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We would like to thank everyone for such a successful fall semester! We were happy to 
see so many faces, new and old, come to meetings and get involved. It was awesome 
to see members share opinions and engage with each other; and looking back, it was 
fascinating to see how the Le’Veon Bell holdout and Jimmy Butler trade developed 
after the club had debated potential outcomes for each situation. The semester went out 
with a bang, culminating in several members attending the second annual Cornell ILR 
Sports Leadership Summit held in New York City.

We would like to thank our advisor Kevin Harris and the rest of ILR Student Services 
for always helping us out. We would also like to thank Sue Sappington, Haley Singer, 
Harlan Work and the rest of Alumni Affairs for their support. Last but not least, we 
would like to thank the rest of the Executive Board for all of their hard work. We look 
forward to what the next semester will bring!

Sincerely,
Matt Vani ’19 and Margot Werner ’19 

The Presidents’ Greeting

Alumni Speakers
October 16th: Seth Harris ‘84 and Michael Huyghue ‘84

A discussion with two of the nation’s leading scholar-practioners on labor/employment & 
sports law to consider the rights and authority of NFL owners with respect to player protests.

Hosted by the Cornell Institute for Public Affairs and Cornell in Washington.

November 1st: Jim McCaffrey ‘81
A pizza dinner and discussion Jim McCaffrey, who was the Executive Vice President of 

Operations and Strategy of Turner Broadcasting for over 16 years. 
Hosted by the ILR Alumni Association and the ILR Sports Business Society. 

November 8th: Scott Spencer ‘04
Scott is the President of Suite Experience Group, a sports tech startup that serves as an 

exchange platform for luxury suites at sporting events and concerts.
Hosted by the ILR Sports Business Society. 
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Letter From the Editor
It’s been a pleasure to serve as the Editor-in-Chief for the Sports, Inc. publication the 
past two semesters. I always enjoy reading and editing all of the articles, as it gives me 
an opportunity to learn more about different topics in sports business at a very detailed 
level. With articles focused on labor conflict in the NHL, the business impact of fantasy 
football, and the legalization of sports betting, this publication truly incorporates a wide 
variety of subjects surrounding the business of sports.

Our writers do a tremendous job researching their topics and putting together well 
developed and intellectually stimulating articles. Thank you to all of the writers for 
the hours of research, planning, and writing that they have put into this publication. I 
would also like to thank layout editors Maggie Smith and Eliza Sherman for designing 
the entire magazine. Without their efforts, the magazine would simply be a collection 
of Microsoft Word documents. 

I hope the greater Cornell community enjoys this semester’s publication as much as I 
enjoyed putting it all together. 

Sincerely,
Harrison Marcus ’20

Semester Debates

September 18th: Le’Veon Bell Holdout
Members debated the Le’Veon Bell holdout and its impact on the Steelers, the NFL, and 

the future of players.

October 16th: Jimmy Butler Trade
SBS members debated the case for and against the Jimmy Butler trade from the 

Minnesota Timberwolves to the Philadelphia 76ers. 



6 Sports, Inc.

Recap: ILR Sports 
Leadership Summit

On November 15th, the ILR School hosted its second annual Cornell ILR Sports 
Leadership Summit in New York City. An incredible event featuring distinguished 
alumni in the sports industry, the summit represents ILR’s dedication to preparing 
students to work in the sports industry. Likewise, leaving Ithaca 
at 2:45am to take a bus down to Manhattan for the summit shows 
the continued passion, dedication, and enthusiasm of ILR Sports 
Business Society members to learn from leaders in the industry. 
The continued commitment of ILR staff and students towards 
building the school’s presence in sports business reflects our 
club’s mission and goal for our members.

 The summit kicked off with ESPN president James Pitaro 
‘91 and ESPN host Sarah Spain ‘02 participating in a fireside chat 
about disruptive trends in the sports media industry, Mr. Pitaro’s 
leadership style, and new challenges and opportunities that lie 
ahead for ESPN. Mr. Pitaro spoke extensively about ESPN’s plans 
to improve their direct to consumer services and build enthusiasm 
for women’s sports. 

Seniors Spencer Sigalow & 
Hannah Blustein “took over” 

the @CornellILR Instagram to 
document the day. 

Photo Courtesy of Hannah 
Blustein.

Over 40 students attended the ILR Sports Leadership Summit in New York City.

Photo Courtesy of the Cornell ILR School.
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 We were then joined by acclaimed 
ESPN journalist Jeremy Schaap ‘91, 
NHL commissioner Gary Bettman 
‘74, and CAA Sports co-head Michael 
Levine ‘93. Mr. Schaap’s ability 
to lead a conversation and ask the 
important questions is impressive, 
while the personalities and insight 
from Commissioner Bettman and Mr. 
Levine are always a pleasure to listen 
to. They spoke about their memories 
from Cornell and their vast experiences 

negotiating deals at the highest level in sports. 

 The afternoon panels tackled some of the hot topics in the industry from those 
most qualified to speak on them. Our members listened to panels ranging from the 
power of live entertainment, the future of legal sports gambling, and the evolution 
of eSports. In all three areas there is room for growth for all stakeholders involved, 
including leagues, players, brands, and marketing agencies. Learning how to monetize 
the different areas within the sports industry helps our members further understand the 
business behind sports.

