
ILR Sports Business Society - Spring 2019 - Volume XI, Issue 2

Cornell University’s ILR School

Sports, Inc.

NFL Facing 
‘Fourth and Long’ 
Amidst Diversity 

Issues

Featuring:
Does the NFL Have a Diversity 

Problem? - 8

Equity for Collegiate, Olympic and 
NPF Softball- 12

Rapid Growth in MLS - 20



2 Sports, Inc.

Editor-in-Chief    Dean Hasan ‘21
VP of Magazine  Justin Suzzan ‘22
Layout Editor      Eliza Sherman ‘21
Layout Editor Maggie Smith ‘21
Writer                  Philllip Salmo ‘20
Writer                  Tamara Palms ‘22 
Writer                  Alex Neahusan ‘21
Writer                 Justin Suzzan ‘22
Writer   Trevor Goldstein ‘21

Magazine Staff

Advisor     Kevin Harris 

Co- President    Matt Vani ‘19

Co- President    Margot Werner ‘19

Executive VP    Scott Symons ‘19

VP of Finance    Jason Bin ‘20

VP of Operations   Bryce Winkler ‘20

Co-Creative Director   Eliza Sherman ‘21

Co-Creative Director   Maggie Smith ‘21

Co-President of Alumni Affairs Jared Katz ‘19

Co-President of Alumni Affairs Hannah Blustein ‘19

VP of Career Services   Harrison Stern ‘21

VP of Member Development             Amanda Newman ‘21

President of Blog   Daniel Kozek ‘20

President of Research   Nate Buchwald MPS

President of Magazine   Dean Hasan ‘21

VP of Magazine    Justin Suzzan ‘22

VP of Radio    Max Rozel ‘20

VP of Blog    Alex Hale ‘21

Co-VP of Research   Darren Lee ‘20

Co-VP of Research   Fernando Gil ‘19

Executive Board

The ILR Sports Business Society, an independent student 
organization located at Cornell University, produced and is 

responsible for the content of this publication. This 
publication was not reviewed or approved by, nor does it 

necessarily express or reflect the policies or opinions of, Cornell 
University or its designated representatives.

ILR Sports Business 
Society 2018-2019

For more information on 
Sports, Inc. or the 

ILR Sports Business Society, 
please contact 

Advisor Kevin Harris 
at kfh4@cornell.edu.



3Spring 2019

The Inc.’s INK
Volume XI, Issue 2: Spring 2019

Contents
Welcome from the Dean      
 By Interim Dean Alex Colvin 5

Letter From the Editor       
 By Dean Hasan ‘21 5

The Presidents’ Greeting         
 By Matt Vani ‘19 and Margot Werner ‘19 6

Recap: Spring 2019 Semester          
 By Matt Vani ‘19 and Margot Werner ‘19 6

Stay Connected with SBS: Our New Website   
 By Eliza Sherman ‘21        7

Does the NFL Have a Diversity Problem?    
 By Phillip Salmo ‘20        8

The Time for the NPF is Now 
 By Tamara Palms ‘22          12

The Business of Winning: The Relationship Between Recruiting, 
Winning, and Revenue in College Football
 By Alex Neahusan ‘21         15
 
The Long Winter: Why the MLB Offseason Was Surprisingly Slow 
and What lies Ahead      
 By Justin Suzzan ‘22          18

An Overview of the Outstanding Growth of Major League Soccer 
 By Trevor Goldstein ‘21        20



4 Sports, Inc.

Welcome to this semester’s edition of the SBS Magazine.  In my last few months 
as Interim Dean, I have been very impressed with the work that the Sports 
Business Society (SBS) at the ILR School does to engage students who are 
interested in the sports industry.  The work SBS is doing transcends the college 
boundaries at Cornell and brings together all those with a common interest 
in the sports industry.  It is yet another radical collaboration, led by ILRies, to 
engage members of the broader community to follow their passion for sports.

With such amazing alumni leaders as Gary Bettman ’74, NHL Commissioner 
and Rob Manfred ’80, MLB Commissioner, the ILR School has a proud history 
of sports industry excellence like no other school in the world.  These and 
many other notable alums have secured Cornell’s place as one of the leaders 
in providing a balanced education that enables our students to excel in any 
endeavor they choose. Sports is one of many areas where our graduates have 
become leaders and we thank them for the paths they have paved for the 
future crop of ILRies and Cornellians. 

Thanks to all the members of the SBS for their hard work and dedication to 
opening opportunities for their members and other Cornellians to pursue their 
dream of a career in sports.  The SBS members are following the dream and 
making it real for their fellow students.

All my best,
Alex

Alexander J.S. Colvin
Interim Dean
Martin F. Scheinman Professor of Conflict Resolution
ILR School, Cornell University

Welcome from the Dean
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Letter From the Editor
It has been a pleasure acting as the Editor-in-Chief for the Sports, Inc. 
publication this past semester. While the cover article discusses front office 
diversity issues in the NFL, there was no shortage of variety in article topics 
this semester. With in-depth articles on equality for collegiate, professional 
and Olympic softball, recruiting, winning and profits in NCAA Football, the 
growth of MLS, and the slow MLB offseason, this edition’s articles explored 
a wide range of topics across the sports world and truly embodied what we 
study in the ILR School.

I thoroughly enjoyed reading and editing each piece that our writers submitted. 
Every article gave me the opportunity to thoroughly educate myself on issues 
in the sports world, particularly those that historically have not had much 
coverage in previous publications.

I would like to thank the writers for the hours of hard work they put into 
researching and composing such thought-provoking and informative articles. 
Their efforts are what made this edition possible. I would also like to thank 
our layout editors Maggie Smith and Eliza Sherman for designing and putting 
together the entire publication. Without their contributions, we wouldn’t 
have a tangible product to show for at the end of the semester. 

On behalf of everyone that worked on this semester’s publication of Sports, 
Inc., I hope that the Cornell community enjoys this edition as much as we 
enjoyed creating it. 

Sincerely,
Dean Hasan ‘21
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Recap: Spring 2019 Semester

Letter from the Presidents
We would like to thank everyone for helping SBS have another great semester. 
It was exciting to see so many members step up and get involved in the 
organization. This semester we had the chance to learn a lot about the business 
of sports from guest speakers Marc Cornstein ‘92 and Jeremy Wolf. 

As always we would like to thank our advisor Kevin Harris and the rest of 
ILR Student Services for always helping us out. We would also like to thank 
Sue Sappington, Haley Singer, Harlan Work and the rest of Alumni Affairs for 
their support. We would like to thank the entire Executive Board of 2018-2019 
as well as welcome the new Executive Board for this upcoming school year. 
You are the backbone of this club and we are excited to see you all take this 
organization into the future!

Sincerely,
Matt Vani ’19 and Margot Werner ‘19

This semester we were able to welcome Marc Cornstein, ILR Class of 1992. 
It was incredible to hear Marc talk about his experiences as an NBA certified 
agent as well as his upcoming book. Marc discussed his experiences working 
with clients and the reality of working in basketball. He described how he 
broke into the sports industry and gave thorough advice to club members.

