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For my dad,

 

You showed me what it means to work hard, dream big, and never settle for ordinary. You’re the reason I chose sales, the reason I kept pushing when things got hard, and the reason I believe I can achieve anything I set my mind to. Though you left us too early, I know you’re watching down on me, probably keeping a closer eye on my sales numbers than anyone else. This book, this career, is all because you believed in me first.

 

I miss you every day. I hope I’m making you proud.













 

 

“All of us who have been lucky enough to have a career in professional sports have an obligation to give back. One way to do that is to assist young people with ability and desire in finding that first job in the business” Rob Manfred, Commissioner, MLB

 

“Breaking into sports has never been about shortcuts or luck; it’s about preparation meeting opportunities. Passion will get you started, but preparation, resilience, and leadership will sustain your career. I’ve always believed real success comes from rolling up your sleeves, learning the business from the ground up, and being willing to fail forward. Young people who are coachable, committed to excellence, and focused on serving others give themselves the best chance to break in and make a meaningful impact. Those of us fortunate enough to have had long careers in this industry owe it to the next generation to share what we know and help clear the path for them.” Jerry Colangelo, Chairman, Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame, Basketball Hall of Famer, Former Owner & Chairman, Arizona Diamondbacks & Phoenix Suns and Mercury, Former Managing Director, USA Basketball

 

"Throughout our lives, there will be people and experiences that help to shape who we are and who we might become. Sport, at all levels, is one of those experiences, and your coaches, your teammates, those that come to watch you compete, your coworkers, can often be those people. Sport, and the challenges and triumphs therein, mimic life. If you look at sport as more than just a game, you will recognize the opportunities to grow and become the best version of yourself on the field, or pitch, or court, or rink, and beyond it, as a person, and potentially as an athlete. Whether it is the former or the latter, seize the opportunity and embrace the relationships you build along the way. In doing so, you will not only give yourself a chance to do something you love as a career but you will also be in a position to breathe into and support the next young person who aspires to have a career in sports, just like Stuart did!” Tony Clark, Executive Director, MLB Players Association

“As someone who founded a sports media company while still in college, this book matters because it’s so informative. It gives students a real, practical roadmap for navigating the grind of breaking in and building a sustainable career. Resources like this are how we better prepare the next generation and strengthen the sports industry as a whole.” Adam White, Founder & CEO, Front Office Sports 

 

“Stuart’s insight into the ever-changing world of sports gives young people the perspective and confidence they need to move forward. The sports industry can be challenging, but with the right guidance, it becomes a place full of opportunity. Stuart understands not just the business of sports, but the people in it, and that’s what helps students navigate their own path with purpose.” Annie Meyers Drysdale, Olympian, Basketball Hall of Famer, Only Woman to try out with an NBA Team

 

"Stuart's journey from intern to industry professional embodies everything this book teaches. I've watched him navigate the challenges of breaking into sports with persistence, authenticity, and genuine relationship-building. What sets this book apart is that Stuart isn't theorizing, he's done it, through internships and a decade of real experience. He understands what it actually takes to go from loving sports to working in sports, and he knows how to explain it in a way that gives students actionable guidance they can use immediately." Alan Nero, Managing Director, Baseball, Octagon 

 

"I've known Stuart since he was trying to break into the sports industry, and what he writes in this book is what he's actually lived. Think of it as a diary about how to get in, how to progress, and how to succeed in this business. This isn't theory, it's the real path he took. Stuart didn't just observe the industry from the outside; he worked his way through it, made the mistakes, learned the lessons, and figured out what actually works. That experience shows on every page." Pat O’Conner, Former MiLB President

“This is still an in-person, live entertainment business, and that’s how a career in sports starts. Being present matters. Showing up, building relationships, and learning by doing are still the foundation of this industry. Some of the most important lessons come from being in the room, and taking pride in the work, whether it’s glamorous or not. If you’re reliable, curious, and invested in the people around you, others will invest in you. That’s how trust is built, and trust is what ultimately opens doors.” Sam Kennedy, President & CEO, Boston Red Sox

 

“There are many different avenues to gaining a career in sports. Some people land the job because they played the sport, others from internships, and others from connections within. However you get in, there is no substitute for being slow to speak and quick to listen and remembering to always be humble with a teachable spirit. If you can do that, you have a better chance of a career with longevity.” Dana Brown, General Manager, Houston Astros

 

"After more than 40 years in this business and working with over 30,000 students from 163 countries, I can tell you one thing with certainty: passion alone doesn't get you in anymore. Everyone who applies for that entry-level job loves sports. What separates the ones who actually build careers is preparation, strategy, and a willingness to do the unglamorous work before anyone's watching. Stuart is someone who got that early. He completed 16 internships and professional experiences while still in college, built his network with intention, and proved his value before he ever applied for his first full-time job. That's the walk-on mentality I preach every day, and it's exactly what this book teaches. If you're serious about breaking into sports, this is the honest, practical guidance you actually need." Dr. Lynn Lashbrook, President & Founder, Sports Management Worldwide
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Prologue

If you're reading this, you probably love sports. That passion is important; it's what draws us to this industry. But passion alone won't get you hired, won't help you survive the 70-hour weeks, and won't build the career you're imagining.

When I started at Springfield College as a sport management student, I thought loving sports and working hard would be enough. However, it wasn't. Breaking into this industry requires strategy, relentless hustle, genuine relationships, and a willingness to do things most people won't do. Over four years, I completed 16 professional experiences across internships, part-time roles, and volunteer opportunities, said yes to every opportunity, built relationships with anyone who'd give me fifteen minutes, and moved across the country chasing opportunities. I learned by doing, failing, adjusting, and doing it again until I figured out what actually worked.

That journey, from a student who had no direction, to building a decade-long career with numerous professional sports teams, including the Phoenix Suns & Mercury, Baltimore Orioles, Cleveland Guardians & Cincinnati Reds Spring Training facility, San Francisco Giants, Athletes Unlimited, Baseball and Basketball Halls of Fames, and more, taught me everything in this book. These aren't theories from a classroom. These are strategies, tactics, and mindset shifts I used to break in and build a career I genuinely love. This is what I teach my students. This is what I wish someone had told me before I started.

This book takes you from "I love sports" to "I work in sports" by walking through every stage of building a sports career. We start with the most important question, “Why do you want to work in sports?”, and explore passion versus purpose, lifestyle design, and how the industry actually works. Then we tackle choosing the right school, gaining experience through internships and creative alternatives, embracing geographic flexibility, and building genuine relationships through strategic networking, informational interviews, mentors, and social media. Finally, we prepare you for your first job and how to build a sustainable career that lasts.      

I'm not going to sugarcoat this - breaking into sports is hard. Opportunities are limited, competition is intense, pay is often low early on, and hours are brutal. Many people start down this path and don't make it, not because they lack talent or passion, but because they don't know what it actually takes. This book won't make the journey easy, but it will make it clearer. It shows you what actually works versus what sounds good but doesn't translate to results.

If you're willing to do the work, really do it, not just read about it, this book gives you the best possible chance to turn your sports passion into your career. I'll give you the roadmap. You have to walk the path.

 

Time to step onto the field.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

I didn’t plan on jumping over the dugout fence in front of tens of thousands of fans at loanDepot Park during the World Baseball Classic, but when Garrett Stubbs’ two-run double cleared the left fielder’s glove on March 12, 2023, my instincts took over. We weren’t just celebrating a go-ahead hit; we were punching our ticket to the 2026 World Baseball Classic. For Team Israel, that moment represented years of improbable dreams crystallizing into reality. 

