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ABSTRACT   
 
 

AN EMPRICIAL ANALYSIS OF ATHLETE COMPENSATION DECISION-MAKING: 
INSIGHTS FROM THE NATIONAL HOCKEY LEAGUE AND THE NATIONAL 

LACROSSE LEAGUE 
 

 
Curtis Knight                  Advisor:  

University of Guelph, 2021                  Dr. Norm O’Reilly      

     

The purpose of this research is to improve our understanding of athlete compensation 

decision-making in professional team sport organizations, through an analysis of the perspectives 

of key decision-makers, namely general managers, owners, coaches, agents, and athletes. These 

stakeholder groups were chosen as they are directly involved in the decision-making process 

regarding athlete compensation. The issue that this study addresses is the relatively unknown 

effectiveness of athlete compensation decision-making. To further understand the effectiveness 

of athlete compensation decision-making, the study includes a set of nine expert interviews with 

key stakeholders involved in the decision-making process from both National Hockey League 

and National Lacrosse League organizations. The interviewees have current tenue or experience 

working in or with the professional team sport organizations. The interviews provide an 

improved understanding of the processes around, barriers to, dynamics of, and effectiveness of 

athlete compensation decision-making. The key contributions that this study provides includes 

more information symmetry for clubs and athletes to make better decisions, relevant factors 

organizations consider when making athlete compensation decisions, which will inspire future 

research, and key insights behind the interview process for future research. 

Keywords: decision-making, professional team sport, general managers, owners, coaches, 

interviews, players, athletes. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

Professional athletes are role models, celebrities, and influencers within modern society. 

Take for example, their influence in the philanthropy space. As of 2011, a total of “1,112 

charities and foundations connected to professional athletes existed in North America” (Kim & 

Walker, 2013, p. 579). In addition to the value that they provide their own organizations, they 

can also significantly influence donation intentions (Kim & Walker, 2013). Professional athletes 

are very often in the public eye, and therefore carry a responsibility for their actions. Indeed, it is 

typical for star athletes in popular sports to have millions of followers through social channels 

(i.e., Instagram, Twitter, etc.). For example, Christiano Ronaldo, a soccer superstar currently 

playing for Juventus in Serie A, has over 310M followers on Instagram as of July, 2021. 

  Professional athletes are often compensated at levels well above average and in many 

cases millions of dollars for their performance on their given field of play. For example, 

according to CBS Sports (2020), Patrick Mahomes, the quarterback for the Kansas City Chiefs of 

the National Football League (NFL), recently signed a USD$503M 10-year contract. Now 

whether this contract is justified or not is a separate conversation, but it demonstrates some of the 

massive price tags some of these superstar athletes attract.  

What is interesting and often not considered is the fact that many athletes, even in the 

most profitable of leagues, such as the NFL or Major League Baseball (MLB), receive relatively 

little compared to someone like Patrick Mahomes, over a relatively short career. Take an average 

pitcher in the MLB as an example. On average, they earn USD$11.6M over their career, which is 

about 5-6 seasons or the young average retirement age of 29 years old (USA Today, 2019; 

Baseball Reference, 2019; Spotrac, 2019). Since it is quite typical for many professional athletes 

to have a short career, this impacts their overall career earnings. Now even with short careers, it 
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is still a considerable amount to be earning in the major sports leagues such as the NFL, MLB, 

NHL, and the National Basketball Association (NBA). However, this is not the case in other 

professional sports leagues. Take the National Lacrosse League (NLL) as an example, where on 

average athletes are only earning USD$15,000-$30,000 per season. In the Canadian Football 

League (CFL), athletes typically earn around USD$80,000 per season on average (Gough, 2020). 

As one can see, there is a significant range in the amount an athlete can be compensated 

depending on variables such as the league they play in. 

To put the context of this research in clear terms, each athlete belongs to a professional 

team sport organization (PTSO), which can be described as a business that encompasses the 

athletes, coaches, managers, and all other employees (i.e., ticket sales, sponsorship, media, 

communications, operations, marketing, administration, etc.) of that team. PTSOs can be 

compared to a typical business trying to earn a profit. Similar to the telecommunications industry 

where companies like Bell and Rogers are competing for market share, PTSOs are competing 

against one another in their respective league. However, for PTSO’s, this competition includes 

on-the-field sport competition as well as off-the-field market competition. For example, the 

Toronto Maple Leafs compete against the Montreal Canadiens in the NHL, both on the ice and in 

terms of maximizing profitability off the ice. With respect to maximizing profitability, even 

though both organizations operate in different markets, they are still competing for fans, media 

deals, and sponsorship opportunities, which all lead to increasing profit. However, since 2005, 

the NHL has implemented an ever-increasing revenue sharing program, where clubs share 

revenues from certain sources, including television, league sponsorships, and merchandising, 

leading to the where clubs are concurrently competing and working together, known as 

‘coopetition’ (Foster et al., 2020).  
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PTSOs range from billion-dollar organizations where athletes are well compensated as 

discussed above and as shown in Table 1 (i.e., NFL, NBA, MLB, and NHL) to organizations that 

typically pay their athletes in the tens of thousands (i.e., NLL, CFL, American Hockey League 

(AHL), etc.).  Regardless of the league or average salary, it can be argued that all PTSOs are 

focused on either maximizing their profit (e.g., selling tickets, sponsorship, or media contracts), 

maximizing their number of wins, or both (Juravich et al., 2017).  

Juravich et al. (2017) argue that North American PTSOs perform as a result of their 

relationships between stakeholders such as athletes, general managers (GMs), and coaches. 

There are many stakeholder relationships within PTSOs, and specifically multiple relationships 

involved in the athlete compensation decision-making process. For example, GMs, owners, and 

coaches typically work in tandem to represent the PTSOs in negotiations with athletes. Whereas 

an athlete and agent will work together, opposite of the PTSO, during compensation 

negotiations. Understanding this dynamic is important to both scholars and practitioners. Thus, 

this research aims to contribute to sport management literature by improving our understanding 

of these relationships and ultimately, their effectiveness in athlete compensation decision-

making. 

The research considers the decisions from the perspective of key decision-makers (i.e., 

GMs, owners, coaches, athletes, and agents) involved in the compensation decision-making 

process. These key decision-makers are chosen as they all have a direct influence on the 

organization’s ability to maximize wins. The GM’s role is to oversee the hiring and firing of 

coaching and athlete talent (Juravich et al., 2017). The coach has responsibility for their team’s 

performance on the field, and in the NHL for example, coaches decide which players play with 

other players, strategize matchups, and develop special teams (Idson & Kahane, 2000). Owners 
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are “responsible for establishing a formal hierarchy of employees to serve as a chain of 

command for decision-making” (Juravich et al., 2017, p. 466). It is quite common for all three 

decision-makers to have input on which athletes are targeted for their given organization. On the 

other side of the table, there are agents and athletes who are clearly involved in the athlete 

compensation process. The athlete is the party being compensated for their services (i.e., playing 

talent) and the agent negotiates a playing contract on behalf of the athlete (Mason & Slack, 

2001). In summary, each of these stakeholders is chosen as they are directly involved in the 

athlete compensation decision-making process.   

To contextualize the dynamics between each decision-maker, agency theory (i.e., 

principal-agent problem) is adopted to guide this research. Agency theory can be described as a 

“ubiquitous relationship”, in which “one-part delegates work to another” (Eisenhardt, 1989, 

p.58). Essentially, it involves a relationship with two parties, the agent, and the principal. An 

agent is responsible for working on behalf and in the best interest of the principal. According to 

Eisenhardt (1989), agency theory is concerned with two problems, one being when the goals of 

the principal and agent conflict, the other being when there is a different in attitude towards risk. 

In the context of professional sport, the owner-GM relationship is an example where the GM 

(agent) works on behalf of the owner (principal). As an example, agency problems can arise if 

the GM and owner disagree on how to spend team payroll. Other principal-agent relationships in 

professional sport include: coach-athlete, GM-coach, and athlete-agent. Agency theory is 

prominent in management literature as it can also be applied to many settings. For example, in a 

business environment, manager-employee or board-CEO are both examples of a principal-agent 

relationship.  
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This research is specifically concerned with athlete compensation, as this is a major 

decision point for PTSOs. Firstly, athlete compensation is commonly the largest expense for 

PTSOs. In fact, it is typical for over 45% of league revenue to be spent on athlete compensation. 

According to Forbes (2019), the percentage of league revenue spent on player compensation was 

54% in the MLB, 48.5% in the NFL, and approximately 50% in the NBA. As of 2018, according 

to Foster et al(2020) the NHL was around 50%. The European soccer leagues follow a similar 

trend. For example, in 2018, each of the five major leagues across England, Germany, Spain, 

Italy, and France all exceeded 50% of player payment as a percentage of total league revenue 

(Foster et al., 2020). France and Italy were the highest at approximately 78% and 70% 

respectively (Foster et al., 2020). The trend of player salary being one of the largest expenses 

exists in most professional leagues. It is no different in the NLL, even though the NLL does not 

currently have a revenue sharing agreement in the current collective bargaining agreement 

(CBA), one of the largest expenses for owners is player salary.  

Secondly, the way in which PTSOs spend their money has been found to impact their on-

field performance, also known as win-maximization. For example, previous research has shown 

evidence that inequality in team payroll is negatively related to on field performance within the 

MLB (Annala & Winfree, 2011). Specifically, if an athlete is “dissatisfied with their effort-

compensation ratio relative to that of their peers, they will reduce their effort, seek an increase in 

compensation, or leave the organization” (Annala & Winfree, 2011, p.168).  Schwartz & Zarrow 

(2009) completed research around the impact of team payroll on both regular season and post 

season success in the MLB. Their findings support the findings of Stimel (2011) finding that 

payroll “exerts great influence in the regular season” (Schwartz & Zarrow, 2009, p. 1).  
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Therefore, it becomes clear that there is a significant importance in how teams compensate their 

athletes. 

Thirdly, decision-making is a crucial skill for PTSOs and is not always done in a manner 

that best maximizes the club’s chances for on-field and off-the-field success. “It is well known 

that managerial decisions are often biased and, therefore, sometimes irrational” (Kedar-Levy & 

Bar-Eli, 2008, p. 79). This is particularly important in a highly competitive environment such as 

professional sports. For example, if an owner has a particular connection or affection towards an 

athlete, they may choose to compensate this player regardless of whether it meets organizational 

objectives or not. This research aims to bring awareness to some of these biases and as a result, 

improve compensation decision-making. 

Lastly, determining the appropriate athlete compensation is so important to PTSOs that 

failure to do so can result in financial distress, and ultimately a failure to remain in the league. 

An example being when an organization exceeds the salary cap in their given league and is 

penalized. Other examples includes organizations simply over-spending. “Overpayment may 

result in financial distress-or even collapse- of clubs that commit to paying salaries beyond their 

capabilities” (Kedar-Levy & Bar-Eli, 2008, p. 51). Gerrard (2004) cite many examples where 

this was the case in European football such as Leeds United in the English Premier League 

(EPL), and Fiorentina in Italian Serie A. Leeds United had to transfer out a number of strong 

players in order to reduce the total salary cost, and gain cash in the form of transfer fees 

(Gerrard, 2004). This had a negative impact on their playing results. Fiorentina struggled 

financially with reported debts approaching £100M at one point (Gerrard, 2004).  

In the context of the NLL, there has been significant turnover of organizations entering 

and exiting or relocating within the league. The league has been in existence since 1986, and as 
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of the 2021-2022 season, has a total of 15 teams, with another team joining in the 2022-2023 

season. But in the past, there has been significant turnover. For example, the Anaheim Storm, 

Arizona Sting, Boston Blazers, Orlando Titans, and Portland LumberJax are all organizations 

that played at least one season in the NLL but are no longer in the league. The NLL is a smaller 

market league and does not generate a lot of revenue from sponsorship or media deals. Part of 

this turnover can be attributed to the large expense of player payroll relative to total expenses and 

revenue.  

Another form of financial distress can result from an owner choosing to overspend on 

athlete compensation even if they can afford to do so. An owner may choose to do this with a 

desire to win being more important than financial concerns. Manchester City in the EPL is an 

example where this was almost the case. Manchester City was banned from the Champions 

League for two seasons and fined €30m for breaking the financial fair play rules Guardian 

(2020), before the ruling was overturned after the team fought the case. According to Forbes 

(2020), if the ruling held, the club’s decision to break the financial fair play rules would’ve cost 

them around USD$80M in revenue in 2020 alone.   

In exploring the reality of player compensation and club decision-making further, this 

research focuses on two specific leagues, the NHL, and the NLL. As will be described in the 

following paragraphs, these leagues were chosen for multiple reasons. Most importantly, each 

league represents a subset of other league types. As shown in Table 1, comparing the ranges of 

attendance and average player salary, the NHL is a strong comparison to other major leagues 

such as the NFL, NBA, and MLB. The NLL is a strong comparison to leagues such as the AHL, 

Women’s National Basketball Association (WNBA), and the CFL. One goal for this research is 

to allow generalizability across many leagues and organizations.  
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Table 1. Summary of North American Professional Sport Leagues 

League Avg. Attendance 
Per Game 

(2019-2020) 

 

Avg. Player 
Salary 
(USD) 

(2019-2020) 

Average 
Team Payroll  

(USD) 

NHL (National Hockey League)  ~17Ka ~$2.7Md $75Mh 

NBA (National Basketball 
Association) ~18Ka ~$8.3Md $119Mh 

NFL (National Football League) ~67Ka ~$3.3Md $178Mh 

MLB (Major League Baseball) ~28Ka ~$4Md $140Mh 

NLL (National Lacrosse League) ~9Kb ~$19Ke ~$437K* 

AHL (American Hockey League) ~5.5Kc ~$90Kf ~$2.2M* 

CFL (Canadian Football League) ~23Ka ~$90Kd $8.8Mi 

WNBA (Women’s National 
Basketball Association) ~7Ka ~$130Kg $1.1Mj 

Note. Data are from Gough (2020)a, Pointstreak (2020)b, Hockeydb (2020)c, Gough (2020)d, Nathan 
(2020)e, Hart (2018)f, Feldman (2020)g, Foster et al., (2020)h, Gough (2020)i, and Spotrac (2020)j. 
*Calculated by taking average salary multiplied by # of players on the average roster. 

 

Another reason for the selection of the NLL and NHL as the focus for this thesis is the 

fact that both leagues operate within a CBA between the athletes and the owners. Athletes are 

typically represented by their union. For example, the NHL has the National Hockey League 

Players’ Association (NHLPA), and the NLL has the National Lacrosse League’s Player 

Association. The owners are typically represented by a league office and appointed 

commissioner who act in their best interest. Both league CBAs share many similarities, such as 

rules around roster size, free agency, draft selection, trades, etc. These CBAs also have direct and 

differing influences on how athletes are compensated. In addition, both the NHL and NLL share 

many similarities in the markets in which they play. Many teams play in the same city, share the 

same arena, and even have the same ownership group.  

The differences in leagues (NHL and NLL) allows for comparative analysis between the 

leagues. Specifically, the vast difference in the amount athletes are compensated allows the 
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research to discover if different compensation models are being used depending on the size of 

the investment by these organizations. The two CBAs allow for the comparison of potential 

differences in athlete compensation models. For example, it is possible that a wealthy owner in 

the NLL could spend above and beyond other teams relative to what may take place in the NHL 

environment. In the NHL, there is a hard cap on what teams can spend, meaning they are 

restricted by the rules and cannot go above a certain limit. In the NLL, owners can choose to 

spend more and are penalized through luxury taxes. A luxury tax is a system in place that 

penalizes team who spend more than the cap structure allows. For example, an owner in the NLL 

is able to spend over the cap limit, but will owe a certain dollar amount for every dollar of the 

cap they exceed. 

A major area for investigation is the difference in how PTSOs in each of the NHL and 

NLL structure contractual agreements with their athletes. In the NHL, it is typical for the athlete 

to be guaranteed the amount of compensation stated in the contract regardless of performance. In 

the NLL, however, player compensation amount is not guaranteed and if the team decides to 

release the player, the money is not paid out to the athlete. And it is not typical for athletes to get 

insurance for their contracts in the NLL. This can generate significant differences in how the key 

decision-makers manage their compensation decisions.    

Considering the importance of decision-making in the sporting world, a decision-making 

framework can be particularly useful. Foster et al. (2020) introduce a set of concepts to improve 

decision-making in their book; “Sports Business Management: Decision-Making Around the 

Globe”. The following concept steps, as outlined, act as a framework to guide the decision-

making process throughout this research: having well defined objectives, having a realistic 
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timeframe for a decision, understanding all alternatives, understanding the constraints of the 

decision-maker, and becoming comfortable with uncertainty (Foster et al., 2020).   

Defining objectives can be either financial, non-financial or a combination of the two. It 

is very important to align on objectives from the outset to avoid conflict in the future. For 

example, when several individuals came together to form a syndicate to purchase the San 

Francisco Giants of the MLB, there was a lack of defined objectives which led to members of the 

ownership group ultimately leaving the syndicate (Foster et al., 2020). A realistic timeframe will 

ultimately depend on the nature of a given decision, but, as an example, a GM may be given 5 

years to re-structure a team to try to build a winning organization. It becomes much more likely 

they will make informed decisions with this kind of realistic timeframe versus a 1 year 

timeframe (Foster et al., 2020). A coach may have a very short timeline to make a decision, for 

example when they are midway through a specific game. Understanding alternatives refers to the 

idea of looking at the number of available options so that a better decision can be made, rather 

than just focusing on one option. In sport, this is very relevant. For example, when a GM is 

trying to sign a free agent, they need to be aware of all the athletes available who can fill the role. 

Understanding constraints is the idea of knowing exactly which constraints the decision-maker is 

operating under. In the case of the GM, they need to fully understand their team finances and 

payroll when looking to sign any of the possible free agents. Lastly, becoming comfortable with 

uncertainty is very relevant in professional sport as it is typical for professional sports to be quite 

unpredictable. For example, even after the GM has made a decision to sign a free agent, it is still 

uncertain as to whether that athlete will perform at the expected level.   

Minimal published sport management research has been able to access decision-makers 

(i.e., GMs, coaches, owners, athletes, executives, and agents) for the purpose of qualitative 
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research. Juravich et al. (2017) concluded their research around the impact of GMs on team 

performance in the NBA with a statement that future research may address the potential factors 

influencing individual decision-making through “interviews with GMs, owners, and other 

prominent league officials to enhance our understanding of league and organizational dynamics” 

(Juravich et al., 2017, p. 477). In addition, much of the previous literature involves research has 

taken place around the impact of ownership on team performance in European football (Wilson 

et al., 2013; Gerrard, 2005; Rohde & Breuer, 2018), but little has been conducted in the North 

American PTSO market. Therefore, this research addresses the following research question 

(RQ): how effective are key decision-makers (GMs, owners, coaches, agents, and athletes) at 

making athlete compensation decisions (RQ1)? 

The idea of capturing emotion has been noted as a limitation in past research. Wolfe et al. 

(2005, p. 195) state that emotion is “characteristic of many aspects of sport”. In their research on 

the impact of team stability on performance, Montanari et al. (2008) admit the omission of 

capturing the concept of emotion and that it is an area for potential future research. It is possible 

that the completion of qualitative interviews with key decision-makers will identify potential 

connections between emotion and decision-making. Thus, this research sought to answer the 

question: what are the key determinants and barriers of effective athlete compensation decision-

making (i.e., emotion, personal relationship, etc.) (RQ2)? 

