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The ILR Sports Business Society (SBS) enjoyed a great Fall 2019 semester, highlighted by new initiatives 
and tremendous strides in multiple areas. It has been a pleasure to serve as Co-Presidents this past semester, 
and we are delighted to share this publication of Sports, Inc. with the Cornell community.

For the first time ever, SBS collaborated with the Scheinman Conflict Resolution Club (SCRC) to host a mock 
baseball salary arbitration. SBS represented the Houston Astros, while SCRC represented the Astros’ star shortstop, 
Carlos Correa. The mock arbitration presented our members with hands-on exposure preparing for and presenting 
a salary arbitration case, one of the key projects MLB front offices prepare for every year.

Our Analytics Research department has also hit the ground running, as members have begun researching topics 
including pitch sequencing in the MLB, the sports betting landscape, and NBA superteams. As the industry 
continues to shift towards data and analytics, SBS aims to do the same. Additionally, our Creative department 
has played a significant role in our club’s success this semester. Eliza Sherman (Creative Director) and her team 
have done a fantastic job creating our brand new website, expanding our presence on social media, and designing 
graphics for events.

With our new website in place, the SBS blog has returned and is stronger than ever. The SBS radio show continues 
to be a key staple of our organization, going live on Cornell Radio every Thursday night at 8pm. We also enjoyed 
the opportunity to learn from leaders in the industry through our guest speaker series. This semester we spoke 
with Buck Briggs ‘76 (NFL), Neal Kaplan ‘95 and Jeff Lebow ‘11 (New York Mets), Alex Gimenez ‘15 (Boston 
Red Sox), and Russ Spielman (GSE Worldwide) about a wide range of topics, including collective bargaining in 
football, MLB salary arbitration, and life as a sports agent. 

As Co-Presidents of the ILR Sports Business 
Society, our goal is to prepare our members for 
careers in the sports industry and to introduce 
the business of sports to all of Cornell. We hope 
you enjoy this publication, and we are excited to 
continue to grow our organization’s presence on 
campus. 

Sincerely, 
Ian Capell ‘20 
Harrison Marcus ‘20

Greeting
PRESIDENTS’

From the Editor
It has been a pleasure serving as the Editor-in-Chief 

for this semester’s Sports, Inc. publication. We 
had no shortage of excellent topics that examined 

diverse issues and affairs throughout the sports world. 
This semester, our writers crafted creative articles 
covering labor rights violations with the 2022 Qatar 
World Cup, the exploitation of NCAA athletes and 
the Fair Pay to Play Act, the conflict between new 
golf technology and classic courses, motivation and 
contracts in the NBA, the organizational culture of the 
Brooklyn Nets, and the MLB free agent market and 
its future CBA implications.

I absolutely appreciated the opportunity to work with 
our writers on their respective articles, and very much 
enjoyed learning more about each topic, especially 
given how intertwined each was with the disciplines 
we learn about in the ILR School.  

I would like to thank our writers for the months of 
hard work they put into writing and researching 
such meaningful and enlightening pieces. Without 
their contributions, this edition would not have been 
possible. I would also like to thank our layout editor 
Eliza Sherman for her continued efforts in designing 
and putting together our publication. Without her help, 
we wouldn’t have much more than an assortment of 
pictures and Google Docs to show for. 

On behalf of everyone that worked on this Fall 2019 
publication of Sports, Inc., I hope that the Cornell 
community enjoys this semester’s issue as much as 
we enjoyed creating it. 

Sincerely,
Dean Hasan ‘21

LETTER
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Buck Briggs

FALL 2019 RECAP
ILRAA Sports and Entertainment 
Executives Networking Event

Russ Spielman

Neal Kaplan & Jeff Lebow Alex Gimenez

On September 24th, we hosted 
Russ Spielman, a partner at 
GSE Worldwide. On October 
16th, Alex Gimenez ‘15 joined 
us to share his experience as 
a Major League Operations 
Coordinator for the Boston 
Red Sox. Buck Briggs ‘76, 
former VP of Arbitration and 
Litigation for the NFL, spoke 
with us on October 31st. New 
York Mets Neal Kaplan ‘95, 
VP and General Counsel, and 
Jeff Lebow ‘11, Assistant 
Director of Professional 
Scouting shared with us their 
experiences on November 5th. 

This semester, the Scheinman 
Conflict Resolution Club 
and SBS collaborated to host 
the first ever Mock Baseball 
Salary Arbitration, with guest 
arbitrator Dean Alexander 
Colvin. SBS, who represented 
the Houston Astros, won the 
arbitration against SCRC, who 
represented Carlos Correa.

On September 26th, students from across Cornell 
traveled to New York City for the first event with the 
ILR Alumni Association’s Sports and Entertainment 
Executives Affinity Group. Students had the 
opportunity to hear from a panel of members on 
the SEE Advisory Board, as well as network with 
Cornell alumni who range from recent grads to more 
experienced executives. Students were encouraged 
to continue the conversation with the incredible 
alumni through a LinkedIn page and follow-up 
conversations. The first SEE event was a great 
success and provided SBS members with the unique 
opportunity to connect with Cornell alumni in a 
variety of roles. 

Mock Arbitration

Weekly Radio Show

Guest Speaker Series
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DISRUPTION OF THE 
TRANSFER MARKET

Additionally, the new World Cup 
complicates the transfer windows 
of soccer. If leagues extend their 

seasons into the summer, they will interfere 
with the natural break in soccer: the 
summer transfer window.10 Furthermore, 
the World Cup is usually the perfect stage 
for players to display their talents to top 
clubs around the world before the summer 
transfer window that follows. It allows big 
name players to increase their market value 
and provides a platform for lesser-known 
talents to be seen on the global stage. This 
is why after almost every World Cup, 
players’ market values explode, creating 
huge transfers that bolster the already 
strong economy of soccer.11 We saw this 
after the 2014 World Cup with James 
Rodriguez, a young Colombian player 
who won the Golden Boot for scoring the 
most goals and then made an 80 million 
euro move to Real Madrid.12 Following the 
2018 World Cup, the Golden Glove winner, 
Thibaut Courtois, made a similar big move 
swapping Chelsea for Real Madrid as one 
of the bigger transfers in a window that 
saw 4.03 billion euros spent on transfer 
fees alone.13 As a result, this World Cup is 
causing headaches for league executives, 
clubs, players, and agents around the world 

and is likely to interfere with all aspects of 
soccer.

EXPLOITATION OF WORKERS

By far the most drastic issue with 
this World Cup is the construction 
of the stadiums themselves. Since 

Qatar’s bid was accepted in late 2010, they 
have been frantically working to build 
the necessary infrastructure to host such 
a large event. Seven stadiums have been 
built from scratch since the acceptance 
of the bid, with many other stadiums 
undergoing major improvements.14 An 
estimated 30,000 workers from Nepal, 
Kenya, and other countries have been 
tasked with the gruesome job of building 
it all. Unfortunately, as Zac Rayson, a 
sports analyst for Fox Sports, explains 
in his article, these migrant workers are 
being exploited in these jobs. Thousands 
of workers have been left without pay or 
severely underpaid. Even worse, as Rayson 
writes, “In June, the government of Nepal 
revealed figures which showed that 1,426 
Nepali workers in Qatar had passed away 
between 2009 and 2019, including 111 
deaths so far this year.”15 While some of 
these workers may be working away from 
the World Cup locations, the treatment 
of workers, and the unwillingness to take 
action by FIFA, is sickening nonetheless. 

 This construction has 
brought to light an 
underlying theme within 
Qatar of their human 
rights violations against 
migrant workers. Many 
workers have reported 
having their papers and 
passports confiscated 
by employers so that 
they could not flee the 
country. The treatment of 
workers on the projects, 
as reported by Amnesty 
International has turned 
into “forced labor” and is 
often describes as modern 
slavery.16 Since March 
2018, over 1,620 workers 
have filed complaints 
over months of unpaid 
labor. Despite promises of 
reform and improvement, 
including the creation of 
committees to monitor 
and answer workers’ 

complaints, none of the original 1,620 
workers have received any compensation 
for their labor. Even worse, the three major 
companies undergoing the majority of the 
projects stopped paying wages to 2,000 
workers before later terminating their 
contracts. One Kenyan worker has revealed 
the difficulties of work on these projects, 
explaining that “for five months I had to 
live with very little food and no salary. My 
family was really affected.”17 This worker 
was forced to search through dumpsters to 
find meals to support his family and was 
unable to return home because he had not 
received enough of his salary to make the 
trip back to Kenya.18

 
WHAT THE FUTURE HOLDS

As sports fans, and most likely 
viewers of the World Cup, we 
should all monitor this situation 

and whether or not FIFA will finally take 
a stand against the horrific labor standards 
of Qatar’s projects. For now, all we can do 
is continue to have people like Zac Rayson 
speak out against the competition and hope 
that the cries of human rights abuse are 
more persuasive to FIFA than their pipeline 
of Qatari oil money.  

FIFA World Cup 2022: 
The Beautiful Game’s Ugly Construction

The FIFA World Cup is supposed 
to be a time when the whole globe 
comes together to watch and 
celebrate as countries battle on the 

soccer pitch. Over 3.5 billion viewers tuned 
in to the last Men’s World Cup in 2018.1 
This tournament is seen as the pinnacle 
of what is likely the most popular sport 
worldwide. So, what could possibly go 
wrong with such a beautiful competition? 
Surprisingly, the answer is quite simple: 
allowing Qatar to host it. 
Before diving into Qatar’s plan for the 
World Cup, it is worth noting how Qatar 
got the gig for the event. Countries send 
bids to host the World Cup to the Fédération 
Internationale de Football Association, or 
FIFA for short. This process usually occurs 
about a decade before the competition 
takes place. Countries have to send in their 
plans for the competition, including dates, 
infrastructure plans, stadiums that will be 
used, and any other information vital to the 
success of the competition. The countries 
competing to host the 2022 World Cup 
were Qatar, Japan, Australia, South Korea, 
and the United States.2

JAPAN’S BID VS.  QATAR’S

Ultimately, FIFA’s decision came 
down to a choice between two 
countries: Japan or Qatar. Each 

country provided unique perspectives and 
opportunities for their bid. However, Japan 
had clearly spent far more time planning 
their chance to host the world’s greatest 
sporting event. In fact, Japan had plans to 
holographically project games onto soccer 
pitches around the world.3 This would 
allow fans to sit in MetLife Stadium in 
New Jersey, Estadio Santiago Bernabéu in 
Madrid, Wembley Stadium in London, and 
other major stadiums worldwide to view 
their countries play. Holograms of players 
would replicate the game going on in Japan 
in real time. Japan had a clear plan to 
complete the technology provided for such 
an event and were more than willing to 
make it happen.4  While this may seem like 

an impossible task to successfully finish, 
the technology for such an event was not 
far off completion. In fact, just two years 
after Japan sent in their bid, Coachella 
saw a live, holographic performance from 
rapper Tupac Shakur, who had passed away 
16 years prior.5 This shows that Japan’s 
bid was feasible, and if accepted, this 
groundbreaking technology would have 
changed the competition and the way we 
view sports forever.
 However, FIFA had ulterior 
motives heading into the World Cup. 
Obviously, Qatar ended up winning, but the 
way that they won is still under scrutiny as 
there may have been some money slipped 
under the table to higher-ups within FIFA. 
In fact, 11 of the 22 voters for the 2022 
World Cup ended up being punished for 
corruption, with an investigation of the 
voting still going on today.6 While this is 
the first time a nation from the Arab world 
has hosted the competition and is a great 
opportunity to expand the game to new 
markets, Qatar was the wrong destination 
for a few reasons.7

PROBLEMATIC TIMING

The first issue with the Qatar World 
Cup is that, due to the climate 
in Qatar, the competition has to 

be played in November and December, 

interrupting club soccer. This deviates from 
the normal schedule of the World Cup, 
every four years in the summer, and also 
forces domestic leagues and continental 
competitions to shift their schedules 
to accommodate. In a sport where 
international breaks already devastate 
club teams with injuries and roadblocks 
in momentum, having over a month in the 
middle of the season away from the club 
team will ruin the domestic competitions.8

 Not only will this cause confusion 
and complications within all soccer leagues, 
but it will also likely force the leagues to 
either condense their schedules, or force 
clubs to play without their top players who 
are competing in the World Cup. If leagues 
continue without the World Cup players, 
it will leave the league competitions idle 
and worthless, thus losing teams revenue 
and opportunities for growth. On the other 
hand, if leagues condense their schedule, 
it will increase the risk of players getting 
injured in an already packed season. Clubs 
often play two games per week due to 
cup and continental competitions, already 
putting starting players at risk due to the 
busy schedule.9 Further compacting of 
the schedule would only exacerbate the 
growing problem of fitness, fatigue, and 
injuries in soccer. 

