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A Storm in Seattle
Force 10 is the point on the empirical Beaufort scale at which windy weather officially can be called a storm. Indeed a storm struck Seattle in 2006.
Professional Basketball Club, LLC, a group of Oklahoma businessmen led by hedge-fund manager Clay Bennett, purchased the pair of Seattle’s professional basketball franchises, the Supersonics of the National Basketball Association and the Storm of the Women’s National Basketball Association, in 2006 under somewhat-spurious pretences. A year later he announced his intentions to relocate the franchises to Oklahoma City. 

When faced with the prospect of their beloved WNBA franchise moving to Oklahoma City, former Seattle Deputy Mayor Anne Levinson recruited three partners—Microsoft senior vice president of human resources Lisa Brummel, Olympic silver medal-winning rower and investment business owner Ginny Gilder and former Microsoft database director and non-profit organiser Dawn Trudeau—to rescue the Seattle Storm from removal.
“For us to have been able to provide the league with a letter signed by nearly 1,200 fans, resolutions from government leaders, and strong growth in ticket sales and sponsorships over just the past six weeks speaks to the incredible support from the fans and the community and is evidence of how much this team means to the Seattle region,” Levinson said in a press release announcing the approval of the sale to the femmes of Force 10 Hoops LLC (Howard and Savage).


Despite a valiant attempt by Microsoft CEO Steve Ballmer, Costco CEO Jim Sinegal, Seattle developer Matt Griffin and wireless industry pioneer John Stanton, the Sonics were unable to be salvaged from the wreck. 

The Storm’s history is entwined with the Sonics; the warm, welcoming basketball climate countering the rainy Seattle winter started with the Sonics.
The Sonics Story

For 41 years, the Seattle Supersonics pounded the hardwood in the Pacific Northwest. As basketball boomed in the United States, so the Sonics soared. As Kevin Calabro, the Sonics’ broadcaster from 1987 until their 2008 relocation relates in Sonicsgate: “I asked [Seattle native and Atlanta Hawks guard] Jamal Crawford once in an interview why there were so many good young players, great players, playing in the NBA from the 206 [the Seattle area] and he said, ‘It’s simple. It rains a lot, and there’s nothing else to do but go indoors and play hoop.’”

Burris has observed that universally it’s easier for a kid “to grab a ball and play hoop” than to recruit peers to play baseball or football (86). As the new millennium neared, basketball had positioned itself alongside perennial pastimes baseball and football as one of the most popular forms of sporting entertainment.
The surge in basketball’s popularity and profit coincides with the reign of David Stern who assumed the commissionership of the NBA on 1 February 1984. Besides the positive strides made during his tenure thus far, including league expansion to 30 teams, the construction of state-of-the-art arenas, the attempted refining of players’ images and the courting of international players, Stern is known for more insidious incidents, including the relocation of five franchises and the foisting of arenas upon cities, threatening their teams’ relocation. In fact, Stern has presided over the development of 28 new arenas, 10 since 1999. The higher profile of the NBA saturated media markets worldwide.

