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SMQ: How has the approach to marketing the
Naismith Basketball Hall of Fame evolved over the
past 10 years or so? 

Doleva: Unlike many sport marketing properties, the
Naismith Hall of Fame is a 501c3 non-profit entity,
with our base business basically being that of a muse-
um. Given the global move to faster technology and
having information at our fingertips, the notion of
connecting with the past by a visit to a “backward
looking” (historical) entity is a growing challenge.
With modest advertising and promotion spending
budgets, where our team has been successful is in
greatly expanding our events around the country that
bring the Naismith Hall of Fame alive and “on the
road” and available to many more basketball fans
where they live rather than us depending on them to
make a trip to Springfield to connect with the Hall.

These new events help us connect with a much
younger demographic, allow us to produce multiple
premier basketball events despite not being part of a
league or conference, permit us to expose our wonder-
ful group of Hall of Famers who work diligently on
our behalf, and frankly drive new sources of revenue
and net proceeds to assist the Hall in its annual opera-
tion. Once dependent on admissions for nearly 100%
of our annual revenue, we have reduced that number
to just 20% and instead drive top-notch events where
fans can celebrate both the past and the future of bas-
ketball with the Hall of Fame in their own region.

SMQ: How does the Naismith Hall of Fame position
itself, and how is this positioning based on your
understanding of the basketball fan? 

Doleva: In the world of basketball, we like to believe
the Naismith Hall of Fame is clearly positioned at the
apex of basketball achievement; we are clearly not the
largest or most powerful basketball entity but those that
are in the Hall of Fame are clearly “the Best of the
Best.” The Hall of Fame’s positioning statement is “To
celebrate the Greatest Moments and People in the

Game.” And while we focus on our Hall of Famers, that
positioning clearly allows us to also celebrate those that
are not Hall of Famers but who have made a significant
contribution to the game—whether it was a generation
or two ago or whether it was from a game last night.

Further, unlike most of the major American sports
Hall’s of Fame, the Naismith Hall recognizes everyone
that plays basketball; men and women, boys and girls;
high school, college and pro; coaches, players, referees,
and contributors from around the world. No matter
what part of the game you love as a fan, you will find
strong representation of that game in the Naismith
Hall of Fame.

SMQ: Last year, the Wall Street Journal ran a story
titled “Empty Feeling at Hall of Fame – Attendance
Falls as Web Generation Shrugs off Cooperstown,
Other Sports Shrines.” It specifically referred to the
baseball, hockey, and basketball Halls of Fame, as well
as the recently opened NASCAR Hall of Fame. Can
you elaborate on some of the factors that you feel have
attributed to this trend?

Doleva: There are a variety of factors that have con-
tributed to the challenge of continually engaging fans
who find themselves with less time to invest in a visit to
a Hall of Fame or museum; technology is clearly No. 1
as a fan can research Hall of Famers and Hall of Fame
moments in the palm of their hand at any moment.
Parallel to that issue is the amount of basketball content
that is competing for the eyeballs of fans and each enti-
ty has an aspect of its own history as part of their con-
tent. The simple availability of time—perhaps two
working parents, children with a wide variety of school,
sports, and social conflicts—just finding time to visit an
entity for three or four hours can be difficult. And, it
seems each major sports Hall of Fame is, for various
good reasons, in locations where unless a visitor is local,
requires some travel planning and perhaps an overnight
stay. That said, visitors to the Naismith Hall and others
I’m sure do have a very special experience and it is most



enjoyable to see three generations of basketball fans
tour the museum and share their own perspective of
basketball history and the game’s best.

The Hall of Fame building is certainly “base camp,”
but this is precisely the reason we are aggressively taking
the Naismith Hall of Fame on the road; we have almost
two dozen major events taking place around the country
that touch major metro areas—we are going to where
the fans are to celebrate the history of the game and also
provide them with an opportunity to interact with the
game of today. It drives revenue to us and keeps us very
contemporary despite the business we are in.

SMQ: This article noted that while attendance at the
basketball Hall of Fame dropped every year for a
decade (hovering around 200,000 a year), your atten-
dance has shown positive increases in recent years. To
what would you attribute this? 