On April 19th, SBS had the pleasure of talking with Jeremy Wolf, a former 
professional baseball player and now labor advocate. Jeremy works for “More 
than Baseball,” which is a foundation that helps minor league baseball players 
with food, housing, equipment and other services. Minor leaguers, who are 
paid below the legal minimum wage, are forced to sacrifice a lot in pursuit of 
their dream to play professional ball. Jeremy’s talk had great relevance to our 
coursework at ILR, and opened our eyes to the conditions these players endure. 

We thoroughly enjoyed speaking with Marc and Jeremy and hope to welcome 
them both back to campus soon!
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This semester we launched our new ILR Sports Business Society Website! 
We are so excited for you to connect with us online at 

www.ILRSportsBusiness.com. Stay tuned for next semester as we 
continue to post to our blog, radio, and research portions of the website.

Stay Connected with SBS
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Does the NFL Have a 
Diversity Problem?

The NFL is the biggest moneymaker of the 
four major American sports leagues, with 
the league raking in $14 billion in revenue 
last year.1 It is safe to say that despite 
declining ratings for the league over the 
last few years, the sport is arguably as 
popular as it has ever been and shows no 
signs of slowing down the growth of its 
business or appeal. Moreover, the sport is 
also expanding its reach, with attempts to 
take the game internationally to countries 
like Mexico and the United Kingdom. 
Yet despite this sustained success, the 
sport is certainly not without its issues or 
controversies. Among these is one that is 
gaining increasing coverage in football 
news media, and is bringing the league 
under greater scrutiny by its detractors: the 
lack of diversity in positions of power in the 
NFL. Specifically, this involves the white 
male dominance of the coaching, GM, 
and ownership sphere in a league where 
70% of the players are African-American.2 

Furthermore, there are arguments to be 
made that minority head coaches are put 
under far more scrutiny than white head 
coaches. This creates a power dynamic in 
the NFL that is incredibly troubling, as it 
reinforces societal norms of white privilege 
and dominance in high-earning workplaces. 

The Importance of NFL Coaches and 
Management:

 Before we explore the issues with 
diversity that the NFL currently has, it is 
necessary to emphasize the importance 
of the head coach, GM, and owner to an 
NFL team. NFL head coaches determine 
many of the team football strategies, player 
decisions, and team culture that define a 
franchise. They can often be the heart and 
soul of a team, a role model to the players, 
and an important determinant in a team’s 
success. A good coach also makes or breaks 
a team, and a good coach can compensate for 
lesser talent on a team. Additionally, NFL 
GMs are in certain ways more important 
than head coaches. They have the power 

to hire and fire coaches and coordinators, 
and oftentimes they decide which players 
are going to be re-signed. In this way, they 
are responsible for many of the business 
decisions and in turn directly determine the 
football direction of a franchise given their 
hand in coaching and player decisions. 
However, most powerful among all those 
in an NFL franchise is the owner. If an 
owner has majority control over an NFL 
team, then they are responsible for hiring or 
firing all those below him or her, re-signing 
and trading players, or even making such 
impactful decisions as trying to get a new 
team stadium or moving the franchise 
altogether. As a result, they are similarly 
responsible for all of the business and 
football decisions that define a franchise. If 
these different jobs are predominantly held 
by white males, then this indicates that NFL 
franchises are dominated by white males.

Lack of Diversity in Positions of Power 
in the NFL:

 Statistically, it is clear that there is 
a lack of diversity in NFL head coaching, 
coordinator, and GM roles. This past 
season, there were eight minority head 
coaches, tied for the most ever in league 

history.3 However, five were fired by the 
end of the season including Hue Jackson 
(Browns), Todd Bowles (Jets), Vance 
Joseph (Broncos), Steve Wilks (Cardinals), 
and Marvin Lewis (Bengals).4 To 
compound this, there was only one hiring of 

a minority head coach, Brian Flores, by the 
Miami Dolphins.5  After all of the hirings 
and firings were complete, the league was 
left with one minority GM in the Dolphin’s 
Chris Grier, and four minority head coaches 
in the Steelers’ Mike Tomlin, the Chargers’ 
Anthony Lynn, the Panthers’ Ron Riviera, 
and the Dolphins’ Flores.6 So less than 10% 
of NFL head coaches and 3% of GMs are 
black, despite African Americans making 
up more than 13% of the U.S. population.7 

In addition, Ron Riviera is the only 

Phillip Salmo ‘20

“There are only two 
NFL franchise owners of 
minority descent: Shahid 
Khan of the Jaguars and 

Kim Pegula (co-owner 
with husband) of the 

Bills.”17

Steve Wilks, the former Arizona Cardinals head coach fired after only one season with the 
rebuilding franchise, was one of five firings of minority head coaches this offseason.

Photo Courtesy of the website “Deadspin.”
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Hispanic head coach in the NFL, despite 
Hispanics making up about more than 18% 
of the U.S. population.8

 In comparison to NFL defensive 
coaching positions, there is also very little 
minority representation in top offensive 
positions, with only one offensive 
coordinator of minority descent during 
the 2018-2019 season.9 There is also no 
Asian-American or female representation 
in major coaching positions in the NFL. 
This lack of representation raises the 
question of whether the Rooney Rule, an 
NFL regulation designed to bring more 
diversity to both the hiring process and 
NFL head coaching positions, is actually 
failing. Overall, it is clear that the NFL still 
has a long way to go with regards to its 
hiring process and the goal of having more 
minority representation in high-level NFL 
positions. This racial divide in heading 
coaching/GM roles is made more troubling 
by the fact that over 70% of NFL players 
are non-white.10

Harsher Treatment of Black Coaches in 
the NFL:

 As a subtopic of the issue with 
diversity in the NFL, there is an ever 
growing, and valid, argument to be made 
that in many situations, it seems as though 
black coaches are given far less time and 
leeway to create a successful NFL team than 
white coaches. The most recent example of 
this was Steve Wilks, the former Arizona 
Cardinals head coach. Wilks was only 

given one season to turn a very depleted 
and lackluster Cardinals squad around 
before being fired by the organization. He 
was not given adequate time to rebuild a 
franchise that was clearly in need of major 
improvements. After Wilk’s firing, he was 
replaced by a white head coach, Kliff 
Kingsbury, who compiled a 35-40 record 
in six seasons as the head coach of Texas 

