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How to Even 
theScore
Can theScore punch above its weight as costs 
for braodcasting rights soar? 

By Alim Bhanji and Shaylyn Harper

While now seemingly a distant memory, it was not long ago 
that Canadian sports fans watched their favourite teams on 

three major networks: TSN, Sportsnet, and theScore. The Toronto 
Raptors, March Madness, Premiership soccer, and Major League 
Baseball games all once aired on theScore; but the network has 
since lost its broadcasting rights to virtually every mainstream 
sports league. To make matters worse, its most popular on-air 
personalities, Steve Kouleas and Cabral “Cabbie” Richards, 
have also defected to other Canadian networks. Add to this the 
cancellation of its satellite radio operations, and theScore’s demise 
seems all but inevitable. Is there anything theScore can do to 
survive? 

Launched in 1994, theScore did not acquire rights to air live 
programming until 2000. Since then, the sports broadcasting 
industry in Canada has changed dramatically. Rogers purchased 
Sportsnet in 2001, and subsequently launched Sportsnet One and 
expanded its platforms to include Sportsnet Radio and Sportsnet 
Magazine. Similarly, TSN, a subsidiary of Bell Canada, launched 
TSN2, TSN Radio, and TSN Mobile. The battle for wireless, cable, 
and internet customers between Rogers and Bell has escalated in 

recent years, with sports content taking on an ever-prominent role. 
In December 2011 it peaked, with Bell and Rogers each purchasing 
37.5% of Maple Leafs Sports and Entertainment (MLSE), the $2.25 
billion entertainment and real estate conglomerate, which owns the 
Toronto Maple Leafs, Toronto Raptors, and Toronto FC.

Why is the Competitive Landscape Changing?

Rogers recently announced that its quarterly earnings rose 
more than expected as strong performance from its media unit, 
specifically growth in Sportsnet One’s subscriber base, compensated 
for a lackluster showing in its wireless division. Rogers and Bell 
clearly rely on their media businesses to provide a stable source 
of revenue, raising an obvious question: what drives the value 
of a Canadian sports network? The companies’ decision to each 
invest $660 million in MLSE shows the importance of owning and 
controlling sports content.

Live sports content is valuable to advertisers because it provides 
access to a targeted market segment for up to three uninterrupted 
hours. Simply put, it is arguably the single most valuable 
advertising time on television. In addition, live sports is the 
only television content not susceptible to the increasing trend of 
watching television via the personal video recorder (PVR) or on-
demand services. While this suggests an even brighter outlook 
for the sports media industry, sports networks are realizing that 
the major limitation of continued growth is the limited quantity of 
primetime sports content.

Is There Enough Content to Support Three Networks?

Sports networks must ensure that their primetime lineups generate 
strong ratings since live content has traditionally been considered 
the backbone of a sports network. Sensing that there is a finite 
amount of content, both Sportsnet and TSN have bid aggressively 
for exclusive, long-term content rights to everything from Major 
League Baseball to the English Premiership. Since the price of 
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content rises with demand, the 
implication for theScore is clear: put 
forward the capital to acquire content 
or watch as TSN and Sportsnet poach 
all available rights to live sports.

As a result of the MLSE acquisition, 
theScore cannot compete with TSN 
and Sportsnet for Leafs, Raptors, or 
TFC content. Moreover, since theScore 
does not have the financial resources 
to compete with TSN and Sportsnet 
for other major live content, it must 
find different ways to capture the 
attention of Canadian sports fans. A 
$7.6-million profit last year suggests 
that theScore has achieved some 
success in spite of an unfavourable 
competitive environment.

Historically, theScore has provided 
high-quality analysis and 
programming to supplement its 
live sports broadcasting. Analysis 
quality is a function of the on-air 
talent providing it. If live content is 
the backbone of a sports network, 
then on-air personalities are the faces 
that generate repeat viewership. 
In 2001, Ron MacLean threatened 
to leave CBC’s Hockey Night in 
Canada after it failed to give the 
iconic sports broadcaster a contract 
extension. Following a massive public 
outcry, CBC quickly gave in to his 
demands. MacLean’s experience 
illustrates the massive support that 
sports personalities gain through 
their broadcasting careers, and 
demonstrates why theScore’s loss of 
Steve Kouleas and Cabral Richards to 
TSN was so devastating.

Where is the Industry Headed? 

The sports broadcasting industry in 
Canada is expected to continue on its 
current trajectory towards a duopoly, 
with the MLSE purchase representing 
another significant step in that 
direction. Sportsnet and TSN have the 
capital to handle the higher prices of 
sports content, which theScore cannot 
pay without greater financial support. 
Given the comparatively fragmented 
ownership structure of theScore, with 
no one investor controlling more 
than 29%, it is unlikely that current 
ownership would be willing to inject 
enough cash into the company. 
Therefore, being acquired is likely the 
only way for the theScore to compete 
with TSN and Sportsnet directly. One 
potential suitor is Shaw Media, Global 

TV’s parent company, who may be 
interested in theScore for its valuable 
sports broadcasting license. However, 
fighting fire with fire may not be a 
sustainable strategy if all three players 
are willing to drive prices up, and 
Shaw’s interest is far from certain. 
Under the current circumstances, 
theScore will have to redefine its 
position in the industry in order to 
compete.