The truth is, I had no business being there. My path to that dugout wasn't solely paved by connections or careful planning. Leaving high school, I didn’t have any connections, nor a plan (not to mention failing a class).

What I did possess was an unshakable hunger and relentless drive to get a job in professional sports. Sixteen internships and professional experiences, hundreds of cold emails, dozens of handwritten thank-you notes, and a stubborn refusal to quit led me to working with four MLB teams, an NBA & WNBA team, the Israel National Baseball team, the Baseball and Basketball Hall of Fame Induction and Enshrinement ceremonies, a few minor league teams, a college professor, started two companies, and the list goes on. 

This is the story of how I found a career in sports business and what I’ve learned from nearly a decade in the game. What you’ll learn are tools and advice I’ve seen the best do, or done myself. This isn’t a how-to-get-rich-or-famous-in-sports book. Instead, I'm offering something more valuable: a battle-tested strategy for doing meaningful work, cultivating authentic relationships, and building a career with genuine purpose.

So here’s the deal I’ll make with you. Take what I’ve learned and experienced, put it into practice, and I guarantee you’ll have the best opportunity to pursue your dream career. Together, we'll transform "I love sports" into "I work in sports.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




Part I: Getting in the Game 

(Laying the Foundation)

 

Breaking into sports business through three essential foundations: discovering your authentic “why” and designing the lifestyle you actually want (Chapter 1), understanding how the sports industry really works with detailed career paths across almost every department from operations to analytics (Chapter 2), finding where you actually fit within the industry based on your personality, strengths, and long-term career goals (Chapter 3), and choosing the right educational program based on hands-on opportunities, alumni networks, and access to internships rather than rankings (Chapter 4).










 

 

“As an athlete or entrepreneur, we question ourselves about whether we made the right decision or not. Make a decision, find a path and commit to it. Make the necessary adjustments along the way.” Barry Larkin, Baseball Hall of Famer

 

“As an athlete who meets a lot of people, you’re always cautious as to who you let into your circle. Easily upon meeting Stuart I knew that genuineness was something I picked up immediately. When you have good people around you, I believe you try and keep them around as they want to protect you and try their hardest to make sure a good time is had. That’s all I’ve had with our interactions. I’m sure I’m not the only one and that’s the best part of the story. Good people are simply good people.” Adam Jones, Baltimore Orioles Hall of Famer

 

“Breaking into the sports industry requires a strategic approach that combines passion with practicality. When I first met Stuart while playing for the Israel National baseball team, this was the impression he quickly radiated. Being great at listening and paying attention to detail will build relationships fast and lead to trust. Those attributes allow you to climb the sports industry ladder with ease. Stuart 100% knows this, and has lived all of that.” Ian Kinsler, Texas Rangers Hall of Famer

 

“As an athlete one thing you find out quickly is when you find success, there are always people who want something from you or are willing to give you a hand. At first it is overwhelming on what things come your way as well as what doors open. Shortly after you find that, a lot of those come with strings attached. It’s not everyday you meet someone in the industry as genuine as Stuart who wants the best for you. I was lucky enough to have met him and we continue to have a friendship long after my playing career is over.” Kevin Pillar, MLB Veteran (10+ Seasons)

 

“Individuals beginning a career in sports management need a solid roadmap to begin or advance their journey. Stuart provides great perspective and action oriented recommendations to give a leg up on the competition and set a solid foundation for growth and success.” John Doleva, President and CEO, Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame

 

"Grit, character, and a team-first mindset shape a career. In sports, the greatest elevate the team before themselves, because the team, not individual applause, defines true success. Sports management follows the same rule. Servant leadership isn’t just a style, it’s the spark that elevates others and lights the path to lasting impact." Jamie Dinsmore, President and CEO, Hockey Hall of Fame

 

“We are all grateful for having a career in sports and for someone initially believing in us to get our start. Stuart’s ability to share his knowledge with those looking to get into this space, as well as his passion to help others, is unmatched. We all could have used this advice and perspective when looking for that break, and we never forget those who responded to our requests for advice and interviews in the beginning. It should be our responsibility to do the same for others.” Derrick Hall, President & CEO of the Arizona Diamondbacks

 

“For any college students hoping to join the professional ranks, I really have one piece of good advice. Throw away your watches. Pro sports and specifically baseball is not a 9-5 job. I have made many sacrifices through the years – no Friday night movies, no Sundays at the beach, no summer vacations. I never worried about the hours because I loved what I did. So if you want to make the jump to the pros, understand what lies ahead. I have been with the Mets now for 46 years and wouldn’t change a thing.” Jay Horwitz, New York Mets Hall of Fame Achievement Award Winner, 55+ Year Sports Executive




Chapter 1: The Opening Quarter

Before polishing your resume, or submitting that first internship application, pause. Ask yourself one fundamental question: 

 

Why do I want to work in sports?

 

This may seem like a simple question. But trust me, it’s not. As a matter of fact, it’s one of the most important questions you’ll answer on this journey. As you search for your answer, understand this: you must become a fan of the business before you can be a fan of the sport. Somewhere beneath our professional aspirations, we’re all still kids at heart, and that’s precisely why sports careers captivate so many of us. Whether we competed on the field, or cheered from the bleachers, sports shaped our formative memories. Athletics ignited our passion and showed us that play could become something more, maybe even a career. 

 

Finding Your Why

 

Let’s start with the fundamentals. What part of sports genuinely excites you the most? Is it the electric atmosphere of game day? The meticulous behind-the-scenes planning? The art of storytelling? The depth of statistics? The chess match of strategy? Ask yourself: What do you find yourself gravitating toward, even when nobody is watching? Reading, watching, or doing? What's the thing that genuinely lights you up? Your answer doesn’t need to be perfectly polished right now, but it does need to be honest. Because working in sports isn’t highlight reels and celebrity access. It’s early mornings, long nights, tight budgets, pressure-packed moments, and yes, it can even be getting hung up on 76 times a day. (Trust me, I’ve counted.)

David Scrivines, 25+ year Professional Baseball Scout says "When I ask students why they should get hired, the most common responses are, 'I'm hard working, have a passion for the game, and am very enthusiastic, and I've played since I was four.' Passion alone won't get you hired. You need to look for separators that make you valuable and different from the competition in ways that will actually help the team. If someone spoke five languages, that would be a separator. In my case, my separator is that I have hundreds of contacts in the independent leagues who provide highly valid information. But these are sources I've built relationships with and maintained over time. How many people connect on LinkedIn and then that's the end of it? Starting relationships, building them, and then maintaining them is what matters”.

 

So Why Keep Showing Up?

 

But even with a clear "why," there will be days when showing up feels pointless. You'll work a game where everything goes wrong, nobody notices the things you fixed, and you drive home exhausted, wondering if any of it matters. Those days are not the exception in this industry. They're practically part of the job description. 

So why keep showing up? Because the sports industry rewards people who stay. Not blindly, not without direction, but consistently. The relationships that open doors don't happen after one networking event or working a few games. The reputation that gets you recommended for a job doesn't come from one great game. It's built drip by drip, shift by shift, season by season. The person who hired me for one of my biggest opportunities didn't remember a single conversation we had. They remembered that every time they looked up, I was there, doing the work.

There's also something that nobody tells you early on: the industry is smaller than it looks. People move between teams, leagues, and markets constantly. The intern you worked alongside at a minor league stadium might be a director somewhere in three years. The vendor you treated well during a chaotic event might recommend you for a role you didn't even know existed. How you show up, every single time, is the long game.