Tech before being fired.11

 Another example of this 
phenomenon is that of Mike Tomlin, the 
youngest head coach to ever win a Super 
Bowl. In 12 seasons as the Steelers’ head 
coach, he has six AFC North division titles, 
eight playoff appearances, and not a single 
losing season.12 However, despite this 
success, there have been numerous calls 
for Tomlin’s firing in the past, most notably 
after the Steelers missed the playoffs for the 
first time in five seasons this past year. This 
seems to indicate that despite the massive 
success that Tomlin has had with his team, 
a single season of disappointment is enough 
for some to call for this job. Despite that, as 
we will see, there are a number of white 
coaches who have been given more leeway 
when coaching their team. 
 Two prominent examples of white 
coaches who maintained employment over 
many seasons despite limited success are 
Jason Garrett of the Cowboys and Jeff 
Fisher of the Titans and Rams. Garrett 
has been the full-time head coach of the 
Cowboys for eight seasons, but has only 
made the playoffs three times in that span 
and has never gotten past the divisional 
round.13 There is no doubt that Garrett has 
had a plethora of talent on his team over the 
years, from Pro Bowl quarterbacks Tony 
Romo and Dak Prescott, to arguably the 
best running back in the game in Ezekiel 
Elliot, to one of the greatest tight ends 
ever in Jason Witten. However, there have 
been many instances where he has been 
unable to find success in both the regular 
and postseason. There have surprisingly 
been very few calls for his job, and perhaps 
more importantly, there is no indication 
that Cowboys owner Jerry Jones has any 
desire to fire him or that Garrett is on the 
hot seat. 
 Similarly, Fisher only made 
the playoffs six times and attained three 
divisional titles in his 21 seasons as an 
NFL head coach. He made the playoffs six 
out of his 16 seasons as Titans head coach 
and yet was able to attain a head coaching 
position with a new team after only one 
season away from coaching.14 In addition, 
he was only fired after five consecutive 
losing seasons from his most recent job as 
the Rams head coach. It is evident that the 
talent was there on the Rams team during 
the latter portion of Fisher’s tenure, as 
Sean McVay was able to take the team to 
far greater success the very next season 

as a rookie head coach. Fisher was clearly 
given a great deal of leeway and both the 
Titans and Rams put up with losing in his 
tenure with the franchises. 
 This is not to say that some of 
the coaching firings this past season were 
not justified. Hue Jackson went 3-36-1 
as Browns head coach in three seasons.15 

Marvin Lewis never won a playoff game 
in 16 seasons as Bengals head coach and 
had compiled a losing record the past three 
seasons.16 Both rightfully deserved to be 
fired. Overall, these various situations 
importantly indicate that every organization 
and every situation is different, but that 
many examples point to a trend of nepotism 
and white privilege in the management 
decisions of NFL franchises. 

Lack of Diversity Amongst NFL Owners:
 In addition to the lack of diversity 
in NFL head coaching roles, there is also 
a notable lack of diversity at the owner’s 
table. There are only two NFL franchise 
owners of minority descent: Shahid 
Khan of the Jaguars and Kim Pegula (co-
owner with husband) of the Bills.17 In 
addition to this, only seven women own 
NFL franchises, despite them making up 
more than half of the U.S. population.18 

Furthermore, all of the women who own 
NFL franchises have either acquired such 
ownership through marriage or familial 
lineage, indicating that women with a great 
deal of money have not been able to attain 
franchise ownership. This further reflects 
how the people in positions of power in the 
NFL are predominantly white males. 
 This phenomenon is a microcosm 
of the way in which wealth disparity 
in the United States typically results in 
white men earning far more money and 
higher positions of power than women or 
minorities. As NFL owners have a great 
deal of power in the league over their 
franchise and how the league operates as 
a whole, this only further emphasizes the 
NFL power dynamic of white men having 
a great deal of control over a league where 
a majority of the players are of minority 
descent. As with the coaching and GM 
situation in the NFL, no situation is ever 
without additional circumstances. It is 
important to note when discussing NFL 
ownership that only 11 NFL teams have 
been sold since 1999 and many ownerships 
have been passed down through familial 
lineage.19 That being said, the lack of racial 

“Evidently, this sharp 
decrease in diversity 
amongst NFL head 

coaches, and general lack 
of diversity amongst 
executives, has not 

affected the success of 
the league.”
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representation at the owner’s table, and the 
resulting power dynamic is still evident.

NFL’s Previous Issues with Race:
 It is important to highlight that 
the NFL has had issue with race in recent 
years that has created what some have 
characterized as a “racial divide.”20 The 
most prominent case is undoubtedly that 
involving Colin Kaepernick. For any 
unfamiliar with this situation, Kaepernick 
led a protest against police brutality, racial 
discrimination, and inequality in the United 
States by kneeling during the National 
Anthem. This sparked a wave of protests 
throughout the country, with many NFL 
players choosing to follow Kaepernick’s 
lead either by kneeling or by remaining 
in the locker room during the National 
Anthem. Despite starting the act to promote 
positive change in the United States, 
Kaepernick was met with controversy 
by those who did not understand the 
underlying message of the protest and 
instead interpreted it as “disrespecting 
the flag.” Many owners, as well as some 
coaches, voiced their disapproval of this 
protest, in contrast to the many players who 
supported the movement. This situation 
highlighted the continued racial divide in 
which the predominantly white owners of 
NFL franchises went against something 
that was meant to bring attention to race 
issues in America. Ultimately, from this 
ongoing situation, we can see the NFL still 
has many issues to resolve internally when 
it comes to race relations and that this racial 
divide between players and management 

will only continue to manifest itself in 
different ways. 

The Potential Business Impact of the 
NFL’s Issues with Race:

 Finally, one would be justified in 
asking whether this issue with diversity 
ever has the potential to impact the NFL’s 
business in the future. It has been widely 
reported that NFL ratings have gone down 
17% in the past two years, but this issue 
was at least in part due to such factors as the 
rise of highlight shows showing the most 
important moments from games and social 
media.21 Despite the decreased ratings, 
the league is making the most money that 
it ever has. As previously mentioned, it 
is by far the most successful of the four 
major American sports leagues and it only 
continues to grow in terms of revenue and 
influence. It is clear that the NFL’s recent 
issues with a racial divide has not affected 
its business success. Evidently, this sharp 
decrease in diversity amongst NFL head 
coaches, and general lack of diversity 
amongst executives, has not affected the 
success of the league. It is also unlikely 
that there will ever be any sponsorship or 
television deals in jeopardy with the league 
for such continued trends, as it is very hard 
to prove any sort of disparity in hiring 
practices, especially in a profession such as 
football head coaching. 

Conclusion:
 As has been proven, the issue has 
not had an impact on revenue, but may 

impact viewership if the issue persists. 
This begs the question, if this phenomenon 
doesn’t hurt the NFL, what is the reason for 
this? Do fans not care about this issue, or, if 
they do, does it not impact their support of 
the league? It seems as though a majority of 
fans are still supporting the NFL in droves, 
and if anything the NFL is only becoming 
more popular. Is the NFL a behemoth that 
is unlikely to be impacted by any issue of 
this sort? The short answer to the question, 
at this juncture in the league’s history, 
seems to be yes. The NFL is clearly an 
institution that has far reaching influence 
and popularity in the United States and 
beyond, and at this point does not seem as 
though it is going to be impacted by such 
internal issues. The only hope is that the 
NFL recognizes its problem with diversity 
and pushes to institute hiring practices that 
allow for more diverse hirings without 
forcing the NFL to have quotas for diversity 
in its management force, as the latter would 
also not be a positive development for the 
league in any way. Ultimately, this issue 
is important to analyze in depth because 
it is one that is brewing not only in the 
football sphere, but in the American sports 
arena as a whole. It is reflective of larger 
societal issues with race that still need to be 
reckoned with, and there must be positive 
action taken by the NFL in order to ensure 
that they have a diverse management force 
that matches their diverse body of players. 
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The Time for the NPF is Now

