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Abstract. The National Basketball Association (NBA), a globally renowned sports league, has 
witnessed a series of challenges that undertakes an in - depth exploration of the NBA’s present 
dilemmas, which encompass the loss of older fans, the struggle to engage younger generations, and 
the adverse impact of commercialization on the game. This paper aims to dissect the root causes of 
these problems and propose practical solutions to help the NBA reclaim its former glory. The NBA’s 
current challenges are multifaceted, stemming from generational shifts, commercial pressures, and 
a lack of innovation. By meticulously analyzing data from industry reports, fan surveys, and the 
league’s strategic initiatives, this research offers a comprehensive set of solutions aimed at restoring 
the NBA’s connection with its audience and ensuring its continued relevance in the global sports 
landscape. Through strategies such as bridging generational gaps, enhancing fan interaction, and 
revitalizing the essence of the game, the NBA can secure its position as a beloved and sustainable 
sports institution. 
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1. Introduction  

Since its establishment in 1946 as the Basketball Association of America (BAA), which later 

merged with the National Basketball League (NBL) in 1949, the NBA has undergone an extraordinary 

transformation. From its humble beginnings, it has blossomed into a multibillion - dollar global brand. 

The league’s rise to prominence was significantly propelled by the performances of legendary players. 

Icons like Michael Jordan, Magic Johnson, and LeBron James not only demonstrated unparalleled 

athleticism but also became cultural symbols, attracting fans from all corners of the world. 

Additionally, innovative marketing strategies, such as global broadcasting deals and partnerships with 

major brands, played a crucial role in its expansion. However, in recent years, the NBA has 

encountered a host of formidable challenges. Viewership rates have been on a downward trajectory, 

generational divides have become more pronounced, and the league is facing criticism for allowing 

commercialization to overshadow the authenticity of the game. These issues have the potential to 

undermine the NBA’s long - term viability and cultural significance. This paper aims to dissect the 

root causes of these problems and propose practical solutions to help the NBA reclaim its former 

glory.  

2. The NBA’s Historical Development and Global Expansion  

2.1. Early Years and Foundational Success  

In the 1950s, the NBA began to gain traction with the emergence of stars like George Mikan and 

Bill Russell. George Mikan, with his dominant presence in the paint, was a pioneer of the post - up 

game. His skills and influence helped popularize the league, setting a precedent for future big - men. 

Bill Russell, on the other hand, led the Boston Celtics to an astonishing 11 championships in 13 years. 

His shot - blocking and rebounding prowess, combined with his leadership, established the Celtics as 

a dynasty and the NBA as a league known for intense competition and team - oriented play. These 

early achievements laid a solid foundation for the NBA’s growth and reputation.  
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2.2. The Golden Era and Global Popularity  

The 1980s and 1990s marked a golden era for the NBA. The fierce rivalries between Magic 

Johnson’s Los Angeles Lakers and Larry Bird’s Boston Celtics reignited public interest in the sport. 

Their battles on the court, characterized by high - octane offense and intense defense, captivated 

audiences worldwide. Magic’s flashy passing and Larry’s scoring ability made them household names. 

The arrival of Michael Jordan in the league took the NBA to new heights. Jordan led the Chicago 

Bulls to six championships in eight years, creating a global phenomenon. His acrobatic dunks, clutch 

shooting, and competitive spirit made him the face of the NBA. The 1992 “Dream Team” at the 

Barcelona Olympics, featuring Jordan, Magic, Bird, and other NBA greats, further solidified 

basketball as a global sport. The team’s dominance in the Olympics not only showcased the 

superiority of NBA players but also increased the league’s global popularity. By the late 1990s, the 

NBA had become a cultural icon, with its games being broadcast in over 200 countries and 

partnerships with major brands like Nike, Coca - Cola, and McDonald’s.  