Nathan Mayor is a freshman in the ILR school. 
He can be reached at ntm29@cornell.edu

By NATHAN MAYOR ‘23

A parody of the official World Cup logo, depicting the competition’s mascot in 
chains. 
Photo courtesy of theonion.com.

Protestors opposing FIFA’s World Cup in defense of migrant workers.
Photo courtesy of telegraph.co.uk.
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Major collegiate athletics, such 
as football and basketball, 
are a profitable business 
for almost all of the parties 

involved. All being everyone except for the 
collegiate athletes themselves. For almost 
as long as collegiate athletics have been 
popularized, collegiate athletes have served 
as a major attraction who greatly influence 
the revenue that a university makes from 
their sports teams. 
 Recently, California’s Fair Pay 
to Play act was passed which would 
“enable student-athletes from the state’s 24 
public colleges and universities to be paid 
indirectly via sponsorship agreements. 
The bill would also make it illegal for 
schools or organizations such as the NCAA 
to restrict or punish student-athletes for 
seeking these kinds of agreements.”19 The 
bill has called into question whether or not 
collegiate athletes should profit based on 
their likeness. 
 According to California state 
senator Nancy Skinner, “College athletes 
have been exploited by a deeply unfair 
system…The NCAA, the universities, 
the media, they’ve made billions of 
dollars on the talent of athletes, while the 
athletes have not received anything.”20 
The sentiments expressed by Sinner have 
been prevalent for many years. There have 
been many efforts in an attempt to secure 
compensation for being a collegiate athlete. 

THE MICHIGAN FIVE,  
FAB BUT NOT PAID

One of the most famous examples 
of the exploitation of collegiate 
athletes comes from the University 

of Michigan basketball team, the “Fab 
Five.” The Fab Five were a group of five 
freshmen made up of Jalen Rose, Juwan 
Howard, Jimmy King, Ray Jackson, and 
Chris Webber who all started for Michigan 
and led them to two consecutive national 
championship game appearances. The 
Fab Five helped double revenues for the 
basketball team to over $4 million in their 

freshman season.21 Their popularity as a 
group became marketability for Nike, and 
in 1994, their popularity led Michigan 
to become one of the first college sports 
programs to sign a multi-million-dollar 
endorsement deal with Nike.22 Rose 
recounts a time when the team visited the 
Nike outlet in Chicago and saw a pair of 
shoes called “The Fab Five Nikes” on 
display and he lamented that “having your 
own shoe doesn’t necessarily put money in 
your pocket.”23

 Bryan Burwell, a writer for the 
Detroit News, explained that “Whatever 
Nike wanted to sell, they threw it on the 
Fab Five.”24 The exploitation of the Fab 
Five not only by Michigan but by Nike as 
well, displayed “the disingenuousness of 
the economic relationship between athletes 
and the schools for which they essentially 
work. The Fab Five were transformed 
from basketball players into marketable 
commodities yet were alienated from the 
profits they produced.”25

COLLEGIATE ATHLETES MAKE 
PLAYS OFF THE FIELD 

As a result of this exploitation, 
many college athletes have taken 
to various measures to not only 

increase their rights as employees, but 
also to protect themselves so that they can 
secure the most money in their professional 
career. One example of collegiate athletes 
trying to increase their rights as employees 
was in 2014 when Northwestern football 
players “attempted to be labelled as 
university employees and given the right 
to unionize.”26 The Northwestern football 
players believed that they had the right 
to collectively bargain and thus would 
be allowed  to profit from team related 
revenues. Richard Griffin, a member of the 
National Labor Relations Board’s general 
counsel, decided that “Football players at 
private institutions in college sports’ most 
competitive level are employees…and will 
be treated as such if they seek protection 
against unfair labor practices.” 27

The Fair Pay to Play Act: 
How Did We Get Here?

 In the memo that contained this 
declaration, Griffin also proclaimed that 
“Scholarship football players in Division 
I Football Bowl Subdivision private-sector 
colleges and universities are employees”28 
under the National Labor Relations Act. 
While the decision is limited to “granting 
protections under just one section of the 
act,” the memo clarifies that football 
players at private FBS programs are 
entitled to campaign for their own interests 
as employees, including asking for pay, 
free of retaliation.”29 Griffin wrote that 
“Scholarship FBS athletes at private 
institutions…clearly satisfy the broad 
definition of employee and the common-
law test” and they “should be protected” by 
the NLRA.30

 Griffin’s office justified his 
position by arguing that “The athletes, like 
employees, work full-time hours during 
the regular season, receive ‘significant 
compensation’ in exchange for their work, 
and can be ‘fired’ from the team for poor 
performance or other factors.”31 Griffin 
also stated “We determine here that the 
application of the statutory definition of 
employee and the common-law test lead 
to the conclusion that Division I FBS 
scholarship football players are employees 
under the NLRA, and that they therefore 
have the right to be protected from 
retaliation when they engage in concerted 
activities for mutual aid and protection.”32

 While Griffin’s ruling declines to 
assert jurisdiction over whether football 
players at Northwestern University could 

form a union, it does mark significant 
progress towards compensating athletes. 
Executive director of the National College 
Players Association Ramogi Huma said 
that Griffin’s memo “Brings college 
athletes one step closer to justice.”33

COLLEGIATE ATHLETES:  SITTING 
DOWN OR OUT TO GET PAID 

Collegiate athletes are also taking 
measures to increase their earnings 
now or protect themselves so that 

they may receive max dollars in the future. 
In recent years, many elite basketball 
prospects have made the decision to 
bypass the NCAA and play overseas in 
order to be compensated.34 By bypassing 
collegiate sports, prospects will be able 
to profit while playing through not 
only playing professionally, but also by 
signing endorsement deals. Endorsement 
opportunities “will continue to be a draw 
for any player thinking about bypassing 
college.”35

 Darius Bazley, a top NCAA 
recruit, “reneged on his commitment to 
Syracuse … and got paid $1 million for an 
internship at New Balance instead.”36 R.J. 
Hampton, a consensus top-five recruit in 
the 2019 class, chose to play for the New 
Zealand Breakers of the NBL rather than 
go to college, and he signed a five-year 
apparel deal with Li-Ning that he wouldn’t 
have been able to get as an NCAA athlete 37

 Another new and prominent trend 
is collegiate football players sitting out of 
both regular season and bowl games in 

order to prevent injury to 
protect their draft stock 
so that they may sign 
larger contracts. Jake 
Butt, a former tight end 
at Michigan, played in 
the 2017 Orange Bowl 
and tore his ACL. This 
injury forced him to sit 
out the NFL combine 
and the Senior Bowl 
while others were able 
to not only participate at 
these events but impress 
NFL scouts as well. 
 Instead of 
being the second or 
third ranked tight end 
in the draft, Butt fell to 
the eighth ranked tight 
end and the 145th pick 

overall. Since his draft position fell, Butt 
signed for $301,000 instead of signing a 
contract like Gerald Everett, the fourth 
tight end picked that year, who signed 
a deal worth more than $6 million. In 
another instance, Ohio State star defensive 
end Nick Bosa did not finish the 2018-19 
season. As a top ranked college prospect, 
Bosa decided it was better to sit out than 
to risk further injury and hurt his draft 
stock.38 Because there is no compensation 
in collegiate football, football players 
have little incentive to risk their bodies for 
collegiate games especially with lucrative 
NFL contracts on the horizon for top 
prospects.

CONCLUSION

The Fair Pay to Play Act could change 
the nature of collegiate athletics and 
diminish the exploitation that the 

athletes feel. A Washington State bill that 
mimics the Fair Pay to Play Act states that 
student athletes “should have an equal 
right: To earn compensation for services 
provided; to be paid for the use of his or 
her name, image, and likeness; and to hire 
agents to represent the student’s interests. 
The athletes that bolster the revenue 
received by major athletic programs 
should be allowed to be compensated 
for representing their universities and 
such a bill believes that young collegiate 
athletes do not need to choose between 
“forfeiting these rights and participating in 
intercollegiate athletic competitions.”39 If a 
bill of this nature passes, athletes can profit 
off of their success and notoriety. This 
bill would eliminate financial disparity 
in collegiate athletics and pay those who 
are attracting the fans and increasing the 
revenue.
 Collegiate athletes work hard on 
and off the field to create the product that 
many people are paying to watch, and it is 
this product that contributes to universities 
profits. Because of the athletes’ hard work, 
universities gain media attention, increased 
apparel and ticket sales and in some cases, 
increased applications and tuition. So, 
for all that collegiate athletes contribute 
financially to the school, it is time that they 
are no longer exploited for their talents, but 
are compensated for them. 

Kerry Gettler is a sophomore in the ILR school. 
She can be reached at keg88@cornell.edu

By KERRY GETTLER ‘22

The Michigan Fab Five were transformed from basketball players into marketable 
commodities yet were alienated from the profits they produced. 
Photo courtesy of USA Today.

Nick Bosa did not return to collegiate action for Ohio State 
so that he could prevent injury and increase the amount of 
money he could sign for in the NFL. 
Photo courtesy of  Big Ten Network.
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Every year, fans watch in 
awe as their favorite college 
teams compete for a national 
championship. The biggest and 

brightest stars amongst all the athletes 
become forever immortalized in American 
sports history for their contributions to 
college athletics. These athletes become 
such household names throughout their 
athletic careers, it is often forgotten that they, 
similar to millions of other young adults 
across the country, are college students. 
Many of them share similar experiences to 
other college students who have left home 
for the first time, having never been away 
from their family for an extended period 
of time. Along with this, they are expected 
to attend class, attend multiple workouts 
a day, and also maintain a certain GPA 
so that they remain eligible to play. The 
NCAA has branded itself upon molding 
student-athletes, with emphasis upon the 
student aspect. However, their branding 
of these athletes has made it impossible 
to see them as student-athletes, but rather 
student-employees who go unpaid for their 
work, while the NCAA racks up over a 
billion dollars in revenue annually, and 
their colleges ink record-setting deals with 
major sports apparel brands. The biggest 
names in college athletics have immense 
potential in terms of marketability yet are 
unable to reap these benefits as per the 
NCAA’s rules. 

