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Introduction 
 
The underrepresentation of women in leadership positions across the major professional sports leagues has 
repeatedly been confirmed by the Institute for Diversity and Ethics in Sport (TIDES) Racial and Gender Report 
Card (Lapchick & Guiao, 2017). While it appears that women have made progress regarding career pursuit in entry 
level and middle management roles, it is evident that barriers remain. The sales profession is an area where women 
in the U.S. have experienced advancements in regard to employment as they now account for roughly 39% of the 
sales workforce (Hisaka, 2014). Studies repeatedly show that gender diversity across sales departments leads to 
higher profit margins and better customer retention (Voria, 2018). For entry level sport practitioners, ticket sales 
continues to be a gateway into the sport industry, as well as a fast track for advancement. As a growing number of 
women pursue careers in sales-focused positions across the sport industry, further exploration of their experiences is 
warranted.  
 
Review of Literature 
 
Sport industry practitioners have noted that while women may start their careers in sales-focused positions, they 
often transition into service roles (Boardman, 2015). Lane & Crane (2002) argued sorting women into service selling 
positions limits their opportunities to advance into high ranking management roles. In their examination of sales and 
service manager career trajectory across Major League Baseball (MLB), Miller, Sattler, and Hammond (2017) found 
that just 28.6% of females maintained a sales-focused career trajectory, compared to 77.3% of their male 
counterparts.  
 
Several studies have explored the career paths of women working within various sport management segments, 
including intercollegiate athletics (Burton, Barr, Fink, & Brueing, 2009; Acosta & Carpenter, 2012; Grappendorf, 
Lough, & Griffin, 2004; Lapchick, 2012; Wright, Eagleman, & Pederson, 2011), recreational sports (Aitchison, 
Jordan, Brackenridge, 1999; Bower, 2008; Bower & Coffee, 2010; Bower & Hums, 2003) and professional and/or 
international sport (Burton, 2015; Hancock & Hums, 2016; Hums & Sutton, 2000; Hums & Sutton, 1999; Knoppers 
& Anthonissen, 2001). These studies highlight the underrepresentation of females in leadership positions due to 
issues such as stereotyping of leaders, discrimination, gendered organizational culture, and an overall lack of 
mentoring, networking, and employee retention. Mentoring and networking have been shown to have an impact on 
the career trajectory and advancement of women. It has been found that women experience greater job satisfaction 
when networking with professionals; and greater organizational commitment when networking with their peers 
(Macintosh & Krush, 2014). Strong interpersonal relationships with supervisors and mentors and access to 
professional development activities have also been found to aid in the career development of senior-level female 
administrators (Hancock & Hums, 2016). Hancock, Grappendorf, Wells & Burton (2017) found mentoring 
relationships with someone internal and external to the respective organization (i.e., athletic department) is 
important, while there was little consensus on the benefits or drawbacks of having a mentor of the same or opposite 
sex. Lastly, it has been found that the working environment can have an impact on overall motivations and job 
satisfaction of female sport managers (Perez-Rivases, Torregrosa, Viladrich, & Pallares, 2017).  
 
Purpose of Study 
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While prior studies have examined the experiences of women in leadership positions across intercollegiate athletics, 
recreational sports, and professional/international sport, no study has looked at women working in the historically 
male-dominated space of professional sports sales. As a result, the primary purpose of this study was to examine the 
career experiences of women working in sales-related leadership positions across the major professional sports 
leagues. The following research questions were addressed:  
 
R1: What role does mentorship play in the career development of women in sales-related leadership positions? 
R2: What are the challenges faced by women in sales-related leadership positions? 
R3: What are the career goals of women in sales-related leadership positions?  
 
Methodology 
 
A total of 284 women working in sales-related leadership positions across the five professional sports leagues were 
sent the Female Sport Manager Career Survey (Bower & Hums, 2003) via Survey Monkey. E-mail addresses were 
obtained through team websites and staff directories. A total of 57 usable surveys were returned for a response rate 
of 20.1%. The instrument was identified for the current study due to its extensive use in prior studies of career paths 
of women working in various sport management segments (Hums & Sutton, 1999; Hums & Sutton, 2000; Hums & 
Moorman, 1999; Bower & Hums, 2003; and Bower & Hums, 2013). The instrument was adapted to address women 
working in sales-related positions and included sections on demographic and career path information. The 
instrument also elicited qualitative responses from respondents. 
 
Data Analysis  
 
In regards to the sample, 10.5% of respondents worked for a team in the National Football League (NFL), 24.6% 
for a team in the National Hockey League (NHL), 10.5% for a team in Major League Baseball (MLB), 36.8% for a 
team in the National Basketball Association (NBA), and 17.5% for a Major League Soccer (MLS) club. Among 
respondents, 94.7% were under the age 39, 87.7% identified as white, and 100% had completed a bachelor’s degree. 
Descriptive analysis of the data set revealed that 61.4% of respondents have a mentor, with just 29.7% of those 
respondents identifying another woman as their mentor. Among respondents, 42% indicated that a vice president 
role is their ultimate career goal.  
 
A content-analytic procedure was used to analyze the qualitative data. Three coders independently analyzed and 
coded the data, using constant comparative analysis to review the comments from each content area. Eventually, 
several themes emerged in the areas of (a) mentorship, (b) most enjoyable aspects of their jobs, (c) least enjoyable 
aspects of their jobs, and (d) greatest challenges; these themes will be discussed in detail during the conference 
presentation. 
 
Discussion & Implications 
The results of the current study may offer important insight for professional sport organizations in regards to 
cultivating mentoring opportunities for women in sales-related positions, as well as removing barriers for 
advancement, and assessing internal issues related to harassment and discrimination based on gender. Complete 
descriptive statistics, an in-depth discussion of qualitative themes, and further implications will be provided at the 
conference. 
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