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Ray Rogers (00:05): 

I'm Ray Rogers 

Annie Evans (00:07): 

And I'm Annie Evans, co-host of today's episode. 

Ray Rogers (00:09): 

You're listening to Fix This, a podcast exploring tech ideas and solutions, to some of today's largest 
challenges. Throughout history, sports have brought people together and have even acted like a glue for 
communities. From cheering on the sidelines, to watching at home, there's just nothing quite like the 
rallying power of sports. 

Annie Evans (00:29): 

One special event brings athletes together from all corners of the US, and parts of the Caribbean, every 
four years. This is the Special Olympics hosted by USA Games. 

Ray Rogers (00:38): 

As an Amazon Web Services (AWS), IMAGINE Grant winner, this year, USA Games is on a mission to use 
the cloud, to redefine and enhance the participant experience, and truly make each athlete feel like the 
star they are. By focusing on every aspect of the participant experience, beginning with the athletes, 
USA Games built a serverless application on AWS that will help connect the games, athletes, and 
spectators in an entirely new way. 

Annie Evans (01:04): 

Ray chatted with Lonnie Snyder, chief information officer of the 2022 Special Olympics USA Games. To 
learn more about how USA Games plans to deliver a first-in-class sporting experience from June 5-12, to 
over 5,500 athletes, and 125,000 spectators this summer and beyond. Take a listen. 

Lonnie Snyder (01:27): 

We are athlete centered and athlete focused. So, athletes are at the heart of everything we do. We have 
an athlete input council that gives us advice and guidance. So, we don't do anything unless it's been 
athlete tested and athlete approved. Everything from our plans for marching people in for opening 
ceremonies, down to how we're going to house the delegation members, feedback on the sports setup, 
venue set up, and even our games app, which I can talk more about, was 100 percent athlete focused 
and driven on the research side. 

Lonnie Snyder (02:01): 

We are going to be doing 12,000 health screenings. The Special Olympics is the world's largest public 
health provider for people with intellectual disabilities. We’ll hold healthy athletes, and we'll screen 
hopefully all of the athletes attending. If they go through five of them, they get a really cool pair of free 
shoes. We are legacy focused, so everything we do, we want to pay it forward—back to the Special 
Olympics community. All of the things that we're developing from a technology perspective, like all the 
templates that we do in Smartsheet, we're paying forward to the 2026 group, that's going to host the 
next two USA Games. As well as the app that we're building, we're going to give all the source code back 
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to the Special Olympics community. So that people globally will be able to use what we've built, without 
having to spend hundreds of thousands of dollars reinventing the wheel next time. 

Ray Rogers (02:49): 

How many athletes will be participating this year, and what will the audience look like, in terms of size, 
and will everybody be in person, or can they watch remotely? 

Lonnie Snyder (02:59): 

Right now, that's about 4,300 athletes, plus a lot of extra support folks. But they'll be coming from 
across the entire United States. All 52 Special Olympics programs are sending delegations, as well as 12 
Caribbean nations will be participating for the first time in the USA Games. The fan engagement app that 
we're building, will let you find and follow athletes, see their schedules, and see messages of 
encouragement. So, people from around the world will be able to keep up with what's happening. 
Particularly the folks in the Caribbean, who were really worried that they couldn't have, or wouldn't be 
able to afford family members to come support them in person—they'll be able to still keep up with 
them, send them encouragement, and watch what's happening from afar. 

Ray Rogers (03:44): 

That's amazing. And can you tell us a little bit about what that experience was like for viewers, or family, 
who couldn't make it in person—how were they previously engaging? 

Lonnie Snyder (03:54): 

The last two USA Games had a very basic app, and scores, and data weren't available in real time. So, 
people would wait up to 24 hours to see a PDF posted on a website. And realistically, coaches would be 
sending text messages back home to let folks know how athletes were doing. And the really unfortunate 
thing for me was, athletes didn't know how they were doing right away. So, what we're doing is actually 
building a mechanism to give them near real time feedback. So, once the protest period is over, they'll 
get a ping on their app, and it will literally say, "Congratulations, your scores are in. Here's where you 
placed. Here's how you placed against everyone else you competed with. And here's when your medal 
ceremony will be." And this has never been done before in Special Olympics history. So, we're super 
excited about that. 

Ray Rogers (04:44): 

Tell us more, what is your full vision for the app? 

