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As the Atlanta Hawks put a solid offseason together on the court, Ailey Penningroth’s new 
priorities as senior vice president and chief marketing officer include making sure that the 
team continues to engage with its fans off the court. 
 

 

In June, Penningroth (pictured left), formerly VP of brand strategy and corporate 
communications, was promoted shortly before Danny Ferry was hired as the team’s new 
president of basketball operations and general manager. 
 
Since then, the Hawks has made a flurry of moves with an NBA Championship in mind. The 
Atlanta Spirit-owned Hawks have made the playoffs five straight years, but haven’t gotten 
past the conference semifinals. 



 
In his first week on the job, Ferry, who helped assembled the 2007 Cleveland Cavaliers 
team that made the finals, shed two of the Hawks most expensive salaries when he sent 
shooting guard Joe Johnson to the Nets and forward Marvin Williams to the Utah Jazz. 
 
While losing a player like Johnson, the face of the franchise since 2005, could have 
ramifications on and off the court, the Hawks now have enough cap space next summer to 
make a run at a big-name player.  
 
However, Ferry isn’t forgoing this season for long-term success. 
 
Along with Hawks standouts Al Horford, Josh Smith, Zaza Pachulia and Jeff Teague, the 
newly assembled squad now includes streaky shooter Anthony Morrow, three-point 
specialist Kyle Korver and dangerous scorer Lou Williams, who led the Philadelphia 76ers 
in scoring last season while coming off the bench. 
 
DailyVista caught up with Penningroth, who discussed her new responsibilities and priorities 
for engaging fans and marketing the Hawks in the post-Joe Johnson era. 
 
Josh: How will your duties and priorities change now that you’ve been promoted to SVP 
and chief marketing officer? 

 
Ailey: As the SVP and chief marketing officer, I will continue to oversee the corporate 
communications, community development events and digital marketing departments and 
will now add, advertising, creative and more traditional and grassroots marketing to my 
purview.  
 
My roles and responsibilities will focus on the overall scope of our brands and how we can 
best utilize all of the avenues within the organization to engage with our fans, promote our 
brand and our players’ names, faces and personalities throughout the city, and develop 
innovative tactics to make the most meaningful impact in growing affinity. 
 
Josh: What will you bring from your previous experience, including most recently working 
as VP of brand strategy and corporate communications that will help in your new position? 

 
Ailey: I would like to think that I will bring a little bit of everything from my previous 
experience into my new role. When I was at the NBA League office, I was able to gain a 
wealth of experience and a tremendous 30-NBA team and 16-WNBA team perspective on 
the team marketing and business operations side, and since starting with the Atlanta Hawks 
and Philips Arena in 2004, I have immersed myself in all areas of the business from Arena 
capital improvements to website management, which will allow me to bring a diverse and 
extensive set of skills to my position. 
 
Josh: The Hawks have already made some exciting moves since General Manager Danny 
Ferry came on board last month. How do these personnel moves on the court affect your 
priorities and planning for promoting the team off the court? 

 
Ailey: The Atlanta Hawks organization has always made it a top priority to have a presence 



where our fans live, work and play. Our community and basketball development outreach 
efforts will always focus on engaging our brand and our assets with the public in a positive, 
collaborative and experiential way so that our fans and those new to the Hawks can 
experience the richness of our programming and the depth of our activation within and 
service to the community. 
 
Josh: Are there particular challenges, including on the marketing/communications front that 
you’re working to overcome going into next season? 

 
Ailey: There are a few things that will always be priorities to us because their impact can 
never be overvalued. Conveying to the marketplace the unparalleled excitement of enjoying 
the best basketball and in-arena entertainment in the world with tens of thousands of 
similarly thrilled fans at an Atlanta Hawks home game is always in the forefront of our 
marketing and communications efforts, as is introducing people to the sides of our players 
and our organization that they can’t see on the court.  
 
We strive to connect with our audience individually before, during and after attending an 
Atlanta Hawks home game – most regularly in the digital space – in order to gain an 
understanding of our opportunities to continue to improve the guest experience. 
 
Josh: How is the Hawks’ marketing and communications mix continuing to evolve this 
offseason? Are there particular channels and media that the team depends on the most, 
and how is this continuing to change?  
 
