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Professional women’s sports have seen a significant transformation in
recent decades, particularly among team sports, while individual sports, like
golf and tennis, have had women’s leagues since the mid-20th century. In
North America alone, we’ve seen the establishment of the Women’s National
Basketball Association (1996), the National Women’s Soccer League (2012) and
the Professional Women’s Hockey League (2023), as three high-profile examples.
The recently announced Northern Super League, with six professional soccer
teams across Canada, is expected to start play in 2025.
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The oldest among these, the WNBA, is estimated to have
generated US$200 mln in revenue in 2023 [1]. Globally,
Deloitte estimates elite women’s sports will generate
almost US$1.3 bln in revenue this year (Chart 1), with the
largest markets in North America (52%) and Europe (14%)
[2]. The rapid expansions (both realized and planned)
of these leagues suggest momentum is tilted towards
further growth.

Greater exposure to professional sports leagues raises
player incomes (particularly through endorsements) and
allows for higher ticket revenues. With rising popularity
comes a greater likelihood of people coming to a city
to see a team play, thus boosting the region’s tourism
revenues. At the extreme, think Taylor Swift concerts.
Estimates vary, but her ongoing Eras Tour is expected
to generate over US$2 bln in ticket sales in North
America [3]. Such stardom—and spending—is unlikely
to be achieved by any athlete. But the revenues and
spending generated by each concert provide a useful
framework for thinking about professional sports. To put
the sports world into perspective, combined spectator
sport spending on merchandise and admissions has
recovered strongly from the pandemic shutdown, pushing
$60 billion in the U.S. in 2023 (Chart 2).

However, these discussions ignore the concept of
opportunity cost: people would be spending money
on clothes, dinners, and entertainment even without
these sports. Would fans still order pizza and have their
friends over on a given night even if their team wasn’t
playing? Are they doing it more often, or spending more
money, because their team is playing? This is at the
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heart of any estimate on marginal economic impact—and
unfortunately, it is difficult, if not impossible, to quantify.

The reality is that these tickets and merchandise represent new options within
existing household spending budgets, which is a good thing, but nets little new
spending—that hockey ticket might now be a foregone night at the theatre. And,
that is especially true at a time when lingering inflation and high interest rates have
already taken meaningful chunks out of discretionary spending budgets in North
America.

Indeed, the St. Louis Fed [4], in a look at the pros and cons of subsidizing sports
stadiums, concludes that such measures are not recommended because of what
ultimately amounts to a limited economic impact of spectator sport. In the case of
professional women’s sports, subsidizing billion dollar stadiums isn’t an issue as these
leagues take space in existing facilities—and that improves the calculus.

We suspect that there could be a longer-term impact
of successful professional female sports as well. While
very difficult to quantify, it’s safe to say that there are
significant positive social and economic benefits from
youth participation in sports, an area that has seen
girls somewhat underrepresented. More exposure and
role modeling through professional sports, and the break
out of new ‘superstar’ athletes, could be a trigger for
increased participation if fostered correctly.

There’s good news and tougher news on the youth
participation front. The good news is that, after a steady
decline through much of the 2010s, U.S. youth sport
participation had begun to stabilize before the pandemic
shock. This came at least partly as a result of more
awareness and publicity over the benefits of physical
activity, and consequences of excessive screen time
and childhood obesity. The tougher news is that youth
participation in regular sport remains below 40% in the
age 6-to-12 cohort (Chart 2). Meantime, participation
runs even lower for girls. Looking across the full 6-to-17
cohort, regular participation by U.S. girls sat at below 35%
as of 2022, or more than 5 ppts below that of boys (Chart
3). In Canada (where data are more limited), StatCan
reported that, as of 2016, young female (age 15-to-24)
participation was just 37% compared to 52% for males.

However you slice the (admittedly sparse) data, it
appears that youth participation in sport has been
challenged by other outlets (e.g., screen time), and girls’
participation remains structurally lower than that of
boys. Amid an ongoing push to boost participation, the
physical and mental health benefits are clear.
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The 2022 Rally Report on Girls’ Sport [5] finds that half of Canadian girls are not
regularly participating in sport by the time they reach adolescence. But, for those that
do, more than 90% report benefits in mental health & wellbeing, as well as physical
health. More than 70% report improved confidence and leadership development.

And, while the physical benefits of youth sport have been well documented in the
U.S., the Aspen Institute finds, through community-level data, that physically-active
youth report more excitement, happiness and motivation, and those who are inactive
reported greater nervousness, anxiety, worry and depression [6].

Now, we’ll admit that extrapolating this out to wide-scale economic benefits with
any precision is difficult, but the principles are sound. That is, more physically active
youth can reduce childhood obesity and associated long-term health care costs.
Improved mental and physical health can clear the way to improved outcomes outside
of sport itself, such as education. And, confidence and leadership gains among girls
can provide lasting benefits that extend to the workplace, where female participation,
especially in higher-level roles, is encouraged.

The Bottom Line: As female professional sports continue to grow, a positive economic
benefit should be seen, even if the precise impact is very small and clouded by shifting
spending patterns. Regardless of any direct economic impact, more choice is always
good for consumers, and more opportunity for elite female athletes is enthusiastically
welcomed. Finally, if successful professional female sports can continue to work to
maximize youth participation among girls, spurring all the associated benefits, we
would consider that a big win.

[1] Statista. Estimated revenue of the Women's National Basketball Association (WNBA) in the United States in 2022 and 2023 [^]

[2] Deloitte. Breaking the billion-dollar barrier: Women’s elite sports to generate more than $1 billion in revenue in 2024. [^]

[3] Time Magazine. The Staggering Economic Impact of Taylor Swift’s Eras Tour [^]

[4] St. Louis Fed. The Economics of Subsidizing Sports Stadiums [^]

[5] Rally Report 2022 - A Call For Better, Safer Sport for Girls. [^]

[6] Aspen Institute. State of Play 2023. [^]
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