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Experiential Learning in Sport Sales: Student Perceptions of Sport Sales Expectations, Skills and Preparation

Abstract
Experiential learning in sport sales is a growing component of the sport management curriculum, and assessment of student learning outcomes is important in determining effectiveness. This study utilized a research-based survey to examine the change in students’ perceptions of sport sales as a result of completing an experiential, client-based sport sales program. Results indicated student expectations of a career in sport sales significantly decreased after program completion, while their perception of skill level and preparation for a sport sales employment did not change. Such experiences create a realistic job preview, which typically decrease an individual’s expectations toward a particular job (Premack & Wanous, 1985).
Introduction

The inclusion of a sport sales course in the sport management curriculum has gained significant attention from sport management educators and practitioners over the past five years (Irwin, Southall, & Sutton, 2007; Irwin, Sutton, & McCarthy, 2008; McKelvey & Southall, 2008). As the area of sport sales continues to be recognized as an important competency for sport management graduates (McKelvey, 2005), sport management educators have been challenged to offer students client-based, experiential learning opportunities (Irwin et al., 2007; McKelvey & Southall, 2008; Pauline & Pauline, 2008; Southall, Nagel, LeGrande, & Han, 2003; Southall & Dick, 2007; Southall, Dick, & McKelvey, 2006). 
While the pedagogical model for teaching sport sales has been established through the Irwin et al.’s (2007) Pentagon of Sport Sales Training (PSST) model, there is a lack of empirical evidence that assesses student learning outcomes as a result of participation in an experiential learning sport sales program. McKelvey & Southall (2008) noted “Future research should focus on determining the extent to which application of the experiential model in sport sales programmes results in observable changes in student knowledge, skills acquisitions and attitudes toward sport sales” (p. 241). This paper attempts to meet McKelvey & Southall’s (2008) call for empirical research on student learning outcomes. The purpose of this paper is to examine the change in students’ perceptions of sport sales as a result of completing an experiential, client-based sport sales program.  
Literature Review
Irwin et al. (2007) proposed applying a client-based, experiential learning model when implementing sport sales courses into the sport management curriculum. The PSST model deconstructs the “arbitrary and unnecessary disconnect between sport industry practitioners and sport management faculty” (Irwin et al., p. 21.) by allowing practitioners to serve as instructional leaders and facilitators alongside sport management faculty, which results in both instructor and practitioner serving as a mentor to the students (Southall et al., 2003). McKelvey and Southall (2008) extended previous research by applying Southall et al.’s (2003) metadiscrete experiential learning model and Irwin et al.’s (2007) PSST model to a sport management course designed to sell sponsorship packages for a local baseball team. Additionally, Pauline and Pauline (2008) described a client-based experiential learning project where students developed activation plans for a corporate sponsor of the institution’s athletic department. 
An experiential pedagogical approach toward teaching sport sales recognizes that effective sales education requires a move from “a teaching-oriented perspective to a learning-oriented perspective, from a passive learning model to an active learning model, from a lecture approach to an experiential learning approach (Anderson et al., 2005, p. 2). Professional selling courses adopting an experiential learning approach have been well documented in the business education literature. For example, Chapman & Avila (1991) provided different examples of how to integrate students making sales calls into the curriculum, including selling advertising for the school calendar, selling advertising for the women’s volleyball team and a semi-pro baseball team, and selling memberships for a hospital blood bank and the Better Business Bureau. Stevenson (1987) described the Sales Blitz project where students acted as the field sales force for selected companies. Finally, Milner (1995) documented students participating in a telemarketing campaign designed to attract potential students to their own business school. 
Methodology