WHY THE NCAA IS CORRUPT

The NCAA owns the right to athletes’ 
name, image, and likeness which 
bars athletes from making any profit 

upon the national fame which they have 
established for both themselves and their 
universities.40 Within such rules, players 
are unable to hire an agent who would be 
able to negotiate marketing deals on their 
behalf.41 The money which athletes ought 
to gain from shoe and jersey sales is directly 
given to coaches and universities; further 
denoting the fact that those who are not 
primarily responsible for the product claim 

all the benefits. The business of sports 
begins and ends with athletes, and without 
them, the NCAA itself would be obsolete. 
Athletes are expected to perform solely 
for love of the game as college athletes, 
however, this is an unrealistic expectation 
as it becomes impossible to ignore the 
billion-dollar revenue which the NCAA 
generates annually. NCAA bylaw 12.5.1.3, 
titled “Modeling and Other Nonathletically 
Related Promotional Activities,” states that 
college athletes can make no reference 
to the celebrity status which they have 
established for themselves throughout 
their tenure as a college athlete.42 More 
specifically, if a college athlete aspired to 
run a sports skills camp for local youth, they 
would have to do so without mentioning 
their accomplishments in intercollegiate 
sports. Such restrictive rules have placed 
the athletes in an impossible predicament 
as they have achieved celebrity status, yet 
they cannot profit upon their hard work. 
This has led to more athletes either leaving 
to play professionally before finishing their 
college degree, the supposed ultimate goal 
for every student athlete according to the 
NCAA, or bypassing college sports entirely 
so they can continue to perform athletically 
but also provide a stable income for both 
themselves and their families. 

STUDENTS BEING EXPLOITED

Zion Williamson was the biggest 
athlete in all of college sports 
throughout the 2018-19 collegiate 

season. Thanks to the era of social media, 
he was able to gain national attention for 
his jaw-dropping highlights, reaching over 
one million followers on Instagram prior 
to even stepping on campus.43 The hype 
surrounding him only grew as he decided to 
attend Duke University, and cemented their 
recruiting class as the best in the country.
 On February 19th, 2019, Duke 
played the University of North Carolina 
in the most highly anticipated contest of 
the regular season. It had the makings of 
an instant classic, as two top-five perennial 
powerhouses squared off against each 
other, and both teams sported star-studded 

lineups. Tickets to the game were reselling 
at an average price of $3,296, a higher 
resale average than that of the past nine 
Super Bowls.44 The cheapest tickets were 
each over $2,000 on each ticket vendor and 
the most expensive went for over $10,000.45 
Williamson was the main attraction for 
this game and thus the primary reason 
ticket prices had soared to unprecedented 
amounts in comparison to not only the year 
before, but also all other college basketball 
games held across the country. Ironically, 
Williamson was hurt approximately thirty 
seconds into the game as he planted his foot 
forcefully and ripped through the sole of 
his Nike shoe. Luckily for both Williamson 
and the NCAA, the injury was not career-
altering. However, it gave a glimpse into 
how athletes are at constant risk for career-
ending injury, impacting their ability to 
progress to the next level and sign the 
multi-million-dollar deals which have 
provided financial stability for professional 
athletes and their families. 
 Following the game, athletes 
tweeted both their well-wishes to Zion 
for a speedy recovery, while also voicing 
their displeasure with the NCAA itself 
for being the primary reason for which 
this exploitation could occur in the first 
place. Star shooting guard of the Utah Jazz 
Donovan Mitchell tweeted “Again, let’s 
remember all the money that went into 
this game… and these players get none of 
it… and now Zion gets hurt… something 
has to change @NCAA.”46 Athletes who 
participate within this corrupt system 
recognize its faults, and continue to be 
pioneers and the voices for athletes who 
stand against the NCAA.  

ATHLETES’  STANCE 
AGAINST THE NCAA

Countless athletes throughout the 
years have voiced their displeasure 
with the NCAA, and their lack of 

commitment to the students who they have 
supposedly pledged to protect. On October 
10th, 2019, running back Todd Gurley 
donned a t-shirt mocking the NCAA, as it 
read “Not Concerned About Athletes” in 

support of the Fair Pay to Play Act, while 
also denouncing the NCAA’s opposition to 
the bill as well. During his college career 
at the University of Georgia, Gurley was 
suspended for four games during his final 
season for accepting $3,000 for signing 
memorabilia and other valuable items.47 It 
is important to note that he was not paid 
by his school directly, but rather fairly 
compensated by willing contributors for 
the celebrity status and acclaim which he 
had established for himself throughout 
his college athletic career, yet he was still 
penalized by the NCAA. 
 During the Golden State Warriors’ 
media day, forward Draymond Green went 
so far as to call the NCAA “a dictatorship.”48 
He noted the fact that for the majority of his 
college career he remained broke, while he 
had to watch the university which claimed 
to support him profit upon him and his 
physical capabilities. While speaking about 
the NCAA’s rules he said “It does not make 
any sense. I can make all the money off 
your likeness, and the moment you decide 
to make some money off your likeness, you 
can’t play here anymore. You’re ineligible. 

You’re suspended. It’s backwards.”49

 Athletes have recognized the 
fact that they are extremely valuable 
commodities to their universities, as they 
generate profit worth millions of dollars for 
them annually. The fact that athletes cannot 
utilize their image to profit further supports 
the notion that the NCAA has instituted an 
inherently corrupt model.  

HOW MUCH COULD 
ATHLETES MAKE?

The biggest names in college sports 
could utilize their marketability to 
pocket millions in endorsements 

prior to even progressing to the professional 
level. Basketball and football stars would 
benefit the most from the allowance to use 
their name, image, and likeness, but there 
are a range of potential other winners as 
well. This includes female athletes who 
do not have the option of entering onto 
a professional level and would be able 
to profit on the fame which they have 
gained throughout their collegiate careers. 
It was estimated by entertainment lawyer 
Tye Gonser that Zion Williamson would 

have been able to make $2.5 million in 
endorsement deals simply from the fame 
which he had acquired throughout his lone 
season.50 Gonser also stated that Clemson 
quarterback Trevor Lawrence, MVP of the 
2019 NCAA National Championship game 
could have had four national advertising 
campaigns, each worth $250,000.51

 The NCAA should not own the 
right to athletes’ name, image, and likeness. 
It eliminates the student’s body of work 
which they have established throughout 
their college careers and nullifies their 
athletic ability which ought to be used to 
serve their best interests as individuals, not 
their schools. 

ADMISSIONS SURGE LINKED TO 
ATHLETIC PERFORMANCE

The biggest athletes in college sports 
provide more than just enjoyment 
for loyal fans who watch their team 

without fault. Their physical capabilities 
have been exploited by their universities to 
provide not only sports entertainment, but 
popularity which makes the school more 
attractive to potential students as well. 

By MATISSE NELSON ‘23

Why California’s Bill Is 
The Fairest of Them All

Villanova men’s basketball team after winning the 2018 National Championship
Photo courtesy of  Money.com
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To understand the larger shift 
taking place in the world of 
golf, we must examine the new 
proverbial “cool kid” on Tour. 

PGA Tour player Cameron Champ stands 
six feet tall and weighs only 175 pounds.60  
Winning two tournaments in his first 
two years on Tour, Champ not only has 
become a golf media darling, but due to his 
explosive play style he has also attracted 
numerous sponsorships from Rolex, Nike, 
and Ping. Champ lead the tour in driving 
distance in the 2018-2019 season,61 and 
while him leading this statistic is not the 
issue, it’s how far he hits the ball. The issue 
is not just him. The issue is how far all PGA 
tour players hit the ball. The governmental 
agencies of golf are struggling to pinpoint 
one specific factor that has led to the 
increase of the PGA Tour driving distance 
average of roughly 40 yards in 40 years.62 
Technological improvements in the drivers, 
ball, club fitting, and the changing dynamic 
of the sport are seen as the four main 
reasons for the steady increase. The USGA 
and R&A must address whether these 
distance gains are a problem, and if so, how 
they are going to solve it.

THE DRIVER DILEMMA

“Let the big dog eat” is a phrase 
said countless times over 
a weekend of golf, where 

amateurs and pros alike step up to long par 
fives and short par fours with one intention: 
hit the ball as far as possible. Starting in 
the 1990’s, golf club technology began to 
change. Drivers, which were originally 
made of wood, shifted to metal with 
the introduction of the first metal driver 
introduced by Adams Golf.63 Metal drivers 
took off due to their durability, and most 
importantly, their advances in distance. 
Bernard Langer was the last player on Tour 
to win using a driver made of Persimmon 
wood when he won The Masters 
tournament at Augusta National Country 

Club in 1993.64 In 1997, John Daly became 
the first player on Tour to average a driving 
distance of over 300 yards throughout a 
season.65 Driver technology is changing 
rapidly, and for a game whose first rule 
book was drafted in 1744, an increase of 
40 yards in 40 years is an extremely rapid 
pace. 
 For PGA Tour players, the main 
benefits of this technology are the increases 
in distance off the tee. On average, 
adding 40 yards to a player’s tee shot has 
monumental gains. It can allow the player 
to reach a par-five in two shots and allow 
them to take less clubs into approach shots 
on par-four holes. This gives the player 
the opportunity to put their approach shots 
closer to the hole, making eagle and birdie 
putts easier. These gains in distance off 
of the tee allow Tour pros to shoot lower 
scores, essentially making the golf course 
easier. 
 While the technology leads 
to vastly superior results due to their 
specialization and ability to adapt to the 
strengths and weaknesses in a player’s 
game, major equipment dealers have not 
been marketing these products honestly. 
When Titleist introduced the TS2 and TS3 
models in September of 2018, they took the 
market by storm. Titleist drivers came with 
a new message: speed was king, and Titleist 
was reinventing the driver market with two 
drivers that had technology that allowed 
the golfer to drive the ball further than ever 

before. However, just a few months later, 
Titleist released the TS1 and TS4 models 
of drivers, with different technology built 
into them to optimize distance based on 
spin rates. Essentially, an amateur who 
purchased the TS2 or TS3 model who has a 
golf swing that produces spin rates optimal 
for the TS1 or TS4 drivers bought a $500 
driver that is not optimal for their swing, 
when the same company released a driver 
optimal for their swing a few months later.

