
Major League Soccer has been operating a centralised training hub for its teams’ ticket operations 
since 2010. Bryant Pfeiffer has overseen a scheme of such success that the MLS NSC has become a 
sales silo ready to be tapped at any time.

By Michael Long

The economic downturn may 
have made the challenge of  
selling tickets to sporting 
events that bit harder in recent 

years but Major League Soccer (MLS) 
has found a unique way of  tackling the 
problem head on. Three and a half  years 
ago the league took the innovative step 
of  establishing the MLS National Sales 
Center (NSC), a central sales-training 
academy based in Blaine, Minnesota that 
would support its member clubs through 
the recession-induced slump whilst 
cultivating a highly trained workforce of  
ticket sales professionals.

Bryant Pfeiffer, the vice president of  
club services at MLS who heads up an in-
house consultant group that advises all 19 
teams across the league on areas such as 
ticket sales, premium seating, advertising 
and marketing, is the brains behind 
the operation. Speaking in September, 
he explains how the NSC came into 
existence in July 2010.

“One of  the things we noticed a couple 
of  years ago that was pretty prevalent 
across all of  our clubs is the inexperience 
of  our sales force,” he says, “and while 
we still try to grow the game in the US we 
noticed that 85 per cent of  our salespeople 
across the league had under three years of  
sales experience, and on top of  that we 
noticed that 46 per cent of  our league-wide 
sales force had under a year of  experience.

“So as we’ve been given the mandate 
from our commissioner to build a soccer 
nation and to grow into one of  the top 
leagues in the world over a period of  
time – our mission is by 2022 to be one 
of  the top three leagues in the world 
– we felt there was an opportunity at 
the macro level to invest in kind of  a 
palate-development initiative to help our 

salespeople across the league get stronger 
and help our sales management across 
the league with recruiting, training and 
building stronger sales cultures. And that’s 
how the National Sales Center was born.”

The NSC is situated on the campus 
of  the National Sports Center, North 
America’s largest amateur sports complex 
that boasts some 52 soccer fields, eight 
rinks for ice hockey, a velodrome, an 
18-hole golf  course, and is the home of  
North American Soccer League (NASL) 
team Minnesota United. Immersing its 
students from the get-go, it provides 
dormitories and cafeterias on site to 
create a round-the-clock collegiate vibe.

“They actually live a hundred feet 
from the office and have a full meal 
plan,” says Pfeiffer, who spent 14 years 
overseeing sales and marketing for the 
Minnesota Timberwolves basketball team 
before joining MLS. “It’s very similar to a 
university setting.”

Specifically targeted at college graduates 
with bachelor’s degrees, the NSC is all 
about appealing to young talent and 
finding creative ways of  engaging them. 
Its recruitment process, for example, 
requires candidates to submit a résumé 
and a two-minute ‘elevator pitch’ in the 
form of  a video answering two simple 
questions: why soccer and why sales?

Pitching in

Based in Blaine, Minnesota, the MLS NSC works to create an effective sales force for the league
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“You learn a lot from people in two 
minutes,” Pfeiffer says. “Do they have 
some sales instincts? Do they have some 
personality? Are they creative at all? Do 
they even answer the questions? There’s 
quite a bit you can pick up from these 
videos. It’s almost like trying out for a 
reality TV show.”

Fully funded by the league and headed 
up by two full-time directors, the NSC 
enrols students four times a year, with 
between 15 and 20 applicants from all 
over the world selected for each intensive 
‘session’ of  up to four months. Once 
accepted, those individuals embark on 
a 200-hour classroom curriculum that 
teaches them the basics of  selling tickets 
in a variety of  situations such as over the 
phone or face to face. Additionally, in what 
Pfeiffer calls “a fully decked-out call facility 
that looks like a regular sports team sales 
office”, students learn to sell real tickets to 
real leads provided by MLS clubs.

“What’s beautiful,” adds Pfeiffer, 
“is that we are giving them real-world 

experience and facing real life Major 
League Soccer objections and doing it in 
a safe environment where we can record 
every single conversation, review those 
conversations and give them instant 
feedback so that they develop good 
habits early.”

Complementing those more traditional 
forms of  sales training, novel teaching 
methods inspired by the likes of  film and 
politics are a key part of  the programme. 
One aspect of  the course sees staff  from 
Brave New Workshop, a theatre and 
comedy club in downtown Minneapolis, 
work with trainees to develop their sales 
skills and build confidence through 
improvisational techniques used by actors.

Says Pfeiffer: “There are so many 
correlations between sales and improv: 
thinking quick on your feet, deferring 
judgment, going in open-minded, thinking 
big, working with a partner to elevate a 
scene. We have a lot of  young people 
go through this programme. If  we’re 
able to do some things that put them in 

uncomfortable situations, like improv, 
and they can get comfortable being 
uncomfortable, it’s going to make it a lot 
easier when they get hired by the team to 
go into an environment where they know 
nobody, pick up the phone and have 
heavy goals on them.”