And sometimes, showing up is how you figure out what you actually want. You think you want to be in marketing until you spend a season watching the operations team work and realize that's where you come alive. You can't discover that from the outside. You find it by being in the building, saying yes to the unglamorous stuff, and paying attention to what energizes you versus what drains you.

Showing up is the answer. It's not a phase you push through to get to the real work. It is the real work.

For me, it started with a simple idea: I wanted to create memories that would last a lifetime for fans. At the time, this didn't feel particularly revolutionary. But that perspective shifted dramatically after I survived two major terrorist attacks. When you come face-to-face with mortality like that, something clicks. Life isn't just short, it's precious and fragile. And if I'm going to pour my energy into something, why not dedicate it to giving people the best day of their lives? Why not create those unforgettable memories where a family walks out of a stadium still buzzing about what they just witnessed together? That realization kept me anchored when I found myself deep in the trenches, grinding through fourteen-hour gamedays, sweating through my dress shirt, all while coordinating an on-court performance and simultaneously troubleshooting a ticketing issue. When the details threatened to overwhelm me, I'd remember: someone out there is experiencing something they'll tell their grandkids about. That's why I do this.

Here's what I've learned: your "why" will evolve over time. It should. You'll grow, your goals will shift, and your understanding of the industry will deepen. But establishing a strong starting point through your personal mission statement gives you direction.

 

 

Passion vs. Purpose

 

Let’s chat about two words that casually get tossed around the “follow your dreams” conversation: passion and purpose. They sound similar, but they’re not.

 

Passion is what excites you.

Purpose is what sustains you.

 

Millions of people are passionate about sports. They live for game day. They memorize stats, debate trades, and never miss a broadcast. That doesn’t mean they’re meant to work in the sports industry. There’s a vast difference between being a devoted fan and being an effective professional. Think about it this way: passion gets you through the highlight moments - the championship celebrations, the sold-out crowds, the behind the scenes access, etc. Purpose gets you through everything else. And trust me, there's a lot of "everything else.” If you’re thinking about breaking into sports, make sure your purpose runs deeper than just loving the game. The people who thrive in this industry, the ones who build sustainable, fulfilling careers, all share one characteristic: their purpose outlasts their passion. This industry will test you. The hours will drain you. The pay might disappoint you. But if your purpose is solid, you'll keep showing up.

The truth is if your answers feel uncertain right now, that's okay. Self-awareness is the first step. But if you can't articulate a purpose beyond "I love sports," you're not ready yet, and that's valuable information too. Because at the end of the day, passion might get you in the door. Purpose keeps you in the building. Before you go further, ask yourself these questions: 

Am I prepared to do meaningful work that isn't always glamorous? Most days won't involve championship rings or viral moments. They'll involve spreadsheets, vendor negotiations, and solving problems nobody will ever thank you for. Can you find purpose in that?

Can I stay focused when it gets repetitive, chaotic, or underappreciated? You'll send the same email seventeen times. You'll coordinate events that attendees take for granted. You'll work weekends while your friends are celebrating holidays. Will your purpose carry you through those moments, or will your passion fizzle out?

Do I want to contribute to the game, not just consume it? There's profound satisfaction in being part of the machinery that creates the experiences fans cherish. But it requires shifting your identity from consumer to creator, from spectator to contributor. Are you ready for that transformation?

 

Designing Your Lifestyle

 

Here's the question nobody asks you in college, but everyone should: What kind of lifestyle do you actually want? Not what sounds impressive. Not what you think you're supposed to want. What do you want your daily life to look like five years from now? This might seem tangential to a book about sports management, but it's actually foundational. Because the lifestyle demands of this industry, especially early in your career, are significant and non-negotiable. Sports will consume your nights, weekends, and holidays. It will demand flexibility when you crave routine. It often means modest paychecks, high-pressure situations, and relentless hustle.

The question isn't whether these demands exist. They do. The question is: Does that align with your goals? Your personality? Your other priorities? Let me paint you a picture of what the lifestyle of entry careers in sports often looks like. You'll work when everyone else is off. Game days are weekends. Playoffs are holidays. Your friends are planning beach trips in July, and you're coordinating fan experiences for upcoming games. You'll earn less than your college roommate who took the corporate job, sometimes significantly less. The "working in sports" premium works in reverse: people will pay you less because there is a line out the door of people willing to take your job. You'll hustle constantly, not just physically (though yes, you'll be on your feet) but mentally. You'll juggle multiple roles, solve problems in real-time, and operate with minimal margin for error, all while maintaining a smile for fans, partners, and colleagues.

Does this scare you off? Maybe it does. It should be realistic. But here's the other side: some people genuinely thrive in this environment. They love the adrenaline of live events. They get energized by the unpredictability. They'd rather work a hundred Saturday nights in an arena than spend Monday through Friday in a cubicle, regardless of the pay difference. Some people crave the rush of live events and game-day chaos. Others thrive in analytical, strategic, or behind-the-scenes roles that offer more structure and predictability. There's no one universally right path, but there is absolutely a right path for you.

Before you commit to this industry, get brutally honest with yourself. What energizes you? Do you come alive in high-pressure, real-time environments? Or do you do your best work with time to think, analyze, and strategize? What drains you? Is it repetitive tasks? Constant social interaction? Lack of structure? Knowing your energy drains helps you avoid roles that will burn you out. What are your non-negotiables? Maybe it's being home for dinner most nights. Maybe it's earning a certain income by 30. Maybe it's having weekends free for the family. There's no judgment here, but you need to know your boundaries before the industry tests them. 

Here's what people won't tell you: designing your lifestyle intentionally doesn't mean you lack ambition. It means you're strategic enough to pursue a path you can actually sustain. Burnout doesn't make you noble, it makes you ineffective. The people who build long, successful careers in sports aren't the ones who ignore lifestyle fit. They're the ones who find roles that align with how they're wired, then pour everything into those roles because the fit is right. So before you start applying to every sports job posting you can find, pause. Get clear on what kind of life you want to build. A dream job that creates a nightmare lifestyle isn't a dream, but a countdown to your exit. Find the intersection of what you love, what the industry needs, and what your life requires. That's where sustainable careers are built.

 

Dream Without Limits

 

Once you've explored your "why" and considered what kind of lifestyle you want, let’s try something you were always told as a kid: dream without limits. Take money completely out of the equation and ignore what's "realistic." Forget what your parents expect, what your professors suggest, or what sounds impressive on LinkedIn. Strip away every practical consideration and honestly answer, “What's your dream job?” Not the job you think you can get, not the role that makes financial sense, not the position that checks all the responsible boxes, but just a dream. The thing that makes your chest tighten with excitement when you imagine it. The role you'd pursue even if nobody understood why. For me, the dream was always simple: I wanted a job I'd genuinely look forward to every single day and didn't want to dread on Sunday nights, or count down to Friday afternoons. I wanted to feel like I had a paid hobby rather than a job, something I'd probably do even if the paycheck disappeared. That became my north star. When work feels like something I get to do instead of something I have to do, I know I'm in the right place.

This exercise isn't frivolous. It's essential. Because you can't steer a ship to harbor if you never decide which harbor you're sailing toward. You'll optimize for safety, prestige, or salary and wake up one day wondering why success feels so hollow. Your dream might look completely different, and that's exactly the point. Maybe your dream is building a championship-caliber analytics department from scratch, maybe it's becoming the voice fans associate with their favorite team, maybe it's creating youth sports programs that change kids' lives, maybe it's negotiating billion-dollar broadcast deals, or designing stadiums that become architectural landmarks. Or maybe it's something that doesn't even exist yet, a role you'll have to create because nobody's imagined it before.