And in 1996 Stern oversaw the creation of the WNBA; yet, despite the NBA’s popularity, the WNBA fought—and is still fighting—to establish itself outside a niche market. 
Chicks and Bricks
The emergence of women’s basketball leagues attempted to capitalise upon the popularity of their established men’s counterparts, but the women’s teams were unable to capture the same segment or equivalent of the population. Despite the 1990s rise of the premier men’s professional basketball league, the NBA, and booming women’s basketball organisations overseas, the WNBA still continued its struggle to establish itself. 
Professional women’s basketball leagues have a history of failure. But in the late 1990s, bolstered by “the public’s newfound commitment to basketball”, two independent efforts to capitalise on the growth of the NBA emerged: the American Basketball League and the WNBA. As the leagues soon realised, basketball itself wasn’t the draw, rather the superstars who played it (Burris 87). Winning ABL teams such as the Columbus Quest touted only 6,000 spectators on average as opposed to the local collegiate football team, Ohio State, which marketed its NFL-bound players effectively and routinely played in front of crowds of more than 100,000 (Burris 87). Because average attendance numbered 3,500 (Smith 1998:330 in Burris 89), the ABL succumbed to bankruptcy in its third year (Burris 87). Even though sports reporters claimed that the ABL offered the “superior product” (Knapp 1996 in Burris 88), featuring much of the 1996 U.S. Olympic team throughout its ranks and using the NBA regulation ball, shot ranges and shot clock, the public “bought” the WNBA because “the desire for the WNBA was stronger than [for] the ABL” (Burris 88-89). The WNBA, on the other hand, compensated for what it lacked in competition with cash, nominally associated with and financially supported by the NBA. “People…did not want the athleticism of the ABL…because they wanted to be a part of the notoriety of the WNBA, which received more publicity” (Burris 89). Following the folding of the ABL, the WNBA benefited from the lack of competition for players, coaches and staff—and following—but also pondered its own mortality (Burris 87). Yet five years after its inception, the WNBA still had not achieved its goal of enjoying success similar to the NBA.

Post-Olympic Progress?

The 1996 Summer Olympics appeared to be a turning point for portrayals of female athletes following their Olympic successes. For example, the U.S. women’s Olympic basketball team was featured on the Sports Illustrated cover (Gremillion 1996 in Fink and Kensicki 317). The post-Olympic inception of the WNBA and other advancements led to the hope that “the tendency to marginalize and trivialize female athletes’ accomplishments would be denounced and, subsequently, serve to weaken the ideological dominion of masculine superiority that the realm of sports ha[d] long perpetuated” (Fink and Kensicki 318). Yet Fink and Kensicki (2002) cite studies asserting no gains in parity for women in the media after the 1996 Olympic Games after all (320). In the lead-up to the first WNBA season in June 1997, Bruce (1998) found that only three percent of college basketball games shown during the 1996-1997 season were women’s games (in Fink and Kensicki 320). Collegiate teams were the main source of potential WNBA players aside from international players and later the remnants of the ABL.

The WNBA offered eight teams in its inaugural 1997 season, expanding to 16 by 2000. The rapid expansion coincided with a decline in attendance and ratings.

Not For Lack of Talent…

The stigma against women’s sports stems from an unfounded belief that females are lesser athletes than their male counterparts and thus make for less dynamic viewing. “Although female athletes are becoming stronger, faster, and more talented than ever, little progress is being made in relation to the media’s depiction of them as athletes rather than feminine role models or trivialized sex symbols” (Fink and Kensicki 327). Despite making strides towards equality in the conventional workplace, women have not made much progress in the athletic workplace, often shown off the court—or other playing surface—as wives and mothers, presumably for female audiences, or sexualised for consumption by the male gaze. “Successful female athletes continue to be constructed in stereotypical and traditional conceptions of femininity that supercede their athletic ability” (Fink and Kensicki 317).
Burris contends that the fan bases for women’s sports have been limited by the inability to market enterprises such as the WNBA because the public is not “ready” to accept women as athletes in the roles men play, such as “the dominator” (86). In fact, even after the advent of the WNBA and its initial media exposure, “to Americans, professional basketball exclusively meant powerful men,” and “the public rejected the feminized version of modern, masculine basketball”, making it impossible for women to be “professional” basketballers in the public eye (Burris 87). 

The rhetoric surrounding professional basketball encourages the approval of the NBA without a similar appreciation for the women’s game. “Americans do not think they like women’s sports…because the media has not convinced them that they should” (Burris 88). The “We love this game!” slogan used by the NBA “encourages [spectators] to believe that most people not only like, but love, the NBA, preying on [the] desire to fit in and creating a collective desire to be a part of the NBA” (Burris 88). The WNBA’s “We Got Next” and “We Got Game” campaigns inherently colour the women’s game as inferior, implying that the women are “next” in line behind the men and later having to reassure prospective fans that they indeed “got game”.