An experiential sport sales program was developed and embedded into a 3 credit-hour elective course at the undergraduate level. Program training aligned with the PSST Model (Irwin et al. , 2007), which  included a site visit to the sport organization front offices, initial sales training on-site, follow up sales training with front office staff at the university, mock sales calls, and sport product knowledge assessment. Students subsequently completed four weeks of inside sales in a call center environment. Survey data was collected during the fall and spring semester for two separate projects. Students in the fall semester completed a project working for a regional minor league hockey team, while students in the spring semester completed a project working for a regional minor league baseball team. Students enrolled in the sales class completed a 27-item online questionnaire on the InQsit system before beginning the experiential learning experience and then completed the same survey at the conclusion of the experience. A control group was established of other sport administration major students that had not completed this experience, a professional selling course (e.g. in the business school), or completed an internship that required them to engage in sport sales. This control group completed the survey one time. 
The instrument was developed based upon the merging of previous models in the areas of sport sales (Irwin et al., 2007) and professional selling (Bristow, Gulati, Amyx & Slack, 2006).  This 27-item instrument included five demographic areas as follows: gender, year in college, ethnicity, prior completion of a sales course, prior completion of a sales internship, and classification of survey group (pretest, post-test or control). The three content areas of the survey included expectation toward a sport sales career, sport sales skills, and preparedness and interest for an entry level position in sport sales. The first content section regarding expectations included six items from Bristow et al. (2006), each on a 5-point Likert scale. The six areas addressed were the student’s perceptions of a sales career as: rewarding, offering more career opportunities, offering career growth opportunities, satisfying, fun and exciting, and enjoying the challenges. The second content section included ten items regarding sport sales skills that were adapted from the Sport Sales Knowledge, Skill and Attitude Inventory (SSKSAI) from Irwin et al. (2007). These elements, addressed via a 5-point Likert scale, addressed the student’s confidence in their abilities to: communicate with customers, listen effectively, cold call, understand customer needs, prospect for new customers, make effective sales presentations, deal with objections, close a sale, provide service after the sale, and negotiate with customers. The final content area of preparedness and interest in entry level sport sales positions was also adapted from the SSKSAI model (Irwin et al., 2007), and included five items that were scored on a 5-point Likert scale. This content area included three question related to preparedness for: an entry level job in sport sales, success in a sport sales department, and confidence in potential success in sport sales. Additionally, this content area contained two items related to student interest in a sport sales career either after college or at some point later in their career.      

Research Questions
This study examined the change in students’ perceptions of sport sales as a result of completing an experiential, client-based sport sales program. Specifically, this study attempted to answer the following research questions: (1) Are students’ expectations of a career in the sport sales profession impacted by the completion of an experiential learning program? (2) Do students change their perception of their skills in sport sales after completing an experiential learning program? (3) Is the perceived preparedness for an entry level position in sport sales impacted by the completion of an experiential learning program? 
Results

A total of 58 students participated in the sport sales program, and 57 students completed both the pre- and post-test surveys. A total of 52 non-enrolled students serving in the control group also completed the survey, for a total of 168 completed surveys utilized in a factor analysis. The analysis of the data from the online survey was completed using the SPSS 16.0 software. Exploratory factor analysis using principal-component analysis extraction technique was used to identify the underlying structure of the survey data. Varimax rotation was utilized, and factor loadings less than .5 were suppressed. In Table 1, the results of the factor analysis identified a three-factor model that accounted for 59% of the total variance. The three factors were labeled as expectations of career in sport sales, perception of skills in sport sales, and perceived preparation for sport sales. Expectations of a career in sport sales explained 37.8% of the variance followed by perception of skills which explained 15.2% and perceived preparation which explained 6.0%.
Table 1

Exploratory Factor Analysis

	Sport Sales Factors
	Factor Loadings

	
	1
	2
	3

	Factor 1- Expectations of a Sport Sales Career
	
	
	

	Sales career satisfying
	.854
	
	

	Sales career rewarding
	.854
	
	

	Sales career challenging
	.853
	
	

	Sales career fun
	.846
	
	

	Sales career opportunities
	.745
	
	

	Sales career growth
	.731
	
	

	Pursuing sport sales
	.718
	
	

	Likely to work in sport sales
	.621
	
	

	Factor 2- Perception of Sport Sales Skills 
	
	
	

	Handling objections
	
	.774
	

	Closing sales
	
	.735
	

	Recognizing needs
	
	.698
	

	Post-sale service
	
	.663
	

	Sales presenter
	
	.615
	

	Customer negotiation
	
	.613
	

	Confident communicator
	
	.600
	

	Confident cold caller
	
	.564
	

	Confident prospector
	
	.534
	

	Factor 3- Perceived Preparation for Sport Sales
	
	
	

	Prepared for later career sport sales
	
	
	.792

	Prepared for entry level sport sales
	
	
	.781

	Achieve success in sport sales
	
	
	.537


The first factor included eight items associated with the students’ expectations of a career in sport sales including “sales career satisfying,” “sales career rewarding,” sales career challenging,” sales career fun,” sales career growth,” “likely to pursue sales after graduation,” and “likely to work in sport sales.” The second factor included nine items associated with the students’ perception of skill including “handling objections,” “closing sales,” “recognizing needs,” “post-sale service,” “sales presenter,” “negotiation,” “communicator,” “cold caller,” and “prospector.” The third factor included three items associated with perceived preparation for success in sport sales including “prepared for later career sport sales,” “prepared for entry-level sport sales,” and “achieve success in sport sales.” The only question in the survey that did not load on any of the three factors was “I am confident in my ability to be an effective listener.”
Internal consistency was examined for each of the three factors and for the entire survey. The Cronbach’s alpha for the expectations factor was .929, skills factor was .862, and the preparation factor was .811. The Cronbach’s alpha for the survey as a whole was .915, indicating that each of the factors and the entire survey had high levels of internal consistency.  
Pre-test and post-test comparisons of mean values for the combined items in three factor areas are summarized in Table 2. The results of two-tailed paired samples t tests comparing the pre and post-test scores of the 57 students completing the call center revealed that students significantly decreased their expectations regarding a career in sales, (t(56) = 2.33, p < .05). Students had higher or more positive expectations regarding a sales career before the sales center than after the sales center. Students did not significantly change their perception of sales skills or preparation for a career in sales. No differences were detected between groups on the basis of gender, year in college, or semester in which the student completed the experience. 
Table 2