2.3. 21st - Century Evolution  

In the 21st century, stars such as Kobe Bryant, Stephen Curry, and Giannis Antetokounmpo have 

carried forward the NBA’s legacy. Kobe Bryant, with his competitive fire and scoring ability, was a 

dominant force for two decades. Stephen Curry revolutionized the game with his long - range 

shooting, changing the way teams approach offense. Giannis Antetokounmpo, with his unique blend 

of size, speed, and athleticism, has become one of the league’s most dominant players. The league 

has also expanded to 30 teams, increasing its reach and competition. Technological advancements, 

such as instant replay and player tracking, have been integrated into the game, enhancing the 

officiating and providing fans with more in - depth analytics. Additionally, the NBA has taken a 

stance on social justice issues, aligning with the values of its diverse fan base. However, despite these 

advancements, the NBA now faces internal conflicts that threaten its long - term success.  

3. The Dilemma of Generational Disconnect  

3.1. The Decline of Older Fans  

Older fans, who grew up watching physical, defensive - oriented basketball, have become 

increasingly disillusioned with the rule changes implemented in recent years. These changes, aimed 

at increasing scoring and entertainment, have led to a significant shift in the style of play [1]. 

According to Sports Business Journal, viewership among those aged 45 and above dropped by 12% 

in the 2022 - 23 season, marking a five - year downward trend [2]. One of the main complaints from 

older fans is the over - reliance on three - point shooting. In 2023, teams averaged 34.2 three - point 

attempts per game, compared to 20.7 a decade ago [3]. This increase in three - point shooting has led 

to a decrease in close - range plays and physicality. Critics argue that the game has become “sterile,” 

lacking the intensity and toughness of the past. A 60 - year - old Bulls fan told ESPN, “We miss the 

hard - nosed defense of the Jordan era. The current game just does not have the same excitement.” 

3.2. Challenges in Engaging Younger Generations  

The NBA has made efforts to attract Generation Z through social media platforms like TikTok. 

However, these attempts have had limited success. A 2023 Nielsen survey revealed that Gen Z 

viewers watch less than 30% of full games, significantly lower than the NFL’s 48% [2]. Young people 

are more drawn to esports, YouTube content, and “snackable” entertainment. The NBA’s traditional 

game format, which consists of four quarters of 12 minutes each, struggles to meet the demands of 

“fragmented consumption.” The long - form nature of NBA games makes it difficult for Gen Z 

viewers, who are accustomed to short - form, easily digestible content, to stay engaged. As a result, 

the NBA has seen a decline in viewership among this demographic [4].  
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3.3. Technological and Media Divides 

The tactical system of modern basketball has significant differences from the traditional model. 

Discussions on the Hupu community point out that the average number of three - point attempts per 

game in the 2020s reached 35, while in the 1990s it was less than 10. This change has led to an 

opposition between the nostalgia of older fans for the "violent aesthetics" of the game and the younger 

fans' admiration for efficient basketball [4]. For example, Paul George criticized that modern coaches 

overly rely on data analysis, causing the game to lose the soul of physical confrontation. 

Traditional fans admire the "smooth" technical moves of Michael Jordan and Kobe Bryant, 

believing that the "modular" playing style of modern players lacks aesthetic appeal [5]. For example, 

LeBron James' "push shot" is criticized as an "engineered product", while Stephen Curry's three - 

point shots are praised as "efficiency aesthetics". Essentially, this divergence represents an aesthetic 

confrontation between classicism and modernism [5]. 

4. The Impact of Commercialization on the Game  

4.1. Rule Changes and Entertainment    

Priorities To boost entertainment value and attract more viewers, the NBA has made several rule 

changes over the years. These include reducing the shot clock and relaxing traveling calls [6]. While 

these measures have increased scoring, they have also had a negative impact on the game’s tactical 

variety. In the 2023 Finals, the average viewership was 11.6 million, less than half of the 20.8 million 

in 2016. Fans have criticized the rule changes, joking that the game has turned into “shooting practice.” 