A 2002 analysis of content in Sports Illustrated and Sports Illustrated for Women comprising more than 1,100 articles and 1,700 photographs from 1997 to 1999 found that “women continue to be underrepresented, portrayed in traditionally feminine sports, or shown in non-sport-related scenery in both media outlets” (Fink and Kensicki 317). Athletes were often interviewed about off-court endeavours, and accompanying photographs were not action shots. In a misguided effort to promote themselves and their sports, some female athletes scandalised sport after posing for male magazines. As Tuchman (1981) first established, underrepresentation in the media can signal the “symbolic annihilation of the female athlete” (in Fink and Kensicki 327), and so can misrepresentation. Indeed, the nonexistence of females as athletes in the media communicates their unimportance relative to male athletes (Kane and Greendorfer 1984 in Fink and Kensicki 327). ESPN, which is the most authoritative media voice in the United States, relegates women’s professional basketball to oblivion, ranking it below soccer, high school sports and poker in its All Sports listing accessible from the main page of its website. Moreover, Nike, the “contemporary voice for American basketball”, features a conspicuous lack of women on its basketball website, condensing women to a singular Nike Women offshoot, reflecting the societal discourse of basketball that “women don’t equate as basketball players” (Burris 92). However, the WNBA’s lack of media presence can’t be blamed on a singular source. The WNBA needs to create a desire for its product (Burris 88), but the league has not yet figured out how to sell its athletes and create hype.


The WNBA’s inability to garner an audience is not for lack of talent. The WNBA simply is unable to create and market personalities the public accepts. From the league’s outset, Cynthia Cooper and the Houston Comets assumed the role of Michael Jordan and the Chicago Bulls in the WNBA (Burris 89). The WNBA had anticipated the dominance of younger players; yet Cooper of the Comets dominated. Cooper, who won two National Collegiate Athletics Association titles, led the Comets to four consecutive WNBA titles—a feat unmatched by Jordan—while winning six various MVP accolades. She also drove Team USA to two Olympic medals. And yet Cooper, the league’s “marquee name”, was marquee in name only as the WNBA was unsuccessful in marketing her as a “mainstream celebrity” and “never really knew how to package her persona for the public” (Burris 89).
Personality Plus


The NBA fashions personalities for players and markets them worldwide, defining audience perceptions via repetitious rhetorical devices as well as continuous exposure to extraordinary personalities behind the athletes (Burris 92). The NBA has proven that astonishing athleticism and skill is not necessary for a player to get media exposure. As Chicago Bulls forward Dennis Rodman proved, the image of an NBA player doesn’t need to be “clean cut or All-American, merely entertaining” (Burris 91). A player’s character helps determine his—or her—likability (Burris 90), and even the not-so-charming have a following. Not to say Rodman didn’t complement Jordan in the front court, but he received more media attention for his myriad tattoos, multicoloured curly coif and crazy off-court antics. “When a fan buys a ticket to a game or tunes into a broadcast, the fan is buying more than the game. The fan is buying a relationship with a personality” (Burris 89). Fans build relationships with players in whom they believe, players who they perceive are worth cheering for (Burris 90), and the WNBA needs to foster such fan devotion.


Unlike their male counterparts, female athletes often must sell their sexuality. Conversely, NBA stars and role-players alike don’t concern themselves with being considered “hot”, and this opposition juxtaposes the maturity of the NBA opposite the immaturity of the WNBA (Burris 95). Few female athletes have the glamour necessary to achieve celebrity status without resorting to sexualising themselves. One such athlete is Sue Bird of the Storm. By the end of her rookie season in 2002, she had earned universal acclaim from analysts, and even made the rounds of sports talk shows, including a prominent interview with ESPN’s Dan Patrick; but her appeal was sealed when she dated Nick Carter of the Backstreet Boys, affirming her dual roles as a masculinised athlete and as a feminised figure (Burris 95). Sports is entertainment nowadays, and only when the WNBA markets its athletes effectively will fans find the entertainment value in the WNBA. Burris suggests changes in discourse and exposure (96) to alter prevailing perceptions of professional female basketball players and transform the image of the basketball player to encompass women as well as men.


