
Executive Summary 

Women’s professional sports have existed in various iterations in sports like basketball, soccer, 

softball, and hockey for decades. However, none have managed to capture consistent 

mainstream attention. The big four North American men’s professional leagues (National 

Football League, National Basketball Association, Major League Baseball, and National Hockey 

League)  have consumed the market, making it difficult for any new league to break through. 

While it has not reached the popularity of those four professional leagues, Major League Soccer 

(MLS) has made huge strides in its 23 years of existence to show that leagues outside of the 

mainstream can breakthrough to become a “major” league in the American landscape. 

Overview 

Women’s professional sports leagues continue to pop up, but keeping them in business, let 

alone reaching mainstream popularity, has been a hurdle. The issue lies within getting these 

leagues a consistent audience, whether that be in the stands or on television and streaming 

services. Without those consistent audiences, media coverage, sponsorships, and broadcasting 

rights fees will remain nonexistent. To be a profitable, mainstream sports league, you need 

elements of each of what is listed above. So what needs to change to achieve that? 

Problem 

Women’s professional sports leagues need to change their target audience to achieve 

mainstream notoriety. Many teams in these leagues currently cater to children and their parents 

to fill seats, but that strategy has not shown its ability to create long-term success. 



Marketing to Millennials: Achieving Mainstream Popularity in Women’s Pro Sports 

Walk into many professional women’s sports venues and the sights you will see remain 

the same. The key target audience for so many teams is children. In the National Women’s 

Soccer League (NWSL), New Jersey-based Sky Blue FC depends heavily on local youth club 

teams to fill the seats of its 5,000-seat Yurcak Field on the campus of Rutgers. In the Women’s 

National Basketball Association (WNBA), the New York Liberty’s marquee game of the season, 

and the only game it was scheduled to play in an NBA arena both this past season and this 

upcoming season, is the annual “Kids Day” games. Meanwhile in National Pro Fastpitch (NPF), 

the Florida-based USSSA Pride is entirely funded by the United States Specialty Sports 

Association, which is primarily known for its investment in youth baseball and softball. In turn, 

that is who the organization markets its softball team to: the youth teams in its system. 

Using kids as a professional team’s target audience has not been an unusual tactic over 

the years for new sports leagues. The primary issue with the strategy, though, is that it has not 

worked in bringing a league to the mainstream. Two top-tier women’s professional soccer 

leagues and more than a dozen NPF teams have folded without having the chance to move on 

from such an audience. Notably, the early days of Major League Soccer (MLS) were plagued 

with the faulty marketing strategy (Belson 2017). While trying to sell your league to the youth is 

successful for already mainstream sports trying to keep generations of fans in the long term, 

that strategy alone will not help women’s sports achieve short-term popularity gains (Shelton 

2017). The difference between the fate of those women’s teams and leagues, and the fledgling 

MLS is that this men’s league found its audience. MLS hit the realization that marketing a 

product like a professional sport to children will not reap the benefits that a growing league 

would need to break the barrier into the mainstream. For one, kids are not the ones buying the 

tickets or merchandise. They are not necessarily the ones making the decision in coming to 



these games. The other side of it is that kids generally have their own commitments to attend to. 

In the case of sports, that might be playing their own games instead of attending professional 

games. But what exactly did MLS change in its approach to take strides toward reaching the 

popularity of one of the big four sports leagues in North America? The league took aim at 

millennial fans and focused on making the game-day experience appealing for young adults. 

Many of the league’s new teams are based at the heart of cities, with venues connected to 

public transportation, and have built a full-stadium atmosphere driven by supporters groups. 

They are playing in professional venues instead of college stadiums, not leaving the sale of beer 

in the stadium in doubt. It is no longer just screaming kids hoping to grab a glimpse of David 

Beckham. MLS has brought its product to true soccer fans. 

To finally hit the mainstream, women’s sports need to find a way to make this audience 

switch. While many women’s sports teams are dependent on the youth, it is not unheard of for a 

team to embrace an adult audience. The Portland Thorns of the NWSL drew nearly 17,000 fans 

per game in 2018, which is more than triple the average attendance than all but one team in the 

league. The Thorns are not just out-drawing women’s teams. Their attendance is better than 

nine NBA and NHL teams, six MLS teams, and two MLB teams in the past year. Portland’s 

22,000-seat Providence Park is not packed with kids and their parents. It is filled with the young 

adults of Portland’s population, many that make up the team’s supporters group, the Rose City 

Riveters. One study identified that the team’s support was driven by the atmosphere created by 

those fans (Guest 2017).  

The benefit of marketing to young adults could lead to higher attendances across the 

board in women’s sports like what is seen with the Thorns. While good attendance figures help 

with the other aspects of making a professional team sustainable, you need more than that to 

make it profitable and mainstream. Two key pieces of the puzzle are being able to sell television 



or streaming rights and secure sponsorships. While that millennial target audience still does 

make up a substantial portion of television viewers of sports in the United States, it does not 

quite match that of older generations for that category of ways to view sports. Where millennials 

do have the advantage is in streaming viewership, ranking as the top consumer of 

internet-streamed sports (Statista 2016). With the emergence of digital platforms and 

subscription-based services like ESPN+, the future of sports is in streaming (Manterola 2017). 

Appealing to an audience that is already identified as a consumer of sports streaming could 

open doors to deals with these streaming services, which could in turn give these women’s 

leagues a leg up on leagues that are heavily television based when that future transition to 

streaming finally comes. With higher attendances across the board and an active national 

presence on television or streaming services, that opens the door to sponsors seeking those 

eyeballs on its product. The best way to measure success of women’s professional sports 

leagues under this model would be through hard figures produced from attendance, television or 

streaming rights fees, and sponsorships. If attendance in these leagues could reach a 

comparable point to that of MLS, the NHL, or the NBA, even if ticket prices do not compare to 

these leagues, then women’s professional sports can be viewed as making strides toward the 

mainstream. Along with more people through the gates, increased revenue generated through 

television or streaming services and sponsorships also show that move toward the mainstream, 

as well as the ability of these leagues to reach profitability.  

Changes in the popularity of women’s sports are not necessarily as long term as one 

would think. Take the Portland Thorns for example. The team already had the infrastructure of 

an MLS club attached to it. Still, the Thorns fostered a thriving fan base unlike anything else 

women’s professional soccer had seen from the first game of its existence (Murray 2017). The 

model can work in women’s sports. It just needs the investment from teams in these leagues. 
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