
 

 

 

 

The link between playing sports and success in business 

 
It’s becoming increasingly clear that starting out on the field may be the best path to the boardroom. 
 
Mounting evidence shows that playing sports can transfer into your professional career, helping you 
become a better and more influential leader. 
 
What do a disproportionate number of CEOs have in common? They played sports when they were 
younger. It’s been suggested that up to 95% of Fortune 500 CEOs played college sports. 
 
Former Whole Foods CEO Walter Robb was the captain of the Stanford Soccer Team. Bank of 
America CEO Brian Moynihan played rugby at Brown University. Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg 
was captain of his high school fencing team. Hewlett Packard Enterprise’s former CEO Meg Whitman 
was a competitive swimmer, and also competed in lacrosse, tennis and basketball. 
 
 
Character building 
 
Sport offers so much more than just physical benefits. It keeps you mentally healthy, teaches basic 
social relationship skills, and forges commitment, determination and a competitive mindset. These 
benefits often spill over into the business world. 
 
When asked about sports colliding with business, CEO Brian Moynihan said: “The lessons of 
leadership do transfer… I mean, every person has to carry the ball, every person has to tackle, every 
person has to pass the ball, so you have to work as a team.” 
 
  
Closing the gender gap 
 
“For companies and countries that are serious about wanting to advance more women into 
leadership roles, you can’t underestimate the role of sport in closing the gender gap,” says Beth 
Brooke-Marciniak, EY Global Vice Chair for Public Policy. 
 
In an EY survey of 821 senior executives, 40% of whom were female: 
 
Overall, 90% of the women sampled had played sports either at primary and secondary school, or 
during university or other tertiary education. Among women currently holding a C-suite position, this 
proportion rose to 96%. 
 
In her book, The Power of Many: Values for success in business and in life, Hewlett Packard 
Enterprise’s former CEO Meg Whitman said the link between sports and business is clear. “When 
I’m pulling a business team together, I still use those basketball aphorisms I learned as a young 
person: Let’s pass the ball around a little before game time. Do we need man-to-man or zone 
defence?” 
 
Not only do sports encourage women to break gender norms – often a key hurdle in reaching an 
executive position, they also teach teamwork and dedication. They teach that a tough, aggressive 
and competitive spirit is nothing to be ashamed of. In fact, it could shape them into a hardworking 
employee that’s eager to take on more responsibility and seek promotions. 
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