“Not yet,” is a phrase that many women 
are familiar with, specifically in the world 
of sports. Women are repeatedly told 
that, regarding the development and the 
advancement of women’s professional 
sports leagues, social progress is a 
lengthy process in the business setting. 
Take for example the Women’s National 
Basketball Association (WNBA), the 
most well-known women’s professional 
sports league, which is entering its 22nd 
season with stagnant attendance numbers 
and dismal profit margins, or current 
events such as Serena Williams’ 2018 US 
Open controversy highlighting the gender 
inequities in sports. Both present a bleak 
outlook on the prospect of the rise of 
women’s professional sports leagues. 
 However, in the midst of the 
dreary outlook of women’s professional 
sports leagues, the young, lesser-known 
National Professional Fastpitch league 
presents a glimmer of hope. Previously, the 
internal infrastructure and organizational 
capacities of women’s professional sports 
leagues, such as the National Professional 
Fastpitch league (NPF), presented business 
issues that were not conducive to expediting 
the process of societal progress regarding 
gender equity in sports. For example, the 
NPF in its inception catered to a niche market 
rather than a mass market, which prompted 
and compounded additional marketing and 
revenue issues in an environment where 
“market volatility is routine.”1 The past 
failures of the NPF and the game of softball 
in both the collegiate and Olympic setting 
to create a viable market with enough profit 
potential to garner substantive monetary 
support from potential investors has led 
to significant issues. The NPF has faced 
economic upheavals and constant structural 
reorganization to maintain survival, softball 
was removed as an Olympic sport in both 
the 2012 and 2016 Olympic Games, and 
consequently, there have been reductions 
in participation at the collegiate level due 
to the lack of post-collegiate opportunity in 
the game. Today, due to various factors and 
shifts in the collegiate and Olympic arenas 
of softball and the organizational capacities 

of the NPF, the league sits in a position 
to transition the league from a youthful 
organization marked by instability to a firm 
organization with the capacity to rival its 
male counterparts. After years of hearing 
“not yet” from the world of sports business, 
“now” may be the right time for the NPF to 
thrive, the glass from the proverbial ceiling 
is beginning to fall. 

Why now? 
The answer is complex and includes 
a multitude of factors, but the most 
substantive factors are the growth of 
the collegiate game of softball after the 
International Olympic Committee’s (IOC) 
decision to take softball out of the 2012 
and 2016 Olympic Games, and the massive 
rebranding of the softball community 
to increase the sport’s chances of being 
reinstated for the 2020 Olympic games.

International Issues
In 2008, as Team USA lost the gold 
medal game to rival Japan, the dream 
of playing in the Olympic Games was 
officially shattered for a generation of 
softball players. The International Olympic 
Committee delivered a devastating decision 
to remove softball from the Olympic 
roster in the 2012 Summer Games, and at 
a later date in the 2016 Summer Games. 
The IOC’s decision to remove softball 
was derived from a legitimate concern: 
softball’s lack of global competitiveness. 

The gap in the level of play between 
international softball powerhouses, such 
as the United States, and other competing 
softball countries such as Great Britain 
was as vast as the ocean that separates the 
countries. In addition to the concern of 
competitiveness, many countries failed to 
field a national softball team completely. 
A total of 12 teams competed in the 
Europe & Africa Qualifying Tournament, 
with the Netherlands emerging from the 
bracket unscathed.2 The fact that Europe 
and Africa, two continents with over 104 

countries combined, were grouped together 
in an Olympic qualifying tournament 
shows the inability for many countries to 
field national softball teams.
 Faced with these critical problems 
the softball community sought to increase 
the game’s global competitiveness in 
order to better its resume to be a part of 
the 2020 Olympic Games by creating 
a global market for the game. This aim 

Master plans for the renovation of University of Florida’s Katie Seashole Pressly Stadium. 

Photo courtesy of  ESPN WRUF.com

Tamara Palms ‘22

“After years of hearing 
“not yet” from the world 
of sports business, “now” 

may be the right time 
for the NPF to thrive, the 
glass from the proverbial 

ceiling is beginning to 
fall. ”
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was accomplished through marketing 
campaigns to develop and promote the game 
of softball across the globe. International 
organizations such as the World Baseball 
Softball Confederation (WBSC) played a 
critical role in accomplishing the goal by 
organizing global events and tournaments 
to facilitate the promotion of softball across 
the globe.3 The WBSC specifically created 
a commission on Women’s Development 
with the sole goal of increasing the number 
of WBSC member countries competing in 
softball. As of 2019, there are 68 WBSC 
member countries competing in softball, 
and countries such as Puerto Rico, China, 
and Cuba who have traditionally not been 
statistically competitive in the game have 
managed to be ranked in the top-20 WBSC 
member countries competing in softball. 

Growth of Collegiate Softball
On the domestic front, the lack of Olympic 
aspirations paved a path for the massive 
growth of softball in the collegiate setting 
and incited the growing need for a stable 
professional softball league. Without the 
prospect of the Olympic games, and an 
infant professional league facing constant 
expansion and contraction to handle its 
issues of market volatility, the collegiate 
arena emerged as the pinnacle of a softball 
player’s career. As a result, the softball 
community shifted its focus from Team 
USA’s schedule to the University of 
Arizona’s schedule. 
 The collegiate arena faced 
similar issues of competitiveness as the 
international arena. In the early 2000s, the 
collegiate softball arena was dominated 
by west-coast, Pac-12 (then Pac-10) 
schools such as UCLA and the University 
of Arizona. However, due to the influx 
of money from top-revenue producing 
sports such as football, which provided 
additional funds for the creation of new 
athletic facilities, recruiting trends shifted 
in collegiate softball. Schools such as 
the University of Florida, University of 
Nebraska, and even schools from mid-
major conferences such as the University of 
Louisiana in Lafayette have since emerged 
as national championship contenders for 
the game. With the issue of competitiveness 
no longer a looming problem, NCAA 
softball focused on increasing the exposure 
of the game through increasing television 
coverage and enhancing the fan experience 
at events. 

 Television coverage of NCAA 
softball was primarily facilitated through 
previous deals the NCAA and sports 
conferences such as the SEC network 
or the Pac-12 Network had struck with 
ESPN. In 2011, ESPN expanded its rights 
to additional NCAA championships, which 
included additional coverage of the NCAA 
softball championship tournament. After 
receiving the opportunity to play on a 
national media platform, NCAA softball 
has countered critics who claimed that 
softball lacked the physicality and skillset 
to attract a sports viewership dominated 
by older males. However, softball caters 
to the core value of millennials: speed. 
NCAA softball presented a faster-paced 
alternative to its male counterpart, 
NCAA baseball. Consequently, NCAA 
softball has attracted a growing fan-base 
dominated by speed-craving, restless 
millennials and has amassed TV ratings 
superior to NCAA baseball. For example, 
in 2015 the Women’s College World 
Series Championship recorded a three 
games average viewership of 1.85 million 
viewers whereas the College World Series 
Championship recorded a three game 
average viewership of 1.4 million viewers.4  

