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View from the Field: 
Donna Orender
Editor’s Note: Following a successful professional basketball playing career and a 17-year 
stint with the PGA Tour (at which she rose to the position of Senior Vice President of 
Strategic Development), Donna Orender served as President of the WNBA from 2005-2010. 
A recognized leader, game changer, and business executive, she is currently the CEO of
Orender Unlimited. Throughout her career, she has navigated unchartered waters, blazing
new and innovative paths and solutions while building teams and belief systems around success. In October 2013,
Orender delivered the “Veeck Address” at the Sport Marketing Association annual conference in Albuquerque, N.M.
This column captures the theme of her address. 

Did you know: nearly 60% of all college graduates are
women; 70% of all new businesses are created by
women; women influence nearly 95% of all consumer
purchases and are directly responsible from 60-98% of
all purchases; and participation by women in sports
has grown 580% at the collegiate level since the incep-
tion of Title IX.
The times they are a’changing. As Warren Buffett

recently stated, with some amazement: “America has
forged its success while utilizing in large part, only half
of the country’s talent. For most of our history,
women—whatever their abilities—have been relegated
to the sidelines.”
I never wanted to be on the sidelines … what was

happening on the field and on the court was far too
compelling. Having the opportunity to compete in ath-
letics—from the youth to the professional level—pro-
vided the background and the backbone, instilling the
confidence that would serve me well as I made my way
in the male-dominated sport industry. 
The power of the ball, the game, the field, and the

court is such a powerful vehicle through which to learn
about leadership, teamwork, diligence, and persever-
ance, not to mention how to win. All of these are so
vital for our kids, but especially girls who historically
have not had the sustained exposure and benefits
accorded to my male friends and colleagues. 
It was not until I became the President of the WNBA

that the mission to validate the recognition and viability
of women as full and valued participants in sports—as
athletes, as fans, and as consumers—truly crystallized.
As Buffett also said, “only in recent years have we
begun to correct the problem.” The opportunities for
us all to benefit are significant; that said, the mountain
of opportunity to climb remains challenging. 
When I first took the helm of the WNBA, I antici-

pated it would be more or less the sports business as
usual. However, I was taken aback when I realized that
I was more anthropologist than sports marketer. The

reality was that in order to be successful, in (what
became) this mission of validation for young women
to be appreciated and accorded the benefits and
opportunities that sports provide, one needed to
understand the cultural milieu that framed how men
viewed women, how women viewed women, and how
women felt about themselves. 
It was challenging and remains so, as we all continue

to tiptoe around the gender jigsaw in which we live.
The understanding of this framework would ultimately
provide the foundation for building and executing a
plan for success for the WNBA. It remains a plan that
requires the ability to peel back the layers and reveal
the hidden biases we all possess in our self-interested
views of the world. 
From my own experiences and perspective, it

entailed acknowledging that men and women are hard
wired differently. We have different brain chemistry
and the neurological differences account for processing
and behavioral differences. Simply, how we think,
react, learn, process, and experience life is impacted.
One of my favorite diagrams is the one that illustrates
how men and women approach shopping at the mall.
For a woman, she may put in a good mile of walking,
going in an out of stores, browsing and comparing
options to find just the right thing. For men it’s a
straight shot. They will park outside the store that has
the item they seek. They walk in the closest entrance,
purchase their item, and depart. It’s an echo of our
earliest days when women were the foragers and the
men the hunters, pretty remarkable but true. It actually
is an illustration that is quite a relief to many men and
women. So often, after speaking on this issue of gender
wiring, the attendees (often sport industry practition-
ers) convey how they are grateful to see the world, one
that is at times baffling, in a new light. The insight pro-
vides validation for the behavioral differences that we
intuitively see but do not take the time to fully recog-
nize nor understand. 
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If you accept the fundamental premise that men and
women are different and our respective brains drive
different behaviors, then you can begin to apply the
learning to business strategies that meet the needs of
our differing brains. The fact remains that sports is
deeply rooted in male culture. Therefore, it should be
no surprise that, especially within the sport industry,
much of the culture, language, and business tactics
have been devised around a male model … leaving
women relegated to those sidelines, whether it be as
participants, fans, or employees.
The recognition of the differing value sets, priorities,