The potential of identifying and determining the effectiveness of athlete compensation 

models is intriguing. For example, Annala & Winfree (2011) identified an area for potential 

research in better understanding the “impact on team success of devoting significant resources to 

a single star player” (Annala & Winfree, 2011, p. 174). There are many other examples of 

potential compensation models such as spreading out payroll equally across the team. Each 
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model can have different implications. Therefore, this research answers the following research 

question: what are the various athlete compensation models that PTSOs are using to make 

decisions (RQ3a)? In addition, some organizations may have processes and not formal models, 

so this research also answers the question: What are the various athlete compensation processes 

that PTSOs are using to make decisions (RQ3b)? Lastly, if organization do use models or 

processes, it is important to understand which are most effective and why. Therefore, this 

research answers: Are certain athlete compensation models and processes more effective than 

others (RQ3c)?  

Foster & O’Reilly (2020) conducted research around key stakeholder relationships in 

professional sport in the context of the NBA. In their research, they found evidence to support 

the various importance levels of different stakeholder relationships. For example, according to 

the quantitative responses to their survey, the Owner-GM relationship was identified as being 

most important to achieving on-the-field outcomes, while the GM-Coach relationship was 

second most important (Foster & O’Reilly, 2020). This research aims to build on Foster and 

O’Reilly’s (2020) work to further understand the dynamics between key decision-makers in 

relation to athlete compensation. In addition, in the context of improving sport management 

programs, Foster & O’Reilly (2020, p.18) state “our findings suggest an increase in 

understanding the GM function would enrich these teaching programs and further applied 

learning”. This research responds to this and the question: does the dynamic and relationship 

between key decision-makers (e.g., GM-Owner or Athlete-Agent) influence the effectiveness of 

athlete compensation decisions (RQ4)? 

In addressing these research questions, this study adopts expert semi-structured 

interviews with key decision-makers with the aim to provide a deeper understanding of the 



 

 13 

decision-making dynamics in player compensation. For example, aiming to close the gap on 

what we know about how GMs operate within PTSOs is a sought outcome of this research. It is 

relatively unknown as to how GMs operate and who has full control over decision-making. 

Juravich et al. (2017) identified a limitation of their research being that they assume GMs have 

full authority over decision-making regarding playing talent. This research aims to respond to 

this limitation by seeking to understand how other stakeholders influence this decision-making 

process. Agency theory acts as a conceptual framework to support the dynamics between the 

stakeholder groups that influence compensation decision-making. 

In summary, the research addresses the following questions. 

RQ1. How effective are key decision-makers (GMs, owners, coaches, athletes, and agents) at 
making athlete compensation decisions? 
 
RQ2. What are the key determinants and barriers of effective athlete compensation decision-
making (i.e., emotion, personal relationship, etc.)?  
 
RQ3a. What are the various athlete compensation models that PTSOs are using to make 
decisions? 
 
RQ3b. What are the various athlete compensation processes that PTSOs are using to make 
decisions? 
 
RQ3c. Are certain athlete compensation models and processes more effective than others? 
 
RQ4. Does the dynamic and relationship between key decision-makers (e.g., GM-Owner or 
Athlete-Agent) influence the effectiveness of athlete compensation decisions? 
 
 To respond to these research questions, the current research leverages a series of semi-

structured interview questions with a subset of GMs, owners, coaches, agents, and athletes from 

both the NHL and NLL.   



 

 14 

Chapter 2. Literature Review 

This chapter is designed to cover a portion of the current academic literature on five 

relevant topics: professional sports industry, management decision-making, athlete 

compensation, the realm of qualitative research with key industry stakeholders (i.e., GMs, 

owners, coaches, athletes, and agents), and an introduction to agency theory. Section 1 provides 

relevant information to give the reader an understanding of the professional sport industry, 

including topics such as league structures and the roles of each identified decision-maker. 

Section 2 presents insights into the importance of decision-making in professional sport. This 

background is important to outline the impact various decisions can have on an organization’s 

success. Section 3 is designed to provide the reader with a background on the current state of 

sport management literature regarding athlete compensation and its implications on team 

performance. For example, looking at PTSOs who are focused on winning versus PTSOs who 

are focused on earning the maximum profit. Section 3 presents specific models and factors that 

influence how PTSOs spend their capital and specific determinants that influence an athlete’s 

compensation. Section 4 provides evidence of a specific gap in sport management literature. That 

gap being the lack of qualitative research with the specific stakeholder group outlined (i.e., 

coaches, GMs, owners, athletes, and agents). Lastly, section 5 provides an introduction and 

justification for the use of agency theory as a conceptual framework. 

 

2.1. Industry Background 

This section is meant to provide the reader with a brief overview of relevant topics in the 

sport industry. It covers the roles of key decision-makers, the various professional league 

structures, and how athlete compensation is determined and structured. 
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2.1.2. The Role of Key PTSO Decision-makers 

According to Foster et al. (2020, p. 122), there are two parties involved in salary 

negotiation for an athlete of a team sport. There is the club side, often represented by the GM 

(who may be supported by others such as a legal or analytics team), and there is the player side, 

which is mostly represented by an agent (Foster et al., 2020). It can be argued that coaches and 

owners of teams also influence the club side decision-making. For example, an owner can choose 

exactly how much the club spends on an athlete, and as a result, this will influence the GM’s 

decision-making.  

For the purpose of this research, there are three key stakeholders involved in the decision-

making process from the PTSO perspective: owners, GMs, and coaches. There are many other 

stakeholders included in the athlete compensation process such as player agents, player 

associations, arbitrators, etc., and this research with aim to capture those directly involved in 

athlete compensation negotiation (i.e., athletes and agents). That stated, this section is designed 

to demonstrate the role of each of the PTSO key decision-makers (i.e., GMs, owners, and 

coaches) and their influence towards on-field team performance (i.e., winning).  

 

Coaches 

The coach (manager in MLB) has responsibility for team performance on the field of 

play. In the NBA, coaches are responsible for formulation and implementation of unique 

offensive and defensive strategies (Juravich et al., 2017). In the NHL, coaches decide which 

players play with other players, strategize matchups, and develop special teams (Idson & 

Kahane, 2000). Both the roles described in the NHL and NBA are remarkably similar in the 

NLL. Majority of teams in both the NHL and NLL have one head coach, who oversees the entire 

team, and two assistant coaches, who typically coach and manage either the defensive players or 
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offensive players. In addition to on-field strategies, coaches are responsible for leading and 

motivating their players. There are often many intangibles that coaches can provide to their team 

(e.g., leadership, experience, etc.). 

The research around coaching effectiveness shares some similarities to the research on 

determinants of GM effectiveness. First, Smart & Wolfe (2003) investigated the contribution of 

leadership to MLB team performance. As a general conclusion, they found “leadership explained 

very little (slightly more than 1%) of the variance” regarding winning percentage (Smart et al., 

2008, p. 303). Smart et al. (2008) built upon their previous research to further understand the 

extent to which manager characteristics can explain manager efficiency. Their findings conclude 

that in general, more efficient managers (coaches) had “significantly more MLB managerial 

experience and had won more manager of the year awards” (Smart et al., 2008, p. 317). 

Consistent with the findings from Juravich et al. (2017) on GMs, it can be concluded that 

experience is a strong predictor of success.  

Koschmann (2019) completed research to understand if better coaches strengthen player 

incentives to perform. The study proposes the idea that a better coach will facilitate higher paid 

players to perform (Koschmann, 2019). Roach (2016) wanted to understand if prior head 

coaching experience would lead to an improvement in team performance. His research was 

within the context of the NFL, and he discovered that team performance is significantly worse 

beyond a coach’s initial head coaching spell (Roach, 2016). Speculating this is because acquiring 

human capital (athletes) is largely firm specific (Roach, 2016). 

Berri et al. (2009) determined that most NBA coaches do not have a statistically 

significant impact on their players or teams. However, they did find evidence to support that 
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some “coaches with mediocre records have made significant contributions to the performance of 

their players” (Berri et al., 2009, p. 88). They also stated that some coaches owe their success to 

just managing a talented team, while some other highly regarded coaches deserve their 

accolades. In conclusion, there are mixed findings as to the influence coaches have on the on-

field performance of their team.  

Owners 

Ownership can be categorized in many ways as Foster et al. (2016) describe in their 

book: Sport business management: decision making around the globe.  In the book, the authors 

separate the owners into 5 different models including: private/single individual or family owner, 

private/investment syndicate owners, public traded company/multiple owners, subsidiary of 

publicly traded company, and association/cooperative model (Foster et al., 2020). Each model 

presents different viewpoints and objectives on how to operate the business. For example, some 

owners, such as an individual or family may be more interested in producing a winning team 

than they are in improving their bottom line. Another owner, such as a publicly traded company, 

who has shareholders to keep satisfied, may be more focused on maintaining a strong profit year-

over-year, than fielding a winning franchise. Foster et al. (2020) outline 8 ownership motives, 

where it is common for owners to have a combination of several of these motives. The 8 motives 

include: power, passion, performance, profit, platform, pre-emptive, purpose, and profile (Foster 

et al., 2020). This also relates to the point made by Juravich et al. (2017, p. 472) that “some 

owners may be interested in win maximization, while others may seek to maximize profit”. The 

decision-making process of PTSOs will likely differ depending on their ownership structure.

 Owners of professional sport franchises generally come from many different 

backgrounds. In 2001, Harvey et al. investigated the ownership patterns of sport franchise in 
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North America. They found that owners come from various industries, with the most frequent at 

the time, from the entertainment sector (31%). The next two sectors that produced the most 

owners included real estate (13%) and accommodation/food services (10%). Interestingly, 11% 

of franchises came from a “sole investment” owner. In addition to the sectors mentioned, the 

research identified 10+ other sectors and showed about 12% of franchises did not have a 

majority owner (Harvey et al., 2001). With so many different owner backgrounds, it is fair to 

assume each owner will be involved with their respective club to varying degrees. Some may be 

directly involved in athlete compensation decisions, whereas others may allow the GM to handle 

all decision-making. 

Ownership has many responsibilities but specific to their organization’s performance, 

Juravich et al. (2017) argues “ownership is responsible for establishing a formal hierarchy of 

employees to serve as a chain of command for decision-making” (Juravich et al., 2017, p. 466). 

Formal hierarchy is referring to a hierarchy of positions, where one employee is responsible for 

reporting to another, then the manager is responsible for reporting to their boss, and so on. In 

some instances, the owner has taken on the role of the GM themselves (e.g. Jerry Jones of the 

Dallas Cowboys). Owners have the ability to make decisions that influence their team’s sporting 

performance (i.e. winning percentage). For example, they can “sacrifice sporting performance in 

order to increase profits, as for instance when a talented player is sold”. (Sánchez et al., 2019, p. 

26). In summary, it can be argued that the owner plays the most influential role in athlete 

compensation decision-making whether directly involved or not.  
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General Managers 

In most PTSOs, a GM is responsible to “facilitate and manage the firing and hiring 

process of athletes and coaches based on their performance metrics and how it aligns with the 

organization’s objectives” (Juravich et al., 2017, p. 466; Peeters et al., 2015, p. 5). These authors 

continue on and mention items such as payroll allocation and personnel decision-making as 

being key parts of the managerial role. The GM is often the stakeholder physically making the 

athlete compensation deal with the athlete and the athlete’s agent. This does not mean they have 

full control over how these decisions are made.  

Similar to the discussion around how much coaches influence their team’s performance, 

it can be difficult to quantify the influence that GMs have on their team. Juravich et al. (2017) 

researched specific traits that determine whether a GM will be effective or not. They found 

evidence to support that both “GM technical experience and GM education are positively related 

to winning and efficiency” (Juravich et al., 2017, p. 466). Essentially, they uncovered specific 

personal characteristics of GMs that may be important for organizational performance, such as 

age, playing experience, and education. For example, they found professional playing experience 

to be a positive indicator for organizational performance. Juravich et al. (2017) speculated this 

may be due to the fact that these GMs demonstrate traits that may make their organization 

attractive to current players. They also mention that younger GMs may be more open to being 

dynamic in HR decision-making, and that age is “not significantly associated with team 

outcomes” (Juravich et al., 2017, p. 476).  

Juravich et al. (2017, p. 466) argue “North American professional sport organizations 

function as a result of the nterpersonal relationships that exist between upper management, 

middle management, and athletes”. Upper management in this statement refers to the GM, 
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whereas middle management would be the coach. It becomes clear there is a significant 

importance in understanding the relationships among key decision-makers. Furthermore, the 

research completed by Foster & O’Reilly (2020) stresses the importance of the GM-Owner and 

GM-Coach relationship when it comes to on-the-field outcomes. It can be argued the GM plays 

such a vital role in the success of their organization because of their close relationships with 

other stakeholders. Foster & O’Reilly (2020, p. 12) state: “generally, an owner not on the same 

page as the GM will lead to perpetually bad teams, or organizations who don’t put enough 

money into building the player side the right way”. When it comes to player compensation, it is 

particularly important for these stakeholders to be aligned.   

 

2.1.3. Athlete Compensation 

Professional sports in North America operate and function differently when compared to 

a typical North American business. It is important to outline some of the key differences. Firstly, 

the way top level professionals are compensated is often different. Chief Executive Officers 

(CEOs) in business can be compared to the elite players on a sports team in terms of 

performance and their importance to the organization (Kaplan & O’Reilly, 2008). The key 

difference is how these professionals are compensated. CEOs are often compensated based on 

their performance whereas professional athletes are rarely compensated on performance, it is 

generally a fixed amount (Kaplan & O’Reilly, 2008). This is an important difference as CEOs 

earn more when their organization earns more whereas athletes are guaranteed a contract in most 

cases, especially in the NBA, NHL, and MLB. This means PTSOs are making decisions to pay 

athletes millions of dollars without any guarantee of performance from them. In some leagues 

such as the NLL and NFL, athletes often aren’t guaranteed money. They can be released from 
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the organization at any point without compensation. This is a very different dynamic for the 

athlete compensation decisions makers (coaches, owners, GMs). 

 The next major point of difference is in how contracts are negotiated. In a typical 

business, employees are often offered a contract and they either accept or have some form of 

back-and-forth with the organization until the terms are agreed upon. This back-and-forth is 

often brief and done directly between the employer and employee. In professional sports, it is 

typical for the athlete to be represented by an agent on one side and then the GM, sometimes 

supported by other professionals (e.g., legal), on the other side (Foster et al., 2020).  Both parties 

are incentivized to keep their final intentions hidden to the other side. In most cases, the athlete is 

considered a free agent when they enter negotiations with a PTSO. A free agent can be defined 

as “a player who has finished their obligations under a current contract and are now ‘freely’ 

available to contract with any organization in the league” (Foster et al., 2020, p. 191). If the free 

agent is unrestricted (often happens at a certain age, specific to the league’s CBA), it means any 

organization may attempt to negotiate a deal with the athlete. This creates competition among 

organizations who are trying to acquire these athletes. This is an important consideration when it 

comes to athlete compensation decision-making. For example, teams will often overpay for a 

free agent due to competition from another organization trying to acquire the same talent.  

 The CBA can also play a role in how much athletes are compensated. For example, each 

league CBA has a different set of rules for athletes depending on their number of years of 

service. The total salary a team can spend, or an athlete can receive are very restricted in most 

CBAs. Leagues have salary floors and caps, where organizations must spend a certain amount, 

but cannot spend over a certain amount. And then even the type of cap can vary from league to 

league. For example, in the NHL, there is a hard salary cap where teams cannot go over or they 



 

 22 

face severe penalties or fines. In the NLL, teams can go over the cap but are forced to pay luxury 

taxes. When it comes to player salary, in the NLL, first year athletes are all compensated the 

same amount but as they age, the minimum they are compensated increases. This is also seen in 

other sports such as the MLB, where an athlete can become a superstar in their first couple 

seasons but are compensated much less relative to their performance value due to CBA 

restrictions. In addition, CBAs are responsible for when an athlete becomes an unrestricted free 

agent, meaning they have freedom in the market to sign a contract with any interested 

organization. 

 In addition to the CBA restrictions, it is important to consider industry level variables 

such as the sport, the league, roster size, player position and how each of these can influence 

compensation. For example, in the NFL, roster sizes are 53 players, compared to the NHL and 

NLL where roster sizes are 23 and 21 respectively. In the NBA, the roster size is 15 players in 

the regular season. These roster sizes can vary depending on the point in time of the season. For 

example, typically pre-season during training camps, organizations can have more players 

compared to when the regular season begins. In some leagues, such as the NFL and NLL, 

organizations have practice rosters where they compensate athletes at a lower amount, but can 

move these players to the active roster at any point if they remove another player from the active 

roster for any reason (e.g. injury or illness).  

These varying sizes can dictate athlete compensation. For example, in the NBA, the top 

athletes on each team can be compensated a lot proportional to the entire roster as they will be 

able to play more than half of a single game. In the NHL and NLL, the compensation is often 

much more equally dispersed apart from some of the top players as each player is necessary for 

the team’s on-field success. This is similar in the NFL except for the quarterback position, where 
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a large percentage of the team cap is typically allocated to the quarterback position (Spotrac, 

2021). For example, in 2021, Patrick Mahomes of the Kansas City Chiefs, has an average cap hit 

of 24.66% over his 10-year contract term (Spotrac, 2021).  

 

2.1.4. League Structure  

An important industry consideration that is unique to professional sports is the league’s 

head office. North American professional sport leagues are typically owned by the individual 

clubs in the league. For example, the NFL has 32 clubs who share ownership of the league. The 

owners select a commissioner who acts as the CEO for the league (Foster et al., 2020). This 

structure is different than many professional soccer leagues such as the EPL, as the “EPL is a 

private company where the individual clubs playing in that league in a given year are the 

shareholders” (Foster et, al., 2020, p. 82).  

The league office has several responsibilities including the health of the athletes, integrity 

of game outcomes, athlete eligibility, rules of the game, revenue-sharing pools, expansion 

decisions, enhancing the league brand, and managing relationships with the players (Foster et al., 

2020). The league office has great influence on how PTSOs operate, how much athletes can be 

compensated, etc. The key athlete compensation decision-makers for each PTSO are all 

following the same rules and guidelines in an attempt to create a strong competitive balance. 

This is specifically the case in the NLL and NHL where teams are restricted in how much (i.e. 

salary cap) and how little (i.e. salary floor) they can spend on athlete compensation. Although, 

the NHL operates under a hard player salary cap, “where no club can spend beyond a certain 

amount on total player payroll” (Foster et al., 2020, p. 98). The NLL operates under a soft player 

salary cap, which allows clubs to spend more than the salary cap but with financial penalties. 
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2.2. The Importance of Decision-making in Professional Sports  

In professional sports, outcomes are almost always uncertain. The unknown outcome of a 

player or team performance is what can make sport so exciting. “Decision-making under 

uncertainty is about making choices whose consequences are not completely predictable, because 

events will happen in the future that will affect the consequences of actions taken now” 

(Parmigiani et al., 2009, p. 13). This is an important concept when it comes to researching 

decision-making in professional sport.  