 The ILR Alumni Association did a phenomenal job organizing the summit, 
and the Grand Hyatt in New York City played a fantastic host. Learning from and 
interacting with professionals in the sports industry is central to the ILR Sports Business 
Society. The ILR Sports Leadership Summit provided our club and its members with an 
invaluable opportunity to meet top leaders in the field. 

 While this publication serves as an example of students sharing their wealth of 
knowledge with the greater Cornell community, we are always grateful when the Cornell 
community and alumni share their insights with us. The collaborative commitment of 
ILR students, alumni, and staff to transform the business of sports remains a key staple 
of the ILR School, and we hope for the school’s presence in sports to grow in the 
coming years.

The Summit was held at the Grand Hyatt New York.

Photo Courtesy of Margot Werner.
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Trust the Process? 
Or Is It Time to Take Tanking Down? 

In the 2015-16 NBA season, the Golden 
State Warriors started their season 24-0, 
en route to a record setting 73-9 finish: 
a historic season by every metric. In that 
same season, the Philadelphia 76ers tallied 
a record-tying 18 consecutive losses to 
start the season before getting one in the 
win column. If you include the fact that 
they lost the final 10 games of the 2014-15 
season, the 76ers endured a 28 game losing 
streak, the longest in NBA history.1 They 
finished the 2015-16 season 10-72, which 
made them the third worst team of all 
time by winning percentage (0.122).2  The 
prior season, the Sixers started out with 17 
straight losses (tied for second most to start 
a season) and went 18-64.3 The year before 
that, they had a record-tying 26-game 
losing streak  and finished 19-63.4 
 Across the opening nights of these 
three seasons, the 76ers rolled out 13 unique 
starters, all of whom were under 25 years 
old. Of those 13, six are already out of the 
league, and in all six cases, it was not due 
to age or injury derailing their careers. The 
rosters were downright awful, and ticket 
sales reflected this fact; during this time, 
the 76ers never ranked higher than 28th/30 
in attendance.5 For reference, in the 2012-
13 season, the 76ers were a somewhat 
respectable 18th in attendance, and this 
past year (when they finished 52-30), the 
team was 3rd in attendance.6 Philadelphia 
fans will definitely support the team if they 
are successful, but for three years, the 76ers 
were so terrible that calling them terrible 
is almost putting it nicely. How and why 
exactly were the 76ers so dreadful for 3 
years? Two words: “The Process.”
 These (intentionally) abysmal 
rosters were constructed by General 
Manager Sam Hinkie. Hinkie came aboard 
the 76ers following the 2012-13 season 
when Philadelphia went 34-48, which 
was good for the 9th seed in the Eastern 
Conference. Save for All-Star guard Jrue 
Holiday, the teams’ performance was 
unimpressive. While they were far from 

the worst, they were nowhere near the 
best. Stuck in the middle and unwilling 
to mire in mediocrity, Hinkie’s job was to 
rebuild the team. As Hinkie wrote in his 
13-page resignation letter that he submitted 
to the 76ers shareholders after stepping 
down as GM in 2016, “A league with 30 
intense competitors requires a culture of 
finding new, better ways to solve repeating 
problems. In the short term, investing in 
that sort of innovation often doesn’t look 
like much progress, if any.”7 
 In this regard, Hinkie was exactly 
right, winning a total of 47 games across 
three seasons certainly does not look 
like any progress in the short run. Hinkie 
recognized that the quickest way to 
climb to the top was to repeatedly dwell 
at the bottom in the short run. Through 
consecutive poor finishes in the standings, 
a team could acquire many high draft 
picks, thus increasing their chances of 
acquiring a young star through the draft. 
Hinkie stressed to the shareholders the idea 
of having the longest view in the room, 
stating that “It is critical to be cycle aware 
in a talent-driven league. In a situation 
like yours at the Sixers, where a variety of 
circumstances left you near a trough in the 

cycle (and falling), amplifying this cycle 
became crucial.”8  
Hinkie certainly meant what he said. He 
amplified the cycle, and he did so on a 
grander scale than anyone had ever done 

before. The term “blow it up” is often 
thrown around when discussing rebuilding 
a team, but Hinkie’s idea of “blowing it up” 
was closer to a nuclear annihilation of the 
franchise than a simple rebuild. 
 Many were extremely critical of 
what has now been dubbed “The Process.” 
Bleacher Report’s Ric Bucher quoted one 
anonymous NBA owner who said, “They 
[the 76ers] didn’t have to be that bad...It 
was just over the top. It was a disservice to 
their players. They weren’t given a chance 
to be any good. Their owners said to me, 

Dean Hasan ‘21

“Through consecutive poor 
finishes in the standings, a 
team could acquire many 

high draft picks, thus 
increasing their chances 
of acquiring a young star 

through the draft.”

A sample from the 76ers 2014-15 season on November 13th, 2014. The 76ers went on to lose this 
nail biter 123-70, improving to 0-8 on the season.