THE BALL

Titleist has solidified itself in the 
equipment and club sphere due to its 
sponsorship of elite players past and 

present like Justin Thomas, Jordan Spieth, 
and Tiger Woods. Every golfer, from casual 
players to weekend warriors, knows Titleist 
is famous for its advancements in the golf 
ball market. While expensive at $48 per 
dozen, Titleist is the most trusted name in 
the game. 
 Titleist’s introduction of a new 
type of golf ball, the ProV1, revolutionized 
the golf world. Prior to the introduction 
of the ProV1, professional and amateur 
golfers had to make a choice when picking 
the type of ball they would play. They could 
vie for distance and choose a rigid, hard 
core golf ball, or they could choose a ball 
designed for accuracy and spin by going 
with a wound golf ball.66 Previously, the 
majority of players chose wound golf balls 
and sacrificed distance. However, when 

A 2019 Driver Against a 1932 Par: 
The Issue That Lies Between Today’s Golf 
Technology and Yesterday’s Golf Courses

After strong showings in the tournament, 
Wichita State and Butler University saw 
81% and 41% surges in applications 
respectively after making it to the Final 
Four.52 Following their magical Cinderella 
runs to the Final Four, George Mason 
University and Butler University’s media 
exposure resulted in estimations of $450 
and $677 million respectively to be used 
for the school.53 Student-athletes’ ability 
to produce revenue for their school based 
on their athletic performance places them 
in a position where they should be able to 
control their faith in how they make money 
rather than have that be determined for 
them by the NCAA.

WHAT THE FAIR PAY TO PLAY 
ACT IS/OPPOSITION

Senate Bill 206, the California Fair 
Pay To Play Act, was first introduced 
by state Senators Nancy Skinner and 

Steven Bradford in February of 2019.54 
The bill would allow for college athletes to 
profit upon their name, image, and likeness 
without losing their eligibility as NCAA 
athletes.55 It does not require schools to pay 
their athletes, but it would make it possible 
for athletes to profit upon the brand which 
they have established for themselves as 
participating members of a multibillion 
dollar corporation. 
 On September 11th, 2019, the 

California State Assembly unanimously 
passed the bill in a vote of 73-0.56 Governor 
Gavin Newsom officially signed the 
bill into law on September 30th, 2019.57 
NCAA President Mark Emmert has been 
extremely vocal in voicing his opposition 
to the bill as he pleaded for California 
senators to mull over the bill for a longer 
period of time prior to signing it into law 
in May of 2019. In the process, he also 
threatened California schools’ eligibility 
within the NCAA, stating that he would 
bar them from competing in the NCAA’s 
National Championships. 
 Several California schools, 
including the University of Southern 
California and Stanford University, have 
also opposed the bill. Stanford Athletic 
Director Bernard Muir wrote a letter to 
the California State Senate to share his 
dissatisfaction prior to the signing of the 
bill. Muir states that “Allowing student-
athletes to receive compensation from their 
name, image, and likeness, would present 
serious challenges for higher education 
institutions and to the collegiate sports 
model,” adding that “for any reform to be 
fair and meaningful to all student-athletes it 
needs to occur at the national level and be 
adopted by the NCAA.”58 Admittedly, Muir 
has a point. For there to be meaningful, 
more significant change throughout college 
sports, it must take place on the national 

level. However, this does not change 
the fact that this bill is a step in the right 
direction and California is taking both the 
inevitable and necessary steps towards 
granting more rights to student athletes. 

WHAT’S NEXT

California stands as the model which 
other states may now follow. This 
has led to the proposal of senators 

in nine other states have proposed similar 
bills to allow for athletes to profit upon 
their marketability as college athletes.59

 The NCAA’s emphasis upon the 
student aspect of student-athlete is often 
forgotten. Those who have the opportunity 
to advance to a professional level often leave 
college as soon as possible, usually without 
finishing their college degree. If the NCAA 
was actually committed to their athletes 
as they claim to be, they would allow for 
the bill to be instituted on a national scale. 
If college athletes were allowed to profit 
upon their name, image and likeness, it 
would not only incentivize athletes to stay 
in college longer and finish their degree, 
but also compensate those who don’t have 
the opportunity to advance to the next level 
and earn the coveted multi-million dollar 
deals. Along with this, if athletes were 
allowed to be compensated, and thereby 
stayed in college longer, it would make 
college athletics more exciting. Storylines 
of different powerhouse teams would be 
built upon for multitudes of years, allowing 
for fans to become even more attached to 
their teams as well as making the league 
itself more competitive. 
 It is important that the athletes’ 
rights are paid attention to, and constantly 
reinforced. Amateurism is often the 
justification utilized for not allowing for 
college athletes to be paid, but this purity 
which the NCAA has insisted still remains 
is no longer apparent as they continue to 
cash in with multi-million dollar deals 
showcasing their athletes, without the 
athletes being able to share in on the 
profits. College athletes make the product 
and it’s time for the NCAA to actually be 
concerned for those who they claim to 
support. 

Matisse Nelson is a freshman in the ILR school.
He can be reached at mmn49@cornell.edu

Rams star running back Todd Gurley donning a mock NCAA t-shirt
Photo courtesy of  @LindseyThiry on Twitter.

By DECLAN BERAN ‘23

The complete Titleist TS family of Drivers. While they have similar designs, each 
has settings that provide maximum distance for different golf swings.
Photo courtesy of Bunkered UK.
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surrounding areas for $200 million 
dollars.69 While this was an effective 
solution for Augusta National, it is not 
practical for many other clubs, particularly 
municipal golf courses where the majority 
of weekend warriors and casual golfers 
spend their time. 

THE USGA AND R&A’S 
ATTEMPTED SOLUTION

The governing bodies of golf have 
attempted to at least control Tour 
professionals’ equipment by adding 

regulations and checks. Xander Schaufelle, 
currently the tenth ranked player in the 
world, clashed with the R&A due to their 
mishandling of an inspection of Schaufelle’s 
Callaway Epic Flash Subzero Driver. 
Schaufelle’s driver was considered “non-
conforming” by the R&A and when this 
became public, Schaufelle exploded on the 
media, claiming that the leak of his failed 
inspection was an attack on him personally. 

During a press conference after his round 
on Saturday, July 20th, at the British Open, 
Schaufelle said that the R&A “pissed [him] 
off because they attempted to ruin [his] 
image by not keeping this matter private.”70 
While the general consensus among the 
golf world was not that Schaufelle was 
attempting to cheat at Royal Portrush with 
an illegal driver, in a sport like golf where 
etiquette plays an integral part of the game, 
mishandling of this inspection was unfair to 
Schaufelle’s public image and could have 
lost him sponsorship money if the R&A’s 
leak caused him to be labeled a “cheater” 
on Tour. 
 While the idea of these equipment 
examinations is a step in the right direction, 
they have proven to be unfair to Tour 
players. Schaufelle in Royal Portrush was 
focusing on dialing in all of his clubs in 
order to try to win his first major. Tour 
professionals are not consistently working 
with their equipment sponsors to ensure 
that their equipment is up to the standards 
of the governing bodies, Tour players are 
focusing on sharpening their games to win 
on the PGA Tour.

THE SOLUTION

Whether the golf purists like it 
or not, you can’t avoid the 
statistics. The golf ball, for 

whatever reason, is going further each year 
and this trend will continue regardless of 
how many yards superintendents extend 
their courses. In order to combat this 
change, the Tour should allow for one 
company to purchase a monopoly over 
all the golf ball sponsors, mandate them 
to roll the technology in the ball back 
roughly 10% and maintain this rollback. A 
monopoly is necessary because there is no 
way to ensure that every ball company will 
maintain these standards. This will allow 
for the longest hitters to average just above 
270 yards, meanwhile the market for new 
golf club technology could continue to be 
produced and showcased by the world’s 
best players. 
 While it may be considered unfair 
to ball producers who do not purchase 
the monopoly over the ball used on Tour, 
this technology could still be continued to 
be developed and used by amateurs. The 
professional population makes up much 
less than 1% of the population of people 
who play golf. It is the amateur sphere 
which produces the revenue from the ball 

market. Although this technology may 
not be showcased on Tour, it can still be 
marketed and brought to the amateur golf 
world. 
 It would be better to bring this roll 
back in technology to the golf ball market 
rather than the club and equipment market 
because there are less accommodations 
to be accounted for in the ball market. 
This market includes and affects only one 
product. Trying to place any mandates on 
the equipment market would have too great 
an effect on the play style of some Tour 
pros and on the overall market. 
 While this solution may be 
frustrating to Tour pros, this solution has 
the most minimal effects on the market 
while keeping classic and municipal golf 
courses from buying and destroying more 
land just to extend their golf courses. Most 
importantly, it would allow Tour pros to 
continue to play the game that they are 
used to playing, while escaping the typical 
“bomb and gauge” play that is making 
shorter courses irrelevant as we see today. 
 With the current direction of 
technological advancements, Tour pros 
and new technology will slowly eat away 
at the distances of golf courses. Before 
we know it, golf courses extending to 
8,000 yards on Tour may become the 
norm. It is not practical to continue in the 
direction of developing new technology 
and incremental distance gains without 
rolling back and making one uniform golf 
ball to create limits on professional use. 
Both amateur and professional golfers 
would agree that there is no point in 
attempting to curb technology that helps 
them play better golf. Golf simulation 
and Launch Monitors are not only here to 
stay, but serve to expand the business and 
game of golf into the hands of the casual 
consumer who enjoys simulation sports. 
When trying to address the distance issue, 
any rollback should be focused on the 
development of a “professional use” golf 
ball that only applies to professional golf 
balls, and not within solutions that limit 
new technology that makes the sport more 
enjoyable for amateurs. While these issues 
are controversial in the golf community, 
this problem might be a good thing as it 
shows the game of golf and golf business is 
expanding. 

Titleist’s ProV1 hit the market, it offered 
the best of both worlds with a dual core 
design. It had a rigid, inner core designed to 
increase distance while remaining partially 
wound, maintaining golfer’s ability to 
control the ball. Tour pros scrambled to 
play the ProV1 because of this major gap 
in technology as compared to the balls 
that were played on Tour at the time. The 
introduction of the ProV1 into the golf ball 
market led to an increase of six yards in the 
Tour average for driving distance that year 
alone. 

CLUB FITTING AND
 LAUNCH MONITORS

While the recent increases in 
technology for golf equipment 
have given players increased 

distance, forgiveness, and consistency, 
the rise of club fittings have brought these 
advances in technology to the hands of 
golfers like never before. Prior to club 
fittings, amateurs would purchase clubs, 
balls, and other golf equipment based on 
brand preferences, price, looks, and feel. 
In addition to the club and ball market, 
simulation technology has also evolved 
to influence how amateurs buy golf clubs. 
Major retailers offer Launch Monitors, 
such as Trackman, which allow amateurs to 
hit shots with equipment they are seeking 
to purchase according to the specifications 
they are searching for. Technology like 
Trackman collects total distance, carry, 
spin rates, launch angle, and angle of 
attack data, which allows amateurs to make 
adjustments to equipment or their swing 
to improve play. While this technology is 
often too expensive for amateur players to 
use consistently, Tour professionals are able 
to work with it every time they practice. 
Giving a Tour player this technology, 
regardless of the equipment they are 
using, allows them to improve on weak 
points in their game. Launch Monitors 
give Tour pros the ability to determine the 
distances they consistently hit each club, 
see the speed they are swinging the club, 
and change their swing to affect the ball’s 
spin rate. While technology like Launch 
Monitors does not have a direct correlation 
to gains in distance, Launch Monitors track 
aspects of a professional golfer’s swing 
such as club head speed, smash factor, and 
spin rates. Players can then change parts 
of their swing to optimize these factors for 
increased distance.