To demonstrate the importance of decision-making within PTSOs, the case study on the 

San Francisco Giants of the MLB provided in Foster et al. (2020) book Sport Business 

Management, Decision-Making Around the Globe is significant. The case covers 10 key 

decisions that have taken place since 1992, when a new San Francisco-based syndicate 

purchased the team and kept them in San Francisco. The team had been considering a move to a 

new location as they had been struggling both financially and on the field of play. These 10 key 

decisions can be supported by the concepts outlined in Foster et al. (2020) shown in the Figure 1 

below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Decision-making Framework (Foster et al., 2020) 

Define objectives 

Realistic timeframe 

Examine alternatives 

Understand constraints 

Recognize uncertainty 
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The first decision of significant importance was in December 1992, when the new 

ownership signed a new GM, coach, and signed Barry Bonds to a record $43M contract (Foster 

et al., 2020). At the time, the deal signed with Barry Bonds was for a record amount (i.e., the 

highest a player had been paid to date in MLB). It was a considerable decision to bring in an elite 

player, even if he was thought to be the best player in baseball at the time, for that kind of capital 

investment.  

Another key decision reported was the exit of syndicate investor Walter Shorenstein. This 

exit was due to agency problems, a difference in opinion of how the team should spend their 

capital towards team payroll. “The Giants in the mid-1990s did not contract additional all-star 

players at the level of Bonds to its team roster” (Foster et al., 2020, p. 12). Shorenstein disagreed 

with this idea but did not have final decision-making power as Peter Magowan was the CEO at 

the time. Shorenstein felt the team needed a high payroll in order to have success both on the 

field and off the field (Foster et al., 2020). In 1994, Shorenstein decided to leave the Giants. 

Other significant decisions outlined in Foster et al. (2020) include building a new 

privately financed ballpark in downtown San Francisco, the head coach leaving in 2002 after a 

World Series appearance, re-signing Barry Bonds regardless of steroid allegations, and acquiring 

a stake in a regional sports network (Foster et al., 2020).   

All these decisions could be argued to have had a role leading to the team’s eventual 

success. The team reached a championship era with World Series wins in 2010, 2012, and 2014 

(Foster et al., 2020). The team also succeeded in keeping the organization in San Francisco and 

diversifying their investment portfolio in both local real estate and local sports networks. 

According to Forbes (2021), the San Francisco Giants are the 5th most valuable organization in 

the MLB with an estimated valuation of $3.175B.  
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Foster et al. (2020) conclude their case study on the Giants with some general comments 

around decision-making. A relevant conclusion to this research includes the idea that good 

decision-making doesn’t always lead to good outcomes. For example, Foster et al. (2020) argue 

that a GM can make a good decision in signing an athlete, even if that decision results in an 

economic loss. A GM could use strong decision-making practices, sign an elite athlete to a good 

contract, but that athlete could get injured and never play for the team again. In this scenario, the 

decision-making was correct, but the results were negative. In professional team sport, there is so 

much uncertainty that focusing on the decision-making process is most important. 

 

2.3. The Influence of Athlete Compensation 

 PTSOs are often classified as having the goal of win-maximization and/or profit-

maximization. Win-maximization is used to define the organization whose focus is to improve 

the on-field team performance. Team performance being defined as some form of win ratio or 

winning percentage (e.g., Juravich et al., 2017, Smart & Wolfe, 2003). These organizations are 

typically willing to spend more on athlete compensation. Profit-maximizing organizations are 

less focused on winning and more on generating profit through media contracts and ticket sales 

(Juravich et al., 2017). This idea of maximizing wins and profits originates in work done by Fort 

& Quirk (1995), in which they state the difference between owners, some being interested in 

maximizing wins, others may be interested in maximizing profits, and some interested in both.  

It can be quite limiting to only consider win or profit maximization as PTSO objectives. 

For example, some teams may just have more available resources than others regardless of what 

their focus is. PTSOs in large markets with wealthy owners will make different compensation 

decisions than a small market team even if both are focused on win-maximization. For example, 

it is well-known the New York Yankees in the MLB can spend a lot on team payroll as they have 
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a very wealthy ownership group who wants to win. According to Forbes (2021), the Yankees are 

ranked as the most valuable team in the MLB with an estimated valuation of $5.25B. This does 

not mean a smaller market team, such as the Miami Marlins, who have an estimated valuation of 

$990M (Forbes, 2021), has any lesser desire to win than the New York Yankees. There is just a 

difference in resources available to the two organizations due to ownership. 

It is also worth considering the 8 club ownership motives outlined in Foster et al. (2020) 

including: power, passion, performance, profit, platform, pre-emptive, purpose, and profile. It is 

typical for owners to have multiple of these motives, and this is what can drive decision-making. 

For example, an owner may just have an emotional connection to a sport and treat their PTSO as 

a passion project. Also, an owner may choose to own a club for power purposes. For example, 

Jerry Colangelo has been able to have positive change in the Phoenix community through local 

politics and business (Foster et al., 2020). These motives typically include at least one of profit 

or performance (i.e., win or profit maximization). Regardless of the objectives of an organization 

or owner, athlete compensation is a key decision and will influence objectives.  

As discussed in Kaplan & O’Reilly (2008), athletes are most often compensated based on a 

fixed rate. As mentioned in Chapter 2, this is different from CEOs who are often compensated 

based on performance (variable). The difference between fixed and variable compensation is 

important to consider as the form of compensation can lead to a difference in organization 

productivity (Kaplan & O’Reilly, 2008). It is also important to note the difference between 

professional team sports and individualistic sports such as golf, tennis, or boxing. “In most 

individualistic sports rewards are highly dependent on performance, while in most team sports 

direct rewards are almost independent of performance” (Szymanski, 2003, p. 11). 
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This idea of fixed compensation is important from the PTSO’s perspective. When a PTSO 

compensates an athlete, there is no guarantee that athlete contributes towards the organization’s 

performance. In leagues such as the NHL, the PTSOs are often required to pay the athlete in full 

regardless of performance. As stated by Kedar-Levy & Bar-Eli (2008, p. 50) “an investment 

made today in a given team yields an uncertain income in the future because team profitability 

depends on the uncertain performance of each player”.  This is not the case in the NLL and other 

leagues such as the NFL, where if a PTSO decides to release an athlete, they are no longer 

required to compensate the athlete in many cases. This excludes athletes who are injured on the 

field of play and athletes who negotiate guaranteed payment amounts in their contracts. 

However, this allows for teams in the NLL to be riskier with their investments. The cost of being 

wrong is much lower compared to the NHL. For example, in the NLL, an organization can sign a 

player to a multi-year deal without having to worry about the cap hit in the future. If the player is 

not performing or the organization cannot afford the player, they can simply release this player 

and no longer be responsible for their salary. In the NHL, typically athletes are guaranteed their 

contract amount. Therefore, a variable such as contract term, is very important to consider as you 

are compensating an athlete for what they are going to do in future years. Therefore, an error in 

judgement can be costly towards your total cap hit. 

When trying to understand the influence of free agent signings, it is worth looking at 

Ahlstrom et al. (1999) research on whether teams get what they expect when signing a player. 

Their research takes places in the context of the MLB and looks at the performance of athletes 

before and after signing free agent deals. In conclusion, they determine a “free agents’ 

performance tended to decline after they signed contracts with new teams” (Ahlstrom et al., 
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1999, p. 181). This of course suggests that teams may not be satisfied with the results after 

paying many free agents.  

In addition, Ahlstrom et al. (1999) provided evidence to support the belief that long-term 

or multiyear guaranteed contracts can weaken the link between performance and pay. The results 

showed “free-agent player performances rose slightly in the players’ free-agent years as they 

anticipated signing new contracts, only to decline significantly in the 1st year of their new 

contracts in three out of four offensive performance categories” (Ahlstrom et al., 1999, p. 191). 

Specifically, batting average and slugging average were the statistics that players declined in 

most. It is interesting to consider the length of a contract in terms of how it impacts a player’s 

performance. This is certainly a key consideration for athlete compensation decision-makers. 

It has been shown in previous research published in the sport management literature that 

salary disparity can lead to a decline in player performance (Annala & Winfree, 2011). Their 

research on salary distribution and team performance in Major League Baseball (MLB) leverages 

the idea of equity theory, which suggests that the compensation an athlete receives will 

determine their effort level. According to Annala & Winfree (2011, p. 168), if an athlete is 

“dissatisfied with their effort-compensation ratio relative to that of their peers, they will reduce 

their effort, seek an increase in compensation, or leave the organization”. They conclude their 

research with the finding that payroll inequality within an MLB team is negatively related to 

team performance (i.e., team wins or winning percentage) (Annala & Winfree, 2011). The 

concept of equity theory and the concluding results both highlight the significance of making 

quality athlete compensation decisions. 

Another study in the context of the NBA provided evidence that firm productivity and 

wage inequality are not related (Berri & Jewell, 2004). “In fact, the results suggest that only two 
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factors matter in terms of team wins: quality of players and quality of coaching” (Berri & Jewell, 

2004, p. 136). This is quite interesting and contradictory to the findings in Annala & Winfree 

(2011). This is potentially due to the fact that one study is in the MLB while the other is in the 

NBA, with different league structures and compensation limits. Berri & Jewell (2004) suggest 

that it is possible players do not even consider salary dispersion over the course of a game.  

Stimel (2011) completed research to understand if team payroll influenced team 

performance, again in the context of the MLB. In short, the research determined “a team can 

temporarily win more games by spending more on payroll, but not permanently” (Stimel, 2011, 

p. 14). This does not account for teams such as the New York Yankees as they are considered an 

outlier who drastically spends more on team payroll. Stimel (2011) basically suggests that a team 

on average cannot spend more to win more. Of relevance, Stimel (2011, p. 12) concludes “once a 

team starts to spend more money on payroll, it continues to do so, despite not seeing a long-

lasting effect on winning”.  

Schwartz & Zarrow (2009) completed research around the impact of team payroll on both 

regular season and post season success in the MLB. They performed regression analyses for both 

the regular and postseason for four different periods of time including: 1977-1984, 1985-1993, 

1995-2000, and 2001-2008 (Schwartz & Zarrow, 2009). From there, they analysed yearly 

changes in the relationship between team payroll and win percentage. Their findings support the 

findings of Stimel (2011) in that payroll “exerts great influence in the regular season” (Schwartz 

& Zarrow, 2009, p. 1). However, their research concluded “no statistically significant 

relationship between wins and team payroll in the postseason” (Schwartz & Zarrow, 2009, p. 

13). In summary, the work of Schwartz & Zarrow (2009), Stimel (2011), and Annala & Winfree 

(2011) finds that it is important to consider that, in the MLB, there is a structure in place where 
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organizations can spend much more in payroll compared to other organizations (i.e., no hard 

salary cap). In the NLL and NHL, teams are required to spend a minimum (i.e., salary floor) but 

not more than a certain amount (i.e., hard salary cap). 

 

2.4. The Determinants of Athlete Compensation 

The amount of data available involving professional sports and athlete salary makes it a 

strong market to better understand employee compensation. “Professional sport represents a 

unique laboratory for testing labour market theories” (Antonietti, 2006, p. 2). This section of 

aims to capture the results of the literature to inform a better understanding how athletes are 

compensated. It is worth starting with Scully’s (1974) research on pay and performance in the 

MLB. Although this research is from the 1970s, it is still relevant for a couple of reasons. Firstly, 

it sparked future research around pay and performance and secondly, it showcased results from a 

period where the MLB was arguably different from today. The purpose of his research was to 

understand and measure the loss to players as a result of the reserve clause. The reserve clause 

was a controversial topic at the time between owners and players and was a factor leading to the 

1972 baseball season strike (Scully, 1974). Scully worked on developing a model to determine 

the salary for baseball players and reported four important factors. Those factors include: “hitting 

or pitching performance; the weight of the players’ contributions to team performance; the 

number of years spent in the majors; and the greater bargaining power of star or superstar 

players” (Scully, 1974, p. 925).  

 Jones & Walsh (1988) investigated the skill differences, market conditions, and 

discriminatory factors that determine salaries in the NHL. Essentially, they determined “that 

skills are the principal determinant of salaries at all positions” (Jones & Walsh, 1988, p. 592). 

Other findings included that there is little evidence French Canadians face salary discrimination, 
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except for some defenseman, and that “the monopoly characteristics of the franchise systems 

appear to have a positive impact on salary for forwards” (Jones & Walsh, 1988, p. 592).  

 Holbrook & Schultz (1996) built on previous research including the work of Scully 

(1974) and developed a model for determining salary for MLB players. They tested a variety of 

research questions resulting in the following findings. They agree with Scully (1974) in that 

salary increments rely on both hitting and fielding performance (Holbrook & Schultz, 1996). 

They determined that considering multiple aspect of performance rather than only considering 

one index is important. For example, they found that in other models, a runner batted in (RBI) 

due to a bunt or sacrifice fly did not contribute to salary even though it contributes to team 

performance (Holbrook & Schultz, 1996). Another key finding is that their research approach 

“allowed for the inclusion of moderating effects due to a player’s experience-based category 

(e.g., apprentice, journeyman, master)” (Holbrook & Schultz, 1996, p. 146). They found that as a 

player moved into free agency, the value of a homerun increased and the value of a base hit 

decreased (Holbrook & Schultz, 1996). These are important considerations and potential biases 

for GMs to consider when making athlete compensation decisions. 

 Idson and Kahane (2000) completed research around the effects of individual and team 

productivity on salary determination in the NHL. They looked at team/coach variables such as 

quality or experience and individual variables such as physical attributes, experience, career 

statistics, etc. They found that “team attributes have both direct effects on an individual’s (i.e., 

athlete) pay, and indirect effects through altering the rates at which individual player productive 

characteristics are valued” (Idson & Kahane, 2000, p. 356). In terms of individual characteristics, 

all (e.g., points, height, star status, etc.) except for weight had positive total effects on salaries.  



 

 33 

Antonietti (2006, p. 1) completed research to review work that was focused on “the wage 

determination of professional athletes with the aim of outlining both the emerging common 

features and main issues”. Antonietti reviewed work in professional team sports including the 

NHL, NBA, and European soccer, and individual professional sports including golf. Specifically, 

Antonietti (2006) aimed to outline common problems and features from past work that has 

ultimately led to the wage determination of athletes. Antonietti reviewed the research mentioned 

earlier (Jones & Walsh, 1988; Idson & Kahane, 2000), which resulted in identifying some 

conclusions and trends. In order to identify the trends, Antonietti (2006) analysed the research 

across four different categories including: empirical framework, methodology, context of 

analysis, and data. This allowed for the conclusion of key issues across each. 

Ultimately, Antonietti (2006) concludes with key trends regarding North American team 

sports. Those key findings and trends include:  

“the sports labour market is competitive, skills play a crucial role both in shaping 
salaries, but also in reducing gender and racial discrimination, local market 
attributes do not seem to be so important in determining athletes’ wages, and 
results on gender bias and fan racial discrimination are not unambiguous, and 
crucially depends on white/black and men/women players relative skills” 
(Antonietti, 2006, p. 12).  
 

These findings and factors are important to consider when trying to understand how 

effective PTSOs are at compensating athletes.  

Kedar-Levy & Bar-Eli (2008) completed work on determining optimal compensation for 

athletes based on factors such as their synchronization among players, the influence of the coach, 

and the uncertain performance of each athlete. They determined that “a player who is well 

synchronized with other team members deserves a higher share of the available payroll budget” 

(Kedar-Levy & Bar-Eli, 2008, p. 74). Their research and resulting model concluded with some 

interesting findings regarding the idea of whether it is preferable to have a team of 



 

 34 

unsynchronized star players or a synchronized team with few or no star players. They found “the 

incorporation of unsynchronized star players in a team increases the expected return, thanks to 

the stars’ performance, but the risk imposed on overall team performance counterweighs the 

benefits” (Kedar-Levy & Bar-Eli, 2008, p. 79). They mention that the level of risk that an owner 

is willing to take is important in these decisions. In conclusion, they recommend an optimal 

approach of having a few star players combined with regular players, and then hiring a strong 

coach to help synchronize the team (Kedar-Levy & Bar-Eli, 2008). 

 Terry et al. (2018) focused their research on non-performance factors that can lead to a 

free agent receiving compensation premiums in the MLB. These factors were found to be very 

important considerations for PTSOs when trying to make effective compensation decisions. 

Terry et al. (2018) sampled 345 free agent transactions from 2012-2015 to better understand 

premiums on free agent contracts. Using a three-step method including determining the marginal 

revenue product (MRP) of a free agent, comparing the MRP to an average annual salary of the 

contract, and then using a random effects model to compare hypotheses (Terry et al., 2018). The 

results indicated that free agents received compensation premiums when “they played for a 

successful team during their contract year, when they played for a large-market team during their 

contract year, and when multiple teams were bidding for their services” (Terry et al., 2018, p. 

189). All factors are important for PTSOs to consider so they do not over-compensate a free 

agent.  

 When it comes to non-monetary incentives to compensate athletes, it is worth looking at 

the research completed by Maier et al. (2016). These researchers looked at variables of 

organizational support that can lead to athlete satisfaction and as a result, increased individual 

performance. The study was completed in Germany but does include professional ice hockey 
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players. The findings revealed “integration of family and private problem support [led to] strong 

positive effects on athletes’ job satisfaction” (Maier et al., 2016, p. 592). The results also found 

evidence to support that although salary might be an incentive to attract players, it cannot 

stimulate their performance. Therefore, evidence supports that monetary compensation from 

PTSOs is not the only effective form of compensation for their athletes. 

 The structure of a league can be a factor in determining the salary for professional 

athletes. For example, whether the league is considered a win or profit-maximizing league is a 

consideration. Kesenne (2002, p. 180) found that in “a win-maximising sports league, demand 

for playing talent and salary level are higher than in a profit-maximising league”. In Kesenne 

(2002), there was evidence found to support that athletes were actually overpaid by non-

discriminating monopsonist organizations in a win-maximization league.  

 An additional potential determinant of athlete compensation is the changing of an 

industry. For example, Mason & Slack (2001) completed research titled “Industry Factors and 

the Changing Dynamics of the Player-Agent Relationship in Professional Ice Hockey”. 

Methodologically, they completed 13 interviews with hockey players, managers, and agents, 

analysed industry documents and as well as direct quotes from industry stakeholders found 

through secondary sources (Mason & Slack, 2001). This resulted in the identification of multiple 

events that led to industry changes within the NHL. Specific changes led to a change in the way 

athletes were compensated. For example, the establishment of the National Hockey League 

Players Association (NHLPA), the combination of the World Hockey Association (WHA) with 

the NHL, the increasing number of player agents, and the fact that salary disclosure became 

available to all players (Mason & Slack, 2001). These events and trends have led to more 

information symmetry for players and their agents, as well as an increase in bargaining leverage. 
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This ultimately leads to an increase in salaries as due to salary disclosure athletes and agents are 

better able to negotiate for compensation with the knowledge of how much other athletes are 

being compensated. In addition, the NHLPA has worked to protect player rights and the WHA 

and NHL merge led to more competition for athlete talent. Both factors resulted in an increase in 

overall player salary. 

 Another outside factor to consider when looking at how athletes are compensated is the 

effects of migration. Allmen et al. (2015) looked at the salary differential using a sample of 

signed free agents in the NHL for the 2010-2011 and 2011-2012 seasons. Specifically, they 

found “European players receive a premium relative to otherwise identical Canadian and US-

born players” (Allmen et al., 2015, p. 633). To determine these results, Allmen et al. (2015) 

looked at many variables such as blocked shots, time on ice, goals, draft round, All-Star game 

appearances, career games, hits, power play situations, etc. The evidence supported that the 

premium is a result of European players having other employment opportunities compared to the 

identical North American born players. 