Burris scorns Sports Illustrated’s list of sport’s great characters—not superstars or hall-of-famers—released 31 July, 2000 for naming only two women: Renee Richards and Anne White (90). Burris’ contention is that transsexual Richards and tight white-bodysuit-wearing White didn’t gain fame by endearing themselves to the public through solid playing skills or because of likeable personalities; rather, they received “notoriety as sideshow attractions” (90). Fink and Kensicki purport that the otherwise “generally unoffensive status-quo approach…maintain[s] marketability to advertisers and to general sports readers” (317); but the WNBA has proven that the status quo, which does not convey the value of women athletes, needs to change in order to attract advertising and audiences. Marketing consultant Bill Perry, who has worked in men’s sports organisations, suggests that “the WNBA could leverage personalities to help build its brand…showcas[ing] not just talent, but personality—nastiest, sexi[e]st, best hard-luck story, comeback kid, etc.” (2002 in Burris 89-90). A cyclical paradigm exists where women’s sports do not possess spectators’ respect because of a dearth of media coverage, are overlooked for media coverage because of underwhelming competition and are perceived not to be competitive because of a lack of respect of the sport. Perhaps the WNBA needs a “Denise Rodman”.
Attention Please

Since David Stern assumed commissionership of the NBA, the organisation has undergone unprecedented growth in terms of league expansion and revenue, including $1 billion in licensing (Benes 1996 in Burris). As Frank Deford (2000) wrote in Sports Illustrated, “Attendance and [television] ratings and the mainstream endorsements that stars garner tell us how popular a sport is” (in Burris 86). Women have not been afforded the opportunities for endorsement. Female athletes are not seen touting athletic shoes, clothing, sports drinks or other products in mainstream advertising like male athletes often do. Over time, female athletes have collectively bargained for higher salaries and television coverage, but they are still “lost to the consciousness of the average American because the potential fans don’t see the female athlete on billboards, in ads,…on mainstream talk shows etc.” (Crump 2002 in Burris 93). The lack of sponsorship opportunities, Burris claims, stems from the unsuccessful 1996 attempts to feature Dawn Staley on Nike billboards and poor sales of Nike’s Air Swoopes shoes early on in WNBA history; consumers could not identify neither Staley nor Sheryl Swoopes, as they themselves had not been previously marketed and did not have instant face or name recognition (93). Making products does not equate to marketing products, or placing value in their purchase.
Even successful marketing of the WNBA and its players has been handicapped by circumstances. Despite a dearth of print interest, Bud Light beer ran a commercial featuring Lisa Leslie, “accepted as a tall, athletic, beautiful, and powerful” basketball player and model, showing recognisable WNBA players can, indeed, hold the attention of television viewers as effectively as well-known NBA players (Burris 94). Interestingly, Leslie’s advertisement was not promoting a gendered-female product; rather, she was portrayed drinking beer among men and asserting her power relative to them. Leslie was still considered a successful marketing tool. Yet the commercial aired only during WNBA games, limiting the viewers who could become familiar with and identify her (Burris 94) which inherently stunted the commercial’s potential to enfranchise viewers outside the existing demographic. Sports Illustrated’s L.Jon Wertheim (2002) observed that WNBA players are still not considered celebrities (64 in Burris 93). 