WHAT’S THE ISSUE? 
ISN’ T EVERYONE PLAYING 

BETTER GOLF?

For both amateurs and pros, the jump 
in golf ball technology has not 
only brought increases in distance 

and consistency but has also led to 
improvements in the games of all golfers. 
These gains are celebrated by players, 
however, the governing agencies such as 
the USGA and the R&A are frustrated, and 
superintendents are struggling to protect 
the par of their golf courses from the gains 
of new technology. As players hit the ball 
further and further, some golf courses run 
the risk of becoming obsolete.
 To understand this issue, we must 
examine the fifth hole at Augusta National. 
Traditionally, this uphill par-four was 
listed as 455 yards long. However, ahead 

of the 2019 Masters, the Augusta National 
County Club committee extended the hole 
to 495 yards.67 The reason for this change 
was due to the increase in how far Tour 
players were hitting the ball. The course’s 
bunkers forced professionals to make a 
choice: compete with the bunkers to try 
and get a better approach shot or lay back 
and avoid the possibility of the penalty of 
the bunker. The bunkers that line this slight 
dogleg left require the Tour pro to fly the 
ball 313 yards to carry these bunkers.68 
Before this extension, the uber majority 
of Tour pros could have easily carried into 
these bunkers. 
 While just extending golf courses 
seems like a relatively simple solution to 
a very complex problem, this solution is 
expensive. Augusta National reportedly 
bought the 50 extra yards in 2017 from 

Declan Beran is a freshman in the ILR School.
He can be reached at djb384@cornell.edu

Schauffele hits his Callaway Rogue Wood at the 2018 British Open at Royal Portrush. 
Schauffele would finish T41 at 2 shots over par. 
Photo courtesy of  Golfdigest.com
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The NBA off-season is always 
one of the most hectic times 
in professional sports. Young 
players are drafted, potentially 

title-winning trades are negotiated, and free 
agent signings for head-scratching sums 
are made. At the time of any free agent 
signing, a team feels that this particular 
player would be a worthwhile addition 
to the team for a reasonable price, yet 
not all deals end up mutually beneficial. 
Most NBA fans have had to suffer through 
a bad contract or two that derails your 
team’s salary cap flexibility, but why is it 
that general managers give these players 
such outrageous contracts? Management 
judges the value of a player based on their 
recent performance, but when an athlete 
starts playing worse immediately after 
signing, it leaves fans and management 
alike wondering this same question. 
The answer, however, may simply 
be motivation. For those intrinsically 
motivated to win a championship, money 
may not be everything, but for players who 
are primarily motivated by monetary gain, 
the value of their contract could have a 
powerful impact on their consistency and 
performance. If a player is in pursuit of a 
new multi-million-dollar guaranteed deal, 
will they try harder and perform better to 
reach that new payday?

METHODS

The average NBA franchise is worth 
just under $2 billion and generates 
$267 million in revenue each year.71 

Given the profitability of ownership, many 
team owners enter the market pursuing 
financial incentives, rather than team 
success. At the same time, the players 
on the court are also pursuing athletic 
achievement along with their financial 
goals. The difference in these two parties 
is clear, as the athletes produce on the 
court, the owner reaps the rewards from 
the stands. One can potentially gauge the 
worth of the owner through the yearly 
growth of the team valuation, but it is more 
difficult to assess the value of a player. To 

do so, I evaluated the 2010 NBA rookie 
class. I compared all players who signed 
another contract beyond their rookie deal 
to compare performance in their “contract 
year” (last year of their contract), the year 
before their “contract year,” and the year 
after their “contract year,” taking into 
account all the contracts that these players 
have signed throughout their career. I chose 
the 2010 rookie class as these players have 
had the opportunity to establish themselves 
in the NBA. Each player has had the 
opportunity to earn multiple contracts, 
allowing for more pre-contract and post-
contract comparisons.
 

For a total of 36 players, I compared each 
individuals’ Player Efficiency Rating 
(PER) and their Win Shares per 48 Minutes 
(WS/48) throughout each of the three 
test points: Pre-Contract Year, Contract 
Year, and post-Contract Year. PER serves 
as a metric to consolidate the statistics of 
an NBA player into one number, where a 
league-average player has a PER of 15.00. 
WS/48 takes into account how valuable 
a player is in terms of how much they 
contribute to a win. While PER is more 

of an individual stat, WS/48 is more 
representative of a player’s performance in 
a team context.
 If an athlete was intrinsically 
motivated to achieve, there should be 
no real disparity between the three years 
being measured. Conversely, if a player 
was monetarily motivated, they should 
perform the best in their contract year 
and then decrease in performance in their 
post-contract Year. The results of the 2010 
rookie class in the pursuit of their second 
NBA contract can be seen in the following 
section.
 When players currently on their 
rookie contracts are pursuing a second NBA 
contract, the data shows that there is no 
drop off in performance after the contract 
year; in fact, there is a gradual increase in 
performance as the player ages. This result 
could be due to several reasons. Firstly, 
young players on their rookie contracts 
are still improving year after year. It is not 
surprising that players do not regress this 
early in their career, especially given that 
this data is only gathered from players who 
have received a second contract, implying 
that a team still sees a future for them. All 
of the “busts” and poor-performing players 
on rookie deals who did not receive another 
contract, and thus would skew the PER and 
WS/48 metrics, are not included in this 
analysis. 
 Another reason that young players 
may still see improvement post-contract 
year is the fact that the magnitude of the 
newly earned contract is far less than what a 
player could earn in the future. The average 
yearly salary of the 2010 rookie class’ 
second contract was $6,690,354; however, 
when those same players signed the next 
contract of their career, their average salary 
was $11,205,141. There is far more to gain 
later in their career when the players have 
hit their prime; therefore, it would suggest 
that as a player’s career progresses, the 
incentive to perform would increase given 
that there is more money up for grabs. 
The results of the 2010 rookie class in the 
pursuit of their third NBA contract can be 
seen in the following section.
 The performance leading up to 

and immediately following a player’s third 
contract is drastically different than what we 
have seen in the second contract timeline. 
Here, the performance of players seems 
to increase significantly in their contract 
year in terms of both PER and WS/48. The 
most striking difference between this data 
and that shown prior is the sharp decrease 
in both metrics during the post-contract 
year. This disparity is where the question 
of intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation 
arises, as once a player receives a contract, 
it is fully guaranteed. Given that the athlete 
has no contractual financial incentives to 
perform highly, guaranteed contracts may 

limit the incentive to try as 
hard every day. Following 
the signing of a player’s 
third contract, it appears as 
if the decrease in extrinsic 
motivation manifests in 
performance. In the season 
following the signing of 
a third contract, player 
performance regresses by 
15% in PER and by 27% 
in WS/48. Consequently, 
for financially motivated 
athletes, once that third 
(and often more highly 
lucrative) contract is 
signed, they would see the 
most significant decline in 

motivation, and subsequently, performance.

DISCUSSION: THE GUARANTEED 
CONTRACT DILEMMA

The NBA is seen as one of the most 
“player-friendly” professional sports 
leagues, and its success is driven by 

individual actors far more than any other 
league. Nothing legally requires NBA 
owners to provide guaranteed contracts to 
players; however, it has grown to become 
the norm. Of the comparison in contracts 
for NBA and NFL player contracts, labor 
lawyer Jeffery Kessler says that “NBA 
players have fewer injuries and in general 
have much longer careers…because of that, 
NBA owners have been more willing to do 
longer-term guaranteed contracts for more 
players than NFL owners have been willing 
to do.”72 Because it is much less risky to 
provide a guaranteed contract to an NBA 
player, it would be hard to ever convince 
NBA owners, agents, and players to adopt 
the NFL contract style as the two leagues 
are hardly comparable on this front. 
 The NFL has much more parity 
year-to-year in terms of who wins the 
Super Bowl than in the NBA, partially 
as a result of the league’s largely non-
guaranteed contracts. Although dynasties, 
such as the New England Patriots, still 
exist in football, they are far less of a lock 
to win the championship each year than the 
LeBron-led Miami Heat and the Golden 
State Warriors of years past. An NFL roster 
is often flexible due to the lack of long-
term guaranteed contracts. If a front office 
makes a mistake in investing in a player, 
they can typically cut them for little to no 
cost. When we look at the NBA, teams 

can be sentenced to mediocrity for several 
years off of one bad, guaranteed investment 
in a player. These “bad investments” are 
often a result of the phenomenon displayed 
previously: the performance regression 
that occurs once a large contract is signed. 
When players increase their performance in 
their contract year, teams often sign these 
players to valuable contracts, assuming 
the continuation of this heightened 
performance. In a league with a salary 
cap and guaranteed contracts, investment 
according to an anomalous spurt of success 
can be a death sentence, as poor-performing 
players are paid highly for years to come. 
With the systemic failure and dominance 
that has plagued the NBA in years past 
due in part to these long-term guaranteed 
contracts, the value of smart front office 
leadership has only increased. 

CONCLUSION

What can be done to combat post-
contract regression? Frankly, not 
much. The NBA’s guaranteed 

contracts somewhat contribute to the 
reduction in performance in the years after 
signing a long-term contract; however, 
these contracts are commonplace. For 
leagues such as the NFL, player contracts 
are not fully guaranteed, often containing 
performance incentives that help to continue 
to motivate players for the duration of a 
player’s long-term contract. For the NBA 
to regain its competitive nature, changes 
to the nature of player contracts, such as 
adopting performance incentives, could 
help combat this decrease in production 
post-third contract. By shifting value into 
contract incentives, teams may be able to 
rebound faster from a poor contract by 
cutting underperforming players, ultimately 
increasing competition throughout the 
league. However, given that the guaranteed 
contract has been ingrained into the fabric 
of the NBA for years, the league is unlikely 
to move away from this model in the near 
future. Upsetting the status quo of roster 
formation, competitive balance, and player 
empowerment will require something 
substantial to change in the management 
of teams. It may take a revolutionary team 
and player to come together to realize the 
potential of performance incentives in the 
NBA to instigate this change.

By BEN DRAIN ‘22

NBA Free Agency: Extrinsic Motivation 
and the Guaranteed Contract Dilemma

Ben Drain is a sophomore in the ILR School.
He can be reached at bsd36@cornell.edu

Blake Griffin saw a decrease of 13% in PER and a 
decrease of 33% in WS/48 in the year after signing his 
5-year, $171 million contract extension.  
Photo courtesy of  Forbes.com

Figure 3.75 PER for Third Contract, 2010 
Rookie Class.

Figure 4.76 WS/48 for Third Contract, 
2010 Rookie Class.

THIRD CONTRACT RESULTS
AND ANALYSIS

Figure 1.73 PER for Second Contract, 
2010 Rookie Class.

Figure 2.74 WS/48 for Second Contract, 
2010 Rookie Class.