That line of  thinking underpins the 
NSC’s methodology and is the reason 
why Pfeiffer refers to the programme as 
“a test lab for sales culture”; a place where 
new techniques are tried and tested before 
potentially being rolled out league-wide.

“Our two directors are constantly 
trying new motivational techniques, 
new ways to run a contest, new ways 
to facilitate a meeting with a group or 
a one-on-one individual meeting – all 
kinds of  fun things,” Pfeiffer explains. 
“If  we find anything that kind of  works 
and drives the meter we bottle it up and 
we package it and share it with all of  
our teams across the league, all of  our 
management. There’s another layer of  
support that we believe we are providing 
to all of  our sales leadership and 
making them stronger by things we’re 
discovering here in the test lab.”

While the real-world selling portion 
of  the programme serves the additional 
purpose of  generating revenue for the 
league and its clubs, Pfeiffer explains 
that the primary focus is on preparing 
students for long-term success and, 
ultimately, creating a fervent talent pool 
for the teams to select from.

“This has been a big asset for all of  our 
clubs across the league because we have 
this bullpen of  salespeople ready at any 
given time,” he says. “One of  the things 
that we learned three years ago was that 
there is so much pressure on some of  our 
sales leadership to manufacture their next 
sell-out, that a lot of  times if  an open 
spot became available on their sales team 
they weren’t able to start recruiting until 
that spot came open and it might take 
them 20 to 30 to 40 days to fill that sport. 
Therefore, that’s just lost revenue.

“So now we have this programme 
available to them at a national level so that 
they can pluck a well-trained, eager future 
all-star out of  the programme that they 
can plug in place immediately and they 
can make an impact, instead of  hiring 
someone locally and having it take six 
to eight months for that person to build 
their confidence and hit their stride.”

Bryant Pfeiffer, the MLS vice president of club services, has overseen the development of the NSC
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By shortening the learning curve 
associated with a new hire, Pfeiffer says 
the NSC and its alumni have exceeded 
all expectations. “Our research indicates 
that trainees who have come through the 
programme are out-producing those local 
hires who were hired at the same time by 
clubs,” he reveals. “We’re also seeing that 
trainees coming out of  the programme are 
staying with clubs longer, which probably 
isn’t too big a surprise because it really 
takes a special person to say, ‘Hey, I’ll 
move to Minnesota for a non-guaranteed 
opportunity to learn how to sell and then 

I might be going anywhere in North 
America.’ It shows that these people have 
a lot of  desire to be in professional soccer 
and to help build a soccer nation.”

As for the graduation process, Pfeiffer 
explains that the NSC employs a complex 
ranking system to judge whether a trainee 
is ready to interview for a sales role at an 
MLS team. “Primarily they’re measured 
on sales performance when they’re selling 
for the teams,” he says, “but we also have 
different points that they can earn based 
on their scores from their evaluations on 
a weekly basis. 

“We have a ranking for leadership 
qualities that they exhibit during the 
programme; we have a ranking where we 
actually have the peers rank each other. 
We look at their call numbers, so from 
an effort standpoint, and we kind of  put 
all that together and have a ratio of  how 
we weight those different factors then 
produce a ranking. 

“The top two or three ranked 
performers overall are generally made 
eligible to have interviews each month.” 

While a job is not guaranteed at the end 
of  a session, around 110 trainees have 
already been placed with different MLS 
clubs since the scheme began in 2010. It is 
a level of  success that has driven Pfeiffer 
to seek ways of  applying the NSC’s model 
to other areas of  the MLS club business. 

“We think there are opportunities to 
replicate this in the sponsorship area, 
premium seating, digital sales,” he says. 
“We’ve actually done some training where 
we have brought some of  our league 
office employees in to learn the basics of  
sales, so we think non-salespeople can 
benefit from learning our introduction to 
sales philosophy.”

Sports organisations across the US, 
operating both within and outside soccer, 
have already taken a keen interest in 
the NSC and national attention is now 
translating into worldwide recognition. 
Last year the programme won the 
Sponsorship, Sales & Marketing Award 
at the Stadium Business Awards in Italy, 
while Pfeiffer has spent many months 
travelling to sports conferences and 
events across the globe with the aim of  
spreading the NSC word and educating 
the wider sports industry.

“I’m not aware of  anything in the world 
that is like it, especially in professional 
sports,” he says of  the programme. 
“We’ve been approached by quite a few 
people, not only leagues and teams in the 
US but also abroad, to help either build 
something similar or to potentially assist 
them with training their people. 

“So I could see, down the road, there 
could be variations where we actually put 
on some boot camps in the UK or maybe 
offer some of  our friends at different 
football clubs in the UK the opportunity 
to send some of  their management to 
spend some time with us in the US, and 
we could teach them how to train. I think 
there are all kinds of  opportunities.”

The MLS NSC blends innovative training strategies with real-world sales experience for students

Around 110 NSC trainees have been placed with MLS clubs since the scheme was launched in 2010
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