As a result of the high ratings, ESPN has 
continued to expand its coverage of NCAA 
softball on its main networks as well as 
on its conference specific networks, as it 
is evident that the structure of the sport of 
softball is conducive to the preferences and 
attention spans of the next generation of 
sports viewers. 
 As NCAA softball’s media 

coverage, TV ratings, and fan base size 
have steadily risen, revenue has followed 
the trend. Top NCAA softball programs 
are now revenue-producing sports for 
their academic institutions. Florida State 
University, the current NCAA softball 
national champion, reported total revenues 
exceeding $2.2 million in 2017. The surge 
of revenue and financial investment in 
NCAA softball is evident through recent 
trends of how universities manage the 
internal infrastructure and personnel of 
their softball programs. Head coaches are 
receiving staggering salaries, such as the 
University of Oklahoma’s Patty Gasso who 
recently signed a contract guaranteeing 
herself an annual salary of $1 million until 
2024.5 Universities are pouring millions 
of dollars into building and renovating 
softball facilities, such as the University of 
Florida which recently unveiled the newly 
renovated Katie Seashole Pressley Stadium 
which cost a reported $15 million.6 Given 
that universities have determined the merit 
and potential profits that the sport of softball 
presents constitutes massive budgetary 
expenses, the business sector is likely to 
reach the same conclusion and accordingly 
follow suit with financial investment in 
professional softball in the coming years. 
 In recent years, fans have become 
increasingly emotionally attached to 
particular players in the college arena 
and wish to see those athletes continue 
their career in the professional arena. The 
increased demand to see collegiate athletes 
compete past their NCAA eligibility has 
generated a growing attraction to the NPF. 
The NPF, led by Commissioner Cheri 
Kempf, has been plagued by instability and 
issues of attracting investors to purchase 
teams and develop crucial infrastructure 
such as stadiums and practice facilities. 
Consequently, these issues have caused 
periods of contraction and expansion that 
characterize most young sports leagues. 
With teams facing economic downturn and 
failing to sustain themselves, Kempf faced 
the possibility of not having enough teams 
to constitute a league. Rather than fold, 
Kempf turned to the newfound strength 
of the international softball community 
to secure additional teams for the NPF. 
As of 2019, the NPF is now home to 3 
international teams: the Aussie Spirit, the 
Beijing Eagles, and the Canada Wild. By 
exploiting the success of professional 
softball leagues and American professional 
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softball players in other countries, such as 
Japan and Italy, and taking advantage of the 
global development of the game of softball, 
Commissioner Cheri Kempf has led the 
league in a direction of continual growth 
and potential prosperity.
 As the collegiate game booms 
with a constant influx of young talent and 
a faithful, constantly growing market, 

and the international frenzy for the game 
of softball at its height with the game 
being back in the 2020 Olympic Games, 
the National Professional Fastpitch 
league sits in a position to accomplish 
what American sports leagues have been 
unsuccessfully attempting to accomplish 
for years: a professional sports league with 

both domestic and international teams 
and audiences. Economic research has 
concluded that the closed structure, and 
the creation of regional monopolies that 
characterize most American sports leagues 
is not economically beneficial.7 The NPF 
lacks this economic hindrance, thus in a 
structural position to thrive. 
 With the addition of teams such as 
the Aussie Spirit and the Beijing Eagles, the 
National Professional Fastpitch league has 
situated itself in a position to take advantage 
of both domestic and international markets 
and create a global professional softball 
league. In the middle of rapidly changing 
consumer preferences and markets the 
National Professional Fastpitch league 
holds a polar, differentiating position from 
other American sports leagues that could 
allow the league to not only reach equal 
status of its male counterparts, but possibly 
surpass them.
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College sports is a multi-billion-dollar 
industry with NCAA Division 1 schools 
making a combined $10,385,723,201 in 
revenues during the 2017 fiscal year.1 But 
what determines how much an individual 
school generates? In this article, I will 
address this question by looking at the 
relationship between recruiting, winning 
and revenue in college football.  
 Football is the biggest money 
maker for college athletic programs as, on 
average, football brings in $31.9 million 
in revenue, while men’s basketball- the 
second-highest grossing sport- creates 
only an average of $8.1 million.2 Football 
generates so much money for colleges 
because of the ticket sales and TV contracts 
associated with football that other sports 
simply do not have. Because of the 
importance of football in the business of 

college sports I will focus my analysis 
on football and omit other sports because 
those other sports will not have the marked 
effect on a programs bottom line that 
football will.  
 To simplify my research, I started 
by selecting the fifty largest revenue 
generating colleges as listed by USA 
Today. Amazingly, I found that those fifty 
schools alone generated $6,046,155,618 in 
2017, meaning that more than half of all 
the money in college sports in created by 
around 20% of schools.3 It is noteworthy 
to say that, USC, Notre Dame, Miami and 
Stanford, four schools that are considered 
among the traditional powers in college 
football and rank among the highest in 
winning percentage and recruiting are 
omitted from this list of the top 50 revenue 
generating schools.  
 Next, I went to 247Sports.com 
and compiled an average of how 247 has 
ranked the recruiting classes for these 

fifty schools over the past ten years. It 
is important to note that there are many 
factors that affect which players actually 
play on Saturdays. There are transfers, 
position changes, career ending injuries, 
legal troubles and many other reasons why 
a player might not play for a school. The 
average recruiting class ranking is a metric 
to measure the talent a school accumulates. 
Using this metric, we can then look at how 
that talent fares on the field and if there 
is a relationship between recruiting and 
revenue.  
 After calculating the average 
recruiting class ranking of the 50 highest 
earning schools, I then found the season-
by-season records of these schools over the 
past decade and calculated their average 
winning percentage in the last ten years. 
You would assume there is a clear linear 
relationship between recruiting, winning 
and revenues, and while one exists it is not 
as strong as one might think.

Correlation coefficient between recruiting 
ranking and win percentage: 0.6759
Correlation coefficient between win 
percentage and revenue generated: 0.5025
Correlation coefficient between recruiting 
ranking and revenue generated: 0.7683

 The correlation between recruiting 
class ranking and win percentage is fairly 
strong and this makes sense considering 
that talent is the driving factor in all sports. 
No matter how hard an athlete works or 
how good their coaches are, if they don’t 
have the potential to be a great player then 
they will never become one. You can see 
the link between recruiting and winning 
consistently across the table, but there 
are a few teams who either over or under 
achieve. 
 For example, Wisconsin is ranked 
34th in average recruiting class, but 5th in 
win percentage. This is due to a physical 
style of play and the culture within the 
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The University of Texas Football Locker Room; an example of what generating the highest 
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program that allows recruits to develop, 
trains them to play though and allows the 
coaches to maximize their talent.7 While 
Wisconsin makes the most out of its players 
Texas fails to achieve with the talent they 
are able to recruit. Texas averages the 7th 
best recruiting class yet ranks only 28th in 
win percentage because they have struggled 
to find a consistent starter at quarterback, 
failed to develop talented skill players, and 
had coaches whose game-plan conflicted 
with the abilities of players. Based on the 
data I have presented and an evaluation of 
the factors that contribute to success on 

the field it is evident that while recruiting 
talented players will help a school win, 
coaching style, the development of players 
and culture play an important role in 
winning football games. 
 The relationship between win 
percentage and revenue is the weakest of 
the three factors I explored. You would 
assume a direct correlation between the two 
factors: that a winning team would make 
more money, but this is not that case. There 
are many teams that make far more money 
compared to how much they win and many 
teams who make much less money based 

