Commit-
tee, which would also need to sign off  on any sponsorship aspect of  the 
agreement. The USOC had come to Lausanne with a high-level delegation 
led by Jim Sherr, the acting executive director, to try and muscle in on the 
negotiations. But it had no one on its team in Lausanne to deal with spon-
sorship issues. USOC legal counsel, Jeff  Benz, promptly told the IOC that it 
would be impossible to conclude anything in Lausanne. It would need to 
take this proposal back home to think about it.

Benz was bluntly told that this was not an option. The USOC is entitled 
to receive 12.5 per cent of  the US broadcast rights. The deal on the table 
from NBC would give it over $250 million, around 70 per cent of  their cur-
rent quadrennial operating budget. The USOC, not for the fi rst time, was in 
danger of  losing sight of  the bigger picture – by becoming tangled in petty 
category and territorial issues.

The USOC team started to tell me and Lewis the various reasons why 
it could not close on the GE deal. The clock slowly counted down to mid-
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night. By now, the IOC team had been sequestered away for over seven 
hours. We would soon have to tell the other bidders and the media what 
was going on.

The USOC group was told that we were closing the deal – unless it wanted 
to join the IOC at a press conference to explain why the negotiations had 
collapsed. Still Benz did not want to move. I stormed out of  the negotiating 
room, past a pale faced and nervous Rogge, shouting that I had had it with 
the USOC and that it was incapable of  closing anything.

After a few more theatrical tantrums, the USOC representatives were 
fi nally bought to the table. At 1.30 am the IOC and NBC leadership recon-
vened for a global teleconference to announce that NBC had won the rights 
to be the US broadcaster for the 2010 and 2012 Olympic Games – achiev-
ing an uninterrupted 24 year run at the Summer Games.

At 2.30 am, exhausted but very happy, the IOC and NBC teams joined 
for a celebratory dinner at the Beau Rivage Hotel. The strategy outlined 
to Rogge a year earlier had paid off. It was not just the huge amounts of  
money involved that was satisfying. We had persuaded NBC to engage with 
the IOC brand strategy – creating a unique new partnership for the future, 
and a whole increased level of  benefi t. We knew we had established a new 
benchmark for the industry. The media were unanimous in their praise 
for how NBC had set out to keep its Olympic franchise intact, comparing 
Ebersol’s strategy to the recent US invasion of  Iraq.

ABC and Fox left Lausanne quietly. While disappointed that they had not 
been successful in their bids, they were nevertheless encouraged that the 
IOC had stuck to its promise of  ensuring an open and transparent bidding 
procedure. The era of  pre-emptive bids was over. All of  the networks were 
pleased with the new process. The IOC had achieved one of  its key objectives 
of  getting all the networks back to the bidding table, safe in the knowledge 
that the next time the Olympic rights were put out to bid the media groups 
would be back. The rest of  the world’s broadcasters looked on dismayed at 
what this deal might do to future negotiations in their market.

American pie

The hard negotiating we had to go through with the United States Olym-
pic Committee in 2003 was not unusual. Indeed, a recurring theme over 
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the past two decades has been the ongoing attempts by the USOC to lay 
claim to an ever larger share of  the US broadcast rights fees. Since the 
1980 Winter Games in Lake Placid, the USOC has argued that it should 
be entitled to a direct share of  the US fees, fi rst trying to persuade the IOC 
of  the legitimacy of  its case and, whenever that failed, endeavouring to 
persuade the US Congress to consider special legislation to take control of  
the broadcast rights away from the IOC.

There was no question that the US market was paying a disproportion-
ate share of  the global broadcast rights. In reality, however, it was less 
that the US was paying too much, since the local market forces dictated 
the amount, and rather more that the rest of  the world, without any true 
competition in the broadcast market, wasn’t paying its fair share. When 
Samaranch took over the IOC presidency in 1980, US rights fees accounted 
for around 85 per cent of  global rights fees and 80 per cent of  all revenue; 
now the US broadcasters account for around 50 per cent of  the Summer 
Games rights fee, and around 30 per cent of  total revenue.

Some of  the USOC’s arguments for a share of  the revenues were, per-
haps, legitimate. But it was the manner in which it pressed its claim that 
alienated most international observers.

The fi rst serious attempt was made in 1985. The USOC waited until the 
Calgary and Seoul broadcast agreements were concluded before pressing 
their case. The USOC’s then executive director, General George Miller, pre-
sented the IOC with a multi-million dollar claim for the use of  the Olympic 
marks in the US, basing his argument on a technical interpretation of  the 
US Amateur Sports Act. The USOC deliberately waited until after the rights 
negotiations had been concluded, believing that they could force the IOC 
into a corner – which they did.