Photo Courtesy of NBA.com
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‘We didn’t have to be that bad.’”9 
 With their disastrous finishes 
across 3 seasons, the 76ers acquired 
two consecutive 3rd overall picks in the 
draft, and one 1st overall pick. The 76ers 
selected now All-Star Joel Embiid in 2014, 
Jahlil Okafor (no longer with the team) in 
2015, and now 2018 Rookie of the Year 
Ben Simmons in the 2016 draft. Through 
various dealings, Hinkie also acquired 
Dario Saric and put the 76ers in position 
to acquire the 3rd overall pick in the 2017 
draft, which was later traded for the 1st 
overall pick. The team then used the pick to 
select point guard Markelle Fultz. Hinkie, 
who noted that “today’s outcomes for every 
team are heavily impacted by decisions 
past (who to draft, sign, trade, hire, etc.)”  
10 appeared to be right. These decisions past 
indeed seemed to heavily impact the team, 
and in a positive way. The team finished 
3rd in the Eastern Conference with a 52-30 
record last year and made their first playoff 
(and second round) appearance since 2012 
and are poised for continued success this 
season. 
 Not every deal Hinkie made 
was correct, and the way he went about 
improving the franchise was not pretty, 
but it seems to have worked, at least for 
Philadelphia. The strategy was to acquire 
as many top draft picks as possible in hopes 
of acquiring young stars, and the Sixers 
certainly have that in Joel Embiid and 
Ben Simmons. Admittedly, the 76ers got 
a bit lucky in a way. All-Star Joel Embiid 
(drafted in 2014) did play his first minutes 
until the 2016 season (even then he only 
played 31 games), and Ben Simmons sat 
out the entire 2016 season, which allowed 
the 76ers to tank more easily for a longer 
period of time and continue to acquire 
top draft picks. Based on the 76ers case, 
tanking seems to have been a viable 
strategy. Granted, Hinkie was somewhat 
exiled from the league for “The Process” 
and has not had a GM job since, and the 
76ers took tanking to an unprecedented 
degree. So, is tanking all that bad?
 For franchises looking to 
pull themselves from the depths of the 
standings, the answer might be no. From a 
business perspective, the answer is likely 
yes. The main arguments against tanking 
are that it diminishes revenue through 
lowered attendance, TV ratings, and 
merchandise sales and lowers the overall 
quality of games. Tanking makes for rather 

one-sided games when a tanking team 
plays a competing team, and even worse 
“no-sided” games when a tanking team 
plays another tanking team. 

Effects of Tanking on Attendance
To figure this out, I plotted the winning 
percentages of NBA teams from the 
last 10 seasons against their respective 
attendance numbers (see Figure 1). I used 
percentage arena capacity filled rather than 
total or average attendance, as it is a more 
proportional measurement of attendance. 
For example, the Chicago Bulls consistently 
rank at the top of the league for both 
average and total attendance, however, the 
United Center also has the largest capacity 
of any NBA arena. Despite tanking this 
past season, the Bulls still ranked number 
one in attendance. Meanwhile, a team like 
the number one seeded Houston Rockets 
ranked 16th in average and total attendance 
this past season even though they filled 
the Toyota Center, on average, to 99.2% 
capacity.11 
 The correlation between win 
percentage and the average percentage of 
arena capacity filled is not as high as one 
might expect. When a team is above .500, 

they do appear to be more likely to fill their 
arena to 100% (or greater) capacity, as 
shown by the slightly higher concentration 
in the top right. Even with a team that 
is below .500, it is definitely possible 
to maintain high attendance numbers, 
especially for teams in big markets. Teams 
like the Chicago Bulls and New York 
Knicks almost always remained in the top 
10 of attendance, even when their teams 
were doing poorly. However, small market 
teams do not appear to share this luxury.
Effects of Tanking on Merchandise Sales

 Intuitively, teams that are good 
sell more merchandise, and tanking appears 
to significantly effect merchandise sales, 
particularly for small market teams. Every 
year the NBA publishes the top 10 teams 
in merchandise sales, and the graph below 
(Figure 2) illustrates how many teams in 
the top 10 were playoff teams each year.
 2014 is the only instance in the 
last 10 years that more than 2 of the top 10 
teams in merchandise sales did not make the 
playoffs. Tanking appears to be especially 
egregious for small market teams, as every 
year (save for the Suns in 2009 and 2011, 
though Phoenix is the 5th largest city in the 
U.S.), the non-playoff teams that rounded 
out the top 10 were from big markets 
such as New York, Los Angeles, Boston, 
Chicago, and Philadelphia. 
 It is worth noting that merchandise 
sales are largely dependent on a team’s star 
power, so tanking in the short run may 
be a viable strategy to acquire said star 
power to increase merchandise revenue. 
For example, the 76ers made the top 10 on 
three occasions in the last 10 years (2013, 
2017, and 2018). 2013 coincided with 

Figure 1.12 Percentage Arena Capacity Filled (Average) vs. Win Percentage (Last 10 Seasons)

“The main arguments 
against tanking are that it 

diminishes revenue through 
lowered attendance, TV 

ratings, and merchandise 
sales and lowers the overall 

quality of games.”
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Jrue Holiday’s All-Star season, in 2017 
Joel Embiid played his first minutes, and 
in 2018, the excellent play of Joel Embiid, 
Ben Simmons, and the rest of the 3rd 
seeded 76ers landed them at fourth in the 
merchandise rankings.  