on their winning percentage. The common 
thread between the programs that over-
earn is that they are all traditional powers 
in college football. Schools like Texas, 
Michigan, Tennessee and Florida have 
a base of financial and fanatical support 
that allows them to generate money even 
when they aren’t winning. On the other 
end of the spectrum there are schools like 
Kansas State, Utah and Oklahoma State 
that experience high levels of success 
yet have minimal revenue streams. This 
is because those schools experience the 
opposite effect of the traditional powers 
I mentioned above. They lack financial 
backing because they are not one of the 
blue bloods of the sport, and therefore 
don’t benefit from generations of success 
and support. These observations make it 
clear that it is possible for a school to have 
a profitable athletic department without 
being able to consistently win at a high 
level, and that it is possible for a school to 
win at a high level without a large budget, 
however these factors don’t align strongly.  
 At first glance it is surprising 
that recruiting class ranking and revenue 
have a strong correlation because these 
two factors seem the most distant. In the 
business of college football, recruits and 
the athletic department seem completely 
separated from one another, but upon 
a deeper investigation, the connections 
between the two become apparent as both 
recruiting and revenue are closely related 
to the stature of the school and not their 
success on the field. The blue bloods of 
college football can offer recruits the 
opportunity to be a part of a winning 
tradition and a name that other schools 
can’t. Additionally, higher revenues allow 
these schools to invest in facilities and 

equipment that makes them more desirable 
to recruits. No matter what, a scholarship 
offer from a traditional power like Florida, 
Michigan or Texas will be more attractive 
than a school like North Carolina State or 
Virginia Tech, schools that win more, but 
have less notoriety in the college football 
world.   
 In conclusion, there is a complex 
relationship between recruiting, winning 
and revenue in college football. Recruiting 
well makes it more likely that a team will 
have success on the field, but many other 
factors, such as coaching style, development 
of players and program culture, contribute 
to a program’s winning percentage. There 

Schools are Listed 
Alphabetically

Alabama 1 1 5

Arizona 40 33 41

Arizona State 27 30 30

Arkansas 24 36 19

Auburn 6 14 10

California 29 41 42

Clemson 11 3 26

Colorado 46 49 38

Connecticut 50 46 49

Florida 8 17 8

Florida State 4 9 13

Georgia 3 10 6

Illinois 45 48 33

Indiana 42 45 28

Iowa 38 18 18

Iowa State 44 42 50

Kansas 48 50 36

Kansas State 49 22 45

Kentucky 28 39 17

Louisville 33 27 22

LSU 5 6 9

Maryland 31 43 37

Michigan 13 16 4

Michigan State 25 11 21

Minnesota 43 38 25

Mississippi 18 34 24

Mississippi St. 21 24 31

Missouri 30 26 30

Nebraska 20 23 23

North Carolina 23 31 35

NC State 37 29 37

Ohio State 2 2 3

Oklahoma 9 4 7

Oklahoma St. 26 8 40

Oregon 14 7 12

Penn State 17 12 14

Purdue 47 47 46

Rutgers 41 40 34

South Carolina 16 19 16

Tennessee 10 37 11

Texas 7 28 1

Texas A&M 12 25 2

Texas Tech 36 35 43

UCLA 15 32 29

Utah 35 15 48

Virginia 39 44 39

Virginia Tech 22 13 44

Washington 19 20 20

West Virginia 32 21 27

Wisconsin 34 5 15

Figure 1: Recruiting, Winning, and Revenue Rankings (Top 50 Revenue Earning 
Teams)4,5,6
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is a weak connection between a program’s 
record and how much money they bring in 
each year because revenue is dependent 
on the base of financial support the school 
has which takes years to develop while a 
winning team can come and go within a 
year. Lastly, the link between recruiting 
and revenue is very strong, yet these two 
factors are pretty independent of one 
another. Recruits don’t consider the annual 
revenue a school brings in when choosing 
where to go to school and the schools 
don’t make any money off the recruiting 
class they bring in. These two seemingly 
unrelated aspects of an athletic department 
are linked because of the notoriety and 
stature of the school and not because they 
have a direct effect on one another.   
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It’s getting near the end of February, the 
Boston Red Sox were crowned World 
Series champs nearly four months ago, 
and two of the game’s biggest stars, Bryce 
Harper and Manny Machado, are yet to 
find a new club. When winter came around, 
baseball fanatics were eager to see where 
these two superstars and other free agents 
would wind up. Despite the high hopes 
from fans, both Harper and Machado took 
their time with neither wanting to be the 
first to ink their deal. This back and forth 
contest of big names far into the offseason 
helped deliver one of the slowest MLB 
winters in recent memory.  
 Although they contributed greatly 
to this past offseason’s glacial pace, Harper 
and Machado are not solely responsible, 
as plenty of other factors led to this year 
being particularly slow. For starters, teams 
are realizing that it is advantageous to wait 
longer into the offseason. Clubs know 
that once the season gets closer, unsigned 
players have to either settle or spend a year 
off work (which is wholly undesirable). 
Additionally, the profits MLB teams make 

are no longer strongly correlated to their 
winning percentage and ticket sales. In 
the new era of giant broadcasting deals, 
organizations are finding themselves more 
financially stable than ever before. Many 
rules have been proposed to improve the 
pace of the MLB offseason, but with the 
current Collective Bargaining Agreement 
set to expire in December 2021, there is 
little that can be done at the moment.

Machado and Harper Signings
 As far as the baseball world is 
concerned, the offseason began on February 
19th when former L.A. Dodger and two-
time AL Gold Glove Award winner Manny 
Machado signed a then record-breaking 10 
year, $300 million deal with the San Diego 
Padres. A little more than a week later, Bryce 
Harper, the 2015 NL Most Valuable Player, 
broke Machado’s mark signing a 13 year, 
$330 million contract with the Philadelphia 
Phillies. The lead up to both these signings 
was essentially one big game of chicken 
between these two big stars. Prior to the 
signings, in an anonymous panel of league 
general managers and other executives, 
many offered their explanations on this 
slow process between Harper, Machado, 

and the teams pursuing them. “It’s possible 
that neither one wants to take less than the 
other,” one AL representative said.1 The 
same executive later added, “It’s possible 

that the players know exactly where they 
want to go and each are just waiting for 
the most possible money from that team.”2 
Looking back, it is clear that these were the 
intentions of both these two superstars and 
the agents representing them.  
 There was no doubt that Harper 
and Machado would both eventually 
come to terms with massive contracts. 
Who accepted their deal first would be a 
completely different story, and it ultimately 
came down to the values each star had. For 
Machado, it came down to him wanting 
to play. The Padres officially began their 
spring training on February 18th, one 
day prior to him signing with the club. 
In Harper’s situation, hearing word of 
Machado’s signing must have been the best 
news he heard all offseason. By holding 
out longer, more than a week into spring 
training, Harper was the last big name on 
the market. His willingness to sign later was 
one of the reasons why he received a larger 
contract. Although this standoff created a 
slow offseason, it was done because both 
Harper and Machado believed it was in 
their best interests. Waiting certainly paid 
off for the both of them. 