The IOC was faced with the dilemma of  challenging the claim, and 
risk watching over $700 million of  US broadcast agreements unravel, or 
trying to fi nd a settlement. As it was unlikely that similar rights fees could 
be negotiated if  the IOC was forced back to the market, especially with 
respect to Calgary, the IOC reluctantly began negotiating a compromise 
with the USOC, fi nally offering $5 million for the 1988 Games, and a 10 
per cent cut of  all future US broadcast revenues.

As was often the case in any dealings with the USOC, as soon as one 
agreement was reached, USOC offi cials saw it as time to start pressing for 
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a new and even better deal. Soon after the 1988 Games, they were back 
pushing for a dramatic increase in their share.

In Autumn 1989, the Brookings Institution, a US think tank, published 
an article that infl amed the debate.13 The article, entitled ‘Fools gold: How 
America pays to lose in the Olympics’, began by reporting that ‘Amer-
ica is bankrolling the Olympics’ and then asking the question, ‘What is 
the reward? … Worse coverage. The huge price tag might be justifi ed if 
Americans received superior coverage. But broadcasters from all nations 
get access to precisely the same feed … In sum, the funding set up for the 
Olympics is a travesty. Americans get bilked in three ways: we pay more 
than our fair share for the Games; we have to put up with an excessive 
number of commercials to see them; and our athletes receive little of the 
money they pay.’

The tone of  the article was designed to get the attention of  congress-
men. It conveniently overlooked what had happened a few years earlier. 
When Los Angeles was faced with the Soviet-led boycott of  their Games, 
which had played havoc with the overall sporting schedule and put the 
Games fi nancing at risk, many nations stepped up at signifi cant cost to 
send additional athletes. When the Los Angeles organisers then declared 
a $240 million surplus, Samaranch proposed that a few million dollars 
be set aside to repay those NOCs for the additional costs. Although Peter 
Ueberroth, the Los Angeles organiser, lobbied hard in support of  the deal, 
the USOC vetoed it, electing to keep the surplus for its own sporting pro-
grammes.

The Brookings article did acknowledge that, ‘As the world’s richest 
economy, the US should remain the largest contributor to the Games’, but 
that the US should run all future US broadcast bids, submitting a number 
to the IOC for the rights based on what other nations paid, that for a tran-
sitional period would equate to half  of  what the rest of  the world paid, 
and that the balance would be spent on US athlete support. The Brookings 
Review article also proposed that the US Congress consider granting the 
US networks an anti-trust waiver for future Olympic bids.

The USOC denied that it had anything to do with the article and was, 
it said, as shocked as the IOC about any suggestion of  removing the IOC’s 
authority over broadcast rights. As the IOC session to elect the host city for 
the Centennial Games was less than six months away, and with Atlanta 
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as a candidate, albeit still an outsider, the USOC and the US authorities 
wisely decided not to press the matter any further at this time. If  the text 
of  the Brookings article had ever been circulated among IOC members at 
the IOC Session in Tokyo, it is questionable whether Atlanta could ever 
have been elected.

Fortunately, few people were ever aware of  the academic article and 
Atlanta went on to be elected host city of  the Centennial Games. The USOC 
was forced to place any ideas for an increase in broadcast revenues on the 
back burner, until its Games were over – or nearly over.

As soon as the Atlanta Opening Ceremony was under way, expecting 
that the IOC would be totally focused on Games operations and manage-
ment, the USOC moved to quietly slip new legislation through the US 
Congress. Again it addressed the issue of  US broadcast rights, and sought 
to place the USOC in the driving seat for all future negotiations by giving it 
a veto right over the terms of  future deals. If  it was not for an alert lobby-
ist, the IOC would probably not have been aware of  the move until it was 
too late.

Armed with the tip-off  from Washington, Dick Pound immediately 
sought out USOC executive director Dick Schultz at the opening ceremony, 
asking him what he knew about the proposed legislation. Unfortunately for 
Shultz, Pound had in his back pocket a copy of  Schultz’s briefi ng instruc-
tions to his Washington lobbyists on the fi ner points of  the legislation. 
Pound showed Shultz the letter. It is not known if  Dick Shultz ever had time 
to actually enjoy watching the opening ceremony, but the legislation was 
quietly and quickly withdrawn.