Effects of Tanking on TV Ratings
 The effects of tanking also spread 
to TV ratings, and tanking teams ranked 
near the bottom this season. Nationally, 
league wide ratings were up 15% going 
into the All-Star break this past season, 
and of the 27 teams with available data, 
17 teams saw increases in their local TV 
ratings, while only 10 teams saw a decline.14  
Among the teams with the lowest rankings 
were the Phoenix Suns (21-61), who saw a 
46% decline in ratings, the Atlanta Hawks 
(24-58) with a 50% decline, the Orlando 
Magic (25-57) with an 11% decline, and 
the Sacramento Kings (27-55) with a 22% 
decline.15  Additionally, the Brooklyn Nets 
(28-54), posted the lowest local TV rating 
in the league, despite a 9% increase in 
ratings.16  

Effects of Tanking on Game Quality
 It seems that the argument that 
tanking diminishes revenue through 
decreased attendance, merchandise sales, 
and TV ratings is a sound one, but do 
games featuring tanking teams really  make 
for poor competition? I plotted the winning 
percentages of NBA teams from the last 10 
seasons against their point differentials to 
find out (see Figure 3). Although a fairly 
obvious observation that likely does not 
require a graph to understand, teams that 
are bad lose by a lot.
 The main takeaway here is that 

the worse a team is, the more that team 
tends to lose by. The more a team loses by 
on a consistent basis, the less likely fans are 
to continue to purchase tickets or otherwise 
watch that team. Moreover, games where 
one team gets blown out are not nearly as 
entertaining to watch as highly contested 
games. 

Eliminating Tanking
 From the looks of it, while tanking 
may be a viable strategy to escape the
perennial lottery, it definitely appears to be 
bad for business. So how can the NBA
get rid of tanking?
 Last season, NBA Commissioner 
Adam Silver took steps of his own to 
disincentivize tanking. He sent a memo to 
all 30 teams in the latter half of the season 
reminding owners and management that 
tanking has “no place in our game.”18  The 
league also fined Dallas Mavericks Owner

Mark Cuban $600,000 in February for 
“public statements detrimental to the 
NBA”18  after he went on Julius Irving’s 
podcast and revealed that he met with 
members of the Mavericks and told them 
that “losing is our best option.”20   
 While penalizing teams for 
tanking is a good first step to eliminate 
tanking, above all, the cause of tanking 
is the fact that lottery odds are tied to a 
team’s record. If you want to guarantee 
yourself a top pick in the upcoming draft, 
your record needs to be horrible during 
the regular season. In order to reduce or 
eliminate tanking, lottery odds either need 
to be less dependent on team record, or 
the lottery needs to be removed altogether. 
As such, I organized ways that the league 
could potentially eliminate or at least 
somewhat diminish tanking into three 
categories. “The Mild” is rather pedestrian 
and features suggestions that are only slight 
alterations. “The Wild” involves shaking 
things up more, either by maintaining the 
current lottery system with major changes, 
or by otherwise removing it. “The Insane” 
takes things to another  level and changes 
the entire system as we know it, albeit with 
severe consequences.

The Mild
 The NBA has already 
implemented one mild change which will 
go into effect in 2019. The bottom three 
teams now share a 14% chance of getting 
the first overall pick (a change from the 
current 25/19.9/15.6 percent split between 
the bottom three teams).21  This slightly 
reduces the incentive for teams to tank as 
hard as they needed to in years past. You 
no longer need to tank to 10-72 to have a 

Figure 2. 13 Number of Playoff Teams in the Top 10 of Merchandise Sales Per Year (Last 10 Seasons)

Figure 3. 17 Average Point Differential (Per Game) vs. Win Percentage (Last 10 Seasons)
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great chance at the 1st overall pick; now 
you just need to tank to the bottom three. 
While this should curtail the magnitude of 
tanking, it could create more competition 
to get into that bottom three. The NBA 
could also more heavily alter the odds so 
that something like the top five teams all 
have the same chance at the 1st overall pick 
in an attempt to further reduce tanking, 
though this may do more harm than good 
to a team that desperately needs a top pick.
 The NBA might also consider 
doubling down on tanking to decrease 
tanking in the long run. One way to do this 
would be to greatly increase the lottery 
odds. While this more heavily rewards 
tanking, it may also allow teams to escape 
the perennial lottery more easily, thus less 
teams will need to tank in a given season. 
The NBA might also consider decreasing 
the number of lottery teams down from 
14 to perhaps 12 or 10. While 14 makes 
sense given that 16 of the 30 teams make 
the playoffs while the other 14 are in the 
lottery, this change would effectively 
increase lottery odds for the lowest ranked 
teams.
 The NBA could also do away 
with the lottery altogether and make draft 
position dependent on record. Thus the 
worst team is guaranteed the 1st overall 
pick. This would likely only increase 
tanking, though in the long run, teams 
might escape the bottom of the standings 
more quickly by tanking, as their picks 
will be worth far more. This would benefit 
cases like the 2011-12 Charlotte Bobcats, 
who went 7-59, setting the record for the 
lowest winning percentage in NBA history 
(.1061).22  They were far and away the 
worst team in the NBA that season, yet 
the lottery did not work in their favor 
and they received the number two pick, 
narrowly missing out on Anthony Davis, a 
generational, franchise-changing player, at 
number one.