The Advantages of Waiting 
From the team’s point-of-view, there is 
growing evidence that supports that it is 
better to wait longer into the offseason to 
make a big splash on a free agent. In a study 
published by the Providence Journal, they 
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concluded that players signed after January 
1st had a higher Wins Above Replacement 
score, or WAR, throughout their contracts. 
WAR is important for comparing MLB 
players as it takes into account their total 
contributions on the field and puts them 
into one statistic. The study took into 
account nearly 400 players who signed free 
agent deals between 2007 and 2012. “The 
average free agent signed before Jan. 1 has 
been worth an average of 0.86 WAR per 
season over the life of his contract,” the 
study reads. “The average free agent signed 
after Jan. 1 has been worth an average of 
0.92 WAR.”3 This difference, although 
slight, is important when considering when 
is the best time to sign a free agent. 
 For free agents during the 
offseason, the clock is always ticking. With 
every day that goes  by they are one day 
closer to potentially being unemployed for 
the year. This is not the case for an MLB 
franchise. The season begins no matter 
who remains on the market. This piece of 
leverage is a major reason why teams are 
willing to hold out longer into the offseason. 
Teams are also becoming less motivated to 
sign big names because an MLB team’s 
worth is no longer entirely dependent on 
their ticket sales, how many wins they have, 
or their roster. This is due to the impressive 
growth in league revenue dating back 
many years. The league reported their 2018 
revenue at $10.3 billion, breaking their past 
year’s mark for the 16th consecutive year. 
With individual franchise worth increasing 
along with league revenue, teams could be 
realizing that there is no longer a need to 

sign players to massive free agent deals.

What can be done to change baseball’s 
slow offseason? 

Until December 2021, when the current 
Collective Bargaining Agreement expires, 
only suggestions can be made to create a 
better system for the league. Many players 
around the league are calling for a raise to 
the league minimum salary. Raising the 
minimum pay will force team owners “to 
either trust a younger player for a lot of 
money, or a veteran player for just a little 
more money,” Jason Vargas of the New 
York Mets explained.4 “Make that young, 
cheap labor not as cheap so that teams aren’t 
disincentivized from signing a veteran free 
agent in favor of a guy making the league 
minimum,” added Washington Nationals 
Sean Doolittle. Also, if the minimum pay 
was raised, the floor for bargaining would 

be raised. Having a higher minimum 
salary would lead to better contracts for 
players signing their initial MLB deals. 
Another proposition players are calling for 
is altering the service time a player has to 
spend in the majors before being eligible 

for free agency. The MLB defines one year 
of service as 172 days. Since the regular 
season is a lot longer than this, many teams 
will keep young players in the minors for 
extended periods of time to keep them 
under their current contract longer. This 
strategy delays their entrance into free 
agency by at least one whole year. This is 
a major problem that players are currently 
fighting for. Having younger in the free 
agent pool could result in a more active 
free agent market, one that is filled with 
long term deals and big contracts.
 Although this past MLB offseason 
was most likely not what fans wanted, it 
could be the direction that they are headed 
towards. With free agents and teams both 
inclined to wait longer into the offseason, 
we could expect to see years very similar to 
this past one. At the end of it all, Machado 
is a Padre, Harper is a Phillie, and the rest 
are just waiting around for the season to 
start. 
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Professional soccer in the USA began 
in the 1960s with the creation of the 
North American Soccer League (NASL). 
The NASL was short lived, only being 
active from 1968 to 1984, but it still 
had a smart strategy, moderate success, 
and most importantly, was a great and 
positive influence on the direction of 
U.S. Soccer. One of the selling points of 
the NASL was Pelé, who signed with the 
New York Cosmos in 1975. The addition 
of the greatest of all time to the league 
gave it added credibility, as evidenced by 
attendance doubling in the next three years 
to 14,000, with the Cosmos alone averaging 
47,856 fans per game in 1978.1 The league 
continued to grow as other past their prime 

international stars also followed in his steps 
like Franz Beckenbauer and George Best, 
thus improving the popularity of the league 
and the overall on-field product. However, 
after years of rapid expansion, a faltering 
American economy, and disputes with the 
players’ union, the NASL folded in 1984, 
once again leaving the U.S. without a top 
tier soccer league.2

 This is where Major League 
Soccer comes in. MLS’s creation was 
proposed in 1988 as part of the pitch the 
U.S. Soccer Federation gave to FIFA in their 
bid to secure the rights to the 1994 World 
Cup. FIFA, the governing body of world 
soccer, agreed to this proposal and granted 
the US the 1994 World Cup.3 Therefore, 
following a successful World Cup, MLS 
was inaugurated in 1996 as U.S. Soccer’s 
Division I professional league with great 
aspirations to make noise internationally 
and domestically.
 The MLS that fans see today, 
however, is drastically different than the 

league U.S. Soccer created in 1996. That 
league only had 10 teams, followed its own 
rules rather than the international standards, 
and every team almost exclusively played 
in American football stadiums leased for 
soccer. Today, there are 24 teams with 
three more expected to join by 2020, the 
league has since adopted the International 
Football Association Board rules in 2005, 
and now 18 teams own their stadium with 
a couple of others being co-tenants with 
other professional teams. These are just 
some of the indicators that Major League 
Soccer has experienced rapid growth, 
especially since 2005, through successful 
expansion and savvy marketing tactics. The 
league’s growth will have a great impact on 
the economic future of MLS and therefore 
improve the on-field product, which is 
always the end goal.

Physical Expansion
 2005 marked the beginning 
of MLS growing to where it is now. In 
the initial years of MLS, the league was 
occupied with building a fiscally sustainable 

model that would not over-extend itself 
like the NASL did. For example, the league 
was believed to have lost over $250 million 
in its first five years of existence, and in an 
attempt to curb their losses, they removed 
the two least profitable franchises from the 
league in 2002.4 This fiscal responsibility, 
seen further in a hard salary cap and 
revenue sharing from transfers, gave MLS 
a stable foundation to introduce the league 
to more markets and attempt an expansion 
into the mainstream. 2005 was critical, as 
MLS added two teams into the league and 
have not looked back since. 
 Expansion of the league was 
based upon two principles, spreading the 
league to new markets and therefore new 
fans, and breaking into the mainstream of 
American media. The expansion of the 
league from 10 teams in 2005 to 24 teams in 
the current season was done progressively, 
with basically one new team joining the 
league every season. To join, every team 
had to put up an expansion fee and have 
plans for a soccer-specific stadium. Both 
of these stipulations helped to establish 
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DC United celebrate winning the inaugural MLS Cup in 1996

Photo courtesty of SI.com.
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MLS as a true American sports league. 
The continually increasing expansion fees 
demonstrate the growth of the league, 
with Toronto FC paying a $10 million fee 
in 2007, while Nashville FC is paying a 
premium $150 million expansion fee to 
tentatively join the league in 2020.5 The 
desired outcome of this rapid expansion 
phase was to ensure that no team was 
homeless and that the league would longer 
be starved for money. This success was the 
foundation that facilitated further growth in 
other aspects of the league’s model.