The specifics don't matter right now. What truly matters is allowing yourself to want what you genuinely desire, rather than settling for what feels realistic or acceptable. Because what I've learned is that the gap between where you are and where you dream of being isn't nearly as insurmountable as it appears. However, you can't chase a dream you're too afraid to acknowledge. 

I'm not suggesting you ignore reality entirely. Bills need paying and experience needs building. We'll get to the practical steps, the internships, the networking, the right opportunities. But all of that tactical work becomes exponentially more effective when it's guided by a genuine vision of where you're headed.

Think of your dream job as the journey and the destination. You might not drive straight there. You'll probably take detours, make strategic stops, and adjust your route as you learn more about the terrain. But knowing your destination determines which roads you take, which opportunities you pursue, and which compromises you're willing to make along the way. As you journey through your career, you’ll make lifelong friends, unforgettable memories, and maybe even earn a championship ring. When you achieve your dream job, you'll look back and be grateful for the journey that got you there.

So right now, before we dive into resumes and applications, interviews and emails, give yourself the gift of dreaming without limits. Write it down. Say it out loud. Let yourself want it fully, even if it feels audacious or improbable. Because the people who end up in extraordinary places all started by admitting they wanted something extraordinary. Your dream job exists. Maybe not in its exact form today, but in some version, somewhere, it's waiting. The question is whether you're brave enough to name it and bold enough to chase it.

John Michos, Premium Sales Manager for the New York Mets looks back and thinks, "If you told 8-year-old John who grew up a Mets fan that he would work for other NL East rivals Washington Nationals, Miami Marlins and then eventually come full circle to work for his hometown New York Mets, he would not believe this dream he gets to call life."

 

Dream Big, But Plan Smart

 

We just spent the last part talking about dreaming without limits and identifying what you truly want without letting practical concerns constrain your vision. That advice stands, you need to know your destination to chart your course. Now I'm going to give you advice that seems contradictory, but equally as important, to have a backup plan. Not because you're going to fail at your dream, but because succeeding in sports requires being strategic, not just passionate. The biggest thing is having a plan, knowing what you want, where you're headed, and how you're going to get there. That clarity gives you direction and purpose when the path gets difficult. But the reality nobody talks about in career workshops is sometimes organizations fold, positions get eliminated, ownership changes, or the opportunity you were counting on disappears overnight. I've seen talented, hardworking people lose jobs through no-fault-of-their-own budget cuts, front office turnover, or a new regime that brings their own people. Having a backup plan doesn't mean you lack commitment or confidence. It means you're strategic enough to protect yourself while pursuing your dream. Maybe your backup is developing transferable skills that work outside of sports, or maybe it's building a network in adjacent industries. Maybe it's keeping your certifications current, or maintaining relationships in other fields. Whatever it is, don't put all your eggs in one basket with an industry this volatile. Chase your sports career with everything you have, but be smart enough to have options if circumstances beyond your control force you to pivot. The people who last longest in sports aren't just the most passionate, they're the most adaptable.

 

The Foundation Before the Hustle

 

I know you’re itching to jump into the actionable stuff, the job search strategy, and the networking guidance. If you rush past this, you’ll wonder why nothing feels right. You need three things locked in before moving forward: know your "why," know your dream, and know what kind of life you want to build.

These answers matter most when you're grinding through your seventh consecutive day of late nights, exhausted and questioning everything, and someone casually mentions that your job "must be fun because you work in sports." In that moment, you'll smile, not because it's glamorous, but because you know exactly why you're doing it. You'll remember your purpose when passion alone would've sent you packing. You'll feel grounded in your dream when the daily grind threatens to break you.

That clarity doesn't come from skipping ahead to the tactical chapters. It comes from doing this uncomfortable, introspective work right now. So take the time and answer the hard questions. Write it down. Get honest with yourself. Because the tactics only work when you know where you're going.

Pat O’Conner, the former MiLB President, reminds students and young professionals, "If you love baseball, go buy a ticket and enjoy the game. Working in sports isn't about being a fan. You have to be honest with yourself about why you're doing this. Are you chasing autographs, fame, fortune? Because you don't get famous working in sports, and if you want to make a lot of money, you need your name on the back of the jersey, not on your front (your name tag). You have to be committed to the work."

 

 

Your Foundation Blueprint

 

Before moving forward, complete this essential self-assessment. In a journal or document, write detailed answers to these questions: 


		Why do I want to work in sports? Go beyond "I love sports" and identify the specific impact you want to have. 

		What does my ideal day look like five years from now? Describe it hour by hour, including work responsibilities, lifestyle elements, and personal priorities. 

		What is my dream job in sports, with no limitations on feasibility? Be specific about the role, organization type, and what you'd be doing daily.

		What are three non-negotiables for my career and life? These might include location flexibility, work-life balance, earning potential, or specific types of work.

		What skills and experiences do I currently have that are valuable to sports organizations? Be honest about your starting point. Save this document and review it every six months as your answers evolve. This clarity will guide every decision you make from here forward.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The key is to just start and get your hands dirty, try, test, experiment, and learn. When I began as an intern, I had no idea I would end up loving what I do every single day, but once you start, people sometimes take a chance on you, and what matters is what you do with that chance. I became obsessed with learning and growing, studying everything I could about storytelling, entertainment, and creativity, because that obsession to never settle, to never be satisfied with past work, and to keep pushing to get better is what makes the difference. From Walt Disney and the entertainment industry, P.T. Barnum, WWE, SNL, Pixar, Cirque du Soleil, you name it, I studied it. Too many people show up with just a resume, but if you want a real break, do what others won’t – create something, show value, ask questions, and give without expecting anything in return. Early on, I didn’t get paid, I had to prove it and build it first, and that’s the mindset that creates opportunity. So just start, get your hands dirty, become obsessed with learning, and don’t be afraid to stand out. We weren’t born to fit in, we were born to stand out.” Jesse Cole, Owner of Savannah Bananas, Creator of Banana Ball, Author of Fans First & Find Your Yellow Tux

 

“You need to gain experience in a solid business. Learn and identify the type of business you’re best suited for, such as accounting, sales, PR, marketing, sponsorships, TV, or advertising. Sports is one of the top three industries in the country. Read trade magazines and newsletters to stay informed as much as you can. Learn what’s happening in the industry and who the key players are. Be someone others turn to for ideas!” Brandon Steiner, CEO of CollectibleXchange and Founder of Steiner Sports

 

"Learn your craft. Know your industry and your field inside and out. Number two, study leadership. Study successful leaders and unsuccessful leaders. Both. You'll learn the common threads of what makes someone succeed and what makes them fail. You'll have patterns to aspire to and patterns to avoid." Dave Gettleman, Former NFL League General Manager

 

“Sports is more than a business. It’s a passion. Learn from the experiences of Stuart who has been there. These positions require creativity, teamwork, and dedication to an intense schedule. The best in the business bring experiences from other places, so the fact that you have not worked in sports can be a plus. Here you will find a guide to navigating your way into a role where you can be noticed. Don’t be afraid to stick your neck out and prove before you are hired why you are the candidate they need – even if there is no job posting!” Janet Marie Smith, Executive Vice President Planning & Development, Los Angeles Dodgers and Chairman & Co-Founder, Canopy Team 

 

“Sports are built on preparation, relationships, and trust. My advice to students is to focus on the fundamentals, stay patient, and be willing to learn from anyone. None of us get here alone, and supporting the next generation is one of the most important responsibilities we have as professionals.” Ryan Norys, Chief Revenue Officer, Tottenham Hotspur Football Club


 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 




Chapter 2: How the Sports Industry Works and Where It Can Go

If you asked a random person on the street what a sports career looks like, they'd probably say a player, coach, agent, or maybe marketing. That's about it. The average fan can't imagine how many individuals it takes to put on an event. There's an entire ecosystem of professionals making it happen, people in roles that have nothing to do with athletic performance, but everything to do with whether the franchise succeeds. Here's the reality: for every player on the field, there are dozens, sometimes hundreds, of people working behind the scenes. The sports industry isn't just about the game. It's about the business of the game. And that business is massive, complex, and full of opportunities most people never consider. 