Lonnie Snyder (04:47): 

We built a way, thanks to a lot of feedback and user research with athletes, to find and follow someone. 
So, you'll be able to see their hometown, you'll be able to see their bio, and their story, as well as send 
them messages of encouragement. We've prepackaged nine different messages for before, during, and 
after competitions. And we can't customize the messages because we want to keep everyone safe. But 
that way, people will be able to send “cheers” or “kudos” from wherever they are, and athletes will get 
that instant, immediate support. And then, if athletes don't have a smartphone—we'll have a small 
group that don't, at least according to our registration data—the coaches are set up, so they'll be able to 
proxy the athletes, and show them the feedback, and the support and encouragement they're getting. 

Ray Rogers (05:36): 
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And when you were first creating the fan engagement platform, how did you choose which items and 
which functionalities to build into the final product? 

Lonnie Snyder (05:45): 

We did a visioning kickoff exercise, of just level setting with our team: what success looked like, what 
ideal athlete tweets would look like, what we were afraid of. And then, we engaged athletes who had 
previously attended either a large USA game, or the World Games, and had them tell us about their 
experience. So, what was it like leading up to the games? What were they thinking? What were they 
feeling during the games? What was their experience like? And then ultimately, we synthesize that 
feedback with all of the athletes and the coaches that we had spoken to. And it turned into a slide with 
12 points on it. And from there, we bucketed that into five key opportunities to innovate. And I love the 
slide. I don't have it up in front of me, but I was referencing it at a conference, when our heads of 
delegation came in to run through our program a few months ago. 

Lonnie Snyder (06:38): 

And I put that up, and they've all seen this on a webinar, but I looked around the room to all the folks in 
attendance and said, "Look at this slide. This slide represents what every human on planet Earth needs. 
Everyone wants to feel valued and supported. Everyone wants to find purpose, and meaning. From 
there, we bucketed that into five key areas, and came up with some concepts. So, we had a prototype 
built, and we started showing it off, and everyone absolutely loved it. We’re really excited about what 
we've done, and what's going to be unveiled shortly. 

Ray Rogers (07:12): 

Tell us why it's so important to build these individual athletes spotlights, in order to reach the mission of 
making sure that every athlete feels uniquely special, and heard. 

Lonnie Snyder (07:22): 

I wanted everyone to have a personalized agenda in the app in front of them. I wanted everyone to feel 
like they were super important. And one of the concepts that we tested and are implementing, is what 
we're calling a hero profile. So, each athlete filled out a bio with seven key questions, and we turned 
that into a beautiful design, showing their profile picture that they uploaded during the registration, the 
sports they're competing in, and a little bit about their history, what makes them unique and what 
they're most excited about attending the USA Games, and getting to do while they're here in Orlando. 
And it's pretty cool. 

Lonnie Snyder (08:00): 

I showed this concept through the test flight, through the test version of the app on my iPhone, to an 
athlete a few weeks ago at our media event, she'll be competing in our triathlon. Julianne is an amazing 
person. Just spending a couple minutes with her, just hearing her talk about her story, what she's 
overcome to get here. And she was in awe. She looked at my phone, and looked at her mother and said, 
"Mom, I'm in that guy's phone." I said, "Julianne, people around the world are going to be able to 
support you, and see all the amazing things you've done, and the really awesome person that you are." 
And she was awestruck. Her mother had tears streaming down her eyes, and all she could do is say, 
"God bless you," and gave me a hug. 

Lonnie Snyder (08:42): 
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We're paying this forward. So, Special Olympics, Florida, and other affiliated programs in the next USA 
Games, the next World Games, are all going to have access to this technology. And they're going to build 
on it, and make it even better. 

Ray Rogers (08:54): 

When you were conceptualizing the app, and taking it on to build it out, what role has the cloud played 
in helping you to get to where you are now? 

Lonnie Snyder (09:02): 

My CEO gave me some metrics of, "I want this to support 25,000 concurrent users, and no one to wait 
more than 1 second for anything." And I was like, "Wow," thinking that's going to be expensive. And we 
met a really awesome AWS Partner, Solodev. Not only did we engage Solodev, but the firm that we 
selected to build the app, which is React Native Technology, a supplied a training solutions group. 
They've been long time supporters of Special Olympics, and their management team is pretty awesome. 

Lonnie Snyder (09:35): 

So, between an app developer, an AWS Partner, and the cloud, we have this perfect trifecta. The AWS 
Cloud is helping us deliver this solution at scale, where we're integrating with eight other systems, and 
building this middleware that is going to be our source of truth. So, previously you would go to Special 
Olympics.org, and you'd see something, you’d go to our event website, you'd see something a little 
different. 