The focus on increasing scoring has led to a decrease in the importance of defense and fundamental 

basketball skills [7]. This has created a tension between the league’s commercial goals and the essence 

of basketball.  

4.2. The Deterioration of Product Innovation  

The NBA’s commercial decline is also evident in its signature sneaker market. According to user 

analysis, shoe companies have resorted to “formulaic” designs, reusing technologies and increasing 

prices without significant innovation. This has led to a drop in sales and fan confidence [8]. In the 

past, NBA - branded sneakers were not only a fashion statement but also a symbol of the league’s 

innovation and connection with fans. However, in recent years, the lack of innovation in sneaker 

design has led to a decrease in consumer interest [9]. This has not only affected the sneaker market 

but has also had a spill - over effect on the NBA’s brand image, further weakening its commercial 

appeal [8].  

4.3. Sponsor Influence and Game Fragmentation 

Sponsors tie advertising placement to broadcast rights, indirectly influencing the referees' law 

enforcement standards. A survey by the Hupu community shows that the rate of missed calls by 

referees in the 2023 playoffs increased by 2.3 percentage points compared to the regular season. 

Among them, the incidence of penalty disputes in games involving sponsor brands was 41% higher 

[9]. For example, in the 2025 Lakers vs Thunder game, the referee on duty made a controversial 

ejection penalty against Luka Dončić due to a fan abuse incident in the sponsor's executive seating 

area, causing the national live broadcast ratings to plummet by 62%. This kind of "commercially 

oriented penalty" is particularly evident in gambling cooperation: The NBA's cooperation with 

gambling companies such as FanDuel and DraftKings makes referees more inclined to create 

"suspense" in crucial games [10]. In the 2024 playoffs, the rate of missed calls in games with a point 

difference of within 5 points in the final quarter was as high as 38%. Sponsors' demands directly drive 

the evolution of game rules. To enhance the watchability and advertising value, the NBA abolished 

the hand-check rule in 2004, resulting in a 37% decrease in defensive intensity. The game style shifted 

from "physical confrontation" to "shooting supremacy" [11]. In 2025, the In-Season Tournament was 



Highlights in Business, Economics and Management CMAM 2025 

Volume 60 (2025)  

 

301 

renamed the "Emirates NBA Cup", and the sponsor's brand was compulsorily embedded in the event 

logo, triggering criticism from fans about "the transfer of event sovereignty". This kind of rule 

alienation has a chain reaction in the youth training system: the AAU league overemphasizes 

individual performance, leading to a lack of basic skills training for grassroots players and a 35% 

increase in controversial foul calls for traveling violations [12]. 

5. Existing Solutions and Their Effectiveness 

5.1. Appealing to Older Fans  

To re-engage older audiences, the NBA has launched several initiatives. One such initiative is the 

introduction of NFT digital tickets for classic games, featuring commentary from legends like 

Michael Jordan. These tickets generated over $12 million in sales in their first month, with 68% of 

buyers aged 40 and above. This shows that older fans are still interested in the NBA’s history and are 

willing to engage with the league through innovative means. Another initiative is “Legend Night” 

events at home courts [12]. During these events, retired stars analyze tactics and share their 

experiences. In 2023, these events increased attendance among middle - aged fans by 35%. These 

initiatives have been successful in attracting older fans, but more needs to be done to sustain their 

interest [13]. 

5.2. Engaging Younger Fans  

For Gen Z, the NBA has partnered with stars like Stephen Curry to create TikTok tutorials, such 

as “elevator door tactics.” These tutorials garnered 230 million views, demonstrating the potential of 

social media in engaging younger audiences. The league has also explored virtual reality (VR) 

experiences and esports integration to provide immersive engagement. However, while these 

initiatives have attracted some attention from Gen Z, they have not been enough to significantly 

increase viewership [13]. The NBA needs to find more ways to adapt to the preferences of younger 

generations and make the game more accessible and appealing to them. 

