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Heated Rivalry: A Low-Budget
Triumph in Sports Storytelling
How a queer hockey romance series overcame budget constraints to
deliver cinematic flair and emotional impact
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The success of the queer hockey romance series "Heated Rivalry" on HBO Max signals a shift in
how audiences are consuming stories about sports, love, and identity. Despite a low budget, the
series achieved a cinematic visual style through creative cinematography, strategic use of color,
and innovative VFX. The show's focus on authentic character development and representation
has resonated with viewers, challenging traditional norms in sports dramas and romantic
narratives.

WHY IT MATTERS

"Heated Rivalry" represents a growing trend where compelling storytelling can thrive even
with limited resources, as streaming services seek content that can engage audiences at scale.
The series' success also underscores the increasing demand for LGBTQ+ stories to take center
stage, and the power of representation in sports and entertainment.

THE DETAILS

Cinematographer Jackson Parrell maximized the series' visual impact despite a small budget,
using techniques like 'color chapters' to enhance the narrative. The production also relied on
VFX, particularly Unreal Engine, to create convincing environments when filming in key
locations was not possible. Director Jacob Tierney's efficient filmmaking style and trust in his
team allowed for a fast-paced and creatively fulfilling production process.

Heated Rivalry premiered on HBO Max in 2026.

THE PLAYERS

Jackson Parrell
The cinematographer who brought a cinematic flair to Heated Rivalry despite the low
budget.

Jacob Tierney
The director known for his fast-paced and efficient filmmaking style, which allowed the
Heated Rivalry production to overcome budgetary challenges.

Rachel Reid
The author whose Game Changers novels were adapted into the Heated Rivalry series.
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WHAT THEY’RE SAYING

“Probably the lowest-budget thing I've ever shot, yet the series feels undeniably cinematic.”

— Jackson Parrell, Cinematographer (Newsy-Today)

“Tierney's willingness to let the creative team 'cook' without excessive oversight fostered a
sense of ownership and allowed the team to push boundaries.”

— Jackson Parrell, Cinematographer (Newsy-Today)

WHAT’S NEXT

The series' success is likely to lead to more LGBTQ+ sports-themed stories being developed and
greenlit, as well as a continued focus on efficient and collaborative production models that
empower creative teams.

THE TAKEAWAY
Heated Rivalry demonstrates that compelling, visually striking storytelling can be
achieved even with limited resources, and that audiences are hungry for authentic,
unapologetic LGBTQ+ representation in sports and romance narratives.
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