SECOND CONTRACT RESULTS
AND ANALYSIS
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It’s draft day 2013. Inside Barclays 
Center, Nets General Manager Billy 
King is furiously preparing for the 
draft by finalizing the team’s strategy, 

fielding calls from interested teams, and 
offering trade proposals of his own.
 Though the process is not new to 
him, there is an added sense of urgency this 
year: Russian billionaire Mikhail Prokhorov 
recently purchased the franchise for $250 
million and moved the team to Brooklyn a 
year earlier, giving the struggling franchise 

a fresh start and new fan base. At the 
opening of Barclays Center, Prokhorov 
promised a title, announcing, “Every team 
has a grand plan…and I’m expecting our 
championship within three years now.”77  
Wanting to begin his tenure in the borough 
with a splash, Prokhorov promised results 
and tasked Billy King with creating a 
championship contender.
 During the playoffs earlier that 
year, the Nets suffered a gut-wrenching 
defeat, surrendering a 3-1 series 
advantage to the Chicago Bulls before 
losing game seven on their home floor. 
Though disappointing, there was renewed 

optimism that new additions, along with 
their previously acquired stars—Deron 
Williams and Joe Johnson—could provide 
a pathway to a title in an increasingly 
weakened Eastern Conference.
 Inside the war room on June 27, 
2013, Billy King aggressively attempts to 
improve his roster, placing his entire team 
on the trading block and every asset on 
the table. Soon enough, he finds a willing 
trade partner in Danny Ainge, the GM of 
the Boston Celtics, whose veteran roster 
desperately needs a rehaul and influx of 
youth. What starts as a trade for future 
Hall of Famer Paul Pierce unfathomably 

evolves into the Nets giving away three 
first round picks and a pick swap for three 
washed up stars in Paul Pierce, Kevin 
Garnett, and Jason Terry. As one rival GM 
explains about doing business with King; 
“Billy’s literally an addicted gambler when 
he’s close to doing those trades. He’ll do 
anything when it reaches a certain point.”78

 In the immediate aftermath of 
the trade, however, fans and pundits alike 
offered almost universal praise for their 
acquisitions, placing the Nets as a favorite to 
win their division and rival LeBron James’ 
Miami Heat in the East. Bleacher Report 
labeled the Nets as a “legit contender”79 
and the New York Times reported that the 
trade could “tip the balance of power in the 
Eastern Conference.”80 The front office, 
fully expecting to win a championship 
and stay in contention for the near future, 
dismissed the lost picks as overvalued 
and worthless. The trade increased their 
marketability and revenue streams, but 
the team quickly fell apart after their lone 
playoff series win. Veterans requested 
trades, King bought out others’ contracts, 
and the Nets incurred heavy losses via the 
luxury tax. The trade is now infamous and 
has been dubbed one of the worst in NBA 
history. Billy King and much of the front 
office soon departed, leaving an all but 
talentless roster behind. 

THE MARKINSON ERA

By the end of the 2015-16 season, 
Prokhorov decided to completely 
change course, apparently learning 

from past mistakes. Enter new GM Sean 
Marks and Coach Kenny Atkinson—or 
Markinson to diehard Nets fans. In three 
short years, the two initiated arguably 
the quickest, most impactful rebuild of a 
professional sports franchise, transforming 
a barren, 20 win roster into a championship 
contender. How they managed to execute 
this remarkable turnaround is all the more 
impressive and needs to be further analyzed 
to understand the true breadth and depth of 
the Nets’ successful transformation.
 Sean Marks inherited a roster 
halfway through the 2015-16 season that, 
after Joe Johnson departed, consisted of 
mostly G-League talent mixed in with some 
decent role players and an unwavering 
loyal star in Brook Lopez. Players like 
Shane Larkin, Sergey Karasev, Donald 
Sloan, and Markel Brown are all out of the 
league, and the Nets’ current roster consists 

of entirely new players. In those days, 
however, the players weren’t as important 
as establishing a system that transcends 
the inevitable roster turnover that ensues 
in the NBA each year. And so, perhaps 
Sean Marks’ most important move—more 
significant than signing Kevin Durant or 
Kyrie Irving—was his hiring of Kenny 
Atkinson, who paved the way for the 
identity of the current-day Nets.

THE IMPACT OF ATKINSON

Kenny Atkinson epitomized a 
basketball junkie, spending almost 
15 years after college playing 

overseas in places like Italy and the 
Netherlands. His love for basketball was 
clear from the outset, and he developed 
there much of the dedication and work 
ethic he would bring to Brooklyn. He 
fondly recalls having 20+ hour bus 
rides between countries that made him 
question his motivations. Given Atkinson’s 
background, however, those long grueling 
trips acted as little deterrence: Atkinson’s 
“father was a marine. He grew up the 
second youngest out of eight competitive 
brothers. Toughness isn’t something he just 
picked up. It’s in his DNA.”81

 In the NBA, Atkinson made a 
valuable contribution with the New York 
Knicks after a brief stint with the Houston 
Rockets.82Though Linsanity—when Jeremy 
Lin completely overtook the city of New 
York with his game-winning heroics—is 
well-known, the role that Kenny Atkinson 
played in developing Lin is more hidden to 
the public eye. During Atkinson’s time in 
New York, he worked with Lin to become 
a more unselfish and well-rounded player, 
sparking his improbable run. Lin fondly 
remembers texting Atkinson around 1 a.m. 
to look at plays from the previous night’s 
game. By the time Lin walked into the 
gym the next morning, the tape would be 
prepared, and Atkinson would be finished 
with his personal workout. Receiving 
recognition for his work ethic and player 
development skills, Atkinson accepted 
a position on Mike Budenholzer’s staff. 
He again received universal praise from 
players for his effort and developmental 
skills, especially from guards Jeff Teague 
and Kent Bazemore. Atkinson, they said, 
consistently arrived first in the morning, 
even after late nights dissecting film, and 
he truly enjoyed an unparalleled love for 
the game.83 

 When Atkinson signed with the 
Nets, he brought the same intensity to 
Brooklyn that he displayed in both his 
former playing and coaching careers. 
While many questioned why he accepted 
a head coaching position for a team with 
little talent and future draft picks, the 
Nets situation perfectly fit Atkinson’s 
gritty, hard-working personality. Atkinson 
admitted there were doubts at first, but as 
he himself noted, “all of a sudden you hear 
yourself saying, ‘Screw it!’ Because you’re 
in it. Because you believe in what we’re 
doing here.”84 With Marks convincing 
Prokhorov there would be no shortcuts or 
quick fixes like in the Billy King era, but 
rather a lengthy process built on developing 
players and a strong culture, his vision 
aligned perfectly with the tough mentality 
forged throughout Atkinson’s long career. 

FINDING DIAMONDS 
IN THE ROUGH

Marks’ first noteworthy move 
came in the 2016 draft, when 
he selected Caris LeVert 20th 

overall, currently the longest-tenured Net. 
If another member of the team embodied 
the Nets’ culture as much as Kenny 
Atkinson, it was LeVert. Forced to mature 
quickly and undertake extra responsibility 
following the loss of his father in high 
school, LeVert developed character, acting 
as a mentor to his younger brother. While 
his passion for basketball existed before 
the tragedy, the passing of his father further 
fueled his determination to be special. 
At Michigan, however, LeVert broke his 
foot three times, and his injury concerns 
tanked his draft stock to the bottom of 
the first round. What rival GMs failed to 
understand, however, was that, compared 
to his family history, his injuries failed 
to act as “real adversity.”85  The setbacks 
simply added a chip to his shoulder to 
prove his doubters wrong. Given a chance 
by the Nets, he improved each year into a 
solid NBA starter with All-Star aspirations. 
LeVert would be the first in a long line of 
diamonds in the rough looked over by other 
NBA teams but welcomed to Brooklyn 
with open arms.
 Joe Harris, a sharp shooter at 
the University of Virginia, failed to make 
a mark early in his NBA career. Despite 
playing with LeBron James and Kyrie 
Irving on a Cleveland Cavaliers team 
in pursuit of a title, Harris played few 

A Winning Culture Shock: 
How Two Newcomers Drove the 
Brooklyn Nets’ Improbable Rise

By JAY KLEIN‘23

Bench celebrating after Brooklyn Nets thrilling 2OT win against Hornets, December 26, 2018.
Photo courtesy of  @BrooklynNets on Twitter.com
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meaningful minutes. After foot surgery, the 
Cavaliers traded him to the Orlando Magic, 
who waived him on the same day. Finally, 
Harris made his way to the Nets, who saw 
potential in a struggling player. During 
a visit to Barstool HQ, he explained, 
“[In Brooklyn] I hadn’t really solidified 
anything in the NBA, but I did have a 
specific niche in terms of shooting…and…
he [Atkinson] kind of saw a little bit of me 
in Kyle Korver…that was my break.”86 
Though Kenny set a lofty comparison for 
a player averaging fewer than one three 
pointer made per game in Cleveland, 
Harris had also developed a chip on his 
shoulder. Wanting to prove he belonged 
after a successful college career, he became 
the best three-point shooter in the league 
last year (by three-point percentage) and 
a present-day bargain for the Nets. Again, 
the Nets found creative ways to stockpile 
talent as their notorious trade prevented 
them from leveraging the traditional ways 
to rebuild a roster.
 Besides free agency and the 
draft, Marks also utilized the G-League 
to find underappreciated talent. Spencer 
Dinwiddie found himself playing for the 
Windy City Bulls after a trade from the 
G-League affiliate of the Pistons, the team 
who drafted him in the second round. 
Marks again recognized potential and 
signed him to a ten-day contract before 
finalizing terms on a two-year deal. Last 
year, following his best season as a pro and 
finishing fourth in the Sixth Man of the Year 
award voting, Dinwiddie took less money 
with the Nets than he could have received 
elsewhere because he felt “fully indebted to 
Brooklyn”—a testament to the culture the 

Nets built and the high character players 
Sean Marks has signed and acquired.87

PLAYER DEVELOPMENT

LeVert, Harris, and Dinwiddie 
have become the case studies in 
Brooklyn’s rebuild, and Kenny 

Atkinson used his plethora of experience 
to maximize their talent. Dubbed the point 
guard whisperer for, among others, his 
role with Lin and Teague, the Nets coach 
developed a knack for establishing trust 
with players and leveraging this newfound 
closeness to impart candid advice. 
D’Angelo Russell, the Nets’ star player last 
season, described exactly this sentiment. 
“He challenges me. He doesn’t let off. I think 
some coaches kind of give you a leash, and 
you don’t really earn it and you don’t really 
work for it.”88 The mutual respect grew 
between Atkinson and Russell, accelerating 
Russell’s development because of their 
more productive relationship.
 Atkinson’s connection with his 
former star point guard, though quite 
special, was actually common because of 
his strong work ethic, rivaling even the most 
dedicated of players. He regularly wakes 
up in the early hours of the morning to ride 
the treadmill at 4:30 a.m. while watching 
tape from a previous night’s game.89 And, 
by not just directing and yelling, but fully 
participating in practice, players genuinely 
respected and trusted him, and he developed 
a reputation as a players’ coach. Moreover, 
Joe Harris believes the entire team takes 
after Atkinson, noting that “He definitely 
is the type of guy who has that chip on his 
shoulder. He’s worked his way up to get to 
this point, and I think that’s reflective of 

everybody in this locker room, and we kind 
of take on that persona.”90 Marks only chose 
high character players that would buy into 
the system, with an ultimate goal to grow. 
As such, rarely do reporters or fans hear 
about locker room problems or contentious 
relationships among Nets players.