 

The Non-Linear Reality of Sports Careers

 

If you're waiting for someone to hand you a career roadmap with clear milestones and guaranteed timelines, you'll be waiting forever. Sports careers don't work that way. The person who's now a VP of Marketing might have started in ticket sales, spent three years in minor league baseball, moved to sponsorship at a different organization, took what seemed like a lateral move to get into a bigger market, and finally landed in marketing leadership fifteen years later. That's not a failure to follow a plan, that's a successful sports career.

This chapter breaks down typical career progressions across different departments in sports, but you need to understand that these paths are frameworks, not formulas. You'll see the general trajectory from entry-level to leadership, competencies at each stage, and typical timelines. But your path will zigzag. You'll take lateral moves that turn out to be the best decisions of your career. You'll pivot between departments, you'll move between organizations, leagues, and sometimes leave sports entirely before coming back. The goal isn't to follow these paths exactly, but to understand the landscape well enough to make informed decisions about where you're going and what you're building toward.

“It's okay if what you originally thought you wanted to do turns out to be completely different than what you thought it would be. Be willing to pivot, try new things, and find what you are passionate about,” says Chrissy Cuda, the Director of Stadium Production at the Nashville Soccer Club.

 

Understanding Progression Fundamentals

 

Before diving into specific departments, let's establish how progression typically works across the industry. Most sports organizations follow similar hierarchical structures, though titles vary. The general ladder looks like this:

 

Coordinator/Assistant → Manager/Account Executive (AE) → Senior Manager/Senior AE → Director → Senior Director → Vice President (VP) → Senior VP → Executive VP/Chief Officer

 

It’s important to understand this because it’ll save you time in the application process. If you’re a senior in college, do not start applying for Vice President-level roles. You need real experience first. When I was a senior I was applying to any and all jobs, with little direction. Time-frames vary dramatically based on performance, organizational growth, and opportunities, but rough averages are 1-3 years from Coordinator to Manager, 2-4 years from Manager to Senior Manager/Director, 3-5 years from Director to VP, and 5+ years from VP to SVP/EVP. These aren't guarantees, as some people move faster, many move slower, and plenty of successful careers plateau at Director or VP levels without ever reaching the C-suite.

What drives progression? It could be a combination of factors: Performance and results that are measurable and consistent. Expanding scope by taking on more responsibility, bigger accounts, or additional teams. Organizational growth, because growing companies create more senior positions. Strategic moves between organizations to access opportunities that don't exist in your current structure. And perhaps most importantly, building political capital by developing relationships with decision-makers who advocate for your advancement.

The biggest mistake young professionals make is expecting linear progression within one organization. The reality is that strategic moves between organizations often accelerate your career more than waiting for the next opening at your current employer. Don't view changing organizations as disloyalty; rather, view it as agency over your career trajectory.

 

The Sports Ecosystem

 

The sports industry isn't one thing. It's an interconnected web of organizations, each playing a specific role in bringing sports to fans. Understanding this ecosystem is critical because your dream job might not be where you think it is – not the sanitized version you see on ESPN, but the real structure, who does what, how money flows, and where you might actually fit into all of it. 

Professional teams and franchises are what most people picture when they think of a "sports job." These are your MLB, NBA, NFL, NHL, MLS teams, plus countless minor league and independent organizations. But the landscape is expanding rapidly beyond traditional major leagues. Women's professional sports are experiencing unprecedented growth with leagues like the WNBA gaining tremendous momentum, the Professional Women’s Hockey League (PWHL) launching with massive fan support, and innovative formats like Athletes Unlimited (the AUSL) revolutionizing how leagues operate with its player-focused model and rotating team structure. Unrivaled, a new 3-on-3 basketball league, is attracting top WNBA talent with competitive salaries and a compact season. 

Both the massive franchises and the budding organizations generate revenue through ticket sales, sponsorships, merchandise, broadcasting rights, concessions, etc. They employ everyone from the general manager to the person scanning tickets at the gate. The core functions remain consistent across leagues, sales, marketing, operations, and community engagement, but the scale, resources, growth trajectories, and lifestyle demands vary dramatically.

These emerging leagues present unique opportunities for aspiring professionals. They're building infrastructure from scratch, which means fewer entrenched hierarchies and more chances to wear multiple hats and gain diverse experience quickly. Early employees in these organizations often have tremendous impact and faster career progression than they would in established leagues, where structures are rigid and competition for advancement is higher. Additionally, many of these newer leagues are intentionally designed with better work-life balance in mind. Shorter seasons, more concentrated schedules, and leaner operations often mean more sustainable workloads compared to the grinding 162-game MLB season or 82-game NBA schedule. If you're willing to embrace some uncertainty and help build something new, these leagues offer ground-floor opportunities that simply don't exist in mature organizations, often with more reasonable schedules.

Jason Klein, the founder of Force3 Pro Gear, reiterates, “Sports functions as one ecosystem. Every part depends on the others. Team staff, brands, vendors, and equipment companies all keep the game running. When you understand that, you build stronger relationships and you move farther than the people who chase titles instead of people. Students focus on team jobs, but the strongest opportunities come from understanding how the full system works. This circle is small. You deal with the same people for years. Your behavior and your relationships decide how far you go. The job you start with is not the job you end with. The right attitude and steady performance open the path forward.”

Before we get into the traditional team-side roles, let's talk about the team-adjacent opportunities first. These positions orbit around teams without being directly employed by them, and they're often overlooked by people trying to break into the industry.

Before diving in, grab a highlighter or pen. As you read through the roles in this chapter, mark the ones that spark your interest, even if you don’t fully understand them yet. When I first explored the range of departments and positions in sports, I was surprised by just how many paths existed beyond the obvious ones. My hope is that you experience that same sense of discovery and start to see possibilities you may not have considered before.

 

Leagues and Governing Bodies operate above individual teams, functioning as the strategic center of the sport itself. Organizations like the MLB, MLS, NBA, NFL, and NCAA set rules, negotiate massive broadcast deals worth billions, manage schedules, enforce policies, and protect the brand integrity of the entire league. These entities employ lawyers who handle complex labor negotiations and legal compliance, marketing professionals who promote the sport globally, operations specialists who coordinate logistics across dozens of teams, policy experts who shape the future of the game, and business development executives who expand into new markets.