The WNBA, Burris advises, must evolve beyond treating its players as women who play basketball, instead publicising women as sportswomen, as professional basketball players (93). In spite of the WNBA itself possessing a good product, as long as the public doesn’t place value in it, the public won’t buy into the system. A basic tenet of advertising states that publicity must be accompanied with persuasion. To want the WNBA is more important than to have the WNBA, Burris concludes (93). 
Indeed, optimism surged through the WNBA when the first television rights deal was announced in 2007, effective 2009, to televise games on mainstream networks: the American Broadcasting Corporation, ESPN and its subsidiary ESPN2.

The new collective bargaining agreement was hailed as "a tremendous vote of affirmation and validation of 11 years of hard work of the tremendous athletes [who] lead the way for the WNBA and the growth in our fan base” by WNBA president Donna Orender (in Evans). 


Wertheim euphemistically calls the WNBA a “niche sport” for its “miniscule” television ratings and “plateaued” arena attendance (59 in Burris 94). Attendance and viewership together define the future of an emerging sporting league (Burris 88). After its rapid expansion approaching the new millennium, the WNBA experienced a seven percent decrease in attendance from 1999 to 2000, according to Sports Business Journal records; meanwhile, MLB attendance increased by four percent (“Attendance” 2000 in Burris 88). In recent years, attendance has waxed and waned, resulting in the folding or relocation of teams. But even a celebrated history can’t sustain a team: the Comets folded circa 2008.
Let Me Entertain You

“Sports is entertainment. The age where people say sports is like entertainment is over. Sports is entertainment. It’s billion-dollar entertainment,” opines sports agent David Falk (Benes in Burris 85). Indeed the premier name in American broadcast sports media, ESPN, reflects this truism; the brand began as the Entertainment and Sports Programming Network and its reduction to the acronym seems to integrate the two aspects of its programming. “Constant media exposure has inflated the cultural significance of this industry, as sports have seeped into the fabric of our mainstream culture, reflecting the perception that sports matter to us” (Burris 85). In any sport “the spectators are as much a part of the sport as the players” (Gordon 86).  The immediate implications are economic. If spectators didn’t buy tickets and attend games littered with advertising, teams could not afford to pay their players. If fans didn’t watch television or listen to radio broadcasts, networks would not have to pay for the rights. “In today’s media economy,” Moller (2003) argues, “other kinds of support and fan behaviour”—aside from attending games—“are at least as significant in the expression of a club’s identity (219-220). Though “television audiences have supplemented at-venue attendance and become a basic consideration for sports administrators” (Moller 220), throughout the Sonicsgate scandal, television is never mentioned as a revenue source or financial consideration. 


“Television could survive without professional sports, but professional sports could not exist in their present form without television monies” (Bellamy 120). A majority of sports franchises are located in large cities, as a larger audience is more inclined to be derived from a sizable population and larger markets lend themselves to more viewers (Bellamy 127). Thus Seattleites lamented the irony of moving their Sonics from the 14th largest media market in the United States to the 45th-ranked Oklahoma City market. Similarly, it appears disingenuous that the Detroit Shock, consistently among the highest in WNBA attendance just like their former brother team, the Pistons, have been taken to no. 61 Tulsa. The new Oklahoman owners are banking on the popularity of women’s collegiate basketball in the region as well as the acclaim of newly hired coach Nolan Richardson—who led Arkansas to the NCAA women’s championship in 1994—to rally support.


“Competition is the primary product that sports organizations offer television” (Bellamy 120). As women’s sports are perceived to lack the competitive edge, their value as television assets falls below that of men’s sports.

A Perfect Storm
And so, in 2000 the Storm joined the Sonics in Seattle.

The natural successor to ABL’s Seattle Reign, the Storm landed two promising stars, Australian center Lauren Jackson and celebrity-ready Connecticut guard Bird. With Olympian Anne Donovan at the helm and the addition of veteran guard Betty Lennox, the Storm shook off an unsteady start to reach the WNBA final. After dropping game one, they returned to Seattle, downing the Connecticut Sun in front of two consecutive sell-out crowds at KeyArena—in the men’s configuration of 17,072 seats—to clinch the 2004 championship.