THE NETS’  PROCESS

What truly fastened the rebuild, 
more so than the players’ hidden 
talent, was their ability to 

develop over time. From day one, Marks 
preached a slow process and instilled a 
growth mindset among his players. Two 
prominent theories regarding intelligence 
or athletic ability include the Incremental/
Growth Mindset and the Entity/Fixed 
Mindset. The Entity Mindset is a personal 
theory that states that athletic ability 
consists only of innate talent, or the hand 
one is dealt. The Growth Mindset, on the 
other hand, states that through hard work, 
education, learning and practice, ability can 
be improved. Markinson clearly believed 
in the latter. In this mindset, there is no 
performance goal, where the Nets would 
need to win a certain number of games, but 
rather a learning goal to simply improve. 
During his first season as head coach, a 
difficult and frustrating one where the Nets 
won just 20 games, Atkinson believed 
that his players making mistakes would 
be invaluable to their growth and afforded 
them almost unlimited freedom on the 
floor. He encouraged shooting to develop 
confidence, and though the Nets had no 
incentive to tank, Atkinson still played 
young players, and the Nets became known 
around the league for their gritty effort and 

will to win.

FAMILY ATMOSPHERE

On the floor, Atkinson developed a 
culture that centered on motivated 
players who displayed resilience 

given an opportunity. Off the floor, Marks 
implemented a family atmosphere that 
made players feel cared for and appreciated, 
contributing to the culture and standards 
set by Atkinson. Understanding that the 
well-being of his players away from the 
game was of utmost importance and even 
contributed to their success on the court, 
Marks instituted unique practices: During 
a long and grueling 16 day road trip in 
2016 throughout the West Coast, Marks 
allowed players to bring family members 
with them. For many players who fail to 
spend enough quality time with loved ones 
during the season, this small act meant the 
world to them. Journeyman Quincy Acy, 
for example, enjoyed this unexpected time 
with his young son. “This is my first time 
that a team let him on the plane, so that’s 
really big,” Acy said. “That says a lot about 
the family environment and the culture that 
they’re building here. I love it.”91 Marks 
also built a multi-million dollar lounge 
for players’ families, which included 
kitchens, personal chefs and social areas 
for bonding.92 The Nets hired a babysitting 
service to assist mothers, and planned 
dinners and charity events so wives could 
bond when their husbands traveled. The 
wife of Trevor Booker, a former Nets high-
energy role player, noted “When you’re on 
a new team and instantly feel like family, 
it makes it easier on the players knowing 
their families are in good hands.”93

 It follows in line that when Nets 
acquire new players or sign free agents, 
they welcome not only the players, but 
also their entire family. That is, when 
players choose the Nets, their whole family 
becomes part of the Brooklyn Family, and 
they are looked after in the same way as 
the players. After Dudley signed with the 
Nets last year, his wife received flowers, 
and when he signed with the Lakers this 
year, she received a card thanking her for 
her time with the Brooklyn organization. 
Dudley described, “The way they treated 
my family—no organization has come 
close.”94 Though these actions might appear 
insignificant, in a player’s league such as 
the NBA, opposing players take notice, 
and “like what’s going on in Brooklyn.”95 

To the Nets, the players mattered more than 
their product on the floor.

PERFORMANCE TEAM

Besides the culture off the court, 
Marks built a lauded top-tier 
performance team that is innovative 

in its approach to players’ health. A central 
part of this vision included “prehab,” 
or preventing injuries in the first place 
through eating healthier and completing 
specific workouts to stay fit. Jared Dudley 
describes the proactive measures the 
Nets take, stating, “They send you a text 
message every morning of how your body 
feels…You do testing…so they can tell 
each week if you’re fatiguing...And that 
dictates...your practice schedule...what you 
need to do in the weight room.”96 In other 
words, the process is appealing and attracts 
other players. 
 The Nets also spent over $50 
million to develop a state-of-the-art 
training facility, demonstrating that 
ownership was similarly invested in 
Marks’ vision to create a team where the 
players are valued. Their detailed approach 
has elevated the games of younger players 
and also added to the effectiveness of 
veterans beginning to decline. DeMarre 
Carroll, a former productive role player 
for Brooklyn, credited his renewed success 
with the Nets because of the performance 
staff.97 Again, opposing players notice the 
dedicated nature of the Nets performance 
team and understand how vital a creative 
and devoted staff is to their performance. 
Joe Harris loves to mention how the Nets 
are so dedicated they even track the color 
of the player’s urine. Kevin Durant, who is 
currently rehabbing a torn Achilles, surely 
factored this aspect of the Nets into his 
decision, especially after what transpired 
with the Warriors staff that may or may not 
have led to his injury.
 Though the 2016-17 Nets were 
unsuccessful on the court, finishing 20-62, 
the infrastructure in place allowed them 
to continually develop players and build a 
reputation as a player-friendly team with 
high character guys who refused to quit. 
What the Nets lacked in talent they gained 
in grit. The next year, Marks executed his 
toughest decision yet, trading the Nets’ 
all-time leading scorer Brook Lopez for 
D’Angelo Russell. In a press conference 
regarding the trade, Lakers GM Magic 
Johnson stated that he traded Russell 

because he needed “a leader…somebody 
also that can make the other players 
better, and also that players want to play 
with.”98 Though Russell was embroiled 
in controversy after leaking a private 
conversation with former teammate, Nick 
Young, Johnson’s assessment of Russell 
was damning nonetheless. Again, Russell 
needed to prove the leadership skills he 
displayed at Ohio State still existed, and 
point guard whisperer Kenny Atkinson 
developed Russell into an All-Star. He 
proved others wrong by leading the Nets 
to a 42-40 record and the sixth seed in the 
2018-19 playoffs.

PRESENT-DAY NETS

The Nets’ success in free agency this 
past year was no fluke, or luck, but 
rather a long time coming by doing 

things the right way. It was long speculated 
that Kevin Durant would choose the New 
York Knicks over the Nets; however, 
as Durant explains, he chose Brooklyn 
because they “already got their s*** in 
order. They’re already perfect. They got a 
championship mindset already.”99 Reports 
came out that Durant decided to sign with 
the Nets before even meeting with Marks 
or Atkinson. Despite this, Durant believed 
he knew them well from looking at video, 
stating: “I was doing a lot of YouTube 
research on Kenny Atkinson and watching 
interviews to see how he talked after games 
and stuff…I really liked his approach to his 
craft as a coach and that’s what drew me in 
pretty quickly.”100

 Ultimately, Kenny Atkinson, 
the hard-working coach who preached 
development, Sean Marks, the innovative 
GM who implemented a family atmosphere, 
the second-to-none performance staff who 
improved players’ performance, and high-
quality players who developed a special 
camaraderie all have contributed to the 
uniqueness of the Nets organization and 
rebuild. 
 But, for the past three years, 
the Nets—and Markinson—have played 
without any expectations, proving pundits 
and fans alike wrong. Now, with star power 
and pressure to perform, this year will make 
it clear truly how effective a job Marks and 
Atkinson have done.

Section of Nets new family lounge. Photo courtesy of  K-and.co.
Jay Klein is a freshman in the ILR School.
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We Play Loud. Major League 
Baseball’s postseason 
marketing campaign was 
centered around this slogan, 

showcasing the young stars that have taken 
the sport by storm. Players like Aaron 
Judge, Mookie Betts, Ronald Acuña Jr., 
Juan Soto, Gleyber Torres and many others 
are becoming household names among 
fans, signaling a new direction for baseball. 
The focus on stockpiling young talent has 
consumed all thirty teams, and nowhere is 
it more prominent than the business side of 
the sport. Teams seek to replicate the model 
that led the 2016 Chicago Cubs and 2017 
Houston Astros to historic World Series 
championships, and the effects of this now 
ubiquitous approach have reshaped the 
fan experience, the league’s competitive 
balance, and most importantly, baseball’s 
labor market. Therefore, the upcoming 
off-season presents an important turning 
point for the future of baseball, the 2021 
collective bargaining agreement, and a 
potential player strike.

FROZEN STOVE:  
REFLECTING ON A BARREN 
2018-2019 OFF-SEASON

Last year, Major League Baseball 
experienced an abnormally slow 
off-season, starkly contrasting with 

the years of hype surrounding this specific 
free agent class. Manny Machado and 
Bryce Harper, two of the sport’s primetime 
stars, were projected to sign decade-long 
contracts cracking $300 million in total 
value. These two did get their payday, albeit 
far later in the off-season than forecasted. 
Machado signed to the tune of 10 years and 
$300 million with the San Diego Padres, 
while Harper inked a 13-year, $330 million 
deal with the Phillies.101 However, while 
the two studs cashed in, the lateness of the 

hour had substantial trickle down effects on 
many other players.
 The nature of the baseball labor 
market is that free agents will usually look 
to the stars to “set the market,” creating 
a baseline of comparison and bargaining 
power for the rest of the free agent class. 
The stagnant market frustrated players, 
leading many to air their grievances over 
social media. Evan Longoria, a current San 
Francisco Giant, former face of the Tampa 
Bay Rays’ franchise, and well-respected 
veteran voice in the MLB community, took 
to Instagram to vocalize his frustrations. 
On January 18th, he wrote: “As players, we 
need to stand strong for what we believe 
we are worth and continue to fight for the 
rights we have fought for time and time 
again.” Longoria also explained that the 
source of his dismay was the analytics 
revolution that has drastically revamped 
the way front offices make decisions.102 
He argued that, “It seems every day now 
someone is making up a new analytical 
tool to devalue players, especially free 
agents.”103

 Regardless of where the blame 
should be placed, there is a clear disconnect 
in communication between the players, 
their agents, and the teams. Craig Kimbrel 
and Dallas Keuchel, two of the best 
pitchers on the 2018-19 free agent market, 
remained unsigned until early June. 
Keuchel and Kimbrel had high asking 
prices, and teams simply weren’t willing to 
meet them. Furthermore, both players were 
tied to draft pick compensation as they 
had each received a qualifying offer from 
their previous team. Thus, if a team were to 
sign either player, they would have to give 
up a first round pick in the 2019 draft. It 
was therefore no coincidence that the two 
signed in June right after the draft. 
 There are many factors at play in 
the free agent market: supply and demand, 
the teams method of valuation versus the 

players method of valuation, agent self-
interest, and the league’s competitive 
balance. Thus, it is difficult to pinpoint 
what exactly is the cause of the discrepancy 
in understanding between agents, teams, 
and players and the resulting frustration. 
Before diving into the implications of the 
2020 free agent class, it is first essential 
to understand how the changing game has 
reshaped roster construction. 