Lonnie Snyder (10:02): 

The schedules wouldn't match up. The results might look different, which would be confusing. And then, 
you'd go to, at the event, a sports’ information desk. And they'd be looking at a printout from yesterday, 
that's already changed. So inevitably, no one intentionally did it, but you'd have lots of sources of truths. 
And you wouldn't know which one was true. And the worst thing possible, is take a call from a VIP's 
handler, like the chairman of Special Olympics, who's upset because they showed up at the wrong 
venue, and something had changed. 

Lonnie Snyder (10:33): 

So, I vowed we weren't going to do that. And the cloud with AWS has helped us really truly have one 
source of truth, where if anyone wants data, they have to come through that, consume it, that pushes to 
our mobile phones, that pushes to our website. So, everyone's going to be on the same page for the first 
time in history. And the consumption model was serverless. It's actually really affordable. So, before we 
ramped up, and started doing things, it was really ridiculously inexpensive per month. Whereas, my 
previous experience with other cloud providers, was not. And it just scales, but Amazon at its heart, 
loves customers, and wants people to be able to use services, and not pay a fortune for them. So, it's 
brilliant. 

Ray Rogers (11:18): 

Looking back at the start of this entire process, how did you first become involved with AWS, and what 
has the whole timeline looked like? 

Lonnie Snyder (11:26): 
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Right before we launched our app, one of the last health checks that was done, was checking into DNS. 
And the recommendation was made by our AWS Partner, to move our DNS registrar from where it 
previously was hosted. And they said, "You should really do this in AWS." So, we picked up, and moved 
everything over to Amazon Route 53, DNS service. And I was really impressed with how smooth that 
process was, and how ridiculously easy it is to create and manage all things DNS in the AWS Cloud. 

Ray Rogers (12:02): 

How do you see this scaling beyond just the 2022 USA Games? 

Lonnie Snyder (12:07): 

The key opportunity here is, we're getting to change the future of Special Olympics globally, with what 
we're doing here. AWS was integral to that. It's been a super important part of everything that we've 
done here with this project. I had a conversation with a good friend of mine, who's a chief technology 
officer for the 2023 World Games, Special Olympics World Games in Berlin, Germany,  happening next 
year. And he already asked me if he could give me a check, and we'd send him a source code. And I said, 
"No, I don't want your money. We're just going to give this to you, because we want your event to be 
great. And we want you to build on top of it, and make it even better for those who come behind us." 

Ray Rogers (12:41): 

Looking forward, 60 more days from the time of this recording, just about, what are you hoping to really 
see, and what makes you most excited? What's getting you up out of bed every morning? 

Lonnie Snyder (12:53): 

What gets me most excited, looking forward 60 days, is seeing the faces of the athletes and the 
delegation members, as they get off of those planes, and start seeing some of our venues. When I first 
walked our venues with our team, I asked our CEO why he didn't bid for the world games, because the 
sports properties here in Orlando are phenomenal, world class venues. And everyone is going to have 
such a great time. Layer that on top of the technology we're building, with the app, with people being 
able to find and follow folks, and sending them messages of encouragement, push notifications, simple 
things that have existed for years. But it'll be first for Special Olympics. 

Lonnie Snyder (13:37): 

Seeing athletes on teams, we're working with a partner to create team stats systems. So, being able to 
get those stats for their teams and superimpose back into the app, into the website. So, they feel like 
professional athletes, like any other athlete in the world. I think this is going to be one of the greatest 
events I'll ever be part of, and something that I'm going to look back on for the rest of my life as a hero 
project. You know? I've got to do this. This is awesome, and has been in a large part possible because of 
AWS.  

Ray Rogers (14:16): 

The AWS IMAGINE Grant, is a yearly program designed for nonprofits in the US, to pursue technology 
driven projects, to advance their mission. By providing unrestricted cash grants up to $150,000, AWS 
promotional credit up to $100,000 and technical guidance. The IMAGINE Grant program enables 
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501C organizations to leverage cloud technology, to solve the world's most pressing challenges. Check 
out aws.amazon.com/imagine-grant, to view previous winners' projects, and download application 
instructions today. 

Annie Evans (14:51): 

If you like today's episode, go back and stream episode 51, Diversifying the Tech and Entertainment 
Industries, to hear how Howard University is working with AWS and Amazon, to create a more inclusive 
world in technology and entertainment. And don't forget to join the conversation on social media, with 
#FixThisbyAWS. 

Ray Rogers (15:11): 

Huge thank you to our guest, Lonnie, and thank you for tuning in. If you like today's show, please 
remember to subscribe, rate, review, and share. We'll be here on the next one. 
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