The Wild
 One suggestion that would really 
shake things up would be for the 14 teams 
that do not make the playoffs to compete 
in a playoff of their own, where the winner 
gets the 1st overall pick. The team that 
finishes last cannot get the 1st overall 
pick, otherwise teams would simply tank 
the tournament as well. The advantages 
here would be that more games are played, 
which means more revenue for the NBA. 
The problem is that truly bottom dwellers 

will continue to dwell at the bottom. If a 
team is truly just not having a good season 
and it was not intentional (i.e. they did 
not tank), then they may end up last in the 
tournament, landing them the 14th pick in 
the draft. While the NBA does not want to 
reward tanking, making it more difficult 
for lowest ranked teams to acquire good 
players through the draft is certainly not 
ideal. Thus another alternative could be 
that not all 14 teams are put into the 1st 
overall pick playoffs, and just the bottom 
four or eight or so teams would play it out, 
while the remaining teams simply receive 
draft picks in order of their records. 
 This second suggestion would do 
away with the draft entirely but would also 
eliminate tanking completely. All rookies 
entering the NBA from college would be 
free agents. To prevent small-market teams 
from being outbid by owners in larger 
markets, the NBA could institute a rookie 
max scale contract, similar to what exists 
now for draft picks, though the maximum 
a player can be paid would be the same for 
all rookies and would not be dependent on 
draft position as it is now. This solution 
would eliminate tanking as there is no 
incentive to intentionally lose games when 
your team’s record has no correlation to 
your ability to acquire young talent out 
of college. As with the first scenario, this 
may also make it more difficult struggling 
teams to rebuild, particularly in small 
markets. Even if small markets cannot be 
outbid by larger markets, the allure of L.A. 

for rookies is likely greater than playing 
somewhere like Memphis. 
 A third suggestion maintains the 
draft, although it eliminates the lottery. 
Every year, teams get to choose another 
team in the league, and they get to pick in 
the draft depending on where their chosen 
team finished. Essentially teams would be 
betting on other teams, and they would 
pick in order of their records (worst team 
picks first). Of course, for this to work, 
teams would not be allowed to “bet” on 
themselves, otherwise they would just 
pick themselves and merrily tank away. 
Furthermore, teams would be inclined to 
compete, as over-performing effectively 
ruins things for another team by giving 
them a worse draft pick. This system 
would add some additional complexity 
to management’s decision making as 
they attempt to predict where they think 
opposing teams will finish. It could also 
create additional excitement surrounding 
certain matchups as teams attempt to sink 
their chosen team in the standings.

The Insane
 I will concede that these 
suggestions are frankly more of just 
spitballing than anything. They would 
entirely eliminate regular season tanking, 
but at a significant cost that likely is not 
remotely worth it.
 The first would keep the draft 
intact, although picks would be decided by 
a system of rotating picks. In this scenario, 
every team gets a #1 pick every 30 years, 

Adam Silver, the commissioner of the NBA, has wanted to eliminate tanking for years.
So how can the league go about getting it done? 

Photo courtesty of nbcprobasketballtalk.files.wordpress.com
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and their draft picks rotate back to #30 
over the course of the next 30 years. The 
problem with this is that whoever gets the 
first #1 pick will essentially be stockpiling 
top draft picks as they move backwards 
through what was formerly the lottery. 
On one hand this will set up teams at the 
bottom of the draft exceptionally well for 
the future. On the other, those that start 
in the middle will be acquiring mediocre 
draft picks for years until it is their turn 
to acquire top picks. This solution would 
effectively just allow for teams to take turns 
at having competitive rosters over the 30-
year cycle (though teams could still acquire 
talent through free agency). Furthermore, if 
the starting position was determined by last 
year’s finish, then the Warriors would start 
at #30, and the season after that, they would 
have the #1 pick, which would certainly 
further imbalance the league. 
 The second suggestion also keeps 
the draft intact, although there is no lottery. 
Instead, every team makes the playoffs, 
and draft picks are decided by reverse 
finishing place in the tournament. Thus, 
there would be no incentive to tank in the 
regular season, as it would simply lead to 
lower seeding. Teams might not tank the 
tournament since competing means they 
could win a championship. On the other 
hand, if we applied this system to last 
season, the Phoenix Suns probably look 
at the bracket ahead of them and realize 
that they are not beating the Golden State 
Warriors or Houston Rockets at any point in 
the tournament, so it is in their best interest 
to lose, guaranteeing them the #1 pick. Even 
if teams only tanked the playoffs and not 
the regular season, competitive gameplay 
is a staple of the playoffs. Additionally, it 
would be extremely odd for every team 
to be in the playoffs; being a playoff team 
means nothing when every team makes the 
playoffs.
 Overall, a lot of these proposed 
solutions are not feasible, but they are 
interesting to think about. While tanking 
is certainly problematic, it is difficult to 
eliminate without significantly harming 
teams’ ability to rebuild. “Trusting the 
Process” seems like it could be a viable 
strategy to rebuild quickly and effectively, 
though the consequences of tanking do 
appear to be severe financially. Given these 
financial implications and the impact of 
tanking on game quality, it is likely in the 
NBA’s best interest to attempt to eliminate 

tanking. 
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Buying Players, Buying Wins: Predicting 
Positional Payer Salaries in MLB

