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One of my earliest memories was of sitting in class at grade school and how my mind would just wander. I would stare out the window, fantasizing about being a big-league pitcher or inventing some new gadget. I would go full days without recalling a word of what my teachers said. I was a daydreamer. I still am. Today, they would probably say I had ADD, but I just wasn’t built to sit behind a square school desk all day.


One day, when I was about twelve or thirteen years old, I came up with the idea of inventing a sneaker that could make you jump higher. One of my younger brothers, Nick, was really into remote control cars. We would race them on dirt roads near our house. The cars had these amazing suspension systems made of springs. I thought, What if I added those springs to a pair of sneakers? Maybe even I could dunk!


I took the sole off an old pair of sneakers, added the springs, hot glued the whole thing together, and let it sit overnight. The next day, it worked! I couldn’t dunk, but the contraption definitely added a real spring to my step. I called my mom at work right away to share my discovery. Both our parents worked, so my siblings and I were latchkey kids, home alone for several hours every day, which definitely helped my unadulterated tinkering. Over the phone, I told her we were going to be millionaires.


But, like most childhood fantasies, it didn’t go anywhere. About ten years later, Nike introduced their Nike Shocks. I remember seeing their first TV commercial with three-hundred-pound Warren Sapp bounding down the court … boing, boing, boing. I thought, Those are my spring shoes!


But you know what? Nike just did it. And I just didn’t. I’m a believer that there are no mistakes in life, just lessons. Lesson number one: when you see a great idea, run with it. Or, in this case, jump on it.


Whiting, New Jersey, was an interesting place to grow up. My parents had both grown up in the Newark / Jersey City area and eventually settled near Toms River. In looking for a new home, I think they just drove, drove … and drove until they could find a house they could afford. Whiting is in the western part of Ocean County, about fifteen miles from the shore. It’s New Jersey pine barren country. Apart from some cities in Florida, Whiting has one of the highest concentrations of retirees in the country. There weren’t many young families, and the houses weren’t part of traditional subdivisions. The houses were an acre or two apart, and all you could see in between was just pine tree after pine tree.


To combat the boredom, I played sports as my outlet, but I had just one friend, Jay, to play with. My older sister, Erin, certainly had other priorities, and my younger brother Nick was far more suited to live in a more rural setting. He loved dirt bikes, RC cars, and just tinkering with, breaking, or fixing things. He also loved to roam around the woods, like a lot of other kids in town. My youngest brother, Josh, quite literally grew up on a computer screen and spent most of his time indoors. Jay and I were too young to be on a sports team or have a coach, so we just taught each other football, baseball, and basketball from what we saw on TV.


Whiting was a unique place to be a sports fan. It sits about halfway between New York and Philadelphia, so we had access to both cities’ cable networks. For example, on channel 11, you could find TV announcer Phil Rizzuto calling the New York Yankees game. Flip down to channel 9 and you had Ralph Kiner calling the New York Mets or, on channel 6, Harry Kalis calling the Philadelphia Phillies. Growing up, I was an Eagles fan, a Mets fan, a Knicks fan, and a Devils fan. However, as an adult, having lived in Philadelphia for the past seventeen years, I’m every bit a Philadelphia sports fan. But I’m not a fanatic.


Sports got me into college. I was a bit of a late bloomer. I think my parents enrolled me in kindergarten at such a young age because it was essentially free daycare. I was always the youngest in my class. But I caught up in high school and became a pretty good left-handed pitcher. I had a couple of looks from Division I and II programs, but Division III was the right place for me.


Unfortunately, by sophomore year, my arm was thrown out. This was well before the days of limited pitch counts and starts for youngsters. In Little League, I remember, it was like, “Throw, Jimmy; throw, Jimmy; throw, Jimmy!” But the upside is that I really started to enjoy school and do well. The college environment of lectures and collaboration was much more to my style rather than sitting behind a desk all day.


I was a prelaw/criminal-justice major in college with some idea of possibly going to law school. After graduation, I landed a job as a paralegal with a blue-chip law firm in Manhattan. It was great being in New York City and working in such an intense corporate environment, but I was already starting to realize that the law was not for me. I would listen to the older associates complain about their jobs and about how they only did this because it’s what their parents wanted them to do or because they had $300K in law school debt.