Ailey: As we approach this season we are investing a lot of our efforts on both grassroots 
programming and social media and website promotions. These digital channels are the 
ones that allow the greatest number of people to be most connected to the team and 
involved in the Hawks brand. 
 
We want to provide them “peeks behind the curtain” when it comes to the team (i.e., road 
trip footage), individual player interests outside of basketball (i.e., Zaza attending Harvard 
Business School) and what it means to be the only NBA team in town (i.e., breaking news 
interviews with coaches and GMs). 
 
We also want to continue to be where our fans are, and connecting trends in the city with 
our brand, the way we did with our Peachtree Corners Hawks Food Truck Festival, allows 
us to create an event or offer that is relatable to fans interests and is an authentic touch 
point that promotes the Hawks brand. 
 
Josh: Are there channels and/or media that the Hawks are looking to activate this season? 
If yes, in what areas? 

 
Ailey: Social media has been our largest media growth and influence sector over the past 
two seasons and we will remain focused on how we can provide the most exclusive content 
and greatest access to our brands in an effort to continue trending upward in this space. 
 
Our new CRM system will allow us to anticipate our clients’ wants and needs, and identify 
guest ticket or service related opportunities in a much more timely and thorough manner. 



 
Josh: Who are the Hawks key customer segments and how is this continuing to change 
since the team has been so successful during the last five seasons especially? Are you 
working on bringing new types of audiences to Philips Arena? 

 
Ailey: Key customer segments include a wide spectrum of individuals from businesses to 
avid basketball fans to families. Our job is to demonstrate to each of those segments how 
the Hawks and Philips Arena experience is the optimal way to entertain clients, reward 
employees, experience the best basketball in the world with friends or make one-of-a-kind 
memories with one’s family.  
 
We create those moments for people though our in-game and in-concert experiences that 
can’t be replicated in a boardroom or at home. We offer a range of products and packages 
to satisfy a broad spectrum of guest needs and my team’s job is to build awareness of that 
variety. 
 
Josh: How is this impacting the team’s reach on the partnership/sponsorship side, as well? 
Are there new sponsorship categories and verticals that the Hawks are working to expand 
their presence in? 

 
Ailey: The variety of events and the sheer number of people that come to Philips Arena 
throughout the year makes our venue the perfect place for any brand to engage with an 
audience that is diverse, willing to spend money on entertainment and from all across the 
country. Hawks audiences attend games to experience the best basketball in the world 
played by the best athletes in the world at a truly Atlanta entertainment experience both on 
and off the court. Hawks fans are loyal, participatory and on the rise. 
 
For instance, Philips Arena recently opened RED, a new $2 million sit-down dining 
experience that is open before, during and after Hawks home games and other ticketed 
events. RED was the culinary addition that we were missing in that it is open to and appeals 
to everyone. Any ticketed guest can dine at RED and experience the first-of-its-kind 
features in the arena and stadium industry including tiered seating inside the restaurant with 
full views of the Hawks court. RED also provided us with the opportunity to bring in new 
partners, which we did with the addition of the CîROC Bar. 

 

 

We are always looking at ways to create the most dynamic and engaging experience for our 
fans in one of the country’s best arenas, through any variety of categories. 
 
Josh: Is the team still open to forming new sponsorship relationships for 2012-2013 or are 
those slots already full? 

 
Ailey: We are always looking to form new corporate partnerships that will create an 
enhanced experience for our fans, our community and a potential partner. Our corporate 
partner relationships start with listening and then finding unique, relevant ways to design a 
platform that best meets everyone’s wants and needs. 



Our goal is as much about supporting a partner's growth objectives through our brands as it 
is about promoting our brands. 
 
Josh: Which agencies, if any, are helping the Hawks with its marketing and 
communications efforts? How are they involved with these efforts? 

 
Ailey: CSE (Atlanta) is our agency of record. In collaboration with their team, we devise our 
advertising and marketing campaigns for the upcoming season. This includes traditional 
advertising (outdoor, digital, TV and radio) along with more grassroots outreach. CSE, 
through French and Associates, are directly involved in our media planning and placement 
as well. 

 


