From the refusal of fans in Section 28 of Regina’s Mosaic Stadium to sit during games to the headgear of choice among some ticketholders—hollowed-out watermelons—the followers of the Saskatchewan Roughriders are renowned for their loyalty to their team. In short, they know the game; they live every play.

But, despite significant improvements to the stadium, which included installation of a state-of-the-art video board in 2005, until last season fans had no way to follow cornerback Omarr Morgan’s progress toward setting several new all-time team records, or to track running back Wes Cates’ standing against the Canadian Football League’s other leading rushers.

On October 8, 2009, a new Rider App for BlackBerry and iPhone literally became a game changer for Rider fans—both in the stands and in dozens of countries around the world.

The ability to allow fans to track live game statistics was just the starting point for IDnoodle—formerly SaskTel Labs—which worked with Saskatoon-based zu to create the application. Once they realized a smart phone was a natural to dip into the stream of data the CFL feeds live back to its headquarters, a flood of other ideas followed.

“The stats represented what we call the ‘pain point’,” says IDnoodle Director Krystal Kolodziejak. “After that, we began looking at different tools we could give fans.”

“The field of sports-related smart phone apps is relatively undeveloped,” says zu CEO Ryan Lejbak, “so we used our imaginations and came up with a huge bag of ideas. Fans have suggested some ideas of their own.”

Lejbak says the initial concept was put through the skeptical wringer. That skepticism included his own. “I’m 42, so I related to those who might look at a smart phone app with some doubt, but the facts don’t lie: Saskatchewan has one of the country’s highest rates of cellular penetration. The Roughriders wondered a bit whether fans would use it, but they have an incredibly passionate fan base that generates more than 60 percent of the league’s total licensing revenues.”

After discussions with the Roughriders, the initial suite of tools included an overview of the CFL schedule, league standings and scores, the team roster, links to articles about the Riders, and access to the team’s official Twitter feed and blogs. 

“Our fans have a ravenous appetite for information about their team,” says Roughriders sales and marketing Vice-President Steve Mazurak. “With the prevalence of wireless technology, people see access as almost an entitlement. We have a long relationship with SaskTel, and know they have great ideas and great technology. We saw this as just one more way to engage our fans and learn more about what they want.”

Taking the application from concept to design, programming and the marketplace was itself an exercise in new technology. zu—whose previous smart phone application touchdown was TimmyMe, which lets users know where their next double-double can be found—worked remotely with the IDnoodle team, using Google Docs and other tools to share information. While Kolodziejak’s team handled the development work and back-end programming, zu adopted what they already knew about designing for the iPhone to the BlackBerry.

By Thanksgiving, the peak of the CFL season, the application was ready to go.

There was little doubt that fans welcomed the Rider App. Initial forecasts were for about 4,500 downloads; instead, 13,000 fans added the icon to their smart phone screens. Kolodziejak says that anecdotal evidence shows that some people bought new phones just to be able to get the application.

And all that with little more than word of mouth during the 2009 CFL season. “The marketing has been primarily viral,” says Kolodziejak, noting that one attempt to introduce the application to game-day fans entering Mosaic Stadium was stymied by cold weather (“People didn’t want to take their gloves off to try the app.”) SaskTel includes screenshots of the Rider App in many of their campaigns for smart phones and the Riders are looking at additional promotional approaches.

“We think the sky’s the limit,” says Mazurak. “We took some baby steps to ensure that we’re using the best of what’s available, and now we’re really studying how fans are using the app. With the Rider App in 86 countries, we’re halfway to painting the world green. We want to introduce more trivia and information, and make it more interactive. We want to have some fun, too. This is our centennial year, and we want to use the app to tap into that and really bring the celebration to the Rider Nation.”

Beyond the Riders, Mazurak says the enthusiastic uptake by fans has attracted the interest of other CFL teams and the league itself. “Our counterparts are looking closely at it,” he says.

Meanwhile, in Regina, it is a good bet that the sales of fingerless gloves will be skyrocketing during the coming football season.