The scope of what league offices handle can be staggering. At the American Hockey League (AHL) level, for example, the league office doesn't just manage the schedule, they actually build the entire 1,152 game schedule by hand. Beyond scheduling, the league maintains a central registry that tracks every transaction across all teams, from trades and recalls to signings and professional tryout agreements. The Team Marketing & Business Operations (TMBO) and/or Team Business Services (TBS), depending on what league, plays a particularly crucial role in keeping member clubs healthy and growing. They work directly with teams on ticket sales, corporate partnerships, marketing (social media, paid marketing, email marketing, websites, and beyond), and sharing best practices across the league. They're constantly looking at financial reports to understand the overall health of the league and identify any teams that might be struggling compared to others. One of the most valuable things that TMBO and TBS does is provide professional development for team staff. They run sales training sessions and help people navigate the challenges that come up in professional sports organizations, everything from managing up, to dealing with staff turnover, to working with the C-suite and navigating personalities. "This group is key to the league because they have a pulse and strong relationships with all member clubs," Emily Vance, the Senior Marketing Manager for the Hartford Wolf Pack and former Manager of Business Analytics at the AHL, notes, "They're able to connect individuals from member teams to one another, especially when teams are interested in certain promotions or ticket packages that other teams are running, or if teams are having issues with things unique to one another." The All-Star Game represents another major event that the league office coordinates each season, bringing together planning, marketing, and operations expertise from across the organization.

Chris Olsen, the Senior Director of Football Administration at the Atlanta Falcons, mentions, "Starting at the NFL league office taught me the importance of the integrity of compliance to ensure all Clubs compete on a level playing-field. I spent years reviewing contracts, coordinating draft eligibility, serving as a liaison between the Clubs and the players' union, but equally as important, I served as a labor relations resource for the Clubs in an ever-evolving salary cap system. That experience gave me a bird's-eye view of how 32 organizations operate differently within the same framework. When you work at a league office, you're building relationships across the entire sport, and that network becomes incredibly valuable throughout your career, no matter where you end up."

Beyond day-to-day problem solving, league offices orchestrate the sharing of institutional knowledge that elevates every team's business operations. Annual league meetings bring together staff from across clubs to discuss league-wide trends in ticketing, marketing, and social media performance. Many leagues organize club performance groups where teams can benchmark their results against peers and learn what's actually working in the market right now. "We're constantly looking at how we can help teams improve their business operations," says Jonathan White, a sports business executive. "That means bringing clubs together to share what's working, whether that's through performance groups where teams can compare their metrics or connecting individual teams who are facing similar challenges."

When teams are evaluating new venues or planning renovation projects, the league office becomes an invaluable resource. White explains, "Teams are always looking at new venues or renovation spaces, and this is where the league can be extremely valuable as a resource to help guide these decisions. We connect them with other clubs who've recently gone through similar processes, and we help them think through the business implications of those decisions." This collective intelligence helps smaller markets avoid costly mistakes and allows successful strategies to spread quickly across the entire league. "This is really how we help elevate team business," White notes. "It's about making sure every club has access to the best thinking across the entire league."

The TBS department at the American League level is viewed as one of the most respected, trusted, and valued departments by member clubs. This department is unique in the sense that members in this department typically build their career on the team side first. "The staff in TMBO typically built their careers on the team side first, so when they enter this department, they have real-life experience," Vance explains. "They understand the struggles that staff on the team side face on a firsthand basis and can provide insight into how to handle certain situations." This experience is what makes them so effective. They're talking with teams almost daily, building strong relationships that allow them to connect clubs facing similar challenges. When Hartford wanted to run an Emo Night promotion, TBS connected them with San Diego who had run a successful Emo Night the prior season. When Hartford was curious about glow-in-the-dark jerseys, they got introduced to Cleveland. And when Hartford switched from Ticketmaster to AXS for their ticketing system, the league office connected them with Bakersfield, Ontario, and San Diego, teams that had already made that transition and could share what they learned. Vance has seen both sides of this relationship and understands how critical these central operations are to keeping the entire league running smoothly. 

League offices tend to be more corporate in culture and function than team-level positions – think traditional business hours, structured hierarchies, and strategic long-term planning rather than the daily chaos of game operations. From a work-life balance perspective, league positions often offer more predictable schedules since they're not tied to the rhythm of individual games and seasons in the same way team employees are. You'll still work intensely during major events like drafts, playoffs, and championship series, but the day-to-day tends to be more sustainable. These roles also typically offer competitive corporate salaries and benefits that rival or exceed what teams pay for similar positions.

 

Sports Agencies represent athletes, coaches, and brands, but they're far more than just contract negotiators. Major agencies like Wasserman, Octagon, CAA Sports, Excel Sports Management, and Klutch Sports Group have evolved into full-service operations offering marketing, branding, media production, event management, and strategic consulting. Wasserman works with everyone from individual athletes to Fortune 500 companies on talent representation and brand consulting, while Octagon specializes in athlete representation but also manages major events and global sponsorship activation. Beyond the headline-grabbing contract negotiations that happen during free agency, agencies employ law-yers who draft and review complex contracts, marketing coordinators who secure endorsement deals and manage brand partnerships, financial advisors who help athletes manage wealth and plan for life after sports, PR specialists who handle media relations and crisis management, and business development professionals who identify new revenue opportunities for clients. If you work for an agency, you might represent talent directly, service corporate clients looking to enter the sports space, or manage the business operations that keep everything running behind the scenes. Smaller boutique agencies offer more personalized service, closer relationships with clients, and potentially faster career growth if you're looking for a tighter-knit environment where you can make an immediate impact. The work-life balance at agencies varies dramatically depending on your role and clients. Agent life can be grueling; you're always on call for your athletes, traveling constantly, and working around their schedules. But roles in marketing, operations, or finance within agencies often offer more structure and predictability, especially at larger firms with established systems and support staff.

 

Brands and Sponsors invest billions in sports annually, making them one of the most lucrative sectors of the industry. Companies like Nike, Gatorade, State Farm, Coca-Cola, and countless others aren't just buying logo placement; they're buying access to passionate, engaged audiences who will associate their emotional connection to sports with the brand itself. "Brands leverage sports partnerships to connect with their target audiences where they are most passionate," explains Caitlyn Ranson, the Director of Brand Partnerships & Events Activation at Bridgestone Americas. "Brands that do it correctly identify the intersectionality of engaging with fans in shared spaces so that their brand can show up in an authentic and meaningful way." These companies employ entire teams dedicated to sports marketing strategy, partnership activation, experiential marketing, content creation, and measuring return on investment. If you work on the brand side, you're figuring out how to leverage sports to sell products, build brand loyalty, and create memorable consumer experiences. You might develop activations like Nike's athlete-driven campaigns, Gatorade's integration into training and performance, or State Farm's community-focused sponsorships that connect with fans beyond just logo visibility.

When evaluating potential partnerships, Ranson looks for specific indicators of success. "I prioritize alignment on shared values and long-term vision. Partners who embrace innovation and community impact signal opportunities for meaningful collaboration beyond short-term logo placements." She emphasizes that audience overlap is equally critical, noting that authentic partnerships thrive when both brands genuinely serve similar communities. She also seeks partners with a flexible, collaborative mindset, where co-creation and openness to experimentation replace rigid deliverables. That said, the brand side comes with its own set of challenges. Ranson points out slower pace and more bureaucracy, limited autonomy, measurement challenges in proving value and securing necessary investment as obstacles that professionals should consider. The corporate structure that provides stability can also mean more layers of approval, longer timelines for decisions, and constant pressure to justify ROI in ways that teams don't always face. If you want to work in sports but value structure, compensation, and balance, the brand side might be your best path. Just know that you'll be trading the fast-paced intensity of team environments for the methodical approach of corporate marketing.

Brand-side roles typically offer significantly better work-life balance than team-side positions. You're operating on corporate schedules rather than game schedules, which means more predictable hours, weekends off (unless you're activating at an event), and traditional vacation time. The pay is also generally higher, as corporate marketing budgets dwarf team budgets, and brands compete for talent with the broader business world, not just sports.

