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By LIZ ROBBINS
Published: September 14, 2005

Point guard Donna Orender made every loose ball a scramble for respectability, every shot a chance for recognition, every 
teammate an accessory to a crusade. She was not afraid to trash-talk, just afraid her paycheck would never come.

That was a quarter of a century ago. Little has changed about Orender, except the arena for women's professional basketball and 
her place in it.

"She was so hard-nosed, it was unbelievable," said Howie Landa, Orender's coach with the New Jersey Gems of the Women's 
Professional Basketball League in 1980. "She was a New York City kid. She played to win, not only just to play."

On the eve of the ninth Women's National Basketball Association finals, Orender, a sports executive for 20 years, is still driving 
hard to the hoop. 

But she is not looking back. From the day she took the job this spring as the W.N.B.A.'s second commissioner, replacing Val 
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Ackerman, Orender has been focused on selling next year's 10th anniversary.

"There's no time to take deep breaths yet - that's the truth," Orender said by telephone last week in between stops at the W.N.B.
A. playoffs. "If I have a moment for reflection, it's how fortunate I feel to be a part of something that has established itself and 
yet has a great platform to grow." 

The Connecticut Sun and the Sacramento Monarchs, however, begin their best-of-five series in the shadow of the N.F.L., the 
baseball playoffs and college football. During the summer season, with outdoor competition fiercer, average attendance for the 
13 teams dipped about 400 fans from 2004, to 8,184 a game. Television ratings on ESPN2 remained the same for the regular 
season, but the number of households watching the playoffs on ESPN2 increased by 20 percent. 

The W.N.B.A. could not have made it this far without the financial support and marketing sophistication of its patriarch, the N.
B.A. The television schedule is overcrowded and the climate is unforgiving for women's team sports: a professional soccer 
league folded, and softball was recently eliminated from the Olympics. Orender's charge is to create a singular identity, if not a 
self-sufficient product.

In 1981, she played for the Chicago Hustle of the soon-to-be-extinct W.B.L. and was lucky to see 4,000 people in the stands. 
When the league folded later that year, she wrote an article for The New York Times about the experience. 

"In three seasons," she wrote, "a league identity still had not developed, and the undercapitalized owners were skimping on the 
area they could least afford - marketing and public relations. No one promised that the W.B.L. would be an easy sell, but no one 
promised that it could sell itself."

After the W.B.L. folded, she worked as a production assistant for ABC Sports and SportsChannel, and she started her own 
sports production company, Primo Donna. 

Then, armed with a Long Island accent, personable smile and tireless enthusiasm, Orender marched into the male-dominated 
world of golf. She started as a vice president for PGA Tour Productions and left as a senior vice president overseeing 
worldwide television production, advertising, Internet and entertainment. She helped negotiate the two biggest television 
contracts for the sport, the first during intense talks while she was eight and a half months pregnant with her twin boys. 

Her passion to think beyond the status quo did not always blend well with golf's hierarchy.

"She obviously believes very strongly in her ideas," Edward L. Moorhouse, the executive vice president and co-chief operating 
officer for the PGA Tour, said recently. "Some we didn't use at all, some we modified to fit the overall corporate requirements. 
Anyone would be subject to that, but Donna's a team player."

It was while working for the PGA Tour in Jacksonville, Fla., that she married M. G. Orender, who owned golf courses in the 
Tampa area and was then an executive with the P.G.A. of America. They now have a commuter marriage. Their 8-year-old 
sons, Jacob and Zachary, stayed with their father in Jacksonville this season, while Orender was based in New York. 
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