Doleva: Our team has actively procured Hall of Famer
and basketball legend appearances as a very strong vehi-
cle to drive repeat or new visitation. For the past three
years, for example, we have continued to expand our
“60 Days of Summer” programming where we have a
special event every day of the summer (our peak visita-
tion season) that includes Hall of Famer Q&A, a clinic,
or some other interaction that brings people back for
another visit or perhaps “pushes” folks who were on the
fence about visiting the Hall of Fame over the edge
based on the appearance or event. We provide this as
added-value and not for an additional up charge seeing
it as our role in bringing basketball history alive.
Further, we are continually investing in updating the
museum, and a focus on new and special exhibits drives
growth. Lastly, we also do many major basketball events
in the Springfield area and as we attract tens of thou-
sands of fans to our local events they invariably plan a
trip to the Naismith Hall of Fame as part of their visit.

SMQ: One other thing the WSJ article noted is that
most of the sports Halls are located beyond major
cities that feature other major attractions. You
touched on this, but can you expand on the initiatives,
programs, and tactics to extend the Hall beyond
Springfield, and to take the Hall “to the people”?

Doleva: As stated above, almost 80% of our revenue
is generated outside of our admissions; we now have
five major collegiate basketball tournaments around the
country, including at Mohegan Sun in Connecticut and
most recently announced in Miami in American
Airlines Arena this fall. We have two major high school
basketball events that showcase the nation’s top boys
and girls basketball players—many are headed to strong
Division I programs and annually about 12-15 alumni
of our “Hoophall Classic” events are eventually drafted
into the NBA. Our Hall of Famers are very active with
us at many major basketball events providing once in a

lifetime of hospitality opportunities for fans and mar-
keting partners, including two golf events (in Phoenix,
AZ, and Naples, FL) with more on the way. Our
strongest asset is our supportive Hall of Famer contin-
gent of whom many work diligently on behalf of the
Hall as they see it as a way to give back to the game.

SMQ: What are some of your primary marketing
strategies for the Hall?

Doleva: The primary businesses we are in are educa-
tion, entertainment, and hospitality. We work hard to
make sure that each interaction with a customer—
whether it is a Hall of Famer, visitor, marketing partner,
event attendee, board member, or any other is worthy of
a “Hall of Fame experience.” Therefore, each exhibit we
construct, each event that we produce, each communi-
cation we distribute, and any interaction we have is of a
premium nature upholding what and who we represent
in the game. Activities we undertake, from our election
process to contemplation of expanding our event port-
folio to choosing appropriate marketing partners, must
further the authenticity of the Hall of Fame and uphold
the imagery of our brand at the apex of the game.

SMQ: Have you conducted any surveys to inform
your marketing strategies and if so, what have been
the major findings in terms of your demographic and
psychographic targets? 

Doleva: Studies we have done indicate and confirm
that our audience and targets are wide and vast.
Because we represent the entire game, we appeal to
men, women, boys, and girls and both fans and non-
fans—some folks just have a deep appreciation of his-
tory and appreciate the contextual relationship of
basketball’s growth to other world events. Often, visi-
tors to the museum come in wide demographic clus-
ters—imagine a family that includes one or two
grandparents spanning 70+ years of family age levels;
our visitor experience is designed to capture the imagi-
nation of each segment through an appropriate bal-
ance of historical perspectives pleasantly interrupted by
interactive and immersive exhibits. In this regard we
are able to satisfy a broad age and interest variation.
Our core audience, as you might expect, is 14-55 year
old male and female fans that have been involved with
the game and are visiting with a specific period or set
of players/coaches within basketball history in mind as
a key component of their visit. Customer satisfaction
levels post-visit have been consistently approaching
100% as visitors indicate that the experience has
expanded their appreciation for the game, especially as
it relates to the early pioneers of the game and the
position basketball held until the modern era—a dis-
tant third place sport. 

SMQ: In what ways, if any, do you see the Naismith
Hall of Fame as different from the other major sport
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Halls of Fame, and what is your Hall doing to capital-
ize on these differences? 