Michael Lewis’ book Moneyball and the 
2011 film of the same name have no doubt 
influenced writers for this publication and 
members of the Sports Business Society, 
and the appeal of the book’s concepts 
and the handsome visage of Brad Pitt’s 
Billy Beane brought a new way of player 
valuation to fans from the sports bar to the 
cubicle to the college lecture hall. Every 
individual has their own idiosyncratic 
way of valuing players, and this surely 
applies to those that aren’t merely “playing 
GM” but find themselves paid to do so in 
the high-stakes environs of professional 
sports. Moneyball may have brought a 
greater understanding of the application of 
statistical analysis in baseball as it relates 
to evaluating players, but its impact in 
baseball over the past fifteen-odd years is 
difficult to quantify. There are certain front 
offices that have embraced Moneyball’s 
emphasis on “Sabermetrics” and others 
that are content to conduct business as 
usual. “Sabermetrics”, as put in the words 
of its “creator” Bill James, is “the search for 
objective knowledge about baseball,”1  and 
in practical terms is the use of advanced 
statistical analyses to interpret the game in 
ways that had not been done before. Not 
only would individuals consider what is 
easily seen and counted such as home runs 
and batting average, but “Sabermetrics” 
(named by James after the Society of 
American Baseball Research, or SABR)2  
placed an emphasis on determining 
what was not previously quantified like 
a player’s defensive range or a pitcher’s 
value independent of the overall team’s 
fielding prowess. While some have 
undoubtedly lamented the “alphabet soup” 
of new metrics such as “WAR”, “DRS”, 
and “UZR/150”, Sabermetrics have opened 
up a new way of valuing players. Peter 
Brand, Jonah Hill’s fictionalized character 
in the film Moneyball, lamented teams that 
“[bought] players, not…wins”3  through 
a greater emphasis on the traditional 
ways of valuing a player, but does this 

still hold today?  What better way exists 
for determining how players are viewed 
and valued than reviewing their pay and 
determining whether the baseball market as 
a whole is buying players or buying wins?
 I sought to create a basic yet, 
perhaps in its own little way, illuminating 
predictive model to test a few of the factors 

that may influence an MLB positional 
player’s salary for a class centered around 
applied regression analysis. As with 
any statistical inquiry, the population 

parameters had to be established. While 
many do not require a purely subjective 
measure, my interest was in finding the 
predictive salaries for “starting” players. In 
this, I chose to review players who appeared 
in at least 81 games (or 50% of a team’s 
season). This would of course exclude 
some players who are normally “starters” 
but may have had a lost season due to 
injury, but part of the predictive nature of 
this exercise is to attempt to create a model 
that would be a general average applicable 
to following years. I took a random sample 
of 120 players from the population of 320 
who played at least 81 games in the 2017 
season, averaging out to around half of 
each team’s positional players in a lineup. 
While this project focused on data from 
2017 in how it relates to player salaries in 
2018, the overarching idea was creating a 
model that would be broadly applicable for 
upcoming seasons as well. 
 To begin, a set of variables that 
seemed logically related to player salary 
had to be determined. The choice of 

Rockies second baseman D.J. LeMahieu will certainly hope to maximize his value on the open 
market, but will he earn as much as a predictive model suggests? 
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“What better way exists for 
determining how players 

are viewed and valued 
than reviewing their pay 

and determining whether 
the baseball market as a 

whole is buying players or 
buying wins?”
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variables had to be limited due to time 
constraints, and there was little interest 
in comparing the traditional “counting” 
stats of batting average, home runs, RBIs, 
(etc.) individually due to Sabermetrics’ 
consideration of these variables in its 
metrics. Thus, the three major variables that 
this project focused on were Fangraphs.
com’s measures of “WAR” (Wins Above 
Replacement), “Offense”, and “Defense”. 
WAR is a metric that has become rather 
entrenched in the public eye and can be 
described briefly as ascribing value to a 
player in terms of how many wins they 
contributed to their team as opposed to a 
“replacement” level player (the “next man 
up”).4  This numeric variable can be positive 
or negative, depending on a player’s 
“contributions” to the team (or, conversely, 
how detrimental their performance was). 
Next, “Offense” refers to Fangraphs.com’s 
calculations of a player’s total offensive 
value, accounting for both a player’s 
production from batting and baserunning.5  
Finally, “Defense” is also a construct of the 
website Fangraphs.com, which displays a 
player’s total defensive value to a team, 
accounting for a player’s fielding value and 
the difficulty of their position.6  As with 
WAR and “Offense”, it can be a negative or 
positive value based on performance. The 
metric “UZR/150,” which, in basic terms, 
measures and scales a player’s defensive 
production (“UZR”) from the season to a 
150-game limit. UZR in itself is a counting 
statistic (hence the need for scaling over 
a certain period of games) and is also a 
component of (but not the only factor in) 
“Defense”. As a point of note, UZR is not 
a metric that applies to catchers, and thus 
“UZR/150” meant that 14 data points 
(catchers) were unused in the regression. 
Therefore, an additional model was created 
without that particular variable alongside 
the “full” model.   
 These four metrics were to be 
the centerpiece of a cursory investigation 
into the alignment (or lack thereof) 
between “Sabermetric” valuation systems 
and player salaries. Given the realities of 
baseball, however, many other variables 
needed to be accounted for and controlled 
so as to give a more accurate picture of 
what factors contribute to a player’s salary. 
Therefore, several other variables including 
player age, years of service, salary from 
the previous season, position, league 
affiliation, number of games played, year 