And then 9/11 happened. Our offices were at One Liberty Plaza, right across from the World Trade Center. I was on a subway heading to work when the line was halted, and we all had to exit. We assumed it was just a mechanical failure. Only when I got out and started walking downtown did I realize what was happening. It was jarring. When you experience such a tragedy, it puts a lot of things into perspective and makes you realize how fragile life can be. It galvanized my understanding that we just have one life to live on this planet and how important it is to maximize it.


With my newfound perspective, I decided to leave New York and head to LA with only a little money and even less of a plan. I did a lot of things. I tried to open a restaurant with a distant relative and his buddy. But I found myself in a one-industry town, with little interest in the movie business. In the end, I was applying for jobs as a bartender or waiter and getting turned down because I wasn’t a struggling actor. I failed—miserably. But I learned a lot of lessons before heading back to New York.


I began working in finance and held a few positions that allowed me to hone my sales and managerial skills, which led me to Wall Street, trading mortgage-backed securities. This was during the housing boom of the early 2000s. The money was decent. But still, I felt like it just didn’t tap into my creative side. Around 2006, just as cracks in the housing market were starting to show, I got a call from a trader from Goldman Sachs asking me what I thought of the housing industry. Why is Goldman asking me about housing? Aren’t they the experts? I thought. It was then that another realization hit me: I need to get off the beach before the tsunami hits. So I got out just before the bubble burst and the 2008 global financial crisis began.


I started working with a small advertising agency in SoHo and finally felt in my element. The world of marketing and brands fascinated me, and I was good at it. In my new role, I started to notice a few things. One, the iPhone had just come out, and everyone was going app crazy. Two, you started to see more digital display boards, street furniture in industry parlance, on the streets of Manhattan. And three, pop-up or guerrilla marketing was emerging. Commonly known as station domination, Verizon or some other national brand, like Red Bull, would take over Grand Central Station for a two-day marketing stunt, where reps in branded T-shirts handed out flyers or tchotchkes.


I started to wonder—daydream, really—about bringing together these new marketing trends. Apps were immersive, but the user was totally self-absorbed with little interaction with other people or with the brands or advertisers who might want to reach them. Pop-up marketing made a big splash, but it could be invasive or even annoying to busy commuters. And digital displays were just electronic billboards. There was no interaction with the consumer.


What if the immersive technology on our iPhone could be brought to the streetscape? What if those digital displays could become interactive? And what if brands could attract consumers to them rather them just hawking them promotions and free stuff?


Then I wondered, Where are consumers most likely to engage with immersive technology? Where are they passionate and excited and have time on their hands? Hustling through a busy train station or airport? Probably not. Shopping at the mall? Maybe, but who was staking their future on the mall? What about sport venues, at the ballpark, at the stadium, or at the arena?


I had my answer.


I wanted to take these high-level concepts and turn them into something tangible. A couple of ideas came to mind. One concept was inspired by Xbox and PlayStation, which were just hitting their stride. What if the user could be the remote control, and when they move, the figure on the screen moves. The other idea was what we came to call the Morphing Station. Using immersive technology, like facial detection software, we could “morph” someone into something different on the screen. Keep in mind, this was well before virtual reality became an actual reality and was when immersive technology was still in its infancy. I really had no idea how I would build any of this.


I took the idea to my current advertising firm and offered to run it as a separate division if they would just provide financial support. But it was not up their alley. And again, it was very new. I happened to be going to Tampa for a sales trip, so I decided that I would try to hit up every pro team in town and pitch them on my new concepts. It was a crazy idea, but I found a YouTube video of a young marketing exec for the Tampa Bay Rays, Brian Killingsworth, doing a promotion at a local bar. He looked about my age, and I thought he might be interested. I called up Brian and got lucky. He said, “Your timing is good. It’s the offseason, and I’m taking meetings this week. Come on in.”


I made it over to the Rays HQ in late February 2012. I didn’t even have a PowerPoint deck or business cards. As we got to talking, he explained to me their marketing challenges. The Rays stadium was in St. Petersburg, not Tampa. They were struggling to get fans over the bridge from Monday to Wednesday. They were already thinking about ways to, as he described, “Disney-fy” the fan experience.


More good timing, I thought.


I took him through my ideas. One was a simulator of a home run derby, a full, life-size digital display where the user swings the bat and watches the player on the screen hit for the fences. The second was the Morphing Station—in this case, the ability to add virtual face paint to a user’s image and then send the image to themselves via email. He loved both ideas. He asked, “How much will it cost and how long will it take?”