 

2.5. Qualitative Research on Athlete Compensation Decision-makers 

A common theme expressed in the sport management literature is that the methods 

undertaken are often quantitative in nature. Shaw & Hoeber (2016) reviewed 309 sport 

management articles published from 2011 to 2013. In total, they identified 72 articles as using 

qualitative methods and therefore 237 articles using quantitative methods, including mixed 

methods (Shaw & Hoeber, 2016). This is likely due to the fact that data availability leads 

researchers towards a quantitative route. There is considerable public access to various types of 

quantitative data in the sporting world. For example, player performance metrics (e.g., goals, 

homeruns, interceptions, etc.) and salary information (amount, bonuses, contract length, etc.) are 
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widely available for the majority of professional sport leagues. What is much less common is 

qualitative data such as interview or semi-structured interviews with PTSO employees. Often 

these employees, such as a GM or coach, are contractually restricted in what they can say in an 

interview. They are also disincentivized to share information that will benefit their competition. 

It is typical for these stakeholders to be very brief and vague in interviews with the public and 

media. 

Recently, there has been a call for interviewing GMs, owners, coaches, league officials, 

etc. Specifically, Juravich et al. (2017) concluded their research around the impact of GMs on 

team performance in the NBA with a statement that future research may address the potential 

factors influencing individual decision-making through “interviews with GMs, owners, and other 

prominent league officials to enhance our understanding of league and organizational dynamics” 

(Juravich et al., 2017, p. 477). Other research around the use of financial incentives in elite sports 

discussed the potential future research of understanding more about non-monetary incentives for 

job satisfaction (Maier et al., 2016). This kind of research could be accomplished through 

qualitative research and interviews with athletes, managers, agents, etc. The nature of semi-

structured interviews allows for more detailed and nuanced responses from interviewees that 

would not be found through public sources. The idea of understanding personal relationships, for 

example between a GM and owner, is difficult to capture using numbers or quantitative analysis. 

It is possible to better understand such relationships through interviews. Lastly, public data 

typically includes the monetary factors of an athlete’s value or contract, but not non-monetary 

elements that may be discovered through qualitative research. 
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2.6.1. Agency Theory 

Agency theory (i.e., principal-agent problem) is a very prevalent theory in management 

literature. Mason & Slack (2005, p. 49) summarize the theory as “problems associated with 

organizations and individuals in terms of the relationships between stakeholders and the terms 

that govern such relationships”. Eisenhardt (1989, p. 58) describes agency theory as a 

“ubiquitous relationship”, in which “one part delegates work to another”. In other words, in a 

relationship, there is an agent and a principal. The agent is supposed to act on behalf of the 

principal in a manner that is in the best interest of the principal. In the case of professional sports, 

there are many principal-agent relationships. For example, the GM would be the agent acting on 

behalf of the principal, the owner or ownership group. One step further, the team coach is the 

agent acting on behalf of the GM and owner, the principals.  

Essentially, agency theory is concerned with two specific problems that can take place 

within a principal-agent relationship (Eisenhardt, 1989). “The first is the agency problem that 

arises when the desires or goals of the principal and agent conflict” (Eisenhardt, 1989 p. 58). The 

second problem identified by Eisenhardt (1989 p. 58) has to do with risk tolerance, specifically 

“when the principal and agent have different attitudes toward risk”. Both create agency problems 

and allow for the idea of shirking to take place. Shirking is when the agent shows a lack of effort 

or transparency on behalf of the principal (Mason & Slack, 2005).  

It has been used in many forms of literatures such as finance, economics, marketing, 

sociology, accounting, and organizational behaviour (Eisenhardt, 1989). Mason & Slack in their 

paper “Agency Theory and the study of Sport Organizations” discuss the principal-agent 

problem, stating “it’s a significant stream of research in the broader organizational studies 

literature” (Mason & Slack, 2005, p. 48). Furthermore, Ross (1973 p. 134) stated “examples of 

agency theory are universal”.  
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Table 2. Agency Theory Overview (Eisenhardt, 1989) 

Key idea Principal-agent relationships should reflect efficient organization of 
information and risk-bearing costs 

Unit of analysis Contract between principal and agent 

Human assumptions 
Self-interest 
Bounded rationality 
Risk aversion 

Organizational 
assumptions 

Partial goal conflict among participants 
Efficiency as the effectiveness criterion 
Information asymmetry between principal and agent 

Information assumption Information as a purchasable commodity 

Contracting problems Agency (moral hazard and adverse selection) 
Risk sharing 

Problem domain 

Relationships in which the principal and agent have partly differing 
goals and risk preferences (e.g., compensation, regulation, leadership, 
impression management, whistle-blowing, vertical integration, 
transfer pricing) 

 

 Table 2 is taken directly from Eisenhardt (1989) research: “Agency Theory: An 

Assessment and Review”. It provides a very concise and ordered way for understanding the key 

concepts of agency theory. Regarding the key idea, the two parties (principal and agent) are 

trying to find the most efficient way to ensure alignment of objectives. The unit of analysis 

represents a written or informal agreement between both parties. The human assumptions are 

referring to both parties acting in their own self-interest, while trying to avoid risk, but still 

within the boundary of the agreed upon contract. Organizational assumptions are referring to 

both parties having different objectives, as well as the fact that it is unlikely both parties share 

complete information with each other. The idea of information assumptions is stating the 

significance of sharing information as being a key to the principal-agent relationship. 

Contracting problems are referring to the difficulty of finding a risk-sharing agent, and just the 

idea of selecting an agent can be challenging. Lastly, the problem domain is present in most 
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principal-agent relationships as it refers to both parties having different risk levels and 

objectives.  

 

2.6.2. Agency Theory in Sport Management Literature 

Agency theory is prevalent throughout the sport management literature (Krautmann et al., 

2018; Mason & Slack, 2001; Rohde, & Breuer, 2018; Montanari et al., 2008). Researchers have 

looked at how the principal-agent problem exists related to a professional athlete and their agent. 

The research has shown that a factor like the size of an agent’s portfolio can create a principal-

agent problem (Krautmann et al., 2018). The agent may be influenced to act in their own interest, 

and this can lead to a decrease in the probability of negotiating a long-term contract for the 

athlete. 

Research has also shown evidence of how industry changes in the NHL has led to agency 

problems (Mason & Slack, 2001). The research investigates the industry changes that have taken 

place in professional hockey over the past few decades and analyses how these factors influence 

the agent and player relationship. For example, finding the introduction of salary disclosure in 

1989-1990, led to less information asymmetry (Mason & Slack, 2001). This resulted in increased 

salary for both players and agents and therefore, a stronger principal-agent relationship. 

Rohde & Breuer (2018) leveraged agency theory in their research looking at the financial 

and sporting efficiency of club ownership structure in European football. The authors cite that 

ownership structures with “majority shareholders have been argued to increase agency problems 

and financial dependence” (Rohde & Breuer, 2018, p. 567). This could be due to multiple 

reasons but it is interesting to note that a factor like ownership structure, similar to industry 

factors, can influence the principal-agent relationship. 
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When it comes to the idea of agency problems in professional sports, it is worth returning 

to the work of Mason & Slack (2005). For example, they argue “it’s often difficult to determine 

the degree of effort given by athletes on a team and, due to the varying roles players perform, to 

establish how much of any one player’s effort contributed to the team’s overall performance” 

(Mason & Slack, 2005, p. 52). The authors describe that there are two types of self-interested 

agent behaviour that can be applied to sport. The first is the idea of the agent misrepresenting 

their own ability to serve the principal (Mason & Slack, 2005). The second is an idea often called 

shirking, where this is a lack of effort on part of the agent (Mason & Slack, 2005). Both types of 

agency problems have many implications in professional sports. For example, an athlete may 

hide an injury in order to sign a contract or they may not give a full effort for any number of 

personal reasons or vendettas against the principal.  

 

2.6.3. Justification of Agency Theory 

Agency theory is useful for the purpose of this research; to better understand athlete 

compensation decision-making. “Overall, it seems reasonable to urge the adoption of an agency 

theory perspective when investigating the many problems that have a principal-agent structure” 

(Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 70). It is clear that the nature of this research consists of a “principal-agent 

structure” as described by Eisenhardt. There are multiple principal-agent relationships being 

investigated as part of this research (see Table 2 for a summary). The relationship between the 

GM and owner, and the GM and the athlete are of considerable importance. 
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Table 3. Examples of Principal-Agent Relationships in Professional Sports 

Principal Agent Relationship Description Agency Problem Example 

Owner GM 
The GM is representing the owner 
in many regards but mainly in talent 
hiring and acquisition.  

Risk tolerance (i.e., willingness to 
spend capital) for both parties can be 
quite different. 

GM Coach 

The coach is hired by the GM to 
manage the talent (i.e. athletes).  

Differing objectives can lead to 
agency problems. For example, the 
GM may want to begin losing late in a 
season to increase chances at draft 
capital, whereas the coach may always 
want to win to improve their chances 
for future employment.  

GM Athlete 

The athlete is signed to a contract 
by the GM and then is responsible 
for performing on their given field 
of play. 

Information asymmetry is a potential 
agency problem as the athlete may not 
disclose complete injury or medical 
condition prior to signing a contract. 

Athlete Agent 

The agent is responsible for 
representing the athlete in many 
ways but most typical is the agent 
represents the athlete on their behalf 
through contact negotiations with a 
given PTSO or GM. 

Risk tolerance is very prevalent in this 
relationship as the athlete is vulnerable 
to injury while playing their sport, 
therefore open to loss of employment. 
The agent does not take on this risk 
and may advise the athlete against 
signing a specific contract in hopes of 
achieving more in a free agency 
period. 

 

As explained by Ross (1973, p. 134), agency relationships are “among the oldest and 

most common modes of social interaction”. This statement is quite powerful and demonstrates 

the vastness of the principal-agent relationship, as it can be applied to any multi-party 

relationship. For example, between spouses, business partners, colleagues, friends, etc. 

Essentially, all contractual agreements, whether written or not, are a form of a principal-agent 

relationship. To further demonstrate the power of agency theory, consider the quote: “the term 

contract is a metaphor used to describe the principal-agent relationship” (Mason & Slack, 2005, 

p. 50). Contracts appear everywhere in general business and especially within PTSOs. 
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Specifically, for the purpose of this research, the decision made by the PTSO results in a contract 

with the player.  

When it comes to contracts between athletes and PTSOs (i.e., GMs), there is a lot of risk 

and uncertainty for both stakeholders. Of note is the reality that the PTSO is often represented by 

multiple people and guided by league rules, while athletes rarely represent themselves, they have 

an agent (or agents) guided by a players association acting on their behalf. When the GM signs 

an athlete to a contract, it is not a guarantee the athlete performs or contributes at a given level. 

Although, the PTSO is often required to pay the athlete their full salary over the term regardless 

of performance. This is specifically the case in the NHL where most athletes have guaranteed 

contracts. In addition, it is possible the athlete suffers an injury during their contract term, which 

both impacts their salary and the contribution the PTSO receives. In the NLL, an athlete is 

typically not guaranteed any compensation amount, regardless of contract term. Therefore, the 

risk to the GM is quite low given they can release a player from their roster with little cost. 

Therefore, it can be argued that Eisenhardt’s description of agency theory fits nicely; agency 

theory “offers unique insight into information systems, outcome uncertainty, incentives, and 

risk” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 57).  

Another form of the principal-agent relationship that is very important to consider for this 

research is the relationship between the owner and the GM. The owner is responsible for 

providing the capital necessary to compensate athletes, whereas the GM is responsible to 

“facilitate and manage the firing and hiring process of athletes and coaches” (Juravich et al., 

2017, p. 466). It is likely and assumed that the owner and the GM have some form of 

relationship. This relationship has potential to influence the PTSOs decision-making process. 

Agency theory can act as an appropriate framework to model this relationship and understand 



 

 44 

some of the potential agency problems, such as a difference in opinion as to the level of risk a 

PTSO should take on an athlete. 

Given the many applications of agency theory in sport management literature and the 

professional team sport industry alike, it becomes clear that agency theory is an efficient 

conceptual framework in helping to understand the dynamics between the multiple principal-

agent relationships. It is a well-established framework in management literature and can be 

applied to many specific relationships being studied in this research, including those between the 

key decision-makers (i.e., GMs, owners, coaches, agents, and athletes). The framework will be 

useful in helping to answer the research questions as each research question is focused on the 

stakeholders involved in the decision-making process. Lastly, through the semi-structured 

interviews, the framework will allow for potential trends or identification of common agency 

problems (e.g., information asymmetry, risk tolerance, etc.).  

 

2.7. Research Question Development 

 
Table 4 outlines the research questions that this research is designed to answer. Research 

questions were chosen over developing hypotheses due to the exploratory nature of the research. 

It was unknown prior to completing the interviews, which data would emerge and become 

relevant. Each research question is at least supported by the literature review and aims to address 

a gap or request for future research in the literature.  
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Table 4. Research Questions 

RQ1. 
How effective are key decision-makers (GMs, owners, coaches, athletes, and 

agents) at making athlete compensation decisions? 

RQ2. 
What are the key determinants and barriers of effective athlete compensation 

decision-making (i.e., emotion, personal relationship, etc.)? 

RQ3a. 
What are the various athlete compensation models that PTSOs are using to make 

decisions? 

RQ3b. 
What are the various athlete compensation processes that PTSOs are using to make 

decisions? 

RQ3c. Are certain athlete compensation models and processes more effective than others? 

RQ4. 
Does the dynamic and relationship between key decision-makers (e.g., GM-Owner 

or Athlete-Agent) influence the effectiveness of athlete compensation decisions? 
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Chapter 3. Methodology  

This chapter is designed to outline the methodology adopted to address the research 

questions. Given the exploratory nature of the research, the input of experts was deemed 

essential.  Therefore, the method included two phases of semi-structured expert interviews with a 

sample of key decision-makers involved in athlete compensation, in both the NHL and NLL. 

Phase one included interviews with experts in the current or previous role of GM or assistant 

GM. Phase two included interviews with a sample of other key stakeholders involved in athlete 

compensation decision-making, namely an athlete, coach, agent, and president. The purpose of 

phase two was to gain additional insight into how GMs make decisions from the perspective of 

other key stakeholders.  

Interviews were chosen as they allow for a smaller but appropriate sample and more in-

depth data rather than small insights from a large sample such as what surveys could provide 

(Yin, 2003). The key to using interviews is that they allow for rich, insightful responses to open 

ended questions from the experts, which is best suited for answering the outlined research 

questions.   

A qualitative study with semi-structured expert interviews was chosen for multiple 

reasons. Firstly, semi-structured interviews have been used throughout much of sport 

management literature. In fact, Shaw & Hoeber (2016) reviewed 309 sport management articles 

published from 2011 to 2013 in three prominent journals including, Sport Management Review 

(SMR), the Journal of Sport Management (JSM), and European Sport Management Quarterly 

(ESMQ) and found 72 that used qualitative methods (excluding mixed methods). “Of the 72 

articles we identified, case studies and semi-structured interviews were the most popular research 

designs and data collection methods” (Shaw & Hoeber, 2016, p. 257). Although Shaw & Hoeber 
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(2016) argue for scholars to explore additional forms of qualitative research in sport 

management, they do state that there are “multiple reasons for staying with the tried and tested 

versions of qualitative research” (Shaw & Hoeber, 2016, p. 263).  

Secondly, semi-structured interviews are important for further understanding personal 

dynamics between the key decision-makers (e.g., Owner-GM). Juravich et al. (2017) concluded 

their research around the impact of GMs on team performance in the NBA with a statement that 

future research may address the potential factors influencing individual decision-making through 

“interviews with GMs, owners, and other prominent league officials to enhance our 

understanding of league and organizational dynamics” (Juravich et al., 2017, p. 477).  

Lastly, semi-structured interviews were chosen over other forms of qualitative methods 

such as focus groups, structured interviews, etc. due to the following rationale. To start, the 

conversational tone of a semi-structured interview is needed for the purpose of answering the 

research questions outlined as PTSO decision-making, objectives, and personal relationships are 

quite subjective and will vary from organization to organization. Specific research questions are 

aiming to understanding emotion, biases, and personal relationships, which is best captured 

through interviews. As stated in McCracken (1988, p. 9) “the method can take us into the mental 

world of the individual, to glimpse the categories and logic by which he or she sees the world”. 

This is quite a powerful statement and demonstrates the relevance of the interview method for 

the purpose of this research. Also, methods such as structured interviews would not allow for the 

interviewer to use their personal expertise in the industry and guide the discussion appropriately, 

as semi-structured interviews do.  
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3.1. Study Population and Sample 

For the semi-structured expert interviews, the sample of interviewees included a subset of 

an athlete, agent, president, coaches, and GMs across both the NHL and NLL, as well as one 

other professional league. The interviewees were selected based on their current industry 

profession (i.e., GM, agent, athlete, etc.), their willingness and ability to participate and 

contribute honestly, and their experience in the industry. In phase one, five interviews were 

conducted with GMs, assistant GMs, and previous GMs. In phase two, four interviews were 

completed with an agent, athlete, coach, and team president. In total, five of the interviewees 

have experience in the NLL and four of interviewees had experience in the NHL. One 

interviewee had experience working in both leagues, but in different roles. One interviewee had 

no experience in either league but worked in another league that is comparable to the NLL. For 

anonymity purposes, this league is not being listed here. The sample focused on the GM as this 

role was determined to be the key decision-maker regarding athlete compensation. This claim is 

supported by (Juravich et al., 2017, p. 466) when they state: “GMs facilitate and manage the 

firing and hiring process of athletes and coaches based on their performance metrics and how it 

aligns with the organization’s objectives”. It was also supported during the completion of the 

interviews with GMs.  

The sample share a combined 26 years of experience as a professional athlete and have a 

combined 58 years in a management position, across many NHL and NLL organizations. All 

interviewees have at least two or more years of experience in the role of GM, athlete, coach, 

president, or agent and each has been directly involved in athlete compensation decision-making, 

either from the organization or athlete perspective. The sample of interviewees is relevant to this 

study in that they are best able to help answer the main research questions. First, to identify 
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potential athlete compensation models or processes being used and to determine if PTSOs 

identify as win or profit-maximization. Next, to identify any key factors in the decision-making 

process that can lead to effective or ineffective compensation decisions. Finally, to understand if 

personal relationships and dynamics between decision-makers influence the decision-making 

process.  

The sample size was not pre-determined but rather decided due to two factors; access and 

saturation. Firstly, contact information for many of the experts is not easy to access. Therefore, it 

was difficult to reach out to a wide sample for interview requests. The sample was created 

through networks of the researcher and advisor, leading to those that agreed, but also some who 

declined to do an interview. The type of the interview is arguably not appealing to active GMs or 

stakeholders involved with PTSOs due to the competitive nature of these organizations. For 

example, GMs are not necessarily willing to share their process or ideas around how to make 

good decisions, when it potentially benefits other managers or organizations.  

Secondly, during the expert interviews with the GMs, eventually a point of saturation was 

reached. Enough interviews were completed, and data collected so that a level of saturation in 

recurring themes became apparent, given the interview questions. According to Saunders et al. 

(2017, p. 1894), saturation in qualitative research can be defined as “a criterion for discontinuing 

data collection and/or analysis”. Saunders et al. (2017) identified four models of saturation, 

which they labelled as: theoretical saturation, inductive thematic saturation, a priori thematic 

saturation, and data saturation. For the purpose of this research, it can be argued that a level of 

priori thematic saturation was reached. Priori thematic saturation is described as “the degree to 

which identified codes or themes are exemplified in the data” (Saunders et al., 2017, p. 1897). It 

is worth stating, there is more to learn from the interviewees, but at a certain number of 
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interviews, there was not much novel information generated regarding the focused research 

questions.  