Comparison of Pretest and Post-test Means for Combined Factors

	
	Factor
	N
	M
	SD
	SEM

	Pair 1
	Pretest Expectations
	57
	3.572*
	0.708
	0.092

	
	Post-test Expectations
	57
	3.424*
	0.634
	0.084

	Pair 2
	Pretest Skills
	57
	3.889
	0.506
	0.067

	
	Post-test Skills
	57
	3.860
	0.458
	0.061

	Pair 3
	Pretest Preparation
	57
	3.591
	0.769
	0.102

	
	Post-test Preparation
	57
	3.690
	0.541
	0.072


*significant difference of means within the pair; t = 2.331, p = .023 

Sport management students not enrolled in the course were selected as a control group and were compared to students electing to enroll in the class before and after the call center experience. It was revealed using one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) that students electing to enroll in the course were significantly different than students electing to not enroll in the course. The analysis revealed a significant difference on expectations, F(2, 168) = 6.95, p = .001. Non-enrolled students had lower expectations regarding a sales career (M = 3.05) than did enrolled students before (M = 3.57) and after (M = 3.42) the sales center. Additionally, the analysis revealed a significant difference on preparation, F(2, 168) = 6.66, p < .01. Non-enrolled students felt less prepared for a career in sport sales (M = 3.22) than enrolled students before (M = 3.59) and after (M = 3.69) the sales center. 
Discussion
An important finding in this study is that student expectations regarding a sales career (e.g. that a career in sales would be fun, challenging, rewarding, etc.) significantly decreased after completing the call center experience. While at first glance it may appear that the sales center experience had a negative effect on students because their expectations decreased, this result should actually be expected when the experience is viewed as a realistic job preview (RJP). RJP is a human resources management tool utilized by employers to provide job applicants with the positive and negative aspects of a job in order to weed out candidates whose expectations may not be met if they accept the position (Phillips, 1998). RJPs lower initial job expectations, thus increasing the number of candidates who drop out of the application process (Premack & Wanous, 1985), which results in employees that demonstrate higher levels of organizational commitment, job satisfaction, performance, and job survival (Phillips, 1998; Premack & Wanous, 1985). In contrast, hiring employees with inflated expectations may result in negative organizational outcomes such as increased turnover, low satisfaction, and lack of organizational commitment (Kotter, 1973; Schein, 1978). Research has indicated that RJPs can save organizations money in the form of reduction in early turnover and in employee-replacement costs (Champnoise & Masternak, 2004). 
Sport organizations benefit from widespread implementation of experiential learning projects in sales not only because they can hire students with real experience in sales, but also because many students may opt to not pursue a career in sport sales, resulting in an entry-level sales force that has a realistic expectation of the job, higher satisfaction, and increased organizational commitment. Sport organizations will also find cost savings in the form of reduced turnover and reduced training costs. 
Conclusion

As sport management programs continue to develop innovative experiential learning opportunities with sport organizations in the functional area of sales (Pauline & Pauline, 2008; Irwin, Southall, & Sutton, 2007), it is important to empirically assess student learning outcomes (McKelvey & Southall, 2008) to determine the effectiveness of such programs. This study used the framework of Bristow et al. (2006) and Irwin et al. (2007) to develop a survey instrument measuring student perceptions of sport sales. The outcome of this assessment supports the continued expansion of these types of educational programs. The development of a research-based assessment tool allows for a direct measure of student perceptions that is useful in the current outcome-focused, educational climate. In addition, assessment of student perceptions of their expectations of the sport sales profession, their own sales skills, and their own preparation for sport sales provides important data for the program faculty as they prepare future professionals in the sport industry.  

Future research should focus on the development of an authentic assessment model for measuring the skills that were improved as a result of completing an experiential learning experience. While the results of this study are useful for measuring the student’s perceptions of their skills, a holistic assessment tool that includes content knowledge and authentic assessment is needed in this pedagogical research area. 
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