 

Venues and Facilities are the physical backbone of live sports, yet they're often completely overlooked by people trying to break into the industry. Stadiums, arenas, training facilities, multi-use complexes, and sports entertainment districts all require sophisticated management operations. Venue operations encompass everything from event coordination and scheduling to food and beverage service, to security and crowd management, to capital improvement projects and infrastructure upgrades. Teams need professionals who understand building systems, vendor management, safety protocols, hospitality operations, and how to create exceptional guest experiences across thousands of interactions per event. Some venues are owned and operated by teams themselves, while others are independent entities managed by companies like Oak View Group, ASM Global, AEG Worldwide, or Legends that host multiple sports franchises, concerts, conventions, and community events. Working for a venue management company can actually offer more diverse experience and better career trajectory than working for a single team because you're exposed to different sports, events, and operational challenges.

"Many roles on the venue side are closer to fans than any other department within a sports organization. They are the ushers, the ticket takers, the concessionaires, etc. that are interacting directly with fans on a daily basis. They are both the backbone and the front lines of the team. I think being so close to the fan experience is a very valuable experience to get while breaking into the industry," shares Hannah Butler, the Director of Operations at the Charlotte Sports Foundation. She also mentions, "Being on the venue side is a great place to start when you don't know where to start because it touches nearly every single department within an organization. It's a fantastic opportunity to learn how an organization operates and get access to all of the different functions of the business." From a lifestyle perspective, venue roles often mean evening and weekend work during events, but many positions, such as facility management, capital projects, and business operations, operate on more traditional schedules during the week. These roles also tend to offer more stability than team positions because venues host events year-round and don't experience the same seasonal intensity or playoff volatility that defines team employment.

 

Technology and Analytics have fundamentally revolu-tionized how teams, leagues, and brands operate. Front offices now employ data scientists building predictive models, software engineers creating custom platforms, analysts transforming raw data into actionable insights, and product managers bridging technical teams with business stakeholders. These professionals use advanced metrics and machine learning to evaluate player performance, optimize ticket pricing in real-time, personalize fan experiences, and make strategic decisions grounded in evidence rather than intuition. Companies like StatCast, Whoop, and Sportlogiq build the sophisticated tools that teams and leagues now consider essential infrastructure. Working for a sports tech company offers the best of both worlds: you're in the sports industry but operating with the compensation, equity opportunities, and work culture typical of the tech sector. Analytics and strategy departments are increasingly common, especially in major markets. Forward-thinking teams leverage data scientists & engineers, business analysts, visualization specialists, and strategy professionals to help uncover insights to give their organization a winning edge. Team sizes vary greatly depending on the organization.

Getting in right out of college is competitive. Strong candidates have quantitative degrees, demonstrate analytical skills, possess programming abilities, and display a genuine passion for sports. Advanced degrees are becoming a prerequisite to these jobs at an increasing rate. Alex Forbes, the Senior Manager of Business Intelligence with the Phoenix Suns & Mercury, says, "What makes sports analytics unique is that there's less red tape than most industries. Analysts aren't stuck in the back office; they have a seat at the table, helping shape decisions and driving real results in real time. The strongest candidates bring quantitative degrees in fields like statistics, math, computer science, or economics, along with programming skills in Python, R, and SQL. But here's what really matters: you need to translate data into clear, actionable insights that people can actually use, and you've got to have genuine passion for sports. That combination is what opens doors."

Work-life balance in these departments is seen as more commonplace in relation to operations roles. You're working on projects with defined timelines, not reacting to game-day chaos. However, this can also vary greatly depending on the team and organization. Seth Greenberg, the Manager of Revenue and Insights at Learfield, remembers his time with the Kansas City Chiefs, when he had to send parking reports to higher-ups every 15 minutes to help diagnose traffic flow and keep track of gate openings through the beginning of the games. Remote work is often available, and typical weeks run 45-50 hours with flexibility. Compensation is competitive: entry-level analysts earn $55,000-$75,000, senior roles $85,000-$120,000+, and directors can command $150,000+.

 

Vendors and Service Providers support the entire sports ecosystem from behind the scenes, and they employ thousands of professionals whose work makes everything else possible. Hospitality and food service companies like Aramark and Delaware North, ticketing platforms like Ticketmaster and SeatGeek, transportation services that move teams and equipment, marketing agencies that create campaigns and activations, legal firms specializing in sports law, construction companies that build and renovate facilities, and technology vendors providing everything from Wi-Fi infrastructure to CRM systems – all of these make their living serving sports organizations. 

But the vendor ecosystem goes even deeper than that. Behind major platforms like Ticketmaster, there's a vast network of third-party companies plugging in to help support live events. Ticketmaster's Nexus program, for example, connects partners with an entire marketplace of vendors, from companies like Fevo that help drive group sales, to Vozzi, a texting platform making waves in fan engagement. Check out Ticketmaster's Nexus partner site to see just how expansive this network really is. New companies are constantly entering the space, disrupting traditional models and finding innovative ways to solve problems for teams and fans alike. The doors are wide open for entrepreneurs to launch their own companies and break into the sports business with fresh ideas. Teams seem more receptive than ever to trying new approaches to grow revenues, even if it means investing significant resources in emerging technology. "On the vendor and service provider side, you need to understand the full scope of what we do. Vendors work with teams, brands, leagues, venues, players, and cities. That gives us a wider view of the industry than many team roles offer. The work moves fast and your reputation follows you everywhere. Trust matters more than anything. Teams stay with vendors who deliver and communicate well. Students should know that vendor roles build long-term relationships across the entire industry, not just one organization. On the brand side, the stability and structure are accurate, but students need to understand these roles are relationship driven. You deal with teams, leagues, vendors, and agencies every day. Brands expect people who execute with consistency and communicate clearly. These positions are competitive. Every decision affects the business. Students should approach brand roles as business jobs, not fan jobs," says Klein.

That said, starting team-side and then transitioning to vendors can be a strategic path. That early experience working inside a sports organization helps you understand the clientele you'll be serving from the vendor side, making you far more effective at anticipating their needs and speaking their language. Moving into the vendor space also helps broaden your skill set and prevents you from feeling pigeonholed in the sports world. You still get a taste of sports, but it opens up your next career moves, making it easier to break directly into adjacent industries like tech, marketing, or hospitality. In fact, because of factors like compensation and work-life balance, vendors and tech companies have become a natural next step for professionals leaving team-side roles. These companies actively seek out people with vast networks and deep understanding of how sports organizations operate. That team-side experience becomes your competitive advantage when landing your next role in tech or the broader vendor ecosystem.

These roles often offer significantly better work-life balance than working directly for teams because you're operating on traditional business timelines and corporate structures, rather than being at the mercy of game schedules and playoff intensity. Vendors also tend to pay better because they're competing for talent across multiple industries, not just sports. You still get to work in sports, attending games, collaborating with teams, and solving interesting problems, but with more reasonable hours, better benefits, and often the opportunity to work with multiple clients rather than being tied to one organization's fate.

 

Inside a Sports Organization: How Teams Actually Work

 

Let's now zoom in on a professional sports team, because that's where most people want to start. Here's what the organizational structure typically looks like and what each department actually does, how many people work in each area, and what your realistic chances are of breaking in right out of college. Traditionally, most teams and organizations do their hiring during the offseason, or shortly after their major annual event, whether that's a championship game, a tournament, or another flagship competition. Understanding this hiring cycle helps you time your outreach strategically.