 

3.2. Data Collection 

The expert interviewees were recruited in two ways. First, the researcher has experience 

playing in the NLL and was able to leverage their own personal network of contacts. Second, the 

researcher’s supervisor requested his personal network to provide any potential contacts who 

may be interested in completing an interview for the purpose of academic research. The expertise 

of each potential interviewee was researched prior to contact to ensure they met the requirements 

of having at least two years’ experience in the role of GM, assistant GM, athlete, agent, or coach 

in either the NHL or NLL, with the exception of one interviewee as previously mentioned. From 

there, potential interviewees were contacted via email or phone call to gauge interest. If an expert 

agreed to do an interview, a date and time was set.  

All but one of the interviews were completed over a live video call using the Microsoft 

Teams application. The one interview that was not completed over live video call was completed 

over a live voice call. It is worth stating that ideally all interviews would be completed face-to-

face, but this was not realistic given the COVID-19 pandemic. For the interviews completed 

using the Microsoft Teams application, the recording feature within the application was used to 

record the interviews. For the one voice call interview, the interview was recorded using an 

iPhone. Upon completion of the interviews, all recordings were immediately uploaded to a 

secure Microsoft OneDrive account and stored there until the completion of the research. 

 All interviews were conducted by the researcher and completed during the period of June 

11th and July 26th, 2021. Each interview took between 30 and 70 minutes in length. The 

difference in interview length can be attributed to the interviewee’s willingness to share 
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information. Some interviewees were more open and long in their responses to the interview 

questions than others. To improve the validity of the results, the interviewees were often given 

summarised versions of their responses to allow them to clarify any misinterpretations.  

 Lastly, it is worth noting that no incentives were provided to the interviewees. The only 

potential benefit provided was that the final research would be shared with each participant.   

 

3.3. Interview Guide 

The list of interview questions was designed to best answer the stated research questions. 

For example, asking the decision-makers about specific factors they consider and how their 

relationship with other stakeholders impacts their decision-making was key in answering the 

research questions. In addition to the set of interview questions, probing and follow-up questions 

were used by the interviewer. The interviewer’s past experiences and direct involvement in 

athlete compensation decision-making in the context of the NLL helped facilitate the flow of the 

interviews. All interview questions outlined in Table 5 are designed to answer the stated research 

questions. Although, each interview question does not stem directly from previous studies, each 

question was generated through the literature review, except for question one and nine. Question 

one was created as an ice-breaker question to get the interviewee comfortable and talkative. 

Question nine was designed to allow interviewees to add any additional information that they 

deem relevant to the research or state anything they want to reiterate.  
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Table 5. Interview Guide Questions 

1. What are your views on the future of athlete compensation in your sport? Will salaries go 
up or down, or stay the same? Any big trends coming? 

2. What factors do you consider when making athlete compensation decisions? 
a. Of those factors mentioned, which one do you think is most important? 

3. From your personal experience, how involved are owners or ownership groups in the 
athlete compensation decision-making? 
a. If owners are not involved, who is the final decision maker? Can you explain how 

decisions are made in this case? 

4. Do you believe the general manager should have full control over athlete compensation 
decisions? 

5. Would you say your main focus is on win-maximization? 
a. If not, what would it be?  Cost efficiency or other? Can you explain/provide an 

example? 
6. Based on your experiences, do professional sport organizations use specific models to 

determine athlete compensation decisions?  
a. How important is data in these models? 
b. If data is not important, what criteria are used for decision making? 
c. When models or processes exist, do you solely use these to make decisions or do they 

play a more supporting role? Please explain. 
7. How significant is the post-season and achieving wins in the playoffs when making 

athlete compensation decisions? 
8. Do you consider what other organizations are doing when making an athlete 

compensation decision? If yes, how so? If no, why not? 

9. Anything else you’d like to add about athlete compensation that you think might help 
my research? 

 

 Question two is supported by the literature regarding how various factors can influence 

athlete compensation. For example, Jones & Walsh (1988) discussed the idea of market 

conditions and skill differences being a determinant of salaries in the NHL. Question three stems 

from the literature around agency theory and the potential influence of the principal-agent 

relationship on decision-making (Eisenhardt, 1989; Rohde & Breuer, 2018; Mason & Slack, 

2001).  Question four is a result of a request to better understand the role of a GM from previous 
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literature (Juravich et al., 2017; Foster & O’Reilly, 2020). Question five addresses the idea of 

labelling organizations as either win-maximization, profit-maximization, or both (Juravich et al., 

2017; Fort & Quirk, 1995; Foster et al., 2020). Question seven is related to question five and 

further aims to address the concept and importance of win-maximization. Question six is framed 

after literature that supports the use of decision-making frameworks or models to improve 

decision-making (Foster et al., 2020). Also, there was a lack of research on models or processes 

currently being used, and given the researcher’s practical experience, there is a potential benefit 

to organizations in asking this question. Lastly, question eight was posed to interviewees given 

the competitive nature of talent acquisition/retention in professional sport, where certain clubs 

and ownership groups may have the ability to pay more than others.  

 A set of biographical data questions including current occupation, current organization, 

prior organizations, number of years’ experience in management, and numbers of years’ 

experience as a professional athlete was either researched for each interviewee or asked directly 

during the interview. This information was collected to provide information regarding the 

sample. For example, to provide the total number of years the sample has played in the NLL or 

NHL, or to demonstrate how many years of management they have in total. There was not a lot 

of biographical data collected or shared in order to protect the anonymity of the sample. 

 

3.4. Data Analysis 

Once all interviews were completed, Microsoft Transcribe was used to transcribe the 

audio to text for the purpose of data analysis. The data analysis included the use of a thematic 

analysis (TA) approach, which was outlined in Braun et al. (2016). Braun et al. (2016, p. 191) 

defines thematic analysis as “identifying patterns (‘themes’) in a dataset, and for describing and 

interpreting the meaning and importance of those”. The TA approach is appropriate for this 
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research as it is a strong fit for the type of research questions that this research is answering. For 

example, TA is useful in providing “analysis of people’s experience in relation to an issue, or the 

factors and processes that underlie and influence particular phenomena” (Braun et al., 2016, p. 

193). The research questions outlined in Table 5 are directly related to the experts’ experience in 

their industry.  

This form of data analysis has been used in other relevant academic literature. For 

example, Robertson et al. (2013) completed a study that included a total of 74 interviews and 

was designed to answer research questions around processes influencing participation in a health 

programme. Another relevant example where TA was used involves a study of men in a 10-week 

mental health promotion programme (McArdle et al., 2012). The study included focus groups 

and interviews, specifically, asking individuals questions regarding expectations and 

experiences. Given the effective use to answer these types of interview questions, it will also be 

useful in answer the research questions outlined in Table 4. For example, allowing interviewees 

to speak to their direct experiences in their organizations and regarding specific relationships 

such as GM-owner. 

Braun et al. (2016) outline a six-phase model, which was used as a guide for the purpose 

of this research. Phase 1-2 involves becoming very familiar with the data and beginning to code 

the data, phase 3-5 includes organizing codes into themes, revising those themes, and finally 

analysing the data by theme (Braun et al., 2016). Lastly, phase 6 is the writing phase, although 

Braun et al. (2016) strongly recommend writing throughout the analysis, and this approach was 

adopted for this research.  
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Chapter 4. Results 

This chapter presents the results and analysis from the interview data collected. First, the 

brief biographical data regarding the sample will be shared. Next, the interview data for each 

research question will be presented with supporting evidence. The chapter is formatted such that 

each section of this chapter will address one of the research questions, except for RQ1, which 

will be addressed in the Discussion chapter. The reason for including RQ1 only in the Discussion 

chapter is that it is quite subjective in nature and requires analysis and discussion to properly 

answer it. The Discussion chapter will be used to explain why these decision-makers as 

individual stakeholders can be considered experts. 

 
4.1. Profile of the Sample 

Table 6 below summarizes the roster of interviewees and provides insights into their 

occupation, level of expertise, and number of years in both management and professional athlete 

roles. Each interviewee’s identification will be kept anonymous throughout the results, and each 

will be referred to by their interviewee number listed in Table 6.  
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Table 6. Roster and Expertise of Interviewees (n = 9) 

Interviewee 
Number Role(s) # Of years in 

management role 
# Of years as 

professional athlete 

1 GM, Coach, Athlete 18 3 
2 GM, Athlete 4 6 
3 GM 3 0 
4 GM, President 12 0 
5 Assistant GM, Athlete 8 3 
6 Agent N/A 0 
7 GM, Coach, Athlete 10 7 
8 Athlete N/A 7 
9 President 3 0 

 

4.2. Key Factors Regarding Athlete Compensation Decision-making 

  The interview questions were designed to articulate the factors and barriers that 

influence athlete compensation decision-making. Specifically, the research was designed to 

answer the following question: What are the key determinants and barriers of effective athlete 

compensation decision-making (i.e., emotion, personal relationship, etc.) (RQ2)? As shown in 

Table 5, question two asked each interviewee a specific question regarding the factors they 

consider when making athlete compensation decisions, and which they deem to be most 

important.  

 Upon completion of the data analysis, three clear themes emerged as being most 

important to these decision makers. Those three themes are: (i) market conditions, (ii) athlete 

performance (i.e., talent), and (iii) character. Each theme will be covered and supported through 
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direct quotes in the following three subsections. In addition to the three themes, a few key factors 

were identified, and these will be shared in the final subsection. 

 

4.2.1. Market Conditions 

 Market conditions were mentioned by all interviewees as being important to their 

decision-making ability. Market conditions can be seen as a determinant or barrier when it comes 

to athlete compensation. These conditions refer mainly to the CBA including topics such as the 

league’s cap structure, the entry draft, player rights, and free agency. Another market condition 

mentioned was the actual market in which the organization operates. Not all interviewees 

mentioned each market condition as being a factor, but all interviewees mentioned at least one. 

 The restriction of the CBA was the factor that came up most often in the experts’ 

responses. Multiple experts mention various elements of the CBA as a key factor in their 

decision-making. For example, when one expert was speaking about the CBA, interviewee 7 

stated:  

We do have a salary cap now; we do have CBA constraints. You’re only allowed 
to pay players a minimum or maximum based on years of service. Contract 
lengths come into play as well.  
 

In addition, another interviewee spoke about specific elements of the CBA, such as the 

salary cap and floor. They referred to the CBA as an “artificial economic system”. 

Specifically, interviewee 3 stated: 

Well, number one we must keep in mind is that the National Hockey League has 
an artificial economic system with respect to salaries and the link is, you know the 
salary cap and a salary floor. So, teams can only spend a certain amount and are 
required to spend at least a certain amount. 
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In addition, one expert shared their view as to why the CBA in the NHL possibly 

leads to easier decision-making in that you cannot make as many mistakes when signing 

players to long-term deals. Interviewee 4 shared the following: 

Fortunately, in the NHL, we have a hard cap. A hard cap simplifies things to a 
degree. You have a set amount of money; each team has a set amount of money 
they are allowed to pay. It happens to be $81.5M, for which you can sign 23 
players and you can’t go 1 penny over.  

 
 The experts reported that each league has its own CBA and there are specific elements 

that vary such as the salary cap structure. One interviewee was able to speak to the NLL and its 

CBA. They shared how influential the CBA is to both the athletes and the organizations. 

Interviewee 2 stated: 

I think the CBA is an important document for both sides, right? For the players, they know 
when you’re negotiating a CBA, you’re trying to make the most of it. Then the teams have to 
make sure we’re looking at it from our business as a whole. 
 

The same expert also spoke about how they view the CBA as a guide and how it is used to guide 

their decision-making. They shared: 

Well, that’s our guide, right? That’s the thing that keeps us all in a position to 
better our team and to decide how we want to compensate players. That’s what 
we go off.  
 

 The market an NHL organization operates in can also impact the compensation decision-

making process. For example, the difference between being in a large market or small market 

and the associated revenues can have an influence. Interviewee 4 stated: 

When you have a 32-team league like the NHL, all organizations are not created equal. The 
large market organizations can afford to pay in a non-cap world. Here’s the problem, the 
small market organizations do not have that type of revenue and never will. They will never 
have that kind of revenue.  
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 That being said, the same interviewee provided insight as to why the cap structure is a 

good thing for the league as a whole. For example, they shared: 

So, the hard cap was brought in. It’s a level playing field. Everybody is spending within 
$20M of each other. What do I mean by that? Well, that hard cap is $81M, but there’s a 
floor, and that floor is $20M under the $81M. 
 

In the context of the NLL, where athletes typically work another full or part-time job in addition 

to playing lacrosse, the actual market of the organization was identified as a factor. Interviewee 1 

shared: 

There are really two main areas for Canadian players in the NLL regarding where they live, 
Southern Ontario, and the lower mainland of British Columbia. So, if you're a 31-year-
old guy with a finance job downtown Toronto, and you've just started a family and now 
you're an unrestricted free agent, and you've played in the league for eight years, the chances 
are you're going to probably want to play close to home. 

 
Again, when it comes to determining how much to compensate athletes, the CBA was referred to 

several times by the respondents. One expert went into detail regarding how the CBA is set up to 

compensate different tiers of players based on their eligibility. For example, interviewee 1 stated: 

You have almost tiers of players, right? You have players that are available for unrestricted 
free agency. You have players that are restricted free agents, and then players who aren’t 
eligible for that. So, the players who aren’t eligible for that, they have less ability to negotiate 
or to control what they’re making. When you become a UFA, you have a little more leverage 
[as a player] when it comes to compensation. 

 
Another interviewee shared their thoughts regarding arbitration and player rights in the 

NHL. Specifically, they went into detail regarding the arbitration process in the NHL and why it 

may not be the best option for teams or players. It was noted that players at a certain age are 

eligible for arbitration and if the organization and player do not come to terms on a compensation 

amount, the player has the right to take their contract to arbitration. The expert argued that 

arbitration is based solely on statistics and may not tell the whole story about a player, 

interviewee 4 shared: 
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When your contract is up, you have what they call restricted free agency. You negotiate with 
the team, but if you can’t come to an agreement, you’re allowed to take it to arbitration. 
Okay, now arbitrators aren’t hockey people as such. They’re not hockey people, and so then 
the arbitrator bases everything on statistics. Well, a lot of it is important, but that isn’t the 
whole thing. 
 
 

4.2.2. Athlete Performance 

 Athlete performance or talent was identified in the interviews as a major factor in athlete 

compensation decision-making. Again, each interviewee stated the significance of talent as 

playing a key role in their decision-making process. Attributes such as playing statistics, 

advanced metrics or analytics, age, previous experience, ability in the playoffs, etc. were all 

mentioned as being important. When speaking about whether to sign a UFA, one expert stated: 

“I’m looking at age, I’m looking at performance, I’m looking at need.” Specifically, when it 

comes to performance, one expert stressed the importance of the most recent year of an athlete’s 

performance. They called it the platform year and identified it as being the most important 

consideration in all sport. Interviewee 6 stated the following: 

The primary thing that teams consider, and this is in all sport, but I’ll speak for the NHL first, 
because that’s where it’s more regimented. What you look at most, above all else, is the year 
leading into the contract performance, and it’s called the platform year. Then the next most 
important is the platform year, minus one.  
 

 Since performance was mentioned as a key factor, each interviewee was asked how they 

determine performance and which statistics or tactics they consider most important. One expert 

shared their opinion on statistics in the NLL and how for certain player positions, specifically 

defensive players, you need to be more subjective due to the statistics available. Interviewee 1 

shared: 

They even track time on floor now, which is a statistic we didn’t used to have, but everything 
else is fairly from an offensive perspective. At defence or transition, you have to be a little bit 
subjective because you know really good defensive players isn’t going to have scoring 
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numbers or even caused turnover numbers, or loose ball numbers, so you have to look at your 
film and make a decision based on your own knowledge too.  

 
When speaking about performance statistics (e.g., goals, assists, etc.), one expert mentioned they 

rely on league statistics and that they don’t really track additional data. Interviewee 2 stated: 

They’re really important, we don’t really have our own system to track our own players, but 
we rely on league statistics, which are a lot better now.  

 
In relation to the quote above, a different expert stressed the need for more statistics in the sport 

of lacrosse. When asked about whether more statistics should be introduced, they shared their 

opinion on the importance of statistics and perhaps why they are not as heavily used in the NLL 

yet compared to other sports. Interviewee 7 shared the following: 

They should play an important role. I think data will give the players and ownership a much 
fairer sense. But also, for fans, it’s kind of fun to track and talk about. I mean, you get on any 
social media outlets and every day there’s people talking about hockey. There are people 
talking about football and baseball. We just don’t have those numbers yet. 
 

From an athlete’s perspective, one expert gave their opinion on how organizations in the 

NLL are judging a player’s skill. They stated that they think there is a lack of advance metrics or 

stats being used. Specifically, when asked what organizations are using to evaluate players, 

interviewee 8 shared: 

I think a lot of it is subjective. A lot of coaches and GMs are just basing the numbers off 
what you can expect from a player, like goals and assists. When talking about more objective 
data, looking at stats that mean something, I don’t think that exists in the sport of lacrosse 
yet.  

 
A few experts reported that the use and rise of advanced metrics or analytics in 

determining the value of a player. Specifically, the rise of analytics was mentioned in the NHL, 

referencing baseball as a starting point. Interviewee 6 stated: 

Some of that starts to change in sports with the use of deep statistics and analytics. That 
comes out of baseball. Then you know if you’ve seen or read Moneyball, you start to look at 
guys that don’t fit the mold, but when you piece them all together, you’re getting useful 
value. That’s starting to happen in all professional sports and in hockey. 
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When it comes to advanced metrics or analytics, sample size is an important consideration. With 

or without sample, it was mentioned that analytics do not tell the entire story. One expert 

commented on the sample size of games in the NLL compared to a league like the MLB when 

considering the importance of statistics. Interviewee 2 shared: 

When you’re looking at baseball, 160+ games, the stats mean a lot more than they do in an 
18-game season. I think the stats and analytics are important aspect of it. If a player scores 30 
goals, he scores 30 goals, right? But then what type of player is he? Is he a player that takes 
away from others? So, now those 30 goals could have been 35. So, I think just looking at 
stats is one side of the story, and you have to get the entire story and figure out what the 
value of the player is. 

 
In a contradictory manner to what most experts stated, one expert reported being against 

the use of analytics, but ultimately recognized that they can play a role in decision-making. 

Interviewee 4 stated: 

You’re going to laugh, okay I’m an old codger and have been around a long time. 
I’m kind of set in my ways and I think I’m entitled to that, yeah? But here’s what 
I told our owner, he gave me a dirty looking grimace, because he’s a young 
university-trained guy who likes analytics. I said when you have good players, 
you don’t need them. When you have bad players, they can’t help us.  
 
Similar to the other experts, one interviewee stated that analytics are inevitable but that 

they should not be relied upon. Basically, the expert stated that regardless of all the analytics, 

you still need talent in order to win. Interviewee 4 shared: 

The new wave is coming, let it come. I just want to warn you that if you rely 
solely on analytics, you’ll have trouble building a team. At the end of the day, it’s 
about talent, that’s number one. 
 