After the Games, the IOC met with the USOC to negotiate a new agree-
ment without having the pressure of  the legislative gun of  the US Congress 
to its head. The USOC was offered an increase in its share from 10 to 12.5 
per cent against its demand for 20 per cent.14

The battle over revenues continued to sour relationships between the 
IOC and the USOC, undermining any attempt at a collaborative effort to 
develop programmes for the broader good of  the Olympic Movement. For 
the USOC, it was a matter of  who really controlled the Olympic Movement. 
Its view was that it should be run from its Colorado Springs headquarters 
and not from Lausanne.
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But, by 2000 the USOC was facing its own series of  internal man-
agement problems, having gone through fi ve presidents, six executive 
directors and fi ve marketing directors in less than four years.15 As such, 
the USOC didn’t have time to lobby Congress to force the IOC to increase 
its share. The USOC was too busy lobbying Congress fi ghting for its own 
constitutional survival. The revenue disparity between the US and the rest 
of  the world, at least for the Summer Games, was now a lot more equitable. 
And with a new IOC president, Jacques Rogge, suggesting that perhaps 
the basis for any future negotiations between the IOC and the USOC be a 
reduction in its share, the USOC elected not to test the point further, and 
accepted the current formula.

The tail wagging the scorpion

The story of  the relationship between the Olympic Movement and broad-
casters over the last two decades is one of  power shifting. From being a 
peripheral complication, broadcasting rights have become crucial to the 
success of  the Olympic Movement. But it should not be forgotten that it is 
a mutually benefi cial arrangement.

The shared realisation is that the Olympic Games now have a huge 
impact on the advertising industry. The 2003 annual Media Week con-
ference saw the industry’s leading forecasters predicting that the 2004 
Summer Olympics and the US presidential campaign would end the ad-
spending recession, adding about $1 billion each to the world’s total 
ad-spending growth. In fact, the Games added far more.

But with rights fees continuing to escalate, broadcasters and sponsors 
are faced with a growing dilemma: it is simply not possible to allocate such 
a large portion of  your annual advertising budget to the 17-day Olympic 
period. The challenge for broadcasters going forward will be how to create 
an Olympic offering that allows advertisers to extend their budgets over a 
much longer time frame.

Bell Globe Media–CTV understood this concept when it bid for the 
Canadian TV rights for the Vancouver 2010 Olympic Winter Games in 
February 2005. The previous year, Richard Carrion and I had met with 
the CTV bosses, and challenged them to explore a multi-year programme 
counting down to the Games. By the time they came to submit their bid, 
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they were able to offer a massive 200 per cent increase over the rights paid 
by CBC for the 2006 Winter Games in Torino.

Similarly, as broadcasters have defi ned the Olympic image for many 
people, how they continue to cover the Olympic Games will further defi ne 
the Olympic brand. Every Olympic telecast should become a living adver-
tisement for the Olympic brand. Not so long ago, this would have been seen 
by the TV producers, as ‘bolshevism’ and the IOC interfering in the edito-
rial content of  the broadcast. Today, there is much greater understanding 
of  the potential of  the partnership, and the need for the two sides to work 
much more closely together. For its part, the IOC has learned how scorpi-
ons behave.

With the success of  its broadcast rights strategy, the IOC delivered on the 
fi rst part of  the fi nancial plan inspired by Samaranch. But it was not out of  
the woods. If  anything, the second part of  the two-legged plan, securing 
ongoing corporate sponsorship, was to prove even more challenging. It 
brought the IOC within a whisker of  failure.

NOTES

 1 As Peter Chernin, News Corporation’s president and chief  operat-
ing offi cer, outlined: ‘This company is so defi ned by sports right now 
because what we have found in building our worldwide TV ventures, 
is that the two things that drive them are movies and sport. And sport 
is the more important.’

 2 Murdoch expressed interest in bidding for the US rights to the 1998 
Winter Games in Nagano, but was dissuaded by the IOC because the 
network did not have any sports broadcasting experience in the US. 
Fox subsequently acquired the rights to American football, and over-
night built a premier sports broadcasting division.

 3 Francois Carrard was appointed director general of  the IOC in 1989, 
having served as the IOC’s senior outside legal counsel for the previ-
ous decade. Carrard was a brilliant political strategist, and a popular 
communicator with the world’s media – always bringing colour and a 
sharp tongue to Olympic press conferences. In 2003 Carrard stepped 
down as IOC director general and returned to his law practice, retain-
ing his position as senior IOC legal adviser.
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 4 ‘In the past, when networks paid steep prices for sports, howls of  over-
bidding could be heard from competitors – this time hardly a murmur 
was heard, just secret admiration,’ reported USA Today; ‘Dick had 
understood where the market is going out front and adjusted to it,’ 
commented Jim Host, chairman of  Host Communications. ‘I think the 
way in which he got the Olympic rights and the way he went at it was 
absolutely one of  the most genius things I have seen done’; US sports 
agent Bob Rosen noted that ‘Ebersol made a brilliant move and the 
other networks have to be mad’; The New York Times talked of  NBC 
fi ring a ‘remarkable pre-emptive strike at networks – executing a triple 
gambit – shutting Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation from acquir-
ing the Olympics in his homeland; preventing Disney/ABC from 
making a quick splash in sports TV and ending CBS’s run with the 
Winter Olympics.’ 