DIGGING INTO THE DATA:  
THE ANALYTICS REVOLUTION 
HAS RE-SHAPED BASEBALL

First popularized by Billy Beane and 
the Oakland Athletics’ “Moneyball” 
approach to roster construction, 

data analytics lead the 2002 A’s team to an 
American League record 20 consecutive 

By COLIN SCHLISSEL ‘22

Baseball’s Watershed Moment:
How This Offseason Can Determine 
Continuity and Change in the MLB-MLBPA 
Collective Bargaining Agreement

Juan Soto and Ronald Acuña Jr., two 
of baseball’s brightest young stars, 
converse in a training session. 
Photo courtesy of  Talkingchop.com.

wins.104 Baseball is a game of failure and 
streaks such as these are improbable, 
especially when considering Oakland’s 
payroll constraints. While this new 
approach was originally met with significant 
criticism and pushback from the prevailing 
philosophies, the Moneyball mindset 
was simple and effective. There were 
certain undervalued pockets in the game, 
discoverable through statistical analysis 
which exposed a discrepancy between how 
the market valued players and how the 
data valued players. More specifically, the 
approach argued that statistics such as OBP 
(On Base Percentage) and SLG (Slugging 
Percentage) were more reliable predictors 
of runs scored and win probability, and thus 
should be used as the basis of decisions 
instead of other prevailing strategies.105

 The A’s weren’t the only team to 
invest in analytics early; the Rays have also 
been a pioneer. Their front office focuses 
particularly on using analytics to guide on-
field strategy through shifting, platooning, 
and using “the opener,” a relief pitcher to 
start the game in order to prevent starting 
pitchers from facing the best opposing 
hitters three times, as the data shows 
hitters significantly improve the third 
time through the lineup. However, as data 

has become widely available to all thirty 
teams and the average fan, these previously 
secret competitive advantages are no more. 

However, the nature of analytics is such 
that these undervalued pockets are always 
shifting. One of the most recent exposed 
areas has been batted ball data including 
exit velocity, launch angle, barrel rate, 
and much more. The New York Yankees 
have been the face of this new movement, 
building their team around hitters such as 
DJ LeMahieu, Aaron Judge, Giancarlo 
Stanton, and Gary Sanchez, who all hit the 
ball very hard, and do so frequently.
 Analytics are not used to 
intentionally devalue players out of ill-
will, as was suggested by Longoria in his 
Instagram post. However, the heart of the 
analytics revolution is discovering new 
undervalued groups of players, and when 
each discovery is made the paradigm 
of player value is shifted. These values 
fluctuate with time, which creates market 
volatility. This brings up an important 
question: is the change in value of many 
players due to faulty analytics-based 
decision making practices, or a simple 
course correction of overvalued players? 
The answer will reveal itself with time, 
and the upcoming off-season could help 
indicate which answer is representative of 
reality.

THE YOUTH REVOLUTION:  
COST-CONTROLLED PLAYERS 

ARE ALL THE RAGE

In addition to the emphasis on data-
driven decision making, teams have 
also sought to stockpile young talent 

who align with statistical prototypes. 
The standard structure of Major League 
contracts are such that players usually start 
out with three years of team control in 
which they earn somewhere in the range of 
$500K-$600K.106 This is followed by three 
or four years of arbitration where players’ 
pay increases, but wages are usually the 
highest during contracts signed as free 
agents after this arbitration period ends. 
Thus, teams have increased their emphasis 
on acquiring and developing many of the 
more cost-controlled young players. In 
addition to their low cost, they can also 
possess higher potentials than available 
free agents who are older, known quantities 
available at higher prices.
 The Houston Astros are the 
quintessential example of this model’s 
success. While the team suffered a painful 
stretch of consecutive 100+ loss seasons, 
they did so in order to acquire many key 

young controllable players based on data 
driven decisions made according to the 
direction of General Manager Jeff Luhnow. 
This strategy led the Astros to build a 2017 
World Series Championship and the second 
best offense in Major League Baseball 
history in 2019, measured by wRC+.107 
This method of stockpiling young talent 
at both the minor and major league levels 
has built a core that will field contending 
teams from years to come, and a surplus of 
minor leaguers that have been used to add 
essential complementary veteran pieces via 
trade.
 Many teams have sought to 
replicate this success by mimicking the 
Astros’ strategy: short term failure and 
development for long term success. 
However, this new approach to long 
term roster construction has changed 
the competitive balance of the league; 
in 2019, a record number of teams won 
more than 100 games--the Astros, Los 
Angeles Dodgers, Yankees, and Minnesota 
Twins.108 Meanwhile on the other end 
of the spectrum the Baltimore Orioles 
and Detroit Tigers had historically bad 
seasons in terms of home runs conceded 
and run differential, respectively. With 
this popular ‘all or nothing’ approach, 
fewer teams are aggressively pursuing free 
agents to improve the short term outlook 
of their franchises. Operating under basic 
principles of economics, when the demand 
for labor (free agents) decreases, so will the 
wages and number of free agents employed 
by teams.
 However, this is just in theory. 
The 2013 Boston Red Sox proved that 
championship teams can be built on a 
combination of mid-tier free agents that 
have become undervalued by the analytics 
revolution. The team was coming off a 69 
win season in 2012, and while they did have 
the makings of a solid young core, it was 
far from being developed to the level of the 
2017 Astros.109 Therefore, the front office 
sought to create a championship team of 
short term free agent signings, adding key 
players such as Mike Napoli, Jonny Gomes, 
and Koji Uehara via free agency. The team 
miraculously meshed and took home the 
2013 World Series Championship. During 
the 2019-20 off-season, will teams seek 
to continue the path of the Astros, or will 
teams take the risk of trying to harness 
the magic of the 2013 Red Sox through a 
number of free agent signings?
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THE WATERSHED MOMENT:  
FREE AGENCY OF 2019-2020 

While many of MLB’s stars have 
opted to sign large extensions 
with their current teams in the 

past year instead of electing free agency, 
including Mike Trout, Nolan Arenado, 
Chris Sale, Xander Bogaerts, and Ronald 
Acuña Jr., the 2019-20 free agent class 
is quite robust, and arguably to a greater 
extent than its 2019-20 counterpart. Gerrit 
Cole and Anthony Rendon lead the pack, 
who will receive consideration for the 
AL Cy Young and NL MVP, respectively. 
However, there isn’t a significant drop off 
after them, as opt-out candidates Stephen 
Strasburg and Aroldis Chapman are close 
behind. For comparison between free agent 
classes, MLB.com ranked Dallas Keuchel 
as the sixth best free agent in the 2018-19 
class, while ranking him 15th in the 2019-
20 class.110 Not only are there stars like last 
year, but there is a depth of stars.
  In changing methods of roster 
construction, analytics and the youth 
revolution have also brought to light the 
disconnect between players’ peak pay and 
peak on-field performance. In 2019, zero 
of the top fifteen position players in fWAR 
were acquired by their current team through 
free agency.111 Only one of these players 
had accrued more than six years of major 
league service time—Mike Trout. The rest 
were under team-controlled contracts, were 
arbitration eligible, or had signed team 
friendly extensions, and both Bryce Harper 
and Manny Machado are notably absent 
from this list. Thus, peak pay does not 
correlate with peak performance under the 
current CBA, and the MLBPA may seek to 
lobby for changes in the new agreement 

that would enable players to earn more 
money earlier in their careers, when teams 
value them the most. However, the MLB 
also aims to create a competitive balance 
between small market and large market 
teams, so dramatic changes are unlikely.
  Nonetheless, there is one special 
case that could lead to changes in how 
service time is treated under the collective 
bargaining agreement. As described in 
a report by The Athletic, Kris Bryant 
has filed a grievance related to how he 
believes the Chicago Cubs manipulated his 
service time at the beginning of his playing 
career.112 Bryant argues that the Cubs 
exploited his service time to get an extra 
year of team control on his contract and 
delay his free agency by a year. This case is 
being argued before arbitrators during the 
2019-20 off-season, and its outcome could 
have a large impact on how the new CBA 
treats and defines different service-time 
related thresholds.113 If the new agreement 
makes structural changes to the contracts 
of players with 0-6 years of service time, 
it is much more likely that these changes 
would come in the form of shortening the 
length of team control instead of increasing 
the average annual values of these 
contracts, given the potential impacts on 
the competitive balance of the league.
  In addition to influencing changes 
to the future CBA, this off-season also 
has the ability to determine continuity of 
certain policies that have achieved their 
desired impact. The Competitive Balance 
Tax, or “luxury tax” is a relatively new 
concept to the MLB, as it was introduced 
in 1997. The CBT is made up of a number 
of thresholds that correspond to certain 
tax and draft-pick penalties.114 Big market 
teams like the Dodgers, Yankees, and Red 

Sox have each been impacted by the tax 
in their decision making. There are two 
related questions that this off-season will 
answer: Will the Yankees be willing to 
cross the highest CBT threshold in pursuit 
of their 28th championship? Will the Red 
Sox downsize payroll and get under the 
threshold to avoid compounding penalties? 
The answer to each of these questions will 
likely impact the continuity in current 
CBT policy. If the Yankees don’t cross the 
threshold, or only do so for a short time, 
and if the Red Sox dramatically cut payroll, 
this will show the current policy is effective 
in restraining team spending. If both teams 
do not appear remotely constrained in their 
decision making by the CBT stipulations, 
this could signal that regulations might 
become harsher in the next CBA.
  A final important market indicator 
will be the timing of the signings of this 
off-season’s free agent class leaders, 
particularly Gerrit Cole and Anthony 
Rendon. If each player reels in a large 
payday early in the off-season, this could 
indicate that last year was simply a bump 
in the road and therefore can largely be 
chalked up to the clash of agent egos, with 
each agent hoping to set the record for 
largest contract in history. However, if the 
trend from last year continues, this would 
indicate that this new trend could be here 
to stay. Given many players have already 
aired their grievances over the slow free 
agent market, another frozen off-season 
could push tensions over the edge and 
towards a player strike. Many players rely 
on the top free agents to “set the market,” 
and when this doesn’t happen early, players 
lose individual bargaining power. This is 
the central driving issue behind current 
player unhappiness.
  Overall, the winter of 2019-20 
will serve as an important turning point 
in the future of the business of baseball, 
specifically impacting continuity and 
change in the forthcoming collective 
bargaining agreement. Many micro level 
decisions, from Kris Bryant’s service time 
agreement, to the payroll value of MLB’s 
richest teams, to the timing of the top free 
agent signings will collide and determine 
how current trends in the sport will impact 
baseball’s future.

Colin Schlissel is a sophomore in the ILR school.
He can be reached at cps246@cornell.edu

Billy Beane, the leader behind the 
Moneyball methodology that forever 
changed the game of baseball. 
Photo courtesy of  Newsweek.

Kris Bryant, Chicago Cubs’ Third 
Baseman, and Theo Epstein, Cubs’ 
President of Baseball Operations. 
Photo courtesy of  theathletic.com

INTRODUCING OUR NEW DEPARTMENT:
SPORTS RESEARCH

In the inaugural semester of the Sports Business Society Research Department, 
several projects have gotten underway. Research team members have split up into 
groups to undertake sports analytics challenges. The beginning of the year has 
consisted of pinpointing research questions and identifying data sources. The team is 
excited to hopefully have findings and results in the spring. There are currently three 
main groups within the Research Department for this academic year: Professional 
Basketball, Professional Baseball, and Fantasy Sports Analysis. Read on for a basic 
description of the groups.

The Basketball group is working on developing models for prospect 
projection as well as more broad questions such as the construction of 
super teams. They are using data from current draft prospects as well as 
analyzing NBA roster construction and statistics.

Professional Basketball

The Baseball team is currently using pitch data and game logs to analyze 
successful pitching characteristics and developing pitching gameplans 
for specific pitchers and teams. 

Professional Baseball

Finally, the Fantasy Sports group is analyzing lineup and drafting 
strategies to optimize selections.

Fantasy Sports

COMING SOON

STAY TUNED

SPRING 2020
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