Minnesota Journal of Law & Inequality
Inequality Inquiry
Spring 2026

WNBA'’s Historic CBA: A Delayed Realization of the Value of Women’s Sports
By: Brenna Zuehlke

With the iconic “We Got Next” announcement in April 1996, the Women’s National
Basketball Association (“WNBA”) was approved by the National Basketball Association (“NBA”)
Board of Governors.! Now, the start of the 30th WNBA season is just weeks away, and the 2026
season is set to begin as scheduled following the historic ratification of the sixth collective
bargaining agreement (“CBA”) between the League and the Women’s National Basketball Players
Association (“WNBPA”).2

Ratified in late March of 2026, the new CBA features unprecedented terms, making it “one
of the most transformational labor agreements ever reached in major professional sports.”
However, the WNBA’s latest CBA represents more than just a labor agreement. It serves as a
lagging institutional response to the cultural shift surrounding women’s basketball and women’s
sports more broadly. While the social value of women’s sports has rapidly increased,* the
management systems and compensation structures governing them have been stagnant in
correcting the economic inequalities and other disparities WNBA players have long faced.

Understanding the magnitude of the 2026 CBA requires situating it within the WNBA’s
long history of labor undervaluation. In its inaugural 1997 season, the WNBA capped player
salaries league-wide at $50,000, despite retaining lucrative sponsorships from companies like Nike
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and Coca-Cola.> As an imperfect but illustrative comparison of the scale of this disparity, Michael
Jordan is reported to have pocketed $33,140,000 in that same year.® Lower player salaries in the
WNBA have often been justified as a reflection of the league’s lower revenues and its partial
ownership and financial support from the NBA.”

Even with lower revenues, under the 2020 CBA, WNBA players only received 10 percent,
while their counterparts in the NBA received over 50 percent of league revenue.® Further, the
WNBA'’s revenue was historically undercut by underinvestment and limited exposure, which may
have artificially deflated the value of the women’s game.” This dynamic resulted in a feedback
loop in which limited exposure constrained revenue, and constrained revenue justified limited
compensation. For much of the league’s history, this undervaluation was persistent. That reality,
however, began to shift.

In recent years, women’s sports, and women’s basketball in particular, have experienced a
surge in popularity. This social legitimization of women’s sports marks an inflection point that has
expanded the game and created significant economic opportunities.'® The growth of the WNBA
has been driven by increased corporate and media investment,!! heightened visibility and star
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power,!? and broad political and social movements by athletes.!* This newfound societal
prominence and the players' role as athlete-activists created an opportunity to address the league's
longstanding economic and social inequalities.

As these societal shifts gained traction, the WNBPA and WNBA made a significant attempt
to address these inequalities in the 2020 CBA. That agreement featured significant increases in
player compensation, expanded travel and family benefits, and improvements to the player
experience.'* Yet while the 2020 CBA improved conditions, it did not fully tie salaries to revenue,
maintaining the structural gap between growth and pay.!> In other words, player compensation
reflected the past value assumptions, rather than the rapidly expanding growth opportunities that
followed.'®

Although the 2020 CBA was intended to run through 2027, the WNBPA opted out of the
agreement on October 21, 2024, triggering negotiations and the need for a new CBA before the
2026 season.!” Nneka Ogwumike, WNPBA President and player for the Los Angeles Sparks,
emphasized that the players’ association is “not just asking for a CBA that reflects our value; we’re
demanding it, because we’ve earned it.”!* Opting out of the 2020 CBA gave the WNBPA an

12 The rise of NIL deals in the NCAA have pushed young women athletes into the limelight and providing a
platform for basketball fans to know these athletes before they join the W. See Staff, supra note 7 at 1; Edelman &
Harrison, supra note 5; Lindsey Darvin, Women Athletes Are Reshaping College Sports Financial Landscape
Through NIL Success, FORBES (Oct. 28, 2024), https://www.forbes.com/sites/lindseyedarvin/2024/10/28/women-
athletes-are-reshaping-college-sports-financial-landscape-through-nil-success/.

13 WNBA athletes have long been vocal about various activism and social justice issues, notably so as a league with
many Black and/or queer athletes. See Alan Chazaro, The WNBA is Having a Moment. A New Documentary
Highlights Off-Court Player Activism, NPR (July 1, 2024), https://www.npr.org/2024/07/01/nx-s1-5015702/wnba-
documentary-black-lives-matter-raphael-warnock; Kendall Nichelle Rallins, Self-Representation of Black Queer
Athletes in the WNBA: Resistance to Misogynoir and Heteronormativity in Women's Basketball, College of Liberal
Arts & Social Sciences Theses and Dissertations, 323 (2022) https://via.library.depaul.edu/etd/323/; Martenzie
Johnson, ‘Get Back Into the Kitchen’: A WNBA Roundtable on Sexism in Basketball, ANDSCAPE (Aug. 20, 2018),
https://andscape.com/features/wnba-roundtable-on-sexism-in-basketball-imani-mcgee-stafford-devereaux-peters-
mistie-bass-elena-delle-donne-aja-wilson-candace-parker/.

Y Women's National Basketball Association Collective Bargaining Agreement (Jan. 17, 2020),
https://www.wnbpa.com/_files/ugd/575289 1904d7b630624d93a59a904e0d5abfth.pdf; Press Release, WNBA,
WNBA and WNBPA Reach Tentative Agreement On Groundbreaking Eight-Year Collective Bargaining Agreement
(Jan. 14, 2020), https://www.wnba.com/news/wnba-and-wnbpa-reach-tentative-agreement-on-groundbreaking-
eight-year-collective-bargaining-agreement.

15 ESPN, WNBA'’s CBA Negotiations: Biggest Issues, Lockout Potential, More, ESPN (Oct. 13, 2025),
https://www.espn.com/wnba/story/ /id/46578464/wnba-2025-collective-bargaining-agreement-cba-negotiations-
salaries-rev-shares-lockout-engelbert (discussing the players’ priorities in the negotiation leading to this latest CBA,
including revenue sharing as “the most important™).

16 Examples of these growth opportunities include the response to the COVID-19 “Bubble Season” and the athlete-
specific star power fueled by NCAA athletes’ ability to build and profit from their brand through NIL deals. See No
Offseason: The Athletic Women’s Basketball Show, WNBA and Players’ Union Reach ‘Historic Deal’, THE
ATHLETIC (Mar. 19, 2026) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sd21GZXEqKE.

17 Deborah R. Willig, WNBA Players Opt Out of Collective Bargaining Agreement, WILLIG, WILLIAMS &
DAVIDSON, https://www.wwdlaw.com/wnba-players-opt-out-of-collective-bargaining-agreement/.

18 Id. See also Michael Voepel, WNBA Players Opt Out of CBA, Face Potential Work Stoppage, ESPN (Oct. 21,
2024), https://www.espn.com/wnba/story/ /id/41927950/wnba-players-opt-cba-face-potential-work-stoppage;
Reshma Saujani, Claudia Goldin Just Helped Win The Biggest Pay Increase in Union History, HERE’S THE T (Mar.
31, 2026), https://reshmasaujani.substack.com/p/claudia-goldin-just-helped-win-the (discussing the work of
Economics Nobel Prize winner, Claudia Golden, to recognize that “WNBA games were drawing about 77% of NBA

3



opportunity to turn social change into legal and economic leverage, ultimately culminating in the
ratification of the newest CBA on March 24, 2026."°

The 2026 CBA is reportedly the largest salary increase ever negotiated by a union, with
players receiving a nearly 400% raise.’® The agreement includes many other financial
improvements, including a 20% share of gross revenue, a revenue-based salary cap expansion, and
additional housing stipulations and performance incentives.?! Beyond compensation, the CBA
introduces meaningful workplace improvements, including expanded roster limits, protections for
pregnant players, and other health, wellness, and travel provisions.??

Players’ reception of the agreement underscores that this carries more meaning than just a
typical labor agreement. Ogwumike described this deal as “redefin[ing] what it means to be a
professional in this league™? and reducing the “sense of lack’?* that players have long experienced.
While the substantive provisions of the agreement are a strong step in the right direction, its
significance lies equally in its symbolic effect: it legitimizes and validates the WNBA and its
athletes, both internally and to external stakeholders.

The 2026 CBA illustrates a structural transformation in the economics of women’s sports,
and this transformation was driven by social change.?> Yet, the governing mechanisms lagged in
responding to these changes. Even as the value of women’s professional basketball soared, its
governing structures struggled to provide an equitable structure to compensate those whose labor
and visibility fueled the rapid increase in revenue. Accordingly, as the league’s value continues to
climb, this CBA should be viewed as a correction of the existing inequalities, not a resolution of
the systemic problem.?® Future disputes could challenge the revenue-share disparities between the
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WNBA and the NBA, limited ownership transparency, and, more generally, the true market
valuation of women’s sports, as well as other inequities still burdening players. In the meantime,
concern about the WNBA resolving its inequities is no longer about proving that women’s sports
have value; it is about how quickly the legal and economic systems are willing to accommodate
them.

(highlighting that one of the wins from this agreement is that the WNBA’s players are “more prepared than ever” for
the next CBA negotiation).