Fanbase Expansion
The expansion of the league led to a 
marked increase in attendance at MLS 
games. Average attendance in 1996, the 
first year of the league was 17,406, which 
is a strong showing.6 However, average 
attendance fell the following year after the 
novelty of the league dissipated, to 14,619 
fans.7 Attendance stayed at this level until 
2005, the year I cited as the shift, and has 
progressively gone up since. In 2017, the 
average attendance at MLS games was 
22,113, which is the highest number the 
league has seen.8 This number makes MLS 
the third most attended league in the US, 
behind the NFL and MLB, but ahead of the 
NBA.9 On a global scale, MLS attendance 
is still behind the big five leagues and Liga 
MX, but ahead of other well-established 
leagues such as the Eredivisie (Dutch), 
EFL Championship (2nd level of English 
soccer), and the Brazilian 1st division.10  
Through progressive growth, MLS is now 

becoming widely accepted as a league of 
stature and credibility.
 Broadcast rights are one of the 
most profitable parts of a sports league 
in the golden era of television, where 
everything can be watched from anywhere, 
and every broadcasting company wants the 
profits. Major League Soccer has grown 
their presence on TV through consistently 
increasing numbers of national broadcasts.11 
This expansion is a two-fold victory for the 

league, as it expands the reach of MLS to 
more fans, including ones that previously 
would not have been interested. MLS has 
two national TV deals, one with Fox and 
ESPN for English language broadcasts, and 
one with Univision for Spanish language 
broadcasts.12 This multi-lingual broadcast 
is a strategy that every major soccer 
league follows because of the dominance 
of soccer on a global scale, and MLS was 
smart to follow this strategy. Engaging 
with both English and Spanish speaking 
fans is essential as 68% of all soccer 
viewership in the US in 2017 came from 
Hispanic households.13 Through expansion 
of the league, increased attendance, and 
increasingly rich and wide-reaching 
television broadcasts, MLS has been able 
to grow its market share and fanbase 
drastically since 2005.

The Savvy Americanizing of Soccer
Major League Soccer has also found 
great success both marketing itself and 
positively Americanizing soccer, which 
has supplemented the sustained expansion 
of the league to keep it from stagnating. 
The Americanization of MLS is interesting 
because the league initially went all out 
in differentiating themselves from all 
other leagues, but in the present day, the 

league has found the best way to promote 
the uniqueness of MLS is to sprinkle it 
into their product. In the early years of 
MLS, they did not follow the standard set 
of soccer rules that the rest of the world 
obliged too. This included changes in game 
timing, with a clock counting down from 45 
minutes each half that was paused during 
play stoppages.14 Games also were not 
allowed to end in ties, with games decided 
by hockey style shootouts if tied after 
regulation.15 While these differences were 
meant to give flair to a new league, they only 
succeeded in hurting the credibility of the 
league compared to all other professional 
soccer leagues. These rules were quickly 
done away with and the league adopted 
the IFAB rules.16 However, MLS soon 
realized that the key to Americanizing the 
league was not changing the actual game, 
but in structuring the league with American 
standards. Luckily for the league, they had 
also done this from 1996, with concepts like 
Eastern and Western conferences, an all-
star game, and most importantly playoffs. 
The league structure of MLS is unlike that 
in any other country, which makes MLS 
truly an American soccer league. These 
structural approaches gave the league the 
American flair and individualization it so 
desperately sought without compromising 

Miguel Almiron (lifting trophy) and Atlanta United celebrate winning the 2018 MLS Cup 2-1 over 
the Portland Timbers. 

Photo courtesy of The Sports Daily.
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the integrity of the game through gimmicks. 

Savvy Star Marketing
MLS has also done a great job of promoting 
the stars of the league all throughout its 
history, both from its inception and with 
the Designated Players of current day. In 
its inaugural season, the stars of the league 
were also the stars of the US-hosted 1994 
World Cup. And luckily for the league, 
these were some of the top performers 
of the season, with Columbian legend 
Carlos Valderrama winning MVP, and US 
Men’s National Team stars Brad Friedel, 
Alexi Lalas, and Eric Wynalda asserting 
themselves as some of the most dominant 
and game changing players in MLS. This 
brand recognition and link to the US Men’s 
National Team was a big part of the early 
success of MLS, so this was what the league 
staked its star marketing upon for the early 
years. Tim Howard, Landon Donavon, 
Clint Dempsey, Jozy Altidore were some 
of the faces of this new but proud tradition 
of US Men’s National Team stars coming 
through MLS academies and succeeding 
on MLS teams. However, all would leave 
to ply their trade in Europe to continue 
testing themselves once they outgrew the 
still new MLS. 
 The next step in star promotion for 
MLS was to begin to get established stars 
to join teams. Initially, this was difficult 
given the strict salary cap that made it 
impossible to recruit stars who wanted 
to be paid handsomely as they deserved. 
However, this all changed in 2007 with the 
introduction of Designated Players. The 
Designated Player roster spot was created 
as a special exception to the league’s strict 
salary, and teams could sign up to three 
of them.17 The first star to be signed with 
this new rule was David Beckham, who 
today is still arguably the biggest name to 
ever come over to MLS. Beckham went 
on to win multiple MLS Cups with the 
help of fellow Designated Players Robbie 
Keane and Landon Donavon, establishing 
DPs as a force to be reckoned with. This 
new tool for team building, and therefore 
MLS marketing, has proven invaluable for 
the league. The addition of international 
superstars to the league once again 
sparked interest in the league, giving it a 
boost in concurrence with the continuous 
expansion.18 World renowned superstars 
continued in Beckham’s footsteps, namely 
Thierry Henry, Bastian Schweinsteiger, 

Andrea Pirlo, David Villa, Steven Gerrard, 
Zlatan Ibrahimović and more coming 
across the pond to kick on in MLS. While 
each came with great economic benefits, 
many were past their prime, which gave the 
league a reputation as a retirement league.19  

Recently though, these slots have been used 
more for players in their prime who have 
less name recognition, like Seba Giovinco, 
Carlos Vela, Diego Valeri, Miguel Almiron, 
and reigning MVP and Golden Boot Josef 
Martinez. There are still older players with 
this designation, like Wayne Rooney and 
Zlatan, but the teams have realized that 
the best tool for marketing their players 
is not the name of the signee, but their 
ability and the success that they bring. This 
is best embodied in Atlanta United, who 
just won the 2018 MLS Cup on the backs 
of Martinez and Miguel Almiron, their 
Designated Players who were 25 and 24, 
respectively.
 As this article has shown, MLS is 
a drastically different league today than it 
was in its creation just under 25 years ago in 
revenue, size, makeup, and skill. In the past 
25 years, all major American sports leagues 
have also had drastic increases in revenue, 
which slightly diminishes the scale of this 
achievement in MLS. However, unlike the 
other major American sports associations, 
which had already cemented themselves 
in the US, this period encompasses the 
entire existence of the league, and yet 
MLS is competing on the same plane as 
these leagues. That was an unfathomable 
prospect even ten years ago. Of course, 
MLS is not a perfect league yet and still 
has potential issues that may come back to 
bite them. Namely, the Designated Player 
model has created an unequal distribution 
of salaries among players, and there is a 
lack of implementation of promotion and 
relegation like other leagues. For now, 
though, these issues are purely hypothetical 
as MLS has shown there is great success to 
be found in their model, and this is to be 
celebrated as the new season kicks off.
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