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Introduction 
 
For many business sectors, filling sales positions is difficult and salesperson turnover is a constant problem due to 
costs of recruitment, onboarding, and retention (Boles, Dudley, Onyemah, Rouzies & Weeks, 2012). The sport 
industry is no exception, with high levels of turnover frequently reported among entry-level (ticket) sales hires 
(Pierce & Irwin, 2016; Sattler & Warren, 2016). Sales positions remain the most prevalent entry-level position 
available to aspiring sport managers (Pierce, Petersen, Clavio, & Meadows, 2012). While a few major league sports 
franchises have begun to include psychometric screening (Fischer, 2016) and mock training exercises in their sport 
sales hiring processes (Burns, 2016; Irwin & Sutton, 2011), many sport organizations still rely primarily on traditional 
face-to-face interviews (Irwin & Sutton, 2011; Wanless & Judge, 2014). Such interviews, particularly unstructured 
ones, have been shown to be less effective in the hiring of successful sales professionals in other industries due to a 
lack of congruence between factors evaluated in the employment interview and actual job functions (Roberge, 2015; 
Tsai, Chen & Chiu, 2005). 
 
Sport industry-specific research has been conducted on the competencies most sought by sport sales hiring 
managers (Pierce & Irwin, 2016; Pierce, Lee, & Petersen, 2014; Shreffler, Schmidt, & Weiner, 2018; Wakefield, 
2011), but virtually no work has been conducted regarding how effective sales managers are at evaluating candidates 
on those competencies during the hiring process. Therefore, the purpose of this exploratory study was to assess the 
hiring processes of recruitment, evaluation, and selection of sales candidates among North American professional 
sport teams.  
 
Literature Review 
 
One challenge for sales managers within sport organizations is how frequently they must hire entry-level employees 
who often possess little experience (Sattler & Warren, 2016; Pierce et al., 2012). In addition, many college graduates 
express a desire to work in the sport industry, but not necessarily in sales, despite jobs being most prevalent in that 
sector (Pierce, Popp, & McEvoy, 2017; Shreffler et al., 2018). As such, sport sales managers are under pressure to 
identify good candidates among a large number of applicants with limited experience who are incentivized to project 
a favorable, but inaccurate image of themselves during the interview process (Irwin & Sutton, 2011).  
 
Barrick, Shaffer, and DeGrassi (2009) suggested social influence theory provides an excellent lens from which to 
view the interplay between job applicant and job interviewer. Social influence posits influencers--in this case, 
interviewees--will utilize tactics within their control to influence others--interviewers--in a desired direction. Barrick 
and colleagues argued employers may be swayed positively or negatively by the interviewee, but many hiring 
managers may not be fully aware of this cognitive process taking place based on the applicant’s interview 
performance, particularly in terms of the interviewee’s self-presentation tactics. Huffcutt, Van Iddekinge, and Roth 
(2011) suggested a limit exists as to the amount of information interviewers can process or recall during an 
interview, and that other factors may influence applicant evaluation, including items such as interview design or 
interviewer personality. Previous research has found relationships between self-presentation of an interviewee and 
employability based on the hiring manager’s level of self-monitoring of impression management behaviors (Hazer & 
Jacobson, 2003). Unfortunately, as Kimball (1998) points out, sales managers may know what they seek in job 
candidates, but are not always effective quantifying their evaluations. Personal interviews are used most frequently 
for sales hiring evaluation, despite research suggesting they often demonstrate poor reliability, validity, and job 
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attribute congruence (Dipboye, Wooten, & Halverson, 2004; Randall & Randall, 2001). In addition, some highly-
rated attributes sought by sales managers are not easily assessed through traditional face-to-face interviews, such as 
communication skills (Kimball, 1998), enthusiasm, professionalism, and self-confidence (Tomkovick, Erffmeyer, & 
Hietpas, 1996), or a desire to work in the sales industry (Johnston & Cooper, 1981). Based on established literature, 
the research team developed the following research questions: 
 
RQ1: How do North American major league teams recruit their ticket sales staff? 
RQ2: What are the hiring processes for entry-level ticket sales staff within major league teams? 
RQ3: From the hiring managers’ perspective, what qualities are desired in an ideal entry-level ticket sales staff 
employee? 
RQ4: How do hiring managers assess desirable qualities during the interview process for entry-level ticket sales staff? 
 
Method 
 
The current research was an exploratory, qualitative study utilizing a purposive sampling technique. The research 
team conducted semi-structured, face-to-face interviews with 21 sales managers employed by teams in the four 
North American major professional sport leagues. Data was transcribed verbatim and entered into a qualitative 
software program (NVivo 11) for coding analysis. After each researcher independently coded four transcripts, initial 
coded themes were discussed to ensure intercoder reliability (Creswell, 2012). Once agreement was met across the 
higher level themes within the data, the researchers employed an open coding process (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 
Subsequently, initial codes were folded into key themes as presented in the results.  
 
Results 
 
Four main themes emerged from the data: (a) recruitment as an active and continuous process, (b) contrasting 
approaches to interviewing, (c) hiring managers’ preferences for ideal candidates, and (d) challenges assessing 
candidates. Additionally, each main theme included subthemes. Results suggested ticket sales managers of major 
league teams spend considerable resources on the procurement of an effective sales force, but they are not uniform 
in their practices, including variability in recruitment and training approaches. Some of the variability unearthed 
included proactive versus reactive recruiting approaches and structured versus unstructured interviews. Some teams 
utilize intensive in-person, day-long sales workshops during their interview process, while other teams make 
decisions based on relatively short video conference meetings. Desired and difficult-to-assess sales candidate 
attributes were also identified, and various approaches to assess those attributes were discussed with respondents. 
Overall, data suggests sport sales managers rely heavily on face-to-face, unstructured interviews, utilizing multiple 
team personnel, to determine hiring decisions. While common and traditional, hiring in this manner has 
shortcomings and inefficiencies, which were identified by the researchers. More detailed findings and further 
implications from this completed study, for both practitioners and academics, will be shared during the presentation.  
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