Five years ago, when Amy Cacciola and her colleagues at ESPN called reporters and pitched stories on the mostly unknown world of extreme sports, they were often met with not only derision, but a would-be humorous comeback that became eerily repetitive: 
"Do you have any story ideas for real sports?" 
Today, extreme sports are as real as the goosebump thrill of a drop into the half-pipe during an in-line vert competition, if you get the drift. Extreme sports are also real in numbers, from the television ratings earned by events such as the X Games and Gravity Games, to the increasing circulation and user hits of related publications and Web sites, to the massive dollars spent by the primary demographic attracted to extreme sports. 
At this year's summer X Games, held in August in San Francisco, attendance was again more than 200,000. In the beginning, though, the athletes participating in the Extreme Games, as they were then called, were regarded as little more than freaks on wheels and such, one step evolved from the skateboard rats who terrorize loading ramps at local shopping malls. 
"It was funny back then," said Cacciola, the manager of marketing and communications at ESPN. "When we would make the pitch, people would respond that they were more interested in the nitty-gritty sports. But if you become a fan of extreme sports, you realize there are few things more nitty-gritty than this." 
Interest in extreme sports is tremendous, and each sport is evolving, able to spawn merchandise using star-power personalities. The neighborhood skate rats have become legitimate superstars. 
What's so extreme about extreme sports? These are the sports of the so-called Y Generation, the adrenaline-rushed group following the allegedly more sedate and self-absorbed Gen X. On the extreme sports roster are skateboarding and snowboarding, bicycling and motocross. It gets wilder. Also included are skysurfing, high-speed luge and wakeboarding. Extreme sports are suburban stunts gone pro, morphed into something more sophisticated. Sidewalk ramps have been replaced by complicated raceways, neighborhood peers by professional judges and monetary accolades, the spying eyes of suspicious adults by an awe-filled global audience that also includes Baby Boomers. To get there, extreme sports needed a push from the public relations industry. The ESPN in-house crew provided the first big shove, promoting the original 1995 Extreme Games with insistent optimism. 
"At the beginning, we pitched it as more of a spectacle," Cacciola said. "Watch these athletes perform these dangerous stunts, where anything can happen. It worked. People became more interested in the Extreme Games, and extreme sports in general, based on their fascination with the bizarre. We had never before seen anything like this." 
Extreme sports became more of a business, without losing cutting-edge credibility and mystique, enjoying wild success and comfortable corporate marriages. The public relations push has evolved into something more traditional. 
"It became apparent to all of us that this was the beginning of an endless culture," Cacciola said. "New games could be added and promoted all the time. There is a constant new-ness to extreme sports, and we've been able to ride on that with our campaigns." 
In 1999, the winter and summer Gravity Games made its debut, another festive gathering of athletes and adoring fans. The brainchild of NBC and Petersen Publications, the company behind such extreme sports fan-fave pubs as Powder and Skateboarder, the summer Gravity Games are held in July in Providence, R.I.. The 2000 Gravity Games were videotaped, and will be televised in October on NBC, following the current Winter Olympics, when interest in alternative sports is presumed to be at fever pitch. 
"When we began publicizing the Gravity Games, we made a commitment to seek out the non-traditional media, going beyond the usual sports outlets," said Kevin Sullivan, vice president of communications for NBC Sports. "The concept of extreme sports has exploded, and we have been more able to access other departments, such as major daily lifestyles sections." 
Octagon Marketing in Stamford, Conn. partnered with NBC for on-site publicity at the Gravity Games, and created a press day wherein media types could get a better feel for extreme sports by participating themselves. Ramps and raceways were set up especially for press, who were handed helmets and wished godspeed. 
"We had more than 500 credentialed media representing 150 outlets," said Andy Erbelding, Octagon's public relations coordinator for the Gravity Games. "We had every publication from Teen People to the Rhode Island Jewish Herald." 
With more than 300,000 people attending the Gravity Games, Erbelding says it's obvious extreme sports have grown up, and public relations helped push it through adolescence. 
"I think PR deserves credit for awareness of extreme sports in general," Erbelding said. "PR helped hook people on the concept of luge and wakeboarding, and helped show the world that people in the United States aren't only playing football all the time." 
NBC is pushing the Gravity Games in numerous on-air promos. 
"The biggest public relations challenge we face is taking an event that took place in July and selling it in October," Sullivan said. "The Olympics will be watched by 215 million unique users over 441 hours, so the opportunity for Gravity Games promotion is massive. The visuals in our PR campaign are going to be eye-opening." 
Many of the top-name athletes have their own reps. The Familie (cq), based in Carlsbad, Ca., represents such core extreme sports talent as Dave Mirra, one of the leading athletes in BMX bike racing. The Familie handles corporate sponsors and commercial deals, and is also in the throes of a vigorous public relations expansion. 
"We're making tremendous progress in increasing the commercial exposure and marketability of the athletes," said director of public relations Zaynab Behzadnia. "We're not only pressing for exposure in endemic media, but mainstream as well. When I send a press release to Racer X, or BMX Driver, I also send it to USA Today and Sports Illustrated. I'm receiving calls from publications that were never interested before." 
These days, the Familie's clients are as likely to win a spot on "The Rosie O'Donnell Show" as "Late Night With David Letterman." The push is worldwide, with increasing international exposure of extreme sports leading to inquiries from outlets ranging from Japanese cable television to the BBC. 
"Extreme sports is going to hit big time in other countries, because not every kid can put together a football team, but every kid can get his or her hands on a bike," Behzadnia said. ESPN has announced the organization of the X Games Global Challenge. The event will take place in a different international location every other year beginning in 2002, following an extensive series of qualifying rounds. 
"This is exciting if you are involved in extreme sports PR," said ESPN's Cacciola. "We'll develop new strategies for audiences that may be aware of extreme sports, but now have the opportunity to see them up close." 
Sheryl Lynch is a Los Angeles-based publicist who represents skateboarder Andy MacDonald, super-cross rider Jeremy McGrath and BMX superstar T.J. Lavin. 
"When they asked what I could do for them, I said, 'My job is to help make you household names,'" Lynch said. "And I told them I wanted to do that by placing them in media situations not always associated with extreme sports, or even traditional sports. When I booked Jeremy on Jay Leno in May, I wanted him to be a personality, not just an athlete in costume, because some of these guys have amazing stories to tell." 
The exposure is just beginning, Lynch says, because Hollywood is taking notice. 
"Major directors are looking at extreme sports as the opportunity to make movies on athletes," Lynch said. "Several of these athletes, both male and female, can end up as actors if they want, they have that kind of charisma. There are so many ways to go with this thing, it's incredible. It offers a challenge to practice PR in its purest form, all over the map." 