When Bennett announced his intention to relocate the teams two years later, Seattle was in uproar, but public dissent centred on the Sonics, not the fear of losing the Storm.
Attachment Theory

Aside from the economic implications, there is an emotional attachment between a team and its fans. Most fans who follow a team “identify totally” with their respective teams (Gordon 89). Fans discuss game outcomes in terms of “we won” or “we lost” despite not having played the game; yet “their spirits rise and fall with the fortunes of the team” (Gordon 90). Supporters’ demands for performance stem from this “emotional commitment”, and “it is through their commitment that fans…lay claim to owning the game” (Moller 217). Players affirm the impact of the fans. “They are the ones who kept us in the game a lot of the time,” notes former Seattle point guard Gary Payton in Sonicsgate.  Ex-Seattle power forward Nick Collison compounds this corollary, claiming that the small capacity of KeyArena allowed fans to play a larger role in motivating players during games with their cheering. 

Sonicsgate, a 2009 documentary feature directed by Seattleite Jason Reid outlining the storied history of the Seattle Supersonics and its not-so-ceremonious sale-down-the-river, pits the Sonics’ devoted contingent of fans against big businessmen and political interests in explaining the seemingly inexplicable relocation of the franchise after 41 years. “Central to supporters’ complaints about the media and corporate sponsors is a belief that these organisations are not doing the right thing by ordinary fans who have stuck with the game” (Moller 218). Just as Souths supporters’ sense of obligation drove them to wage a public fight for the values they felt the team symbolised such as mateship, respect, community involvement (Moller 220), so did Sonics fans rally and rail against the corporate ambitions of Bennett, citing the team’s long history in the city of Seattle and players’ direct involvement in society. “For supporters, following a club demands a certain kind of commitment. Being a fan entails a sense of duty and a responsibility to protect the community of which they are part” (Moller 217). Like Sydney’s Souths fans, Seattleites, too, strove to synthesise a sense of community and empower themselves; the Souths case is akin to the Sonics fans’ struggle against a more powerful, monied entity, albeit the Souths were successful in preserving their team. 

Communities, especially sporting communities, are forged through symbolic meanings more so than defined by physical, geographical or ideological boundaries (Moller 225). Claiming a long history of spectatorship was the crux of Souths fans’ case, as “such recollections made nostalgic support for the club an abiding, community-based activity, demonstrated the club’s diversity and widespread appeal, and seemed also to suggest that support for Souths predated, and would outlive, the passing commercial interests of big business” (Moller 226). The National Rugby League brass claimed that fans were fairweather when the team hadn’t performed though evidence online, including fan sites and forums, suggested otherwise (Moller 227). Bennett and the NBA couldn’t suggest similarly about the Sonics, for attendance throughout the preceding years never dipped below 91 percent—until after Bennett’s keep-away tactics to thwart fans—and in fact had seen a resurgence into the 2000s (NBA Attendance Report). The business interest of the Sonics, however, was not served because of its much-maligned arena which city government refused to upgrade at the behest of spectators who demanded a better result and other Seattleites who championed other social issues (Sonicsgate). The team’s revenue-making capability thus was diminished and disadvantaged because of low seating capacity. Though both fan bases insinuated themselves into the media spotlight and fought for the causes of their teams, only Souths fans were successful in garnering the desired result. Tens of thousands assembled in Sydney to protest on behalf of Souths (Moller 216), but fractionally fewer fans ever gathered in support of the Sonics (Sonicsgate). The arena was the key, to the bureaucracy. But perhaps the arena wasn’t the key, as far as the fans—and Sonics players—were concerned.
Storm Watch


KeyArena was more than satisfactory for the Storm. But in the Save Our Sonics and Storm campaign, the WNBA franchise was little more than an afterthought. While the Storm only gathered 1,200 signatures, and scored resolutions from the city, country and state governments, the evidence was compelling enough to show the WNBA potential for a lasting commitment of Seattleites to the team. “The fact that people stepped up so spontaneously—it’s only been six weeks since we announced that we had secured an exclusive option—was just an amazing outpouring of support. I think the league was very, very pleased to see how this community has come together around the Storm,” co-owner Anne Levinson told Kevin Pelton of the weekly “StormCast” podcast. 