I said, “I don’t know, but give me three months to come back and show you something.”


He said, “Sounds great.”


I was doing cartwheels in the parking lot. I had an idea and seemingly a client willing to give it a try. I was so naive. But I wasn’t going to let Nike or some other big company take my idea. I was going to jump all over this one. I literally quit my job the next week, and MVP Interactive was born.


I wrote Beyond the Jumbotron with two purposes in mind. One is to share my entrepreneurial experience of building a start-up. And the second is to share what I have learned over the last decade about how leading brands and sports teams are using immersive technology in new ways to engage with their customers. I don’t claim to be some superstar founder like Jeff Bezos or Mark Zuckerberg or, for that matter, some marketing guru. But I’ve learned a lot of lessons in building a start-up, and I was fortunate to be very early in the immersive technology space and to have the opportunity to work with some of the brightest minds in brand sponsorship and sports marketing. I’m sharing what I’ve learned from them.


We will talk a lot about sports, but immersive technology goes well beyond sports, to any place where brands want to connect with users and where events or venues want to attract visitors and create compelling experiences for them. This book is for anyone interested in marketing, brand management, sports/event marketing, or working for a start-up.


The timing for new, immersive technology could not be better. Even before Covid, many studies pointed out that millennials and Gen Z were looking for experiences rather than simply products or services. Post-Covid, events and “experiences” are back and back big. We all went remote, fully digital, and realized it was all way too much screen time. But we are also not going back to the way it was either. In Beyond the Jumbotron lies a new hybrid world, one where technology and human interaction combine.


Get ready for a wild ride. If you’re like me, you’re not much for standing on the sidelines. So lace up those spring sneakers, pull on that jersey, and let’s get in the game.
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After doing those cartwheels in the parking lot of the Tampa Bay Rays HQ, reality set in. And not the virtual kind. How was I going to build this, and how was I going to pay for it all?


Building Our First Morphing Station


My rough-and-tumble brother, Nick, referred me to a friend of his who was willing to loan me money for my new venture. This friend lent me just enough money for hardware. I also found a partner to help build the Morphing Station, but we were really starting from scratch. This type of technology just didn’t exist off the shelf back then. The Morphing Station was designed as a seven-foot-tall multi-touch kiosk, where a user could add virtual face paint to their image and then send the photo to their email address, where they could download the photo and share it on social media. It was like a face-filter photo booth.


I found a fabricator in Chicago who was just starting to build kiosks. But they could just provide the cabinet and, helpfully, a design template. I still needed to find another company to provide the digital display, so I found a wholesaler that resold Samsung displays. The screens needed to be touch enabled, and those were not readily available either. An infrared bezel had to be added to the top layer of the screen, so I found a provider of those.


I was literally in my studio in Philadelphia building all this by hand, hot gluing the bezel to the screen, assembling the cabinet, building our own computer, and then figuring out what cameras to use: webcams, 3D cams, etc. Like Dr. Frankenstein’s creation, the Morphing Station was starting to come to life.


Meanwhile, I was running around talking to prospective investors, friends, family—anyone to raise money. I was at a conference in Boston when one investor summoned me back to New York with good news. He had a term sheet for me and promises of a $1 million investment. I caught the next shuttle back to JFK. As the investor sat down and explained to me the terms of the investment, he started by drawing a triangle on a piece of paper. I immediately interrupted him and said, “That looks like a pyramid scheme.” He smirked and insisted I was being ignorant. The investment never panned out, and good thing too. That investor later spent time in federal prison for running penny stock pump-and-dump schemes.


After three months, as promised, we were ready to show our new Morphing Station to the Tampa Bay Rays. But there was only one problem. Our client, Brian Killingsworth, had left to join another team.




There was literally nothing stopping me because, for the first time in my life, i felt that failure was not an option.





It was a gut punch, but there was literally nothing stopping me because, for the first time in my life, I felt that failure was not an option. Looking back, I can see I was so ignorant. It was like irrational confidence, but by that point, I was such a believer in this new technology and the opportunities it presented. I thought, This has to work.


Besides, I had been spending every waking hour making phone calls and taking meetings in Manhattan to pitch my new product. I wanted to start at the league level—NBA, MLB, NFL, etc.—and most of their offices were in New York City. I knew there was opportunity there. One of the investors I spoke with didn’t provide money, but he did get me a meeting with a senior marketing executive at the National Basketball Association (NBA), Mark Tatum, who is now the deputy commissioner of the league.