Many interviewees identified the concept of comparable players as playing a key role in 

evaluating talent. Comparable players are typically used as a benchmark for valuing another 

player and determining their worth. For example, because many athletes have agents, one expert 

shared their opinion as to why comparable players are so important. Interviewee 1 stated: 
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You know if I’m trying to sign a guy going into his third or fourth year, especially 
4th year, I’m going to look at comparables. I’m going to look at his performance 
to date. You know comparables are fairly big now because a lot of players have 
agents. And then I’m going to be prepared with my list of comparables and what 
they get paid and go through their statistics. 

 
Another expert agreed with the previous quote and outlined something similar. They 

spoke to looking at age, position, and player comparatives as all being important considerations. 

Interviewee 2 shared: 

The past experience that player has had is definitely something you have to look 
at. Age, position availability, player comparatives with other players around the 
league. So, it’s almost like you have a starting point, right? 

 
 Regarding the use of a player comparables (i.e., comparing the goals or assists from one 

player to another), another interviewee stressed the importance of age when it comes to signing 

an athlete to a long-term contract. Specifically, in the NHL where organizations can be locked 

into contracts, both the term of the contract and the player’s age were mentioned as important 

factors. Interviewee 3 stated: 

There’s no problem looking at Connor McDavid coming out of his entry level 
contract at 21 years of age and saying, well, we could pay him $100 million for 
the next eight years because you can look at him and you can look at other 
examples and from 21 to 29 you go okay, that's not going to be a problem. The 
problem is when you signed Erik Karlsson at 28 years of age or 29 years of age, 
and you give him an 8-year contract and $11.5 million per year and he's 
coming off of injuries.  

 

4.2.3. Character 

 The word “character” was discussed in many interviews and was mentioned as being an 

important consideration when evaluating a player and determining their compensation. This 

section will share the interviewee’s view on the importance of character, how they personally 

define character, and tactics for determining someone’s character. Firstly, what is character in the 

context of professional sports? One expert shared their opinion on it, interviewee 5: 



 

 64 

It’s about character, it’s about what players are willing to do. And I think part of character is 
the accepting of roles.  
 

Another expert was straightforward with their response in to how they see character. They cited 

the importance of being “coachable”, which was also mentioned by a few interviewees. 

Interviewee 4 stated: 

You must have guys that are coachable, they can’t be disturbers. You can’t have 
guy doing drugs on the side or booze. 

 
When asked how they define character, one expert listed a set of questions that 

they ask themselves when evaluating someone’s character. Interviewee 3 shared: 

I mean character could be a lot of things, right? Like I mean are you funny or personable. I 
look for what I would say are real tangible signs or evidence. Like, how does the player 
practice? Does the player show off? How does the player receive feedback? How does the 
player engage? How does the player deal with critical feedback? Doe does the player treat 
other people? 

 
Some interviewees claimed character to be the second most important factor in evaluating a 

player next to talent. For example, interviewee 1 stated: 

You have to find player that can play, that have talent, that have skill and athleticism. They 
have to be able to play but #2 is character, and we spend a lot of time on that. That’s really, 
really important for the organization and for success on the floor. I’ve made mistakes in 
terms of character and I don’t keep them around very long. 

 
Another interviewee agreed with the sentiment in the quote above, as they described the 

two most important things you need to win as an organization. Those two things include talent 

and players who are coachable. Interviewee 4 stated: 

In order to win, there’s two things you need. The first thing you need, and without this it 
doesn’t matter what kind of character you have, you better have talent. Our organization 
doesn’t win today because we don’t have talent. Talent is the most important thing, but the 
second most important thing, if you’re going to be a winning team is you have to have guys 
that are coachable. 

 
Since most experts cited character as being important and even defined how they view 

character, each expert was asked to shared tactics regarding how they evaluate or determine 
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character. One expert shared how they treat it like other forms of employment and leverage 

interviews, and a player’s potential references. For example, interviewee 1 stated: 

We interview guys, like if you’re at the top of the draft, you know, our first round or second 
round picks, we’re going to interview players. We’ll talk to their coaches, we’ll talk to their 
junior player, senior player, college players, we’ll talk to people that know them well. You 
can usually get a pretty good sense. And most people involved in the sport don’t want to ruin 
their own reputation, so they’ll be honest with you. 

 
Another expert shared a very similar point of view as above and used similar tactics. For 

example, they mentioned how treating it like a job interview is important. They also discussed 

why asking for references is so valuable because references are incentivized to give honest 

answers given their own reputation is on the line. Interviewee 2 stated:  

If it’s a player I don’t know and I’m trying to get to know and if it’s a player who I think is 
going to be a good fit for us, then the biggest thing is like it’s a job interview, So I get 
references. Most people I would say, if you’re hiring somebody you don’t know, you need to 
find out more about that person. The thing is, with a reference, that person who’s 
interviewing for the job gets to decide who the people are that you’re going to talk to. I want 
to find out as much as I can about a player from other people. It might be a coach they’ve 
had, or a general manager, or a teammate they’ve had. I’ve had this with college coaches, but 
last thing I want to do is give false information and then now my reputation is on the line.  

 
Another expert shared their opinion on the importance of talking to potential references 

cited those references will be honest in the information they give regarding an athlete’s 

character. Interviewee 4 stated: 

Your reputation does get around. Your reputation does get around, because hockey people 
talk. It’s a fairly close fraternity in that managers are friendly. Coaches talk. It’s amazing, 
let’s say we’re trying to acquire a player. He’s played with that player in junior, he’s played 
with that player on another team. The first thing we will do is go to a player on our team, just 
pull him aside, and ask him if he can tell us a little about him as a guy.  
  

Further, one expert summarized their approach to character and discussed the idea of team 

culture as being a factor. They discussed how it is relevant to know your own team culture or 

identity to then identify the proper character fit of your players. Interviewee 5 stated that: 
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I think number one is culture. What is your team? What is your team identity? How do 
players excel in your team? How do you win within your team environment? And then 
number two is character. I think of a lot of it is what players are willing to do.  

 
The same expert shared a similar perspective regarding determining character by doing a 

reference check, just like many other interviewees stated. They shared: 

You know a reference check based on players they’ve played with or coaches they’ve had. 
It’s like if you and I were doing a job interview and I’d be like, give me some professional 
personal references and I would call them. I would call them and then you know you’re 
going to give me people that sell good things about you, but I would try to dive in with other 
people that might not be on your list. 

 
Lastly, a different expert shared a unique perspective on character and how organizations 

can consider it, but that it is not considered in the arbitration process. They shared that GM’s do 

consider character in their decision-making process but during the arbitration process, only 

statistics are considered. Interviewee 6 stated: 

So, I want to be very clear that only statistics maintained by the NHL are admissible in the 
arbitration proceeding. So, character off ice value does not and cannot, under the CBA, come 
up in the NHL. But it does very much enter the realm of negotiation between club and the 
player. It may never be discussed, but it does factor into the GM’s decision-making.  

 
 
4.2.4. Additional Factors 
 
 In addition to market conditions, talent, and character, a few other factors were 

mentioned during the interviews as being important considerations when making athlete 

compensation decisions. For example, the concept of position scarcity was mentioned as being 

important. Interviewee 2 shared: 

There’s some players or positions in our league that are harder to come by than others, right? 
And I’ll use this example. For offensive players there seems to be more right-handed 
offensive players now than there are left offensive players. Well, when you’re looking at 
quality, if a left offensive player hits the free agency market and a right offensive player hits 
the same free agency market and they’re equal players, sometimes that controls the 
compensation that a team is willing to give. 
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Another expert mentioned position scarcity as playing a role in contract negotiation and 

that some athletes may be over-compensated due to supply and demand. They stated that every 

year during the free agency period, specific players will receive more than they likely should be 

due to their position. Interviewee 7 shared the following: 

You’re also looking at scarcity of resource. If I need a big defenseman, you know, and 
there’s one on the market and he had a bad year last year, he’s probably going to get paid 
anyways. Because it’s just pure supply and demand and teams will pay. And that happens 
virtually every year in unrestricted free agency.  
 

Interestingly, position scarcity can be quite different from league-to-league. For example. one 

expert shared why position scarcity is much more significant in the NHL and not very relevant in 

the NLL. The main reason being that in the NLL, players have less leverage and no arbitration 

rights. When discussing position scarcity, interviewee 6 stated:  

It’s less pronounced in lacrosse. Historically, players have been obviously compensated less 
and they don’t have salary arbitration to drive the process. Before you can talk to other 
teams, you have no way of inflating your value. All you can do is withhold your salary and 
hold your player services, that’s it.  
 

The same expert also shared a specific example and why a lacrosse player has much less 

leverage when it comes to position scarcity. They shared: 

A player right now that isn’t being offered a deal they like; all they can do is say they’ll sit 
out the whole season until they become an RFA that could talk to other teams. But they lose 
a year of their life, and will they make it back in their next contract? No, you’ll never get it 
back in lacrosse. 

 
 In addition to position scarcity, a factor that is likely unique to the NLL is the idea of 

having a player make a difference in the market in which they play. All athletes can make a 

difference in the market they play in, but it seems to be more of a consideration for GMs in the 

NLL compared to the NHL. For example, interviewee 1 shared the following example regarding 

the NLL: 
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You know, what can he do? In addition to playing on the floor, what else can he do in the 
market to help promote our team to raise awareness with kids or to develop the sport in our 
market? 

 
Another expert shared their opinion regarding how owners or NLL teams should and perhaps do 

target athletes that can be a positive in their market or community and contribute towards selling 

tickets. Interviewee 8 shared:  

I think we’re at a time in the NLL, owners are trying to find a player that can put butts in 
seats. They want entertainers for lack of a better term. I wish they looked at it more from a 
marketing standpoint, outside of just playing. For example, who would fit best in the 
community and capture an audience.  

 

4.3. The Use of Athlete Compensation Decision-making Models and Processes  

A key question the research aimed to answer was whether PTSOs use models or processes 

to help their decision-making. This section answers the following three research questions: What 

are the various athlete compensation models that PTSOs are using to make decisions (RQ3a)? 

What are the various athlete compensation processes that PTSOs are using to make decisions 

(RQ3b)? Are certain athlete compensation models and processes more effective than others 

(RQ3c)? 

The short answer is that according to the interviewees, there is no formal model or 

process that these organizations follow. However, each interviewee did allude to an informal 

model or process that they use. This section will summarize the responses from the interviewees 

when asked whether they use a model or process to aid decision-making. This section will also 

give an understanding of how PTSOs operate when making athlete compensation-decisions, and 

which factors they consider most important as part of their process. Lastly, this section will 

report on insights into how the interviewees view other organizations regarding how they 

operate. 
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To start, when interviewees were asked if they use a model to determine athlete 

compensation, many simply stated “no”. Many experts stated that due to the structure of the 

league and the cap structure, that there is not a need for a model. For example, one expert gave 

many examples as to why a model is not needed due to the structures in place. Interviewee 1 

stated: 

Not really in our business, it’s pretty refined. Like I said, because of rookie 
minimums. There’s rookie maximum, second year minimums and maximums. 
After that there's veteran maximum salaries. There's a franchise tag salary, there's 
the bonus, and then there's other stuff that players can get paid for that has to be 
approved by the league in terms of employment. So, there's not really a model 
that that I would go by.  
 

 Another expert was very straightforward in saying that a model is not required in the 

NHL due to the cap structure. When asked if they use a model or not, interviewee 4 stated: 

No, I can answer that real quick. In hockey, we don’t need that. We have a cap, so 
you don’t need any model. The cap is straightforward, it’s just a big pie. 
 

Two other experts agreed that there is no formal model they use to help make decisions. One 

simply stated: “I wouldn’t say there’s a formal model”. And another shared that they don’t use a 

model but that it is something they would be interested in if something did exist. Interviewee 2 

stated: 

No, no, none on our side. Other teams may but no, we honestly don’t. That would 
be something I’d like to find out what other leagues or might be doing because 
you know I’m not aware of anything that I could use. 

 
Regarding statistical analysis, one expert mentioned that organizations, 

specifically in the NHL, may pay for models to help with decision-making. It is not 

necessarily a formal model, but it is a way to use statistics to help make good decisions. 

Interviewee 6 explained as follows: 

In both the arbitral world and in the non-arbitral world, teams will employ all 
sorts of statistical analysis leading up to a negotiation with a player, be it a 
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pending UFA a pending RFA. Some teams will pay for statisticians to develop 
them models, and it’s their own proprietary model. They will take all sorts of stuff 
to help them decide, and sometimes they will share reports with the player and 
agent and say, like this is where we’re coming from. 

 
The same expert gave an example of an NHL organization that is potentially 

using a model to help make decisions. Specifically, they discussed a public statement 

from a GM in the NHL regarding a defenseman they signed to their team. They shared 

the following story: 

I think it was a quote from an NHL GM, two seasons ago about a defenseman and 
the common perception was that he did not have a good season. And in defence of 
that player for reasons I don’t understand because the player left in free agency, 
the NHL GM came out and said, you know we employ a number of statistics, 
some of which are public and some of which are our own. And all of them 
showed that this was a valuable player. And so, you know, he was kind of saying 
we have our own models that we employ. 
 

The quote above is specific to the NHL. As another expert shared their opinion as to why 

statistical models likely are not relevant in the NLL, but due to financial reasons. 

Interviewee 7 stated: 

I don’t know when we’ll get to that in the NLL. The fact is there needs to be 
enough money at issue to really invest in development of these statistics.  

 
When it comes to process, the interviewees did not necessarily give an exact step-

by-step process, but they did provide several factors that they consider within their 

decision-making process. For example, many interviewees listed factors such as the draft, 

coaching, core principles, free agency, and team need (i.e., position scarcity). Interviewee 

1 explained their process in the following way: 

If I were to develop one based on what we’ve done, I think you have to be able to 
build within three different ways, four different ways, really. So that would be my 
model, draft, trade, free agency, and we haven’t gone into free agency in the past 
with my team. It’s just we’ve built through the draft and pretty good trades.  
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 Another expert described their process as being all the factors they consider and 

noted that it is not necessarily a list or group of items that they check off. Interviewee 2 

explained:  

If it’s a model or a process, it’s what I’ve mentioned earlier. I’ve got this player, 
at this age, this experience, and we’ve talked about stats, but there is something 
there, so you look at all information on that player. The process to me, I don’t 
have a way to say we check this box or we’re filling this information and it’s 
going to spit out a salary, it’s just based off what you know and were we’re at. 
 

One expert used the analogy of building a bridge to describe their view on the process. 

They mention key elements such as the draft, coaching, and trades. Interviewee 3 stated: 

I’m going to go back to my bridge example. So, I’m building it over water, but 
what you have to do is have the engineering in place. The process right and you 
know, you have to sync everything up, right? So, you’re building your team in 
many different ways. Coaching, you know all the key and important people that 
contribute. You’re doing it through the draft. You’re doing it through trades. 
That’s where I think the key is, when we talk about process like the engineering 
process, the blueprint. Everybody has a blueprint.  

 
The same expert shared insight as to why they think the word “process” is likely 

overused and that organizations need to be much more dynamic due to the nature of the 

industry. Interviewee 3 shared: 

I think the word process is overused. I think it’s you need a process, I think you 
could start with a simple model, but it is more complex. Sport organizations 
change continuously, and they change because players are improving, players are 
meeting difference challenges.  
 
To determine more regarding organizations and their processes to make decisions, 

interviewees were asked whether they consider what other organizations are doing when making 

athlete compensation decisions. Interestingly, interviewees were quite split regarding their 

answer. For example, one expert shared they do not consider what other organizations are doing 

because they are confident in their own formula. Interviewee 1 stated: 
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Like to be honest, I really don’t. I really don’t look what other organizations are 
doing. I don’t even know why, I guess it’s because, I don’t want to sound 
arrogant, but I think that we’ve had a pretty successful formula with what we do. 

 
Another expert shared a similar mindset as the quote above, interviewee 2 stated: 

 
I think what others are doing is somewhat relevant, but I have to say, I don’t base 
much off that.  
 

 The same expert gave an example of how they view compensating draft picks and their 

own approach to compensating a rookie. They cite the fact that they do not want to rely on what 

other teams are doing. They stated: 

You know, if these three players are the top three picks. I think my player was 
probably compensated higher than the other two, and I didn’t wait to see what 
those teams were going to be compensating their players. I didn’t want to rely on 
what other teams are doing.  

 
When one expert was asked if they consider what other organizations are doing, they 

stated no but gave examples where it is appropriate. For example, they state that you need to be 

aware of what other team’s metrics are. When asked if they consider what other teams are doing, 

interviewee 5 stated: 

Well flat out no may not be the right answer, but no, we do what we do, we hire 
who we hire, and we pay them what we pay. But in saying that, you know what 
other teams are doing and you get a scope of what their data and metrics are.  
 
The same expert provided insight into their own level of awareness in 

understanding that they have room for improvement. For example, they can read books, 

study other organizations, and these things will be beneficial. They shared: 

I think we’re smart enough to know that there’s always areas to improve upon. 
How do you become better? You read books, you talk to people, you look what 
other organizations are doing in hockey and other sports. 
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Some interviewees were on the opposite side of the spectrum and stated that considering what 

other teams do is very important. For example, when one expert stated that you have to consider 

what other organizations are doing. Interviewee 4 shared: 

Yeah, yeah you have to. It doesn’t matter how old or how many years I’ve been in 
the league, you analyze other teams. You’re constantly doing that, trying to see 
what your competitors are doing. Conversely, how are they messing things up? 
You know, like if you look at one organization today who is losing, you’d say 
whatever they’re doing, let us not do that. 
 
In addition, the same expert shared that being a copycat is not a bad thing and that 

it can be useful in professional sports. They shared: 

You look at teams and you get different ideas. You talk to people; you pick things 
up. You know what? It’s not bad to be a copycat. But sometimes it’s not an exact 
science. What sometimes works for one team will not work for your team.  
 
Another expert agreed that you should consider what other organizations are doing but 

argued that it is necessary due to the economic system. When asked if they consider what other 

organizations do, Interviewee 3 stated: 

Well, the system requires you to. It’s really hard in the economic system because, 
we’re talking about value. We’re talking about valuing performance. I think 
you’re always trying to be aware because of the system of what other teams are 
doing.  
 

The same expert discussed how the system can differ depending on marketplace and how what 

benefits other teams won’t always benefit yours. Essentially, they stressed the importance in 

understanding your own organization’s strengths and weaknesses. They stated: 

A lot of time what other teams are doing is using the system in a way that benefits 
them. One thing we hear about is different jurisdictions have different tax laws. 
You have to recognize where your disadvantages are, but I think every franchise 
in every spot has its own unique advantages and disadvantage that are inherent 
because of the marketplace. 

 



 

 74 

The same expert also shared a similar opinion as another expert in trying to apply what you learn 

from other organizations. They discuss the relevance of different markets and different owners. 

They shared: 

You’re always trying to learn, but I think you have to be really careful in trying to 
apply it. You must understand other marketplaces, other ownership groups, right? 
Just because that’s what they can do and how they’ve done it, doesn’t mean you 
can do it.  

 
One expert stated how previously successful teams can influence what other 

organizations do in the future and can dictate athlete compensation. They argue that this 

can take place even if organizations are not necessarily doing it explicitly. Interviewee 6 

stated: 

As in any industry, professional teams emulate what’s been successful. And after 
the Anaheim Mighty Ducks won the Stanley Cup, they had Chris Pronger and 
Scott Niedermayer. So, teams looked at that model and said okay this is how you 
play. You’ve got big players, they hit hard, they make good first passes and they 
don’t need to be the fastest on their feet. 
 

