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Anne Rivers, senior vice president at BrandAsset
Consulting, a New York firm that measures public
attitudes toward consumer brands.

Among the firm's database of 3,500 brands —
which include sports franchises, businesses and
even countries — the Heat rank among the top 1.5%
most “arrogant,” Rivers says, citing a survey her
firm recently conducted of 16,000 U.S. consumers.

The only sports brands viewed as more arrogant
than the Heat are the New York Yankees, with their
27 World Series championships, and golfer Tiger
Woods, who destroyed his squeaky-clean image
with extramarital affairs.

Among the few mainstream brands viewed as
more arrogant than the Heat: energy industry giant
Halliburton, Harvard University and France.

James thinks the Heat-as-bad-guys story line is
more media hype than reality.

“It's a great story — LeBron being a hero, now
he’s a villain,” James says. “That media perception
is much bigger than actual perception. What peo-
ple say about you and what people actually know
about you ... if you actually know me, there’s no
villain bone in my body. People around me say, This
is a.pretty good guy.’* .

“But'James doesn't seem to mind stoking the per-
ception of an adversarial relationship between him-
self and his detractors. He declared Tuesday “Hater
Day" on his Twitter page and re-tweeted some of
the critical, racist messages he
says he received after leaving

the Cleveland Cavaliers. It was N0 team since I've been against the Detroit Pistons on
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nouncement on Twitter: “Don’t
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Five of Miami's eight preseason games have
been, or will be, on national TV. The Heat, Lakers
and Celtics will appear on one of the NBA's four na-
tional outlets more than any other teams; 34 of
each of those teams’ 82 regular-season games could
be shown. (For the Heat, that would be a single-
season increase of 10 such appearances.)

TNT's Charles Barkley, Kenny Smith and Ernie
Johnson Jr. will take their Inside the NBA show on
the road for four games this season. Two involve the
Heat: Tuesday’s opener in Boston and James' return
to Cleveland on Dec. 2. ESPN's website has
launched coverage devoted specifically to the team.

Mitch Germann, vice president of marketing for
the Kings, predicts the Heat will sell out every arena
in which they play this season.

“Everywhere they go, it will be a major event.”

‘They will get booed’

Like James, the Heat largely have reacted with
defiance toward their critics. Heat coach Erik Spoel-
stra says naysayers from other clubs or their fan
bases are hypocritical.

“Every team in the league would have done what

we were able to do if they had a chance,” he says. p

“People are always clamoring for players to make it
not about money, to make it not about statistics.
Here you have an example of higher-profile players
making those sacrifices, and you still get
criticized.”

During coverage of the
Heat's first preseason game
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which he waited until about
halfway through the show be-
fore announcing he was leaving Cleveland for South
Beach. There had been considerable speculation
James would go that route because one day earlier
Wade, 28, had announced he was re-signing with
the Heat and Bosh, 26, had said he was leaving the
Toronto Raptors to join the Heat.

“LeBron’s 60-minute press conference. ...
Somebody should have advised him not to do
that,” says Steve Riehl of Sacramento, a partial-
season ticketholder for that city’s NBA Kings.

James' decision created a triumvirate of perenni-
al NBA All-Stars with complementary primary posi-
tions — James at small forward, Bosh at power for-
ward, Wade at guard — and collective 2009-10
season averages of 80.3 points, 22.9 rebounds and
17.5 assists a game. They had been friends at least
since playing for USA Basketball's 2006 world
championship and 2008 Olympic teams, and each
had helped facilitate the reunion by accepting less
money from the Heat than they could have com-
manded under NBA salary rules (a total of about
$50 million less, as it later turned out).

That created the sense they had colluded some-
how like the best players on the playground, frus-
trating hoops fans who had hoped their teams —
especially the Cavaliers, Raptors, New York Knicks,
Chicago Bulls or New Jersey Nets — would sign one
or more of them.

Then there was the way Wade, James and Bosh
celebrated like they'd won the NBA Finals with a
rockestar like introductory concert at the Heat’s
American Airlines Arena.

“The way they conspired to all be free agents in
the same year and all go to the same place ... is
bad for the game, for the NBA,” says Denver Nug-
gets season ticketholder Vicki Ray of Littleton, Colo.
“But | don't really think they'll be winning as many
games as they think they're going to.”

Sports media outlets have gone bonkers over the
Heat, to the exclusion of nearly everything else
about the NBA.

There are plenty of juicy story lines going into the
2010-11 season, such as Kobe Bryant’s Los Angeles
Lakers (remember them?) trying for a third consec-
utive championship. Veteran center Shaquille
O'Neal has moved from Cleveland to Boston, join-
ing aging stars Ray Allen, Paul Pierce and Kevin Gar-
nett and emerging Rajon Rondo. Kevin Durant, who
quietly signed a five-year, $86 million deal in July to
continue playing for the Oklahoma City Thunder,
might be on the verge of surpassing James, Bryant
and everyone else as the NBA's best player. And in
the background looms a labor dispute that could
lead owners to lock out players next season.

But the coverage has been Heat, Heat and more
Heat. And it's likely going to stay that way.

lyn, NYY,, native adds he has a
more elaborate revenge fanta-
sy: He wants to see the Heat reach the seventh
game of the NBA Finals, only to lose the same way
his Knicks did against the Houston Rockets in 1994.

“ want the same torture inflicted on Miami,” Sei-
ken says. “I want to see the Heat going up for the
last buzzer shot — and blowing it.”

Cavaliers fan Austin Briggs, who created the site
PleaseDontLeave23.com to urge James to stay in
Ohio, thought he'd stil root for James if he left for
another team. But after watching The Decision and
James' dancing arrival in Miami, he can't do it.

“I don’t know if I'll ever get over it. As of now, [
am not a LeBron fan. I'm rooting against the power-
house in Miami,” says the 24-year-old student at
Kent State University.

However, Jalen Rose, a former NBA player and
now an analyst for ESPN, admires James’ decision
to sign with the Heat for less money than he would
have gotten from the Cavaliers in an effort to win an
NBA championship for the first time in his career.

Rose calls the two-time league MVP “the most
unselfish superstar” in sports.

“Don't get me wrong: The Decision was a deba-
cle, a disaster, the execution was 100% off. If you're
(Cavaliers team owner) Dan Gilbert, or a Cleveland
fan, you have every right to be upset, Your favorite
son iet you down,” Rose says. “But it takes a real big
man in life to do what LeBron's doing. He's going
from being The Man to playing second fiddle (to
Wade), from Michael Jordan to Scottie Pippen, from
Batman to Robin."

But far more attention has been focused on
James than on Wade — in part by James’ doing. In
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late September, he suggested during an interview
with CNN's Soledad O'Brien that racism was play-
ing a part in the backlash against him.

“The absolute worst thing (James) has done is
play the race card,” says reputation expert Mike
Paul of MGP & Associates PR. “I've had various cli-
ents think of using it, and I always give them the
same advice: ‘When you use that card, you better
be sure it’s racism.’ "

He says it is normal for people to dislike a suc-
cessful team. But this team hasn't won anything, al-
though Wade and forward Udonis Haslem were on
the Miami team that won the NBA title in 2006.

“The Yankees' (reputation) is based on actions,
not talk,” Paul says. With the Heat, “we have three
players who've run their mouths way too much.
They're on their way to being hated. Alot of it is due
to hubris and egocentric decision-making.”

Champions or failures?

Now, the pressure will be on the Heat to justify
the months of hype.

They will have had very little rehearsal time, as
injuries have resulted in Wade, James and Bosh
laying three minutes together all preseason. And a
freak thumb injury Wednesday to Mike Miller, who
had been replacing Wade, could keep one of the
best long-range shooters out of action for several
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‘Bad for the NBA. or a creative path to championships?

Continued from 1A

weeks. The team played Thursday against the
Hawks in Atlanta and closes the preseason today
against the Orlando Magic in Tampa.

“No team since I've been affiliated with the NBA
has had more pressure on them to win — not just
win, but win muitiple championships,” Barkley
says. “If you look at it from a realistic standpoint, if
they only win one championship for the next five
years, it's got to be viewed upon as a failure.”

Barkley worries that if the Heat superstars’ deci-

sion to join forces is a success, it will prompt pend-
ing free agents such as the Denver Nuggets' Carme-
lo Anthony and the New Orleans Hornets’ Chris
Paul to try the same thing next year

“What [ don't want the NBA to become is pro
baseball, where we have five to seven good teams
and the rest of the league stinks,” Barkley says.
“That concerns me as a fan.”

Then again, pro sports’ supposed powerhouse
franchises don’t have championships conceded to
them — something James, as a fan of the Yankees
and the NFL's Dallas Cowboys, knows well.

“'m also a Cowboys fan, and they’re pretty down
right now,” he says. “The Yankees don’t win every
year. The Cowboys don’t win every year. LeBron
hasn’t won it yet. We're still trying to be great.”

Contributing; Jeff Zillgitt in Miami, Mike Dodd in
San Francisco and Vicki Michaelis in Denver
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