Doleva: Basketball is a game that has expanded glob-
ally to several hundred countries and is played by both
men and women at all levels. That provides a unique
opportunity from (American) football and baseball for
instance, as our potential reach and association covers
the world with growth occurring each day. We make
sure that we properly strike the appropriate balance of
honoring each segment and not just focus on the pro
game or men’s collegiate game. It was truly James
Naismith’s vision when he invented this game that it
not be so much a competition as a way to bring people
together and foster cooperation by a team to accom-
plish the goal. He was adamant that the game be played
by women and around the world so much so that with-
in three years of invention (1891), women were playing
at the collegiate level and the game was introduced to
such faraway places as China in 1895. In that regard,
our approach to who we are is more global and inclu-
sive in nature, reflecting where the game has gone. 

SMQ: Do you see the rise of the internet—and the
concurrent ease of historical information—as a draw-
back to sports Halls of Fame … or as a marketing
opportunity?

Doleva: Like any organization, the Hall has had to
adjust to technology and change our business plan;
while technology may be a “competitor” regarding con-
tent and historical data, at the same time technology—
social media and the internet—is the predominant way
we share our message about not only a visit to the Hall
and who might be appearing, but also promoting the
many national events that we conduct, each of which
fosters so much discussion and content—whether it be
about the nation’s No. 1 ranked high school player play-
ing in our Hoophall Classic event or Charles Barkley’s
backswing at our golf events. It gives us a chance to
meet our main mission of honoring the past but also
celebrating what we are doing in the current game and
putting it in the hands of the fans immediately.

SMQ: In the Wall Street Journal article, you were
quoted as saying that “you can’t appeal to kids who are
10 or 12 or 14 years old by always looking backward.”
Can you elaborate on this comment in light of what
the Naismith Hall of Fame is doing to combat this?

Doleva: The history of the game and its growth is
clearly interesting and understanding that history helps
bring great context to today’s global game but it is very
tough to expect young fans to always want to look in
the rear view mirror; we feel that basketball history is
as recent as last night’s game and we capture and pres-
ent those moments to our young fans. We also know
that history will be created later this evening at a game
somewhere and that’s why we create our own events

with that special Hall of Fame touch that connects us
in the most contemporary way possible—for example,
a Naismith Hall of Fame branded game with the
University of Kentucky versus the University of
Louisville (November 2014) puts us squarely in the
here and now and the Hall of Fame brings a certain air
and authenticity to our team partners and participants;
it turns out to be a great win for all entities.

SMQ: What is your relationship with the NBA and,
based on this, can you please elaborate on it in terms
of how it helps the Hall of Fame?

Doleva: We have enjoyed a longstanding relationship
with the NBA. We are fortunate to have access to the
vast resources they have from media expertise, to show
production, to access and platforms at many NBA
events, to service by many NBA executives on the Hall
of Fame Board. I know that the leadership team of
Adam Silver and Mark Tatum both have a very healthy
and appreciative respect for basketball history and the
work we are doing at the Hall. Their assistance and
that of the NBA team overall in assisting the Hall and
welcoming us into their family is incredibly meaning-
ful and powerful.

In addition, we also enjoy support from many con-
stituencies in basketball as we represent the entire
game; the NCAA, FIBA, the Men’s and Women’s
Coaches Associations, The National High School
Federation, and many others are our active partners as
we celebrate the “Best of the Best” across all aspects of
the game.

SMQ: What do you see as your major challenges in
promoting the growth of your Hall in terms of atten-
dance and national awareness?

Doleva: As a 501c3, we are constantly challenged by
very tight budgets but need to continue to be creative
in building products and “touch-points” with fans and
constituents that strike the proper balance of history
and today. We need to continue to build our relation-
ships with major media partners through our many
high-level events and do a better job of educating them
on just how important their help is to sharing and
expanding the message of the game’s history and about
those who laid the foundation for today’s game; the
game just didn’t “arrive” in the global position it is
today, and fans and participants alike need to be aware
of that context. And, lastly, not so much a challenge as
an opportunity is to maximize our marketing partner-
ship assets; the Naismith Hall of Fame has an incredi-
bly deep list of marketing assets that have a fractional
cost structure to major entities but provide very
unique and premium positioning and hospitality
opportunities.
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