and approaches is critical to being able to grow busi-
nesses. The focus on winning at any cost, the structural
hierarchies, and the priority placed on power at the
expense of relationships in male-driven models can
and does create real barriers to reaching women. This
model can, however, be easily shifted to realize growth
and inclusion where everyone can win. 
Let’s take a look at a basic and fundamental business

task of selling game tickets. The NBA has built an
amazingly successful ticket selling model. Initially, the
assumption of “plug and play” for the women’s ver-
sion (the WNBA) was the logical strategy. But recog-
nizing that selling tickets to women versus men
required a nuanced difference in approach, language,
and even ticket products took a great deal of trial and
error. Over time, we learned that what women wanted
was a more personal and social experience around
their ticket purchasing experience. It thus required that
sales agents change their approach to selling. This
included creating a much more in-person and social
sales experience that included social gatherings, special
events, and player involvement to sell tickets. The
result … attendance began to grow!
Understanding that gender plays an ever-present role

in how to present, package, and sell sports was a hard-
earned lesson. The experience highlighted how critically
vital it is to understand the role that diversity plays in
our daily lives. The combination of hard wiring gender
differences, as well as the cultural petri dishes in which
we baste throughout our entire lives, plays a huge role
in how we as females, as well as males, view the world
and how and with whom we want to play in it.
Understanding these dynamics and how they played

out at the WNBA was a big help to me in addressing the
challenges presented by a recent client, the PGA of
America. They had commissioned a study that revealed—
surprise!—that one of the golf industry’s largest growth
opportunities was the more than 35,000 women who had
expressed interest in playing the game … but were
remaining on the sidelines for myriad reasons. 
The women were drawn to the game, but did not feel

the love coming back. Why would they? When over 90%

of the service sector remains male and nearly 85% of the
customers are male, it makes sense then that the culture,
language, and totems have been baked in male for a long
time; so long, that they are invisible to the regulars. But
given that women listen and feel on a different frequen-
cy, one that picks up the subtle and not-so-subtle cues of
inclusion, the messages that they are receiving are not the
welcoming ones that they would like to hear. I actually
believe that most golf professionals would like to see the
game’s participation base broaden and grow. It is under-
standing just how to do that is the key. 
Too often, the pink ribbon strategy is employed

where you clothe something in pink, add a ribbon, and
announce you care about women. It is misguided and
why so many industries who have “pinked” their strat-
egy have not achieved the anticipated results. Often the
mark is missed and the blame is placed on the cus-
tomer: “She just didn’t appreciate our concern and our
effort,” they will say. Likewise, the three-hour ladies
outing one afternoon a week simply does not consti-
tute an inclusive welcoming strategy, no more so than
a company that says it embraces a diverse employee
strategy and somehow can’t find the right diverse can-
didates. What is working in many PGA facilities is a
retuning of the frequency that connects with women in
a consistent and meaningful way. They address what is
most important to them with proactive programs that
help pair them with compatible playing partners and
most importantly introduce playing formats that
emphasize fun and camaraderie (such as 6-, 9-, or 12-
hole formats) in lieu of competition.
The reality is this: in order to achieve gender equity

we need to talk about transformative thinking and
strategies. In order to take the meaningful steps, we have
to recognize our hidden biases, what I like to call the
purple elephants. Gender is a “hot topic.” As with poli-
tics and religion, emotions can flare, defenses are raised,
self-interest trumps all, and there is an uncomfortable
fear. It is just as true for women as it is for men. 
What do we really fear? Perhaps it is our biases, too

daunting to say out loud? Or perhaps it’s the concept of
change? Shifting sands do create a sense of imbalance
but they also can create new and even stronger founda-
tions. A strong and viable women’s professional sports
league that appeals to both men and women is so
important to all of us who value the health and life les-
sons that sports delivers to both our sons and daughters. 
It’s win-win. Start with self-interest: all sport enter-

prises are better positioned to grow if they can double
their base of both participation and interest by better
understanding how to appeal to the female demo-
graphic on their own terms. It is incumbent upon us
who are fortunate to play in the sandbox of sports to
ensure that access is granted to all.