6. Proposed Solutions for Long - Term Sustainability  

6.1. Fostering Generational Unity  

To bridge the gap between different generations, the NBA could organize (cross - era matchups) 

using virtual reality or special exhibition games. Imagining a game where Michael Jordan faces 

LeBron James or Shaquille O’Neal goes up against Giannis Antetokounmpo could attract both 

nostalgic and modern fans. These matchups would not only showcase the evolution of the game but 

also reignite excitement about the sport’s history and future [14]. By bringing together players from 

different eras, the NBA could create a sense of unity among fans of all ages. This would help to 

increase viewership and restore the league’s status as a cultural phenomenon [13].  

6.2. Enhancing Fan Interaction  

The NBA should improve two - way communication with fans. Players could host regular live 

streams on platforms like Instagram or YouTube, similar to esports influencers. This would allow 

fans to interact with their favorite players, ask questions, and get a behind - the - scenes look at the 

league. The league could also develop interactive apps that let fans vote on in - game decisions, such 

as replay challenges or substitution patterns [14]. Additionally, fans could be given the ability to 

create personalized highlights, increasing their sense of involvement. These initiatives would make 

fans feel more connected to the game and the league [15].  
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6.3. Reviving the Essence of the Game 

To address concerns about excessive three - point shooting and the decline of fundamental skills, 

the NBA could experiment with hybrid rule sets. For example, they could introduce a “postseason - 

style” clock, which is shorter and more conducive to fast - paced, high - intensity play. Additionally, 

the league could award extra points for mid - range shots, encouraging teams to develop more diverse 

offensive strategies [16]. These rule changes would not only increase the variety of play but also 

restore the balance between offense and defense. This would bring back the essence of basketball and 

make the game more appealing to fans of all ages [16].  

6.4. Revitalizing Product Innovation  

Collaborations between sneaker brands and players should focus on innovation rather than profit. 

Co-designing shoes with unique technologies, such as adaptive cushioning or eco-friendly materials, 

could restore consumer trust and generate excitement in the market. The NBA could also work with 

sneaker brands to create limited - edition sneakers that are tied to special events or players. This would 

not only increase sales but also enhance the league’s brand image and connection with fans [17].  

6.5. Technology-Driven Innovations 

6.5.1 The Scenario - based Penetration of AR/VR Technology 

Since 2016, the NBA has partnered with NextVR to launch VR live broadcasts. Users can switch 

perspectives and track players' movements through head - mounted devices. In the 2025 All - Star 

Game, holographic projection technology was introduced, integrating virtual players with the real - 

life arena, and the audience interaction rate increased by 42%. During the 2024 Finals, Tencent NBA 

upgraded its XR studio [18]. Through the UE engine, it rendered city - themed scenes in real - time, 

achieving seamless integration of landmarks in cities like Beijing and San Francisco with the game 

footage. The number of viewers for a single live broadcast exceeded 210 million [19].  

6.5.2 The Infrastructure Upgrade of 5G and Cloud Technology  

The low - latency feature of 5G networks has made 4K/8K live broadcasts mainstream [20]. The 

NBA has partnered with Verizon to launch 5G - enabled arenas. Audience members can use their 

mobile phones to access multi - dimensional information such as player data and tactical analysis in 

real - time. During the 2025 playoffs, 5G users of NBA League Pass accounted for 68%, and the 

average viewing duration increased by 37% compared to 4G users [20]. 

7. Conclusion  

The NBA’s current challenges are multifaceted, stemming from generational shifts, commercial 

pressures, and a lack of innovation. However, by implementing the proposed solutions, the league 

can overcome these obstacles and secure its long - term sustainability. Initiatives like cross - era 

matchups, enhanced fan interaction, rule adjustments, and product innovation can help the NBA 

regain its status as a dynamic, inclusive, and globally loved sports league. By prioritizing fan 

engagement and reintroducing the emotional essence of the game, the NBA can once again become 

a cultural phenomenon that transcends generations.  
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