 The same expert gave another specific example in the NHL, where one team has 

success with a certain style and then other organizations will try to emulate it. They 

shared: 

So, if the trend is toward big centers because that’s what drove success for the LA 
Kings when they won the Cup, then you look at the draft and see that plays a role. 
They’ve got skating issues or their hockey sense is questionable, but they’re big 
centers so they’re going higher in the draft than they might otherwise.  
 

 
4.4. The Influence of Principal-Agent Relationships Between Key Decision-makers 

 This research was designed to better understand some of the principal-agent relationships 

within PTSOs. Specifically, whether these relationships can influence athlete compensation 

decision-making. This section will aim to answer: Does the dynamic and relationship between 
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key decision-makers (e.g., GM-Owner or Athlete-Agent) influence the effectiveness of athlete 

compensation decision (RQ4)? 

 Each interviewee was asked how involved owners or ownership groups are in the athlete 

compensation decision-making. In addition, each interviewee was asked whether they believe the 

GM should have full control over this decision-making. This section will provide insights into 

how the interviewees view ownership and who should have final decision-making ability. There 

was a consistent response in that each situation is different and not all owners should be treated 

the same. For example, when asked how involved ownership is regarding compensation 

decision-making in the NLL, interviewee 1 stated:  

It depends on the organization and on the ownership. It really does. When you 
look at our league, there’s a lot of different ownership types. I mean there’s big 
corporations, you know that operate their arenas, there’s multi-billionaire single 
owners, there’s investment banker type guys.  
 
Another expert in the NLL agreed with the sentiment above and stated that in their 

specific situation, they have been given full autonomy. Interviewee 2 shared: 

So, it’s going to vary for each experience with GMs around our league. I’ve been 
given autonomy to make decisions. 
 

The NHL and NLL are not treated equally regarding owner involvement. One expert 

spoke specifically to the difference between the NHL and NLL when it comes to 

ownership involvement. They also agreed with the fact that it will depend on the 

organization, regardless of league. Interviewee 6 stated: 

I think it very much depends on the organization and it depends on the sport. So, I 
think in the NLL in parge part owners are very involved in their teams. You know 
if you look at some organization, the owner is the GM, so he’s directly involved. 
In the NHL, there is a spectrum from and when it comes to direct involvement 
you’ve seen that historically in places that are smaller market teams, where 
owners are directly involved, and they tend to be owners that have less money and 
so dollars and cents are more impactful.  
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Each interviewee was asked whether they think the GM should have full control over 

decision-making. Many interviewees stated that they believe owners should be involved and 

work with the GM.  For example, regarding ownership, interviewee 1 stated:  

I think they should be involved because ultimately at the end of the day, it’s their 
team. They are the guys who sign the cheques. Sometimes it’s not all that 
complicated, provide a budget, you know that are the parameters, work within it. 
 

Another expert was strongly opinionated on the topic if owners need to be involved or not. When 

asked if they think owners should be involved, they stated it would be a big mistake to not 

include owner. In the context of the NHL, interviewee 3 shared:

Well, I would tell you this, I’m a huge believer in this. I’ve heard it lots, oh year, 
the GM needs to be autonomous. Oh, really? I’ll tell you how you can be 
autonomous as a GM, don’t make a mistake, be perfect 100% of the time. You 
know the owners have made the capital investment in the team. I will be very 
clear on this. You are an absolute idiot if you don’t believe that ownership should 
be involved on real key major decisions. And that’s not just compensation, that’s 
trading players, acquiring players, all those things.  

 
One expert gave a specific example where even in a large market NHL organization, 

owners will be involved in big decisions. Interviewee 6 shared: 

On large scale deals you can bet when the Toronto Maple Leafs went to sign John 
Tavares that it required board approval to find $11M for a max contract. That 
would require board approval but it’s not as though the board was interjecting 
itself into negotiations all the way along. 
 

Another expert had an interesting perspective on the involvement of owners in two different eras 

of the NHL. One era was pre-2005 when the salary cap did not exist, the other is post-2005 when 

the league agreed to a salary cap and floor. Specifically, when asked how involved owners are, 

interviewee 4 shared: 

A little bit less now, and I’ll tell you why. Before the cap in 2005, when there was 
no cap, you could just do what you want and pay a player $100M. The owners 
were very, very involved. When the cap comes in, how are the owners involved? 
Minimally. You know why? Well, you can’t spend above $81.5M. So, what the 
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owner basically says to us is get the best team on the ice that you can get for 
$81.5M. 

 
 One expert stressed the importance of the GM-owner relationship and gave 

insight into how it can be improved. When speaking about the importance of the GM-

owner relationship, interviewee 3 shared their opinion: 

It’s a very important relationship, it’s similar to the coach and his star player, 
right? It doesn’t mean the star player gets to go and make all the decisions, right? 
But you’re working with the player, just like a GM needs to work with the owner. 
 

Another interviewee discussed whether the GM-owner relationship needs improvement 

or not, essentially stating that they think the owner should not give up too much control. 

Interviewee 9 shared: 

I think it needs much improvement. I think on both sides. I think the owners, at 
times, give up too much. Some may say, that’s not my area, okay well it’s not 
your area, but there’s areas that you’re really good at where the general manager 
can benefit. I think respecting those areas, saying this is what I’m really good at, 
but I need help here, and conversely. And I think it needs massive improvement.  
 

When asked about the potential influence of the owner on a GM’s ability to make good 

decisions, an expert shared a specific story in the NHL. They discussed a situation where 

an owner overstepped their GM to make a contract decision. Interviewee 6 shared: 

It can absolutely have a direct influence. A number of years ago, in Montreal, PK 
Subban went to arbitration. And I’m just recounting things that were publicly 
reported on. He was in the middle of arbitration and before the decision came out, 
the ownership group interjected. The GM had gone down that course and was 
trying to set a precedent that they won’t be bullied, but the ownership group 
interjected and signed him.  

 
 
4.4.1. The Role of a GM 

As a result of these conversations around the GM-owner relationship, many 

interviewees shared their opinions as to what the role of a GM is. Therefore, this section 

will provide insight into the key roles of a GM and who is the final decision-maker 
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regarding athlete compensation. When discussing whether the GM should have full 

control or not, interviewee 4 stated: “Yeah, I do, in this system I do. In an open system, 

like baseball, I wouldn’t.”  

One expert provided their opinion based on their own experience. They believe 

that a GM should have control as that is the job they were hired to do. Interviewee 1 

shared: 

Well, I know for myself, I always had final say. It was my job to build, it’s my job 
to grow the team so I always had final on that. Managers are hired for a reason, 
because they are supposed to be the expert in their field and there has to be a trust 
factor there and that’s what you need as a GM, because you’re the guy hired to do 
the job. 

 
Another expert shared a similar sentiment as above. When asked who should have full 

control over athlete compensation decision-making, interviewee 7 stated: 

If somebody hires me to do a job, then they should trust me to do my job. As a 
general manager, a big part of my job is selecting and deciding which players and 
staff to have within the organization. 

 
The same expert provided an example of how they treat the coaches and how they feel 

the owner should be treating the GM in a similar manner. They stated: 

If I start to tell my coaches who to put in the lineup and I’m like this guy needs to 
be in the lineup and you should have this guy on the powerplay, then what are my 
expectations of my coaches? What happens if we fail, and I’ve been influencing 
their decisions or dictating? From the other side, this is what we’re doing and now 
we don’t have success, who’s that on now? Who takes the responsibility?  

 
 When discussing the actual role of the GM, a couple of the interviewees shared a 

similar opinion in that the job is to put the best possible talent onto the floor or ice. For 

example, interviewee 5 stated: 

You know my objective is to put the best quality personnel on the floor for my 
coaches and for our fans.  
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Another defined the GM’s role as being the one who aligns everyone on the same 

objectives, including the coaches and players. When asked how they would define the 

GM’s role, interviewee 7 shared: 

I think it’s kind of all encompassing. But the general manager is putting a team 
together within the budget and making sure that the selected coaching staff and 
roster that’s been put together have the same goals. 

 
When discussing the role of the GM compared to an assistant GM, one expert 

described the responsibility of the GM in working with the owner. Interviewee 5 stated: 

Ultimately, the general manager of the team will make those decisions. The 
general manager of the team would be the connection between the team and the 
owner, that’s the general manager’s job. 
 

Another was able to share their viewpoint as a team president and how they work directly 

with the GM. They shared how they think the two roles differ and the responsibility they 

are willing to give the GM as the president. When asked about who the final decision-

maker is when signing a player, interviewee 9 stated: 

It’s different for every organization, but I give that autonomy to our GM. He has a 
budget to work within, he can assess the talent far better than I can. That’s his job, 
that’s his responsibility. I mean we’ll have discussions to make sure he’s going 
down the right path, but at the end of the day, I give him the autonomy to make 
those decisions.  
 

Contradictory to the previous statement, one expert spoke about their experience as an 

athlete and how they viewed the GM-president relationship in their organization. They 

argued that the president had a lot of control over athlete compensation decision. 

Interviewee 8 stated: 

The control wasn’t always in the general manager’s hands. I think the president 
had some major influence on the roster. I think he made a lot of big moves and 
then that was just voiced to the general manager. 
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 In conclusion, the results are summarized for RQ2, RQ3, and RQ4, providing 

several insights from the interview data. Results were provided to show which factors 

these experts consider when making athlete compensation decisions, how they manage 

ownership, how involved ownership is, and the models and processes they consider in 

making decisions. The next chapter will break down these results further and provide 

ways to apply the findings. 
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Chapter 5. Discussion 

This chapter is designed to give a full description of the results chapter, including unique 

findings, how to apply the study findings, and how the study findings relate and compare to past 

literature. Like the Results chapter, this chapter will be organized by research question and each 

section will focus on a specific research question.  

 

5.1. The Effectiveness of Key Decision-makers 

  This research sought to answer the following question; How effective are key decision-

makers (GMs, owners, coaches, athletes, and agents) at making athlete compensation decisions 

(RQ1)? In reviewing the interview data, it was difficult to determine how effective these 

decision-makers are, but it can be clearly supported that they are all experts in their field. It is 

important to note that each stakeholder or stakeholder group may view effectiveness in different 

ways. For example, an athlete may define effective as signing a long-term contract or a GM may 

define effective in reaching a certain round in the playoffs. Effectiveness can be viewed in a 

variety of ways, making it difficult to determine given the number of interviewees in various 

roles. Although, we can take their comments as insights towards interpreting the results. To 

support that these interviewees are experts, it is worth considering how they responded to 

multiple interview questions. As outlined in the Results chapter, there is evidence to support that 

the interviewees are experts regarding athlete compensation. For example, each interviewee 

reported that they consider several factors when making decisions and do not rely on a single 

piece of data or information. This is an important characteristic of effective decision-making 

(Foster et al., 2020). In examining the data further, the experts reported considering factors such 

as the CBA, their market, performance metrics, and an athlete’s character.  
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How the interviewees responded to the involvement of ownership in athlete 

compensation decision-making is a possible indicator of their expertise. For example, all 

interviewees at least identified the importance and significance of ‘working with ownership’ in 

decision-making. Each interviewee mentioned that ownership should be involved in some 

capacity and that working in tandem with ownership is more effective regarding decision-making 

than working alone. For example, when one interviewee was asked about working with 

ownership, interviewee 3 stated:  

Ultimately, they don’t sit on the same kind of sea level, right? Like a coach is 
going to answer to a general manager, a general manager is going to answer to an 
owner. So, I think the communication is a two-way street. It’s important because 
if it’s not an up and down type thing, then you’ve got a miscommunication and 
bad things could happen. No other way to put it, bad things could happen. 
 
In addition to the factors that interviewees consider and how they view ownership, it is 

also worth considering the process that they reported following to make decisions. As discussed 

in the Results chapter, these experts typically do not follow a formal model, but they all shared 

that they follow some form of process to make effective decisions. Multiple experts discussed 

their process, for example discussing how they model their team or the steps they follow in 

putting together a team, while working within a given budget. For instance, interviewee 9 stated: 

We have a matrix that we work with and ultimately, we have a budget to work 
within. The way that we go about it is starting with the top end talent and figuring 
out those main positions. Determining what their salary is going to be, and then 
obviously we have whatever pool is left to fill in the gaps. But we tend to start 
with our top end talent first.  

 
 To further demonstrate why the interviewees are experts, it is worthwhile discussing the 

results to the question: would you say your main focus is on win-maximization? For example, 

many interviewees provided strong rationale as to why they should focus on winning, but that it 

should not be their sole focus when making decisions. The interviewees were very aware of their 
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role and responsibility to ensure the organization is profitable. For example, when discussing the 

business side of their organization, one expert simply stated: “It’s more of a business role, but I 

have to be involved in that”. Another expert shared their opinion as to why profit-maximization 

and win-maximization are not mutually exclusive. Interviewee 3 shared the following: 

They work hand in hand, like winning has to be there. How you’re spending your 
money has to be there. Spending money isn’t just the answer, you must spend it 
smartly and wisely.  
 

Furthermore, another expert shared their opinion when asked if their main focus is on 

win-maximization. Specifically, the expert identified that they do not have one sole 

focus, interviewee 5 stated: 

There’s no question that’s our primary role and focus, but we don’t have blinders 
on. We have a duty to help maximize revenues as well. You know, ensuring that 
our players are doing community events, and making ourselves available for 
corporate functions or for sales calls. 

 
In conclusion, the interviewees can be considered experts in athlete compensation 

decision-making. They consider many variables, have some form of process in place, and 

understand the importance and dynamics of multiple stakeholder relationships. However, 

given the interview questions and sample, it is difficult to determine if how effective 

these decision-makers are. 

 

5.2. The Determinants of Athlete Compensation 

This research also sought to answer the following question: What are the key 

determinants and barriers of effective athlete compensation decision-making (i.e., emotion, 

personal relationship, etc.) (RQ2)? The most common barriers and factors reported by the 

interviewees include performance, character, league rules, and market conditions. The number 

one factor was performance, as many interviewees cited that this overrules other considerations.  
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For example, one interviewee stated: “You better have talent. We don’t win today because we 

don’t have talent”. Another simply stated: “It’s about talent, that is number one”.  

Most of the determinants and barriers mentioned by the group of experts are similar to 

what has been mentioned in previous literature. For example, Scully (1974) presented evidence 

to support the importance of performance, the number of years spent in the league, and 

bargaining power as factors in determining salary in the MLB. In the NHL, Jones & Walsh 

(1988) determined that skill was the principal determinant of salary for all positions. Similar to 

these findings, this research supports the importance of performance, years in the league, and 

bargaining power, as many experts listed these factors. For example, the experts consistently said 

that regardless of other factors, talent and performance is most important. Many experts cited 

that the CBA of the league dictates what they compensate athletes. This is directly related to the 

number of years an athlete has spent in the league. For example, in the NLL, players in their first 

year are all paid the same amount, which is outlined in the CBA. As athletes gain more seniority 

in the league, they are simply entitled to earn more. Many experts alluded to the power of 

bargaining rights. Specifically, in the NHL, they mentioned how athletes are entitled to 

arbitration if they cannot come to terms regarding salary with their respective organization.  

Interestingly, not many experts mentioned the potential influence of external conditions 

impacting how much they compensate an athlete. For example, Terry et al. (2018) identified 

factors such as where the athlete played previously in the context of the MLB. Specifically, they 

stated that free agent athletes who either played for a large market organization or played for a 

successful organization the prior year received a premium regarding salary. In the NHL, Allmen 

et al. (2015) found evidence to support that European hockey players were compensated more 

compared to their identical Canadian or US-born counterparts. None of the experts mentioned 
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the potential influence of these conditions or conditions that are similar. Many experts mentioned 

they consider comparable players, but they did not mention factors such as nationality or where 

the player has played in the past as being a consideration. This does not mean these experts 

neglect these conditions, although this is a potential area for improvement regarding athlete 

compensation decision-making. If the experts making these decisions are more aware of 

potential influences outside of their control leading to over-compensating athletes, they may be 

able to make better decisions.  

The current sport management literature, as reviewed, rarely mentions the idea of an 

athlete’s character influencing their salary. Yet nearly all the experts interviewed stated that 

character is a very important consideration. In fact, a few interviewees stated that character is the 

second most important factor next to talent or skill. Many experts provided their view on both 

how to define and determine an athlete’s character. Interestingly, many experts had quite similar 

opinions on the topic. Many described character as players who are coachable, have good work 

ethic, and are good with their teammates and coaches. In addition, majority of experts had 

similar tactics for determining character. They typically treat it like a job interview where they 

either interview the athlete directly or seek outside references. Many experts cited that the 

references are much more reliable than a typical job interview as the athlete does not get to 

choose the reference and the reference has a reputation to uphold in the industry.  

It was an unexpected finding that so many experts would consider character so important. 

It was unexpected for a couple reasons. Firstly, determining character was expected to be quite 

subjective in nature and therefore less important to the decision-making process. This thinking 

was incorrect as many of the interviewees do consider the subjective side of an athlete in 

determining their value, even when it comes to skill or talent. Secondly, the past literature that 
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was reviewed did not mention the importance of character. This is likely because most of the 

relevant sport management literature were quantitative studies. Since an athlete’s character is 

quite difficult to quantify and not many expert interviews have taken place in the reviewed 

literature, it is not surprising that character has not been identified as an important consideration. 

Future research could consider trying to quantify how much character plays a role in salary 

determination. This idea will be discussed more in Chapter 7.  

 

5.3. The Relevance of Athlete Compensation Decision-making Models 

This research sought to answer the following questions: What are the various athlete 

compensation models that PTSOs are using to make decisions (RQ3a)? What are the various 

athlete compensation processes that PTSOs are using to make decisions (RQ3b)? Are certain 

athlete compensation models and processes more effective than others (RQ3c)? 

The most interesting takeaway regarding models and processes is that no expert reported 

having an exact model or process they follow to make athlete compensation decisions. This was 

an unexpected finding, as in the literature, such as Foster et al. (2020), decision-making 

frameworks were shown to be valuable. The unexpected finding can be due to a couple reasons. 

Firstly, the restrictions that the decision-makers have to work within. (e.g., cap floor or cap 

ceiling) was underestimated. Many of the decision-makers in both the NHL and NLL stated they 

are quite restricted in what they can do and view the CBA as their model or guide. This is not 

necessarily the case in a league like the MLB where there is no salary cap and therefore decision-

making models may be more relevant. Secondly, the use of proprietary data, such as advanced 

performance metrics, was overestimated. It was expected that each organization tracked data that 

was not public and leveraged this data in decision-making. The use and relevance of advanced 

performance metrics was mentioned by many interviewees, but not many discussed the use of 
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these metrics in the form of a model or as a major consideration in their decision-making 

process. Specifically, advanced metrics were not as heavily tracked or relied upon in NLL 

organizations. There is potential for NLL organizations to trailblaze in player evaluation through 

creating and tracking their own performance metrics. 

According to the interviewees, the main reason for these organizations not to employ a 

formal model is because they do not need it due to the league structure. Many experts cited that 

the CBA, league structure, and elements such as the cap structure are what guide their decisions. 

The experts rely on the rules they are given to work within. For example, one expert discussed 

how all NHL teams spend roughly the same amount in athlete compensation other than a select 

few smaller market organizations. Therefore, the expert expressed that it is more about making 

good decisions rather than having a model to determine athlete compensation. In many of the 

expert’s view, they do not need an athlete compensation model to make good decisions.  