Storm fans are composed of a diverse audience, from “pre-Title IX athletes [to] feminists who had never picked up a ball” but all regard the players as “important role models for young girls” (Davis). Some Storm fans weren’t that keen on basketball so much as the positive representations of women, but most acquire a taste for the sport because they appreciate the tolerant, feminist atmosphere (Davis). The team also picks up fans who aspire “to see a women’s endeavour succeed” (Davis). Fans observe that “these women play basketball…harder than the men. They get knocked down, and they get right back up” (Davis).


A 2004 survey found that the Storm, whose audience is between 65 and 70 percent female, had the highest percentage of male fans of any WNBA team (Davis); furthermore, it is de facto knowledge that the Storm has a strong lesbian fan base and as a result the team actively markets itself towards that demographic. As Bryant reasons, “Why would you not take advantage of an audience that has always showed support for your product?” (Davis). While Bryant concedes that some fans disagree with the decision to explicitly lobby Seattle’s lesbian community for support, she remains unapologetic, citing pride in the variety of the Storm fan base (Davis). Members of the lesbian community themselves don’t view the allied atmosphere as the Storm’s main appeal (Davis).

The WNBA is “a source of pride for our community,” claims Karen Bryant, and “the convergence of our players, our fans, our staff” is the most rewarding aspect of overseeing the franchise (Mhyre). Owning a WNBA franchise is something none of the owners specifically set out to do. Buying the team was an “entirely opportunistic and purpose-driven” endeavour driven by the “collective mission…to keep the Storm in Seattle,…a civic movement”, Dawn Trudeau explained in an interview (Schreter). 

As the owners’ priorities are to field a competitive team each year and to be “good caretakers for…an important community asset”, their investment involves nurturing the team “to a profitable position over a prudent period of time…and preserve the Storm for future generations to enjoy” (Schreter). The ownership was so single-minded on keeping the Storm in Seattle that they did not consider the personal impact of buying the team, such as strangers approaching them to thank them (Davis). Just as the relatively small fan base embraced the Storm—the only WNBA team owned exclusively by women—and its players, so have they embraced the owners.

Cloudy With a Chance of Fame
In a reversal of fortune, the WNBA is shouldering the economic downturn better than the financial juggernaut NBA. “The NBA is far less profitable than the WNBA,” Stern told Reuters, admitting, “We're losing a lot of money amongst a large number of [NBA] teams. We're budgeting the WNBA to break even this year.” Half of the NBA’s 30 teams were expected to post financial losses, though league revenue increased slightly due to “robust” television ratings and attendance on par with the 2007-2008 season despite the onset of the financial crisis (Reuters). Stern attributed the spectatorship to people seeking out “comfortable places and sports is comfort” (Reuters).
Trudeau and her peers have an optimistic outlook, comparing women’s basketball to women’s tennis—and football:
When you look at women’s tennis, year ago it wasn’t as popular as it is today. Now at Wimbledon, women and men have the same prize money. Women’s basketball is just as exciting as men’s basketball. As more people experience it, the franchise will enjoy greater respect and success. The WNBA is a very young franchise—only about 13 years old. In the 1950s, football was a young franchise; now look at it today. We’ve got a lot of growth ahead of us. Our popularity is already showing up in terms of game attendance, TV ratings, sponsorships and other performance metrics. I believe our timing was right.
For now, the Storm is on the horizon. But with a core of four women, the Storm may find the marketing model necessary to boost the profile of its athletes and further legitimise the women’s variety of basketball.
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