The NBA Jam Session


At Mark’s swank offices in New York City, I pitched him just what I had shown the Tampa Bay Rays, but this time with images of a real product, the Morphing Station. Prior to the meeting, I was able to work with a freelance designer, Gavin Renwick, who helped me with  the presentation and who is now MVP Interactive’s creative director. I explained to Mark how we could provide this amazing immersive experience for the NBA fan. More importantly, we could collect a lot of data. The user would interact with our technology but also enter their contact information and agree to share that information with the NBA, which could then be entered into their customer relationship management (CRM) system and used for remarketing purposes. On top of this, by leveraging cutting-edge facial detection software, we could provide sponsors with information about how many people physically viewed the experience. You weren’t just giving away free stuff; you were creating a long-term connection with the customer. Mark said it sounded great but that he was focused on large-scale global marketing campaigns. Still, he agreed to set up a meeting with the NBA’s event marketing team.


A week later, I was back in New York at the NBA offices to meet with the event marketing team. They explained to me that they had one event every year where they take over an entire city for the All-Star Game. They call it Jam Session. While the NBA regionals and finals are great for local teams and national TV audiences, from a league perspective, Jam Session is like their Super Bowl. They told me they were really interested in my ideas and asked me to come back with some tangible concepts that could be showcased at the upcoming Jam Session in Houston, which was to take place over Presidents’ Day weekend in 2013.


I went back to brainstorm with my team. By this time, I had a small group of people around me, most of them working for free. Anyone running a start-up knows that, in those early days, you get either the scoundrels or the angels. The scoundrels will try to swindle you at every turn. The angels will turn up unexpectedly and help you make your vision a reality. And sometimes it’s hard to tell the difference up front. Everyone arrives looking like an angel; some depart a scoundrel. But thank God for the angels.


We needed to come up with a new idea for the NBA. There’s no face paint in basketball. We came up with the idea of a digital bobblehead. The user touches the screen to choose their team and uniform and add a hair style, and then the screen takes their picture and turns them into a plastic-looking bobblehead. They can then send the image to their email address.


We took it back to the NBA event marketing team, and they loved it. “This is perfect,” they said. We began to set up a vendor agreement with the NBA. I thought, OMG, our first contract. But then they explained that they could not actually pay us. They would give us free tickets to everything, the All-Star Game, the Dunk Contest, the Jam Session—everything. And, more importantly, they would give us space on the concourse to display our bobblehead kiosk.


I said, “All right, let’s do it.” I just believed in it so much.


I found a sales guy—an angel, really—Billy Bellatty, who was willing to work on 100 percent commission for the first six months. He was such a believer. He’s still with me today as vice president of brand partnerships. I told him, “Your mission for the next two months is to find every business in Houston, every sports team, and just use this event as your meeting place.” And that is exactly what he did.


When it came down to the big event, we shipped our Morphing Station down to the convention center in Houston, but when it got there, somehow it got lost. No one could find it. Eventually, they did. I had never worked an event like this and had no idea of all the different unions, rules, and bureaucracy that was involved. But finally, we got it all set up and the NBA was gracious enough to place us right next to the NBA Legends autograph table.




This was our go-for-broke moment. Literally. I was out of money.





This was our go-for-broke moment. Literally. I was out of money. I barely had  enough to get back to Philadelphia. Jam Session is like a casino for four days. It’s just insane. As fans started to stream into the convention center, a few of them walked over to our bobblehead kiosk. Soon, a line formed. For most of Jam Session, there was a line twenty, thirty, or forty people deep. To them, the technology was like NASA. For me, it was like the moment of a lifetime.


Soon, thanks to Billy’s efforts, the sponsors started drifting over. Sprint came over. Then Capital One. They were like, “What is this?” Then the sports teams followed, the Houston Texans and the Houston Astros. None of them had ever seen anything like it.


It wasn’t just about the cool technology and the forty-deep line of fans waiting to use it. It was about the data. I flipped open my laptop and started showing the sponsors and sports teams the data we were collecting. I showed them our dashboard, which showed the number of users, the number of photos sent, and then what happened afterward. This was a new concept at the time, but we were able to show social shares, the number of times a user had posted the image to Facebook and how many had shared it afterward. Facebook was really the only game in town back then. For most of the weekend, our hashtag, #jamsessionbobble, was outperforming the NBA’s hashtag, #jamsession.
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