How Can theScore Compete?

theScore should employ a two-
pronged strategy: it should develop 
in-depth analytical coverage aimed 
at a younger demographic and secure 
content of secondary sports to round 
out its programming. To differentiate 
its analytical coverage from TSN and 
Sportsnet, who both invest heavily 
in this area, theScore should create a 
younger, edgier lineup that provides a 
fan’s perspective. 

During the NBA season, theScore 
airs Court Surfing which gives 
basketball fans a one-stop offering 
during game nights. This program is 
anchored by two Score personalities 
and switches between live basketball 
games depending on which game is 
most exciting, allowing the network 
to curate content for the viewer. The 
popularity of NFL Redzone, which 
is broadcast in a similar style by the 
NFL Network, demonstrates that such 
a format can be a draw for viewers. 
Court Surfing also allows theScore 
to provide instant analysis during 
games, which has been identified 
as one of the network’s strengths. 
theScore should expand this type of 
fan-centric coverage to differentiate 
itself from its competitors and increase 
viewership.

TSN’s commitment to developing the 
World Junior Hockey Championships 
over the past 15 years demonstrates 
that it is possible to turn a small-
scale sporting event into an annual 
tradition. Before TSN devoted 
significant resources to promoting 
the World Junior Championships, 
there was a very limited following 
outside of hardcore hockey fans. TSN 
made a big bet on the event and has 
since popularized it through heavy 
marketing and promotion. The success 
of TSN’s approach is demonstrated by 
the 6.88 million viewers who tuned 
in for the 2011 championship game. 
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There is nothing particularly unique about the World Juniors that 
prevents theScore from replicating this strategy with a different 
sport or tournament. Instead, what is required is a substantial 
investment in smart promotions to create buzz around overlooked 
sporting events.

Earlier this decade, theScore regularly aired English Premier 
League (EPL) soccer. The sport has since become increasingly 
popular in Canada and is now shown on both TSN and Sportsnet 
while theScore no longer airs any games. In this case, theScore did 
not place a large enough wager on the future popularity of the 
sport, failing to lock in its rights for a long enough time period. 
Had it secured long-term contracts for EPL broadcasts in Canada, 
theScore would have had a very valuable property. Instead, it only 
held the rights long enough to watch the sport grow in popularity 
and then get outbid by TSN and Sportsnet for its rights. As the sport 
grew over time, theScore would have had the option to sublicense 
the content to the bigger players, opening new streams of revenue 
while maintaining its presence as a relevant sports network.

Due to its limited resources, the only way theScore can afford to 
secure the rights to popular live content is to make risky long-
term bets on emerging sports or tournaments. Although it would 
require significant financial commitment, theScore’s only hope of 
acquiring relevant content is to secure long-term, exclusive rights to 
emerging sports in Canada. Selecting the sport is the difficult part. 
The World Junior Championship succeeded because of Canada’s 
national pride in hockey and the tournament’s play during the 
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holidays, while the EPL succeeded because enough Europeans in 
Canada watched the games before the sport took off.

Univision, a U.S. Spanish-language channel, has been widely 
successful competing against the larger U.S. networks by targeting 
an immigrant audience. For theScore, a focus on appealing to 
Canada’s large, untapped, immigrant market could lead to similar 
success. Cricket poses an attractive option as a sport that appeals 
to various ethnic groups with a built-in audience in Canada, but 
has not yet reached its potential for popularity in North America. 
By making a long-term bet that the sport will grow in popularity, 
theScore can secure its rights at a discount before the sport takes off.
Learning from the World Junior model, theScore must contribute 
to the growth of the sport’s popularity by promoting it heavily 
and hiring personalities who will appeal to new viewers without 
alienating long-term fans of the sport.

theScore has a challenging road ahead as it fights to survive in 
the Canadian sports media battleground. Comparable to a small-
market team in a league with no salary cap, theScore has a strong 
track record of content and talent development, but it is only a 
matter of time before the deep pockets of TSN and Sportsnet lure 
the talent away. If theScore continues with a mainstream approach, 
any internally-developed sports personalities or programming 
ideas can be bought or replicated by Sportsnet and TSN. theScore 
must avoid head-to-head competition and remain flexible. Focusing 
on the analysis niche and taking risks on new and emerging sports 
are two ways that theScore can create a competitive edge.

Broadcast Rights
TSN and Sportsnet control the rights to a vast majority of leagues

Source: Broadcaster Websites

How to Even theScore