of contract, and whether their contract was 
a multiyear contract or not were included. 
Perhaps the most critical variable to 
control for, in my mind, was service time. 
Players are only granted free agency if they 
possess at least six years of service time in 
the Major Leagues (or, more rarely, they 
are non-tendered, released, or outrighted 
and elect free agency), thus limiting their 
earning power. In their first three years of 
service, players have practically no say in 
their earnings due to the restrictive nature 
of the reserve clause. In their second set 
of three years, players are able to file for 
independent arbitration over their earnings 
with the team that controls their rights, 
which provides players with some (albeit 
restricted) leverage. These variables are in 
no way exhaustive, and a plethora of other 
variables could be considered in more 
serious future inquiries. These variables, 
however, fit a basic, illustrative model with 
which to launch future conversations about 
how players are evaluated and monetarily 
valued. Furthermore, while analyses far 
beyond the scope of linear regression may 
very well prove to be more appropriate and 
accurate for describing the true relationship 
between these variables, this is intended to 
test the basic premise that a simple increase 
in production of some sort would lead to a 
corresponding response in player salary. 
 A full model was created for 
the project including all variables (with 
the addition of an “outlier” indicator 
variable to signal statistically abnormal 
observations), but this displayed variables 
that had no true statistical significance and 
thus had either inappreciable effect or a 
weak linear association with player salary. 
A method of regression analysis termed 
“stepwise regression” was then utilized 
to create a model that had the greatest 
statistical value with the least number 
of variables. This can be done either by 
adding statistically significant variables 
into the regression (“Forwards”) or by 
removing variables that are not statistically 
significant (“Backwards”), leaving behind 
a streamlined model with the greatest 
explanatory capability vis-à-vis the different 
factors and how they relate to player salary. 
It is perhaps surprising to find that both 
“Offense,” “Defense,” and “UZR/150,” 
the central variables of interest to me, were 
all deemed not statistically significant. Of 
those, “Defense” and “UZR/150” were the 
worst offenders (statistically speaking), a 

telling sign that defense in itself does not 
seem to have a strong association with 
how a player is monetarily valued. In 
fairness, “Offense” did not seem to have 
any true relationship either, but it was far 
stronger than “Defense” in a bivariate 
linear regression analysis regarding its 
effect on salary. WAR, on the other hand, 
proved to have a clear association with 
determining a player’s salary (and it must 
be stated that “Offense” plus “Defense” 
does not equate to WAR). Of the other 
variables, “Position” was not statistically 
significant, meaning that it seems that there 
is an overarching “player market” that is 
not necessarily divided into positions that 
are consistently and significantly more 
lucrative than others. Perhaps a particularly 
surprising development was the exclusion 
of the variable representing a player’s 
service time, as it was the first variable that 
was seriously considered as a controlling 
mechanism for the variability in player 
salaries in the sport. The regression, 
however, displayed that this may not be 
the case entirely. It must be noted that 
player age was statistically significant and 
is in many cases positively associated with 
service time (although not exclusively). If 
one had been asked which of the two was 
statistically significant, one very well may 
have chosen the former, but the analysis 
forces a reckoning with the evidence that 
it is indeed more compelling to think upon 
the latter.7    
 The interpretation of this model 
is predicated upon the coefficients (or 
the slopes) attached to the variables that 
were retained as statistically significant. 
For example, for every single additional 
“win” of a player’s WAR, the model would 
predict that the player’s salary would 

increase in the amount of about $937,000. 
Similarly, players with an additional $1 
million in salary for a given year would 
expect their salary next year to increase by 
$823,000. The largest coefficient belongs 
to “Multiyear”, which displays that a player 
with a multiyear contract is expected to earn 

The final model, as reduced by the 
backwards stepwise regression, 
yielded an equation of: 

Future Salary = 12.51 - 0.0372 GP + 
0.937 WAR + 0.8230 Current Salary 
+0.835 Year of Contract – 0.346 Age + 
3.568 Multiyear – 3.09 Outlier
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around $3.568 million more (on average) 
than those who are not signed to such a deal. 
Increases in the amount of “Games Played” 
(GP) and “Age” seem to carry slightly 
negative impact on player salaries, which 
both seem somewhat counterintuitive. One 
can certainly understand age to a degree, 
as those on the upper scales (such as Matt 
Holliday and Chase Utley in this sampled 
group) are quite old by baseball standards 
and have seen lower paydays due to a 
reduction in productivity. “Games Played” 
may seem surprising, as one would think 
that playing more games proves both worth 
and durability, but in the raw data there is 
a clear skew in the variable’s observations 
that most likely impacted the regression. 
Furthermore, the effect is relatively small 
at $37,200). It is possible that some outliers 
impacted any number of these variables, 
but for the sake of the inquiry, the outliers 
were not removed but rather indicated as 
such with a dummy variable. Thus, all 
data points were retained to be interpreted 

later and preserved the completeness of the 
dataset.  
 The model shows in some 
ways that some more recent statistical 
measures are not strongly correlated with 
player salaries, although WAR itself has 

made a strong case for its relationship. 
It is somewhat difficult to tell where the 
cycle begins, however, one could argue 
that players have always been properly 
compensated for productivity and that 