Every interviewee did allude to a process that involved various factors, however not one 

stated that they have anything formal in place. Regarding these processes, interviewees 

mentioned several factors that they consider as part of their decision-making process. Some of 

those factors include communication with coaches, communication with owners, how they 

evaluate talent (e.g., using comparable players), leveraging the entry draft, and identifying 

position scarcity. There is an opportunity for future research to build a conceptual framework or 

process that take these factors into consideration. 

 An interesting finding from the research is that there was a split between how experts 

view considering what other organizations are doing. Some interviewees stated that they 

typically stick to their own principles and do not consider what other organizations in the league 

are doing, while other interviewees stated that part of their process is considering what other 
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teams are doing. Interestingly, more interviewees from NHL organizations were likely to 

consider what other organizations do. There is potential for more decision-makers to leverage 

strategies and ideas from other organizations to improve their own decision-making. All experts 

mentioned that they do consider player comparables for players that organizations have 

compensated, but not many mentioned the idea of studying other organizational strategies or 

tactics. For example, a decision-maker may be interested in how a specific organization built a 

winning team, what draft strategy they used, how did they recruit certain athletes, etc. It is likely 

experts do consider what other sport organizations are doing, such as the NBA or NHL, or even 

other areas of business, but it was not mentioned during the interviews. There is potential for 

decision-makers to improve their own processes by understanding the processes or models of 

others. 

 In summary, based on the interview input provided, it is difficult to determine if certain 

processes or models are more effective than others since not many models were discussed. 

Perhaps the NHL and NLL are not great leagues for this research question, and it is possible that 

other leagues, such as the MLB, would be a better sample for this kind of analysis. In the MLB, 

many organizations choose to spend well above other organizations and therefore, there may be 

more clearly defined spending models. For example, since there is no cap structure in the MLB, 

some large market organizations will spend more than $100M more than other organizations on 

athlete compensation. This kind of gap does not exist in leagues such as the NHL and NLL.  

 

5.4. The GM-Owner Relationship 

This research sought to answer a fourth question: Does the dynamic and relationship 

between key decision-makers (e.g., GM-Owner or Athlete-Agent) influence the effectiveness of 

athlete compensation decisions (RQ4)? 
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According to the interview data provided by the experts, key decision-makers do work 

together to make athlete compensation decisions. As expected, all interviewees mentioned that 

interpersonal relationships are important to decision-making, and the number one relationship 

that was discussed was the GM-Owner relationship. Other relevant relationships that were 

mentioned include GM-coach, coach-athlete, GM-athlete, and athlete-agent. Regarding the GM-

owner relationship, experts spoke to how involved owners are in the athlete compensation 

decision-making, how involved they think owners should be, and what exactly the role of the 

GM is. Interestingly, not many interviewees shared personal stories to indicate that the 

relationship dynamics negatively impacted decision-making. In addition, as discussed in past 

literature, the interviewees confirmed the ownership situation will vary from league-to-league 

and organization-to-organization.  

To begin, when the experts were asked how involved ownership was in athlete 

compensation decision-making, the answers varied. Some experts stated that the ownership was 

involved to a degree, while others stated that they are basically given full autonomy as a GM to 

make decisions. The situation varied from league-to-league and organization-to-organization. 

For example, the NLL interviewees stated that they were mostly given full autonomy to make 

decisions. But they did reference that there are many different owners in the league and the level 

of autonomy will vary from team to team. The NHL interviewees all stated that ownership is 

involved in athlete compensation decision-making to a degree. Specifically, according to the 

interviewees, NHL owners are more involved in the large player compensation decisions. This 

was framed to manage risk and possible difference in objectives between the owner and GM. 

This is relevant to past literature and supports the idea of reducing agency problems that can 

exist within principal-agent relationships. This finding is intuitive as it is the owner’s money 
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being spent and, in the NHL, the player compensation is on a much larger scale than the NLL. 

One common theme across both leagues was that the owner was responsible for setting a budget 

and parameters for the GM to work within. Many of the interviewees stressed that the 

communication between GM and owner is very important, but that once a budget is set, it is the 

GM’s job to evaluate talent and make compensation decisions. 

Similar to what past literature has stated, the interviewees identified many different types 

of ownership, and stated the type of ownership will influence their involvement in decision-

making. Foster et al. (2020) identified five different ways to classify ownership and discussed 

how different ownership types will have different objectives. Juravich et al. (2017) stated that 

some owners may be interested in maximizing their profit, while others may be interested in 

maximizing their number of wins. Fort & Quirk (1995) identified owners in this manner as well. 

It is worth discussing whether owners should be classified as win or profit maximization as each 

interviewee was asked if they personally identify as being focused on win-maximization. All the 

GMs interviewed stated that their focus is win-maximization but that they do not neglect the 

profit side of the business. The one team president who was interviewed stated that their focus is 

on profit-maximization, but they also do not neglect the importance of winning.  

Overall, it is possible to classify owners as either win-maximization, profit-maximization, 

or both, but it likely depends on the league and ownership type. For example, one interviewee 

talked about the NHL and classified organizations as either large market or small market 

organizations. Since the NHL has a hard salary cap and all teams can only spend a certain 

amount, this may be a more appropriate way to classify owners. For example, small market 

organizations are more likely to spend under the salary cap, whereas all large market 

organizations just spend the maximum on player salary. In the NLL, win and profit-
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maximization classification may be more relevant as there is no hard salary cap and owners can 

spend over the maximum, while paying luxury taxes. Therefore, some owners may be classified 

as win-maximization if they are willing to spend above and beyond what other organizations do. 

Lastly, it may be worthwhile classifying organizational roles (i.e., general manager) as 

being profit or win focused. As mentioned, GMs view their role as mainly being focused on 

helping the team win. The coaches who were interviewed also view their role in this manner. The 

single president interviewed identified their role more closely to being focused on profit. More 

data is needed on other roles, but rather than classifying an entire organization or ownership 

group as having a sole focus, it may be better to classify individual roles in this manner.  

 As suggested by Foster and O’Reilly (2020), there is a need to further understand the role 

of a GM for the purpose of applied learning. The role of a GM was mentioned by many 

interviewees and therefore it is worth providing more insight. The biggest takeaway is that many 

of the interviewees view the GM as the one who drives athlete compensation decision-making. 

Juravich et al. (2017) described the role of a GM to manage the process of hiring and firing both 

coaches and athletes.  This description was confirmed in the interview data. The GM was 

described as the person who find the best talent given the organization’s objective, which 

includes not only athletes but also coaching staff, scouting staff, etc. In addition, one interviewee 

described the GM’s role as being the main line of communication with the owner and the rest of 

the team.   
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   Chapter 6.  Implications  

 
6.1. Theoretical Implications 

 This study is different in that it provides a less often used methodology in sport 

management literature regarding professional team sports. As mentioned in Juravich et al. 

(2017), there is a request for interviews with GM, league officials, etc. to further understand 

organizational and league dynamics. A key contribution of this research is that it can provide 

insight into the research and interview process to assist researchers with potential future research 

using this methodology. Specifically, this research can provide insights into interviewing this 

group of stakeholders, namely GMs.  

Many of the details regarding the interview processes and outreach methods are included 

in the Methodology chapter, but it is worth sharing more insights. For example, it is 

recommended that the interviewer have experience or vast knowledge in the field of study. Due 

to the nature of expert interviews, it was important for the interviewer to be able to relate to the 

interviewee and ask appropriate follow up and probing questions. Without these types of 

questions, the experts would be vague in their responses, treating the interview similar to an 

interview with the media. This is likely specific to professional team sports as many individuals 

are accustomed to doing public interviews. Secondly, and perhaps obvious in hindsight, it is 

important to allow for extra time to contact and set up the interviews. The experts are busy 

individuals, so setting up interview and finding a time that works was challenging for some. If 

the research includes interviews with expert in professional sports, it is recommended targeting 

these individuals in their off-season, including during a time when the draft or free agency is not 

taking place. Another important insight from the interview process is that these experts have a 

ton of knowledge to share. For this reason, it may be more practical to develop very specific 
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research questions and objectives from the outset.  Lastly, it is worth noting that cold emails 

were not an effective manner in contacting these experts for interviews. Although not many cold 

emails were sent, there were zero responses, and every interviewee was a result of a personal 

contact or recommendation from a personal contact. It is recommended that researchers seek out 

GMs, assistant GMs, coaches, etc., who are no longer employed by an organization. Not only 

will this increase the odds that they agree to complete an interview, but it will also increase the 

quality of information they share. In this research, it was found that interviewees who are either 

not currently employed by a PTSO or who have been in their role for a long duration of time 

were more open in their responses to the interview questions. 

 A second conceptual implication is the confirmation of the importance of principal-agent 

relationships. The interview data supported the idea of agency problems such as information 

asymmetry and risk tolerance. For example, many interviewees talked about how the GM and 

owner need to be aligned on long-term contracts in the NHL. Interviewees described that even 

though the GM decides on an athlete, the larger deals, which are higher risk, are typically 

brought to the owner for final approval. This kind of action supports the notion that these experts 

aim to mitigate risk tolerance between the principal and agent.  

 A third conceptual implication includes the contribution of a more clearly defined role of 

a GM. Foster & O’Reilly (2020) stated there has been little research attention given to the role of 

GM. This research has provided more insight into the exact role of a GM and hopefully will 

allow for more applied learning in sport management programs, but also more clearly defined 

future research. For example, future research could choose to focus on a specific element of the 

GM’s role, such as being the main line of communication between the owner and the rest of the 

organization. 



 

 94 

  

6.2. Practical Implications 

   This research has practical implications for two stakeholder groups, namely the PTSOs 

and their decision-makers, and then the athlete and agent duo. Firstly, the athlete and agent duo 

gain simply from more information symmetry. According to Mason & Slack (2001, p.112) “The 

goal of agency theorist in creating monitoring mechanisms is to reduce the information 

asymmetry that typically favors agents over principals”. In this scenario, the data, and factors in 

how PTSOs make compensation decisions will benefit the athlete. For example, knowing that 

character is an important trait to PTSOs and the fact that in the NHL, the arbitration process does 

not factor in character, there is an incentive for athletes to perhaps include their reputation and 

character as part of the negotiation process. In the NLL, it was stated by one interviewee that 

GMs do not typically mention character in the negotiation process but that they do consider it. 

Therefore, it is important for the athlete and agent to use this piece of information during athlete 

compensation negotiation. This research will assist agents and athletes in contract negotiation in 

many ways. For example, understanding that PTSOs use player comparables to value an athlete, 

an agent and athlete can better prepare with additional rationale as to why a given athlete is 

perhaps worth more. In addition, athletes and agents can better understand how PTSOs view the 

importance of league rules and the CBA to better understand where the GM may be coming from 

when making a compensation offer.   

 On the other side, this research assists PTSO decision-makers involved in athlete 

compensation decisions. Of course, these individuals are experts in their field, but there is always 

the possibility to bring awareness to additional factors these decision-makers may not be 

considering. For example, as discussed in the Discussion and Results chapter, some interviewees 

really consider what other organizations are doing, while others do not. There is potential for 
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some decision-makers to leverage what other organizations are doing and to replicate key pieces 

of their strategy to improve their own decision-making. Another example could be the use of 

more advanced metrics to assist decision-making. In the NHL, advanced metrics are more 

readily available and therefore used to help make decisions. In the NLL, there seems to be a lack 

of data and performance metrics to use. Therefore, it is possible for PTSOs to gain a competitive 

advantage through tracking their own. Of course, there is a financial investment required, but 

considering the use of these metrics in leagues such as the NHL and MLB, it may be worth 

considering for some NLL organizations. In addition, this research aims to bring awareness to 

the fact that many decision-makers did not mention external factors that may be leading to over-

compensating athletes. Some of those factors include which organization the athlete played for 

previously or perhaps where the athlete was previously drafted.  

Lastly, a major practical implication of this research is that it is generalizable to many 

professional sports leagues across North America (NA) and possibly on a global scale. As shown 

in Table 1, the NHL is a strong representation of many other professional leagues in NA such as 

the NFL, NBA, and MLB. All these leagues share many similarities that can allow for 

generalizability. For example, each league operates in a manner where an agent represents an 

athlete during contract negotiations. Each league has a CBA, a league office, and strives for 

competitive balance. The one considerable difference is that the MLB has no salary cap, whereas 

the NHL has a hard salary cap. 

Further, as shown in Table 1, the NLL is a representation of other professional leagues 

such as the AHL, CFL, Women’s National Basketball Association (WNBA), Canadian Elite 

Basketball League (CEBL), etc. These leagues all share similarities that differ from other major 

leagues (NHL, NFL, MLB, NBA). A key difference is the dollar amount being invested in 
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athlete compensation. Athletes in these leagues are typically compensated in the thousands 

compared to athletes in NHL or NBA, who are compensated in the hundreds of thousands or 

millions. Therefore, this research can be applied to many different leagues and allows for future 

research to target individual leagues in more detail. 

 In addition to just North American professional sport leagues, this research can be 

generalized to specific leagues globally. For example, the NHL can ask as a possible 

representation of many top European football leagues such as Ligue 1 or Serie A. The NLL can 

be a possible representation of smaller leagues in various countries, such as the A-League in 

Australia. It is worth noting that these leagues may differ in terms of rules or CBA restrictions, 

but they operate on a relatively similar player salary scale.  
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Chapter 7. Limitations and Future Studies  

 
7.1. Limitations of this Research 

It is important to recognize and outline the limitations of this research and provide 

suggestions for improvement. To begin, the access to the group of interviewees is limited, which 

led to a small sample. Relying on only nine experts and their specific experiences can be 

limiting. Even though there was a point of saturation reached in the data, and nine total 

interviews are considered falling within a suitable range (McCracken, 1988), a larger sample 

could allow for more findings and exploration. Due to the nature of the interviewees and their 

level of employment, it is a difficult group to reach for the purpose of an interview. It is also 

worth noting that certain stakeholder groups were under sampled. Specifically, athletes were 

under sampled compared to GMs and coaches. There is potential for future research to target 

other stakeholder groups, such as athletes or player agents. 

Secondly, a limitation of this research is the design of the research questions. Specifically, 

RQ1 was too vague and subjective, therefore it was difficult to answer through interview 

questions and data. In hindsight, the research question would not have used the word “effective”, 

as it is too subjective in nature and defined differently by many people. As mentioned 

previously, each stakeholder may view effectiveness differently, for example an owner may 

define being effective as earning a profit for the season, whereas a coach may define effective as 

winning a championship. An alternative to the current research question would be to define 

“effective” by stakeholder group as each stakeholder group has a different incentive or way in 

which they view reaching effectiveness. In addition, regarding RQ3, the word “model” should 

have been more clearly defined when interviewing the experts. It is likely that many interviewees 

interpreted the word model differently and therefore provided answers less relevant to the 



 

 98 

intended purpose of the research.  In defense of the research questions, the research was designed 

to be exploratory in nature and therefore it was unknown exactly where the interviewees would 

go with the interview questions.  

Thirdly, the fact that no owners were interviewed limits how well the GM-owner 

relationship is defined. Of course, asking the GMs how they view the relationship and owner 

involvement is insightful, but it is only half the story. The owners would be able to explicitly 

state if they view themselves and their organization as win or profit maximization. In addition, 

owners would be able to speak to how they define the GM, how involved they think they should 

be, and how they can work best with a GM.  

 Lastly, there are many different professional sports leagues across North America with 

slightly different leagues structures and rules. Although this research provides some 

generalizability to other leagues, it is still limiting in that it only included two leagues and does 

not account for all the variances across professional leagues. Future research may consider 

interviewees from other leagues as well.  

 
7.2. Potential Future Research 

 For future research, there are several recommendations. Regarding methodology, it is 

suggested that future research does leverage expert interviews, but that researchers seek experts 

who no longer working for a specific organization. As mentioned previously, this will increase 

the openness and honesty from the interviewees. Although, quite difficult to do, future research 

should consider interviewing owners of PTSOs. It is likely that owners view relationship 

dynamics, compensation decisions, and ideas like profit versus win-maximization quite 

differently than other stakeholders. Therefore, interviews with owners could help answer 

questions such as: how do you define the role of the GM? Interviewing owners will also allow 
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for a deeper understanding of the GM-owner relationship. In addition, it is recommended that 

future research consider targeting other stakeholder groups, such as athletes, player agents, or 

team presidents. Focusing on these specific stakeholder groups will allow for more insights into 

the compensation decision-making process. For example, player agents will have a unique 

perspective in how they manage both the GM-agent and athlete-agent relationship. 

 The finding that character was an important consideration in compensation decision-

making was surprising. Future research could consider trying to quantify what character is and 

how it directly influences an athlete’s compensation. It would be interesting to know exactly how 

many organizations consider character. Also, do athletes and agents take character into 

consideration when negotiating salary. Lastly, future research could aim to understand how 

PTSOs deal with athletes who are perceived to have poor character.  

 Another area for potential research is aiming to understand how PTSOs can better 

leverage what other organizations are doing. As mentioned, some interviewees prefer to stick to 

their own ways and principles and do not consider what other organizations in their league are 

doing. Future research could aim to understand why this is the case and perhaps find ways to 

suggest organizations improve in this area.  

 Lastly, it is recommended that future research seek out how important advanced analytics 

and performance metrics are to PTSOs. Many interviewees alluded to their importance but 

having a clearer understanding of the data approach these organizations take would be interesting 

and valuable. Specifically, comparing the importance of data to factors such as experience, 

character, or subjective evaluation would be possible. 
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Chapter 8. Conclusion 

 In conclusion, most research questions were answered in detail, while some remain open 

to future research. It is fair to say that key decision-makers in PTSO are effective regarding 

athlete compensation decisions, but this is a subjective stance based on how these individuals 

approach decision-making. Many key determinants and barriers leading to effective athlete 

compensation decision-making were listed, including league structure, athlete performance, 

character, position scarcity, and market conditions. It was determined that the sample of 

interviewees are not using formal athlete compensation models but that they do have processes in 

place and make structured decisions. It cannot be said as to which processes are most effective. 

Lastly, it was determined that relationships between key decision-makers are very important to 

the effectiveness of athlete compensation decisions. Specifically, the GM-owner relationship was 

discussed as being very important, although the degree of the relationship and ownership 

involvement varied from situation-to-situation among interviewees.  

 The research presents possible practical and theoretical contributions. The main 

theoretical contribution includes details regarding the interview process with these expert 

decision-makers. This form of research is quite limited and insights into the interview process 

are provided. The main practical contribution is the increase in information symmetry for 

athletes regarding the compensation negotiation process. The interviewees are experts in their 

field and therefore will not likely gain a lot of value from the research, but there is still some 

value in providing additional factors to consider when making athlete compensation decisions. 

 Upon completion of this research, there is interest in further pursuing the importance of 

character in determining athlete compensation. Future research will aim to properly value 

character traits so that there is even more information symmetry for athletes in negotiating their 
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salary. In addition, there is an interest in researching the mental game of professional athletes 

and how important this is to their performance. Interviewees did not discuss an athlete’s mental 

game, and future research may prove that mental game is crucial in an athlete’s physical 

performance. 

 The research was exploratory in nature, but in conclusion, it ended with insightful data 

from a sample of expert interviewees in the North American professional sports industry. It is 

hoped that the research will encourage others to pursue the expert interview methodology so that 

more can be learned from these individuals.   
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