Sport Operations (baseball ops, football ops, basketball ops, etc.) are what fans think of as "the front office," or the decision makers who build championship rosters. This is where the real roster magic happens: the general manager (GM) and assistant GMs set organizational philosophy and make final personnel decisions; directors of player development oversee minor league systems and prospect progression; scouts evaluate amateur and professional talent across the country and internationally; video coordinators break down game film and prepare scouting reports; and analysts use advanced metrics to inform everything from draft strategy to in-game tactics. Many MLB teams employ 100+ people in baseball operations (including scouts and minor league staff), NBA teams typically have 15-25 in basketball operations, and NFL teams range from 25-40, making these departments relatively small, but incredibly influential. "At our baseball operations organizational meetings three years ago, we had approximately 300 people in that group. This includes scouts, front office, coaches, player development, sport psychologists, video coordinators, analysts, strength and development, research and development, baseball data systems, and more. As a point of reference, this group consisted of about 100 people 20 years ago," Scrivines remembers. "How I think about baseball operations is that it covers a lot of different areas, one of which is the front office. But I do think they're different. I don't think our Triple-A manager is working in the front office, for example."

Simon Rosenbaum, the Director of Player Programs & Integration at Tampa Bay Rays, points out how many aspiring professionals don't realize the breadth of opportunities within baseball ops. "People asked me what areas of baseball operations I was interested in and I genuinely did not have an answer. Now that I'm on this side, I do think it's helpful for candidates to have thought about more specific areas within baseball ops that they're most interested in." His advice for standing out? "Do and share your own work. That's the thing that will separate you from other candidates. It's much harder to separate based on resumes and cover letters."

Teams seldom hire for these positions, and rarely at the entry-level. However, depending on the team, interns can get hired more frequently. "We hire a number of interns every year and have hired many of our full-time staff, including me, from that internship pipeline. It's the best interview the teams and candidates can get," says Rosenbaum. Getting in right out of college is extremely difficult. These are among the most highly competitive, hardest-to-access roles in the entire industry that require deep sport-specific knowledge, often advanced degrees (especially for analytics roles), and typically years of grinding in lower levels. Think unpaid internships, minor league gigs, or assistant positions where you're proving yourself through 80-hour weeks and complete devotion to the craft. Most successful candidates have either played the sport at high levels, worked in minor leagues for years, or have advanced degrees (MBA, analytics, sports management) combined with multiple relevant internships. Scrivenes mentions, "Job descriptions change. The job as a scout has changed and includes more video and data now. So we have to have a growth mindset and be able to adapt and learn. And we can't underestimate the value of being a team player. There are many skilled people that are all qualified for positions, but team players and those that go above and beyond have a better chance of getting into the industry and staying in the industry."

The work-life balance here is virtually nonexistent during the season; baseball operations professionals work year-round: scouting during the season, evaluating in the playoffs, making moves in free agency, preparing for the draft, and managing player development in the offseason. If you're married to the idea of roster construction and player personnel, understand that it requires sacrificing nearly everything else, at least until you've established yourself at higher levels where you have more control over your schedule. The pay at entry levels is shockingly low for the hours demanded: $35,000-$50,000 for analysts/coordinators, though compensation improves significantly as you climb the ladder. Directors can earn $150,000+, and GMs earn millions. This path is for people who genuinely can't imagine doing anything else.

Olsen says, "Football operations roles are about mastering complexity under pressure. Whether you're negotiating a multimillion-dollar contract extension or managing roster moves on cut-down day, you need to know the nuances of the CBA and the Constitution & By-Laws, understand cap implications years out, and build trust with agents, coaches, and front office executives simultaneously. The hours are long, the decisions are consequential, and there's not much margin for error when you're dealing with someone's livelihood and your team's competitive future. But if you love the strategic chess match of roster construction and you're willing to put in years learning the craft, there's nothing quite like striving to win a championship."

 

Ticket Sales is where most sports careers begin, and it offers some of the clearest progression paths because success is quantifiable. However, even in sales, advancement isn't automatic. You need to consistently hit numbers, develop new skills, and position yourself for the next level. Ticket sales is your most realistic entry point into professional sports because teams need to sell tickets to survive, which means they're always hiring. Sales roles have high turnover because the job is demanding, the hours are long, and not everyone can handle the constant rejection. That creates openings. More importantly, sales teaches you the fundamentals of the business. You learn how to communicate, how to handle pressure, how to work with different departments, and how to deliver results when it matters. Ticket sales teams are typically divided into specialized verticals, such as new business (prospecting new season ticket holders), experience or retention (keeping current customers engaged and renewing), premium products (suites and club seats), and group sales (groups starting from 10+ tickets). All of these verticals focus on generating the revenue that keeps teams operational.

Something critical that students often miss is you should actually want to be in sales, not just use it as a stepping stone to business intelligence, player development, or some other department you think is more glamorous. If you're only in sales to get your foot in the door, it shows. You won't perform at the level needed to advance, and you'll burn out before you get anywhere. The people who succeed in sales and eventually move into other roles are the ones who genuinely embrace the work, hit their numbers, and build relationships across the organization. Teams promote from within when they see someone who delivers, not someone who's just waiting for something better to open up.

With the high turnover rate, teams are constantly hiring. The upside? Once you're in and prove yourself, you can transition to other departments. Many successful executives in marketing, partnerships, and operations started in ticket sales because it teaches you the fundamentals faster than any other path. You learn how to communicate under pressure, how to manage relationships, how to work cross-functionally with marketing and operations, and how to deliver results when it matters. Those skills transfer everywhere.

The work is demanding, from making calls during business hours, attending games at night, working weekends, and hitting monthly quotas. Picture this: on a standard office day, you're arriving by 8 or 9 A.M. and immediately diving into calls. You're working through a list of prospects, hearing "no" far more often than "yes," tracking every interaction in the CRM, and trying to hit your daily call quota before the afternoon slows down. You're coordinating with marketing on promotions, following up on leads from digital campaigns, and prepping for evening outreach when people are more likely to pick up the phone. Then there's the administrative work: updating accounts, sending proposals, processing renewals, and sitting in team meetings to review numbers and strategy.

Now flip to game day. You're still in the office making calls during the day, but as game time approaches, your role shifts entirely. You're greeting clients at will call, walking premium suite holders to their seats, handling last-minute issues with tickets that didn't get delivered, and networking with prospects you invited to the game. You're not watching the game like a fan. You're working the concourse, shaking hands, answering questions, and positioning yourself for the follow-up call you'll make the next morning. By the time you leave, it's 11 P.M. or midnight, and you're back at your desk the next day doing it all over again.

Anthony Parilla, the Vice President of Property Sales at Elevate, explains that game days can be the best way to separate yourself. "Whether you're working a 40- or 70-hour week, what really matters is what you accomplish during those hours. Most salespeople don't fully realize the opportunity that a game night presents. The average salesperson will see the event as 'check-in and check-out.' The top performers will see the event as their competitive edge: an opportunity to make a great first impression on people who are already buying the product and experiencing the game in real time." He continues, "Give out 30 business cards. Grab ten new phone numbers. Help five people sitting courtside understand how the inclusive amenities work. Do this consistently over the course of a season, and you'll generate incremental sales while separating yourself from the 90% of salespeople who stick to the status quo."

The work typically means 60-70 hour weeks during peak seasons. Turnover is high for a few reasons. First, the job is performance-based. If you're not hitting your numbers, you won't last. Second, the grind wears people down. The rejection is constant. The hours are relentless. You're working while your friends are enjoying their weekends. You miss holidays, birthdays, and family events because games don't stop for your personal life. Third, many people come into sales thinking it's a stepping stone to something "better," and when they realize how hard the work actually is, they check out mentally and either leave or get let go.