 5 In a BBC press release, Jonathan Martin, BBC Television’s head of 
sport paid tribute ‘to the visionary leadership of Samaranch … who 
was no doubt placed under pressure by more lucrative alternative 
offers, but he stuck resolutely to the view, enshrined in the IOC’s 
Charter, that the Olympics should continue to be seen by the largest 
possible number of viewers worldwide.’

 6 Broadcaster and Cable Magazine reported: ‘Cable operators are ganging 
up on sports rights fees’, describing how cable systems throughout the 
US were determined to resist paying increased sports rights fees. And 
to cap off  the grim outlook, Advertising Age reported that ‘not since the 
last recession year of  1991, has negative ad growth been recorded.’

 7 In addition to IOC president Rogge as chairman of  the Commission, 
other senior IOC members on the commission were: Thomas Bach 
(Germany), chairman of  the IOC Juridical Commission and Olympic 
gold medalist; Gerhard Heiberg (Norway), chairman of  the Market-
ing Commission, and former president of  the Lillehammer Organising 
Committee; Richard Carrion (Puerto Rico), chairman of  the Finance 
Commission; Un Yong Kim (Korea) and chairman of  the TV Com-
mission, and former chief  organiser of  the Seoul Games, and Ottavio 
Cinquanta (president of  the International Skating Union) along with 
the IOC director general, Francois Carrard, IOC legal director Howard 
Stupp and IOC marketing director, Michael Payne.
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 8 Experts attending the IOC TV Workshop in Summer 2002 included Sir 
Martin Sorrell, chairman of  advertising communications company, 
WPP; Bill Cella, CEO of  media buying conglomerate, Magna; Octa-
gon’s CEO, Rick Dudley; IMG’s Eric Drossard and Bill Sinrich and Mark 
Dowley, president of  Interpublic’s entertainment division. Sponsors, 
led by Coca-Cola Media boss, Chuck Fruit, presented their viewpoint. 
New media experts from Kudelski Group, the digital communications 
company, gave their perspective on the role the internet and telephony 
would have in the new media portfolio. 

 9 The 2010 Olympic Winter Games had three candidates: the eventual 
victor, Vancouver; Pyongyang and Salzburg.

10 NBC turned up in Lausanne with the largest team of  any of  the bidding 
networks, led by Dick Ebersol, chairman of  NBC Sports/Olympics, and 
Randy Falco, NBC president; in addition were Gary Zenkel, executive 
vice president business affairs; senior Olympics producer, David Neal; 
Olympic programming senior vice president, Peter Diamond; and 
John Miller, head of  NBC’s promotions agency.

11 NBC increased its programming commitment for every Games since 
Atlanta, when it provided 171 hours of  network coverage. In Sydney, 
NBC increased this to over 400 hours across three channels, and by 
Athens, over 1,000 hours across six channels including, for the fi rst 
time, a dedicated Spanish language channel, Telemundo. By 2012 
NBC is talking of  over 3,000 hours of  coverage with the inclusion of  
video-on-demand and other additional pay services.

12 Jeff  Immelt, chairman and CEO of  General Electric pointed out during 
his video presentation to the IOC that in April 1892, the same month 
that Baron Pierre de Coubertin moved to form the IOC, a young engi-
neer in America, Thomas Edison, inventor of  the phonograph and the 
light bulb, merged his fl edgling company with a competitor to create 
General Electric.

13 The Brookings Institution is a private not-for-profi t organisation 
devoted to research, education and publication on US domestic and 
foreign policy. The paper by Robert Lawrence, and Jeffrey Pellegrom 
came out in the Fall 1989 issue of The Brookings Review.

14 The increase for the USOC was the same proportionate amount as 
the IOC was providing to the Olympic Family as a result of  the over-
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all change in broadcast revenue allocations to OCOGs being adjusted 
from 60 to 49 per cent.

15 USOC presidents: Bill Hybl, LeRoy Walker, Sandy Baldwin, Marty 
Mankamyer and Peter Ueberroth. Executive directors: Harvey Schiller, 
Dick Schultz, Norman Blake, Scott Blackmun and Jim Scherr. Market-
ing directors: John Krimsky, Dave Ogren, Matt Mannelly, Toby Wong 
and Jim Grice.
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