WAR simply captures that reality better 
than “Offense” or “Defense” metrics. 
It seems more likely, however, that this 
model merely reflects a baseball market 
mindset that may be less focused on new, 
peripheral valuations of players that can be 
captured through statistical analysis.  As 
with many studies, especially with ones 
of this brevity, there are far more things to 
account for and many distinct metaphorical 
directions to proceed from in regard to this 
question about matching player value to 
player compensation. This would be the 
moment in which the author would quip 
that it seems that team owners, presidents of 
baseball operations, and general managers 
are still buying players and not buying 
wins, but that would be disingenuous. 
They may indeed still be buying players 
and eschewing the greater “Sabermetrics” 
revolution of the past decade and a half, but 
they do seem to be buying wins…above 
replacement, at least. 
 As a sort of parting exercise, it 
seemed appropriate to put the model to the 
test to see if it can stand up to snuff with 
what is expected in reality. As this article 
is written, the World Series is still raging, 
and free agency won’t begin in earnest for 
yet another few weeks. Using data from 
the completed 2018 season and the model 
from the previous section, 10 upcoming 
free agents will be put through the stepwise 
regression model (minus “outliers” and 
assuming all playing on multiyear deals) to 
see what their “predicted salaries” for the 
first year of their new contracts may be.8   
Josh Donaldson will be left off this listing 
as he only played in 52 games, which does 
not qualify him as a “starter” within the 
parameters of this project. 
 It is very likely that by the time 
this article has been published, many of 
these players will have determined their 
financial future by signing contracts, 
and thus hopefully the results of reality 
will be easily comparable to what the 
model predicts. Figures near $30 million 
certainly seem within easy reach for 
Machado and Harper, and perhaps even 
escalating towards the $40 million-per-
year threshold is not necessarily out of 
the question. Star outfielder and probable 
top-five MVP candidate J.D. Martinez 
earned just under $24 million this season10 
as perhaps the best bat on the market. 
 This would certainly raise 
suspicions about the predicted earnings 

“The model shows in some 
ways that some more 

recent statistical measures 
are not strongly correlated 

with player salaries, 
although WAR itself has 

made a strong case for its 
relationship. “

3B/SS Manny Machado will hit the market at age 26, hoping to bring in a payday of over $300 
million to reward his stellar performance in terms of both traditional and Sabermetric valuations. 

Photo courtesy of  Wikimedia Commons
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of Cruz, McCutchen, and Brantley being 
within the proverbial ballpark. This is 
most certainly the case of their previous 
salaries’ impact in the model on their 
future salary, but with each player there 
has been some recent “wear and tear”, 
and it would be somewhat surprising 
if any of them can replicate Martinez’s 
payday. Second baseman Daniel Murphy’s 
salary also seems to be quite unrealistic 
coming off a subpar year and a rather 
sizeable previous contract. On the other 
hand, Grandal could certainly see himself 
becoming one of the highest-paid catchers 

in baseball due to the need for premium 
catchers who can contribute on both 
offense and defense, and $20 million per 
year is not out of the realm of possibility 
for the top player at his position.11 
LeMahieu and Dozier will look to earn as 
much money as they can after forgettable 
seasons, but it would seem that they would 
not be able to replicate the predicted 
salary given the modest payday for Zack 
Cozart the year prior with just over $12.5 
million a year (an imperfect but somewhat 
appropriately analogous comparison).12 
 For the model, it is difficult to 

determine an “outlier” without taking 
samples containing these players for each 
variable, but if one wants to assume that 
they are all outliers due to their “star” 
status, add about $3 million to each 
player’s salary (although that would 
probably not reflect reality with perhaps 
only a few of those ten such as Harper and 
Machado being outliers). This basic model 
shall be put to the test this offseason and 
will most likely (as with many models) 
be doomed to imperfectly reflect reality, 
but as an exercise it can still contain some 
kernels of truth as to how players are 
viewed and valued in the Sabermetrics era
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Bryce Harper has gone from rookie sensation to an MVP-winner, but he will look to earn far more than a 
predictive model suggests as perhaps the most sought-after free agent in this year’s class.

Photo courtesty of Keith Allison from Flickr.com

Position Player Predicted Salary9

SS/3B Manny Machado $29.14 million

RF Bryce Harper $31.35 million

C Yasmani Grandal $20.58 million

LF Michael Brantley $23.72 million

LF Andrew McCutchen $24.65 million

DH/RF Nelson Cruz $24.14 million

CF A.J. Pollock $20.40 million

2B D.J. LeMahieu $20.02 million

2B Brian Dozier $18.42 million

2B Daniel Murphy $27.58 million
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Americans have always felt a strong 
connection to professional sports. For more 
than 100 years, the NFL, NBA, MLB, 
and NHL have been captivating lