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Abstract 

The NBA faces a creeping threat—not from rival leagues, but from its own regular season. 
Viewership drops, fan fatigue, and load management have diluted the narrative power of the 
league calendar. The Hybrid Season proposes a bold yet structurally conservative solution: a 
two-phase regular season that preserves the 82-game total, honors franchise continuity, and 
unlocks new revenue, engagement, and playoff stakes. 

 

https://linkedin.com/in/scottjellen
https://scottjellen.com


 

1. Context & Problem Statement 

1.1 Viewership Plateau 

While the NBA maintains global popularity, domestic viewership has stagnated. The excitement 
that anchors the early and postseason is missing from the long middle stretch—particularly the 
weeks following the All-Star break. 

1.2 Load Management & Scheduling Fatigue 

Players, rightly preserving their health, frequently sit marquee games. Fans tune in for stars, but 
load management disrupts that relationship. The lack of season-long urgency makes these 
choices rational but costly. 

1.3 Redundancy & Declining Stakes 

Many matchups in March and April have no playoff consequence. Contenders lock up seeds 
early, lottery teams lean into tanking, and even Play-In hopefuls often fade into irrelevance 
without narrative weight. 

 

2. The Hybrid Season Model 

2.1 Group Reshuffle Mechanics 

After the All-Star break, the NBA transitions into Phase 2: intra-conference group play. Teams 
are reshuffled based on their Phase 1 record to ensure competitive balance and preserve 
meaning in early-season games. 

● Each conference forms three groups of five teams. 
● Placement into these groups follows a serpentine draft based on Phase 1 standings: 

 

Group Seeding Tier Based on Phase 1 

A Seeds 1, 6, 7, 12, 13 

B Seeds 2, 5, 8, 11, 14 

C Seeds 3, 4, 9, 10, 15 

● This ensures competitive diversity while maintaining fairness. 



Each team plays 24 games in Phase 2: 16 against group opponents and 8 additional matchups 
to fill the schedule and support operational balance. 
 

2.2 Playoff Qualification from Group Play 

Each conference’s playoff teams are selected based on Phase 2 performance: 

● Top 2 teams from each group automatically qualify (6 teams) 
 

● 2 wild cards with the best remaining Phase 2 records round out the field (8 total per 
conference) 
 

This format: 

● Keeps both phases tightly connected 
 

● Eliminates meaningless games 
 

● Creates mini-tournaments within the season 
 

2.3 Replacing the In-Season Tournament 

The Hybrid Season is not an addition — it’s a reframe. To maintain scheduling clarity and 
narrative momentum, the In-Season Tournament and similar experimental formats should 
be retired or absorbed into the new structure. 

Rather than running multiple overlapping formats with competing logic, the Hybrid Season offers 
a singular, cohesive system that: 

● Honors the traditional 82-game schedule 
 

● Builds late-season urgency through group play that directly affects playoff seeding 
 

● Drives fan engagement without fragmenting attention across mini-tournaments 
 

In this model, Phase 2 is the tournament. It delivers the stakes, scarcity, and spectacle the 
league has been seeking — without disrupting contracts, confusing fans, or weakening the 
playoff funnel. 

 
 



3. Labor Compliance & CBA Integrity 

The Hybrid Season preserves all terms of the current NBA Collective Bargaining Agreement 
(CBA). No contracts are restructured, no additional games are added, and all player rights 
remain intact. This design ensures that league-wide adoption does not require labor 
renegotiation. 

3.1 Roster Continuity 

● Players remain with their current teams across both phases. 
 

● No trades, loans, or temporary team assignments are introduced by the Phase 2 
reshuffle. 
 

● All team, player, and union agreements remain in effect. 
 

3.2 Salary Protection 

● Compensation structures are untouched. 
 

● Any Phase 2-specific bonuses or awards (e.g., Group MVP, top scorer) would be 
additive, not contractual replacements. 
 

3.3 Incentive Layering 

To increase player buy-in and maintain high performance: 

● Introduce Phase 2 awards, such as: 
 

○ "Group MVP" 
 

○ "All-Phase 2 Team" 
 

○ "Phase 2 Scoring Champion" 
 

● Optional: Bonus pool for group winners or top overall Phase 2 records 
 

 



3.4 NBPA Alignment 

● The NBPA should be viewed as a partner in designing incentive structures. 
 

● By preserving the total game count and maintaining franchise structure, this proposal 
aligns with the union’s top priorities: stability, safety, and financial growth. 
 

 

4. Owner & Market Incentives 

The Hybrid Season model is designed not just to preserve existing revenue streams for team 
owners, but to unlock new late-season value with minimal disruption to operations, branding, or 
media agreements. 

4.1 Revenue Integrity 

● The 82-game total is maintained, ensuring no reduction in ticketing revenue. 
 

● Home games remain distributed throughout the season, so local venue operations and 
sponsorship obligations are unaffected. 
 

● Local and regional broadcast deals (RSNs) continue without renegotiation. 
 

● Phase 2 introduces an opportunity for elevated demand during the traditionally weaker 
March-April window. 
 

● Group matchups and playoff stakes add scarcity and urgency that can drive both 
in-arena and broadcast interest. 
 

4.2 Narrative and Storyline Upside 

● Every team, regardless of Phase 1 performance, receives a fresh narrative arc 
post-All-Star. 
 

● This rejuvenation boosts fan interest, press coverage, and team-level engagement. 
 

● Sponsorship opportunities emerge around Phase 2 matchups: 
 

○ Group branding 
 

○ Theme nights and promotions 
 



○ Incentive-linked partnerships (e.g., sponsor the “Push for the Playoffs” series) 
 

4.3 Franchise Value and Expansion Support 

● The Hybrid format is expansion-ready. As the NBA looks to add franchises (e.g., Seattle, 
Las Vegas), group formats can easily scale. 
 

● New teams can be seamlessly slotted into reshuffle tiers without destabilizing existing 
divisions. 
 

● The modular structure also offers owners future flexibility: pilot international group 
games, showcase weekends, or monetizable content windows. 
 

4.4 Governance and Political Cover 

● The model is framed as a performance-based innovation, not a radical break from 
tradition. 
 

● Owners retain complete control over branding, ticketing, and game operations. 
 

● Teams are never decoupled from their markets, and no travel or scheduling burdens are 
introduced beyond existing norms. 
 

4.5 Summary of Owner Benefits 

Benefit Area Description 

Revenue 
Preservation 

No lost games, home revenue, or RSN conflicts 

New Upside Elevated demand for late-season games and new sponsorship 
packages 

Narrative Control Teams regain relevance post-All-Star, boosting content and marketing 
value 

Expansion Flexibility Built to grow with league size and media ambition 

Operational Stability No disruption to facilities, staffing, or contracts 

 



 

5. Media Rights & Distribution Strategy 

The Hybrid Season creates a second narrative peak that boosts content value across national 
broadcasts, regional sports networks, and digital platforms. 

5.1 Addressing the Midseason Plateau 

The current NBA media arc flattens after the All-Star break. Many games lack playoff 
consequence, reducing ratings and national relevance. The Hybrid Season introduces a second 
structural crescendo—turning the post-All-Star stretch into a high-stakes battleground. 

5.2 New Competitive Inventory 

Group play introduces tightly focused, playoff-relevant matchups: 

● Each game has seeding and qualification implications. 
 

● Group reshuffle generates novelty: stars facing new combinations of opponents. 
 

● Broadcasters can frame narratives around group dominance, tiebreakers, or wild-card 
races. 
 

5.3 Content Layering and Weekly Engagement 

This format unlocks: 

● Weekly standing shows breaking down group rankings. 
 

● Explainers and simulators to visualize playoff paths. 
 

● Social graphics for "If the season ended today" content. 
 

● Bracket-style excitement typically reserved for NCAA March Madness. 
 

It refocuses fans on standings and scenarios, reactivating passive viewers. 

5.4 Compatibility with RSNs and Local Markets 

● East vs. West remains intact, preserving regional rivalry structure. 
 

● All Phase 2 play remains within conference boundaries. 
 



● RSNs retain continuity in coverage, while gaining higher-stakes late-season inventory. 
 

This reduces the need for realignment or media contract renegotiation while enhancing the 
product. 

5.5 Rights Packaging and Innovation Flexibility 

Phase 2 content can be packaged and distributed independently: 

● New sponsorship units ("Phase 2 Official Broadcast Partner") 
 

● Opportunities for alt-streams, watch-alongs, or embedded series 
 

● Potential streaming carve-outs for partners like Amazon, YouTube, or Apple 
 

It positions the league for digital experimentation without structural upheaval. 

 

6. Statistical Continuity & Awards Logic 

6.1 Total Season Integrity 

The Hybrid Season maintains a full 82-game schedule per team. That means: 

● All individual and team stats are cumulative across both phases. 
 

● League leaders in points, assists, rebounds, etc., are calculated as usual. 
 

● Historical comparison is preserved—today’s stars still chase all-time numbers. 
 

This ensures continuity with past seasons and prevents statistical confusion. 

6.2 Awards Remain Unified 

Major end-of-season awards stay unchanged: 

● MVP, Defensive Player of the Year, Rookie of the Year, All-NBA, and others all consider 
performance over the entire season. 
 

● Voters are encouraged to evaluate Phase 2 performance as part of the total 
narrative—just as they would for a late-season surge in a traditional format. 
 



Phase 2 is not a side tournament—it is part of the regular season. 

6.3 Optional Additions: Phase 2 Recognition 

To reward excellence in the reshuffled structure and create new content opportunities, the 
league could introduce non-disruptive supplemental honors, such as: 

● Group MVP – best player in each group by cumulative stats or vote. 
 

● All-Phase 2 Team – top performers during the final third of the season. 
 

● Phase 2 Scoring Champion – highest PPG across group play. 
 

These awards: 

● Add broadcast and sponsor value. 
 

● Offer new incentives for players to compete late in the season. 
 

● Never conflict with core statistical records. 
 

6.4 Fan & Media Clarity 

To avoid confusion: 

● League stat pages, apps, and broadcasts can clearly label “Phase 2 Stats” in their own 
tab or feed. 
 

● Regular season stats remain untouched in their traditional presentation. 
 

● Awards and voting ballots should explicitly state that the full 82 games are considered. 
 

Transparency ensures fans, analysts, and players all stay aligned. 

 



 

7. Fan Experience & Global Storytelling 

7.1 Two Seasons in One 

The Hybrid Season reframes the NBA calendar into two distinct, engaging acts: 

● Phase 1: Traditional matchups, rivalry games, and early momentum. 
 

● Phase 2: Group play reshuffle with direct playoff stakes. 
 

This creates a natural midseason reset, allowing fans who disengaged early to rejoin the 
narrative with clarity and purpose. It mirrors the binge-worthy rhythm of modern content: Act 
One sets the stage; Act Two raises the stakes. 

7.2 Clarity and Urgency 

Fans often struggle to track playoff implications during the late regular season. Group play 
solves this: 

● Defined standings within each group 
 

● Simplified qualification rules 
 

● Visual brackets and leaderboards 
 

This design brings March-April urgency back to the schedule—every game has visible 
consequences. 

Instead of asking “Who’s resting?”, fans ask: “Who needs a win to escape the group?” 

7.3 Storyline Variety and Surprise 

The reshuffle introduces unpredictable matchups and underdog opportunities. That fuels: 

● New mini-rivalries within groups 
 

● Redemption arcs for struggling teams 
 

● Breakout narratives for overlooked players 
 

It’s a structure built for social media, talk shows, fantasy chatter, and global debate. 



7.4 Global Fan Alignment 

For international fans who follow stars more than franchises, the group stage provides: 

● A new lens to track player performance (e.g., “Luka’s group,” “Embiid vs. Tatum in Group 
C”) 
 

● Shorter, clearer blocks of competition to follow across time zones 
 

● A simplified structure that mirrors international soccer formats 
 

It aligns with how global fans already consume sports: through moments, players, and 
high-leverage bursts. 

7.5 Merch, Moments, and Watch Parties 

The structure enables new fan rituals: 

● Group-branded merchandise or limited drops tied to Phase 2 matchups 
 

● Weekly watch parties or “Group Night” themes for teams and venues 
 

● Playoff simulations or fan-created bracketology contests 
 

This gives both casual and hardcore fans more on-ramps to engagement—while giving teams 
and the league more activation windows. 

7.6 Ticketing Innovation & Local Engagement 

Group play reshuffling introduces new possibilities for creative ticketing strategies—especially in 
March and April, when attendance often dips: 

● Phase 2 Ticket Bundles: Fans could purchase a discounted 3- or 5-game “Group Pass” 
without knowing exactly which opponents they’ll see—adding surprise and value. 
 

● Reveal Moments: Once groups are announced post-All-Star, teams can run reveal 
campaigns, personalized seat selection emails, or dynamic pricing launches. 
 

● Fan Forecasts: Allow fans to guess or vote on potential groupings for prizes, building 
hype in the weeks before the reshuffle. 
 

This injects energy into the late-season home schedule, particularly for teams on the playoff 
bubble or fringe. 



Instead of “What games are left?” the question becomes “Who are we grouped with—and who’s 
coming to town?” 

 

8. Risks & Testable Pilots 

The Hybrid Season is bold but not brittle. Its structure is modular and reversible, allowing for 
thoughtful experimentation before full adoption. 

8.1 Anticipated Risks 

Fan Confusion 

● Risk: Fans may not understand the group format at first. 
 

● Response: Emphasize clarity through visual brackets, announcer explainer segments, 
and integrated app updates. Tie it to familiar formats like March Madness or World Cup 
groups. 
 

Resistance from Owners or Traditionalists 

● Risk: Some owners may be hesitant to change the cadence of the season or fear 
diminished brand control. 
 

● Response: Reaffirm that all branding, home games, and media rights remain intact. 
Highlight how late-season engagement actually lifts franchise value. 
 

Player Fatigue or Disinterest 

● Risk: Players may see Phase 2 as a gimmick or added mental load. 
 

● Response: Emphasize continuity — same team, same contract, just new stakes. Add 
individual awards and financial incentives to maintain buy-in. 
 

Scheduling Logistics 

● Risk: Matching home/away balance and venue availability post-All-Star could be 
complex. 
 

● Response: Scheduling software and flexibility windows already exist. The league has 
experience reshuffling formats post-COVID and during In-Season Tournament. 
 



 

8.2 Pilot Options 

To reduce perceived risk, the Hybrid Season can be introduced incrementally — without 
compromising competitive balance. 

Option A: Lower-Tier Reshuffle Only 
 Apply the group play format to only the bottom 10 teams (seeds 11–15 in each conference). 
This gives: 

● Lottery teams a late-season goal 
 

● Proof of concept for competitive rejuvenation 
 

● Low-stakes testing ground for scheduling logistics 
 

Option B: Olympic-Year Schedule 
 In years when the NBA compresses the season for international events (e.g., Summer 
Olympics), the Hybrid model provides a compelling alternative structure without sacrificing 
engagement or revenue. 

Option C: Simulated Season Pilot 
 Run a full-simulation pilot using historical data and league software: 

● Input prior seasons' standings to test group balancing 
 

● Analyze win distributions, tie scenarios, and playoff outcomes 
 

● Use for internal modeling or fan-facing contests 
 

Option D: “Soft Launch” with Full CBA Alignment 
 Roll out the format for one full season under a “soft launch” banner: 

● NBPA consulted and incentivized 
 

● Owners approve on a 1-year basis 
 

● Full fan education campaign rolled out before All-Star 
 

The Hybrid Season is not a binary switch — it’s a strategic lens that can be tested, 
tuned, and scaled. 



Appendix 

A. Phase 2 Group Assignments (2025 Standings) 

Eastern Conference 

● Group A: Cleveland Cavaliers, Detroit Pistons, Orlando Magic, Brooklyn Nets, 
Philadelphia 76ers 
 

● Group B: Boston Celtics, Milwaukee Bucks, Atlanta Hawks, Toronto Raptors, Charlotte 
Hornets 
 

● Group C: New York Knicks, Indiana Pacers, Chicago Bulls, Miami Heat, Washington 
Wizards 
 

Western Conference 

● Group A: Oklahoma City Thunder, Minnesota Timberwolves, Golden State Warriors, 
Portland Trail Blazers, San Antonio Spurs 
 

● Group B: Houston Rockets, LA Clippers, Memphis Grizzlies, Phoenix Suns, New 
Orleans Pelicans 
 

● Group C: LA Lakers, Denver Nuggets, Sacramento Kings, Dallas Mavericks, Utah Jazz 
 

Note: 

These groupings are based on the final 2025 regular season standings and are included for 
illustrative purposes only. In a full implementation of the Hybrid Season model, group 
assignments would be determined by each team’s record at the All-Star Break (end of 
Phase 1). This ensures competitive balance and preserves the strategic weight of 
early-season performance. 

 



B. Sample Group Standings Table (During Through Phase 2 – East 
Group A) 

Team W Losses Point Differential 

Cleveland 
Cavaliers 

5 1 +48 

Detroit Pistons 4 2 +12 

Orlando Magic 3 3 –5 

Brooklyn Nets 2 4 –22 

Philadelphia 
76ers 

1 5 –33 

 

 

C. Season Timeline Overview 

● Phase 1: October – February (Traditional schedule) 
 

● All-Star Break: February 
 

● Phase 2: February – April (Group play + floating games) 
 

● Playoffs: May – June 
 

 



 

Author’s Note 
This whitepaper is a Version 1 conceptual framework designed to provoke discussion, not a 
formal policy proposal or league-endorsed model. The Hybrid Season concept draws on publicly 
available data, observed scheduling patterns, and structural constraints as outlined in the NBA’s 
existing format and Collective Bargaining Agreement. 

While every effort was made to preserve competitive integrity, player rights, and operational 
realism, the framework is speculative in nature. Projections, simulations, and format suggestions 
should be viewed as strategic hypotheses, not definitive forecasts. 

All trademarks, team names, and media rights referenced remain property of their respective 
owners. Any implementation of this concept would require extensive collaboration with league 
officials, team stakeholders, and the NBPA to ensure compliance and viability. 
 
 
Author’s Note (Addendum) 

Clarification on Group Seeding 
 The group assignments shown in Appendix A are based on final 2025 regular 
season standings for demonstration purposes. However, in the proposed Hybrid 
Season structure, group seeding would be determined by each team’s record at the 
All-Star Break, reflecting the end of Phase 1. This approach preserves the 
narrative and competitive integrity of early-season games while ensuring Phase 2 
groups are balanced and meaningful. 

A future version may include mock groups using actual midseason standings to 
better reflect the model’s intent. 

 

 

Call to Action 
The Hybrid Season isn’t a gimmick — it’s a structural upgrade built on what already works. If 
you’re thinking about the future of the NBA, or designing what comes next in sports and 
storytelling, let’s connect. 
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