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Not 'Fake Equal Pay': Soccer CBA Hailed As Game-Changer 

By Max Jaeger 

Law360 (May 18, 2022, 10:19 AM EDT) -- The U.S. Women's National Soccer Team is finally on equal 
footing with their male counterparts thanks to landmark new collective bargaining agreements 
announced Wednesday that experts say provide a framework for other similarly structured 
organizations to even out pay disparities. 

The deals, which run through 2028, are critical to resolving a $24 million equal pay suit that the women 
and U.S. Soccer Federation had settled in February pending the approval of a new CBA. 
 
Under the labor agreements, the teams will share FIFA World Cup prize money and collect equal 
appearance fees, game bonuses, and shares of commercial revenue — despite international governing 
body FIFA's practice of awarding larger prizes in men's contests. 
 
"The accomplishments in this CBA are a testament to the incredible efforts of WNT players on and off 
the field," player Becky Sauerbrunn, who is also president of the USWNT Players Association union, said 
in a statement. "We hope that this agreement and its historic achievements in not only providing for 
equal pay but also in improving the training and playing environment for National Team players will 
similarly serve as the foundation for continued growth of women's soccer both in the United States and 
abroad." 
 
The U.S. national team is not the first to proclaim equal pay for men and women, but prior 
arrangements like those in Australia, Brazil, England, and Norway always left something out of balance, 
according to UCLA School of Law professor Steven Bank. 
 
"Every other deal has been, in many respects. a fake equal pay deal," he told Law360. "Every other equal 
pay deal out there in the world has been equal pay on everything but World Cup prize money. Or it's 
been an equal percentage, but that's not really equal pay." 
 
The prizes FIFA awards for qualifying, advancing through and winning the World Cup differ drastically for 
men and women. The bonus pool for this year's men's championship is $400 million, while the women's 
pot for next year's cup is about $60 million. 
 
Now the teams will pool everything from the 2022 and 2023 contests, and evenly split the hoard — less 
a 10% cut for the federation. When the quadrennial games swing back around in 2026 and 2027, the 
deal stays the same, except U.S. Soccer upped its off-the-top take to 20%. 
 



 

 

As a result of FIFA's lopsided policy, the men have the potential to contribute much more to U.S. 
Soccer's overall haul — a possible source of friction that the parties must have been comfortable with 
for now, observers said. 
 
"I saw somebody comment on the men's team being willing to share their FIFA bonus with the women, 
but you've got to acknowledge that, historically, the women have been doing particularly well," 
Christine E. Webber, co-chair of Cohen Milstein Sellers & Toll PLLC's civil rights and employment practice 
group, told Law360. "There are going to be some years where the women do so well — and the men 
don't — that they will have bonus money they share with men, even though FIFA prize money is smaller 
for women." 
 
The U.S. men's team has never won a World Cup in the contest's more than 90 years. The women's 
team has taken the title four times since their cup's inception in 1991 — including the last two held in 
2019 and 2015. 
 
They stand a better chance of bringing home a big prize, while the men are at least guaranteed relatively 
sizable bonuses for qualifying this year and for hosting in 2026, Webber and Bank said. 
 
Whether the arrangement persists beyond 2028 may depend on how the teams perform, compared to 
concessions they made to ink the deal. 
 
"The devil's gonna be in the details," Bank said. 
 
Regardless, the deals provide a blueprint for achieving equal pay at other federations that are organized 
like U.S. Soccer. 
 
"It's very exciting and unique as far as I've seen in sports," Webber said. "It really sets a model for any 
other instance where we have a single national federation like national soccer that fields both men's and 
women's teams. The real remaining barrier is what FIFA itself is doing as an organization." 
 
FIFA did not immediately respond to a request for comment. 
 
Few employers cut labor contracts along gender lines like international soccer, but Bank said the deal 
may serve as an example for college coaches whose teams are gender-based. 
 
The labor deals — brokered by Bredhoff & Kaiser PLLC, Morgan Lewis & Bockius LLP and Williams & 
Connolly LLP — also include non-economic terms, like improving playing conditions, player health and 
safety, and data privacy, according to U.S. Soccer. Some benefits, like parental leave and short-term 
disability, only go to the women's team, according to the federation. 
 
"U.S. Soccer and the USWNT and USMNT players have reset their relationship with these new 
agreements and are leading us forward to an incredibly exciting new phase of mutual growth and 
collaboration as we continue our mission to become the preeminent sport in the United States," U.S. 
Soccer President Cindy Parlow Cone said in a statement. 
 
The women's team's previous CBAs provided guaranteed salaries. Now they'll use the same pay-to-play 
structure as the men's team, which compensates players with set "appearance fees" and "game 
bonuses" based on the team's overall performance and the opposing squad's rank. 
 



 

 

The previous disparate labor agreements were a significant stumbling block to the women's equal pay 
suit. 
 
The long-running dispute stretches back to 2016, when the women filed a complaint with the U.S. Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission, followed by a suit in 2019 seeking nearly $67 million for Equal 
Pay Act and Title VII claims. 
 
The federation fought back, and bitter litigation ensued. At one point, U.S. Soccer argued that men have 
more skill and their competitions are more difficult, prompting outcry that led U.S. Soccer to 
boot Seyfarth Shaw LLP lawyers and bring in Latham Watkins LLP in March 2020. 
 
U.S. Soccer also forced former president Carlos Cordeiro to step down in the wake. And Parlow Cone — 
herself a former USWNT player — pledged to find a resolution when she took the helm. 
 
U.S. District Judge R. Gary Klausner nonetheless nixed much of the USWNT players' suit months later in 
May 2020, after finding on summary judgment that the women actually made more money than their 
male counterparts over the relevant period. 
 
But that ignored the reality that the female players received consistently lower bonuses for winning 
games and had to outperform male counterparts to earn as much as they did, the players argued in an 
appeal to the Ninth Circuit. They reached a settlement agreement just weeks before the Ninth Circuit 
was set to hear the appeal. 
 
"It was our great pleasure to work with the members of the U.S. women's national team player's 
association to achieve this landmark collective bargaining agreement," women's team lawyer Adam 
Bellotti of Bredhoff & Kaiser PLLC told Law360. "The agreement goes beyond the equal pay headline to 
include important workplace protections in all areas of national team play. This is truly the agreement 
that the next generation of women's national team players can build on. This agreement would not have 
been possible without the cooperation of our partners at the UNSTPA or the new approach to collective 
bargaining adopted by the federation." 
 
U.S. Soccer's counsel from Morgan Lewis & Bockius LLP highlighted the complex nature of cutting two 
deals between separate players unions and their employer. 
 
"Resolution required cooperation and consensus on a wide range of complex compensation, benefit, 
and intellectual property issues, from both players associations, whose needs and interests were not 
always aligned and who had never before bargained jointly with the United States Soccer Federation," 
said Nicole Buffalano, Morgan Lewis partner and lead counsel to U.S. Soccer, in a statement to Law360. 
"The negotiation and ratification of these agreements achieves equal pay and paves the way for final 
resolution to the equal pay lawsuit." 
 
Both the men's teams' union and the EEOC backed the USWNT as amici in the litigation. 
 
"Since December 2018 the USMNT players — not the federation — have been demanding that the 
federation should pay the USMNT and USWNT players equally and provide both teams equal working 
conditions, remedying more than 20 years of federation discrimination against the USWNT players," 
outside counsel to the men's union, Mark S. Levinstein of Williams & Connolly LLP, told Law360 in a 
statement. "Together with the USWNTPA and the new federation leadership, the USMNT players 
achieved what everyone said was impossible — an agreement that provides fair compensation to the 



 

 

USMNT players and equal pay and equal working conditions to the USWNT players." 
 
Levinstein, who is also the union's acting executive director, added that USWNT executive director Becca 
Roux and her union's lawyers at Bredhoff & Kaiser did "a spectacular job and have delivered a great 
agreement." 
 
The women's team's litigation counsel also cheered the new labor agreement. 
 
"The CBA is the culmination of the agreement that was included in our litigation settlement that 
required that the new CBA provide for equal pay in all matches inducing the World Cup," renowned 
sports litigator Jeffrey Kessler, who led the USWNT's litigation team at Winston & Strawn LLP, told 
Law360 on Wednesday. "I am absolutely delighted to have been a small part of this effort with these 
incredible women and their union to get to this point." 
 
Kessler said he and the women's team hope the settlement and labor agreement will inspire others. 
 
"Hopefully that inspiration will lead to greater equality not just in sports but in all walks of life," he said. 
"The women hope this will make a difference in the lives of little girls around the world." 
 
With a CBA in place, the parties will ask the court in coming days to preliminarily approve the 
settlement, he said. If things move as anticipated, the parties will have a court-approved settlement and 
begin the three-year process of distributing the settlement this fall, according to Kessler. 
 
The women's team is represented in labor negotiations by Adam Bellotti and Matthew Clash-Drexler of 
Bredhoff & Kaiser PLLC. It is represented in the litigation by Jeffrey L. Kessler, David G. Feher, Cardelle B. 
Spangler, Jeanifer E. Parsigian and Diana Hughes Leiden of Winston & Strawn LLP, and Nicole A. 
Saharsky, Carmen Longoria-Green, Minh Nguyen-Dang and Michael A. Scodro of Mayer Brown LLP. 
 
The men's team is represented in labor negotiations by Mark S. Levinstein Williams & Connolly LLP. 
 
U.S. Soccer is represented in labor negotiations by Nicole Buffalano, Drew Gniewek, Dana Gross and 
Geoff Rosenthal of Morgan Lewis & Bockius LLP. It is represented in the litigation by Jamie L. Wine, 
Michele D. Johnson, Melissa Arbus Sherry, Gregory G. Garre, Michael E. Bern and Sarah Gragert 
of Latham & Watkins LLP. 
 
--Additional reporting by Rachel Scharf and Zachary Zagger. Editing by Alyssa Miller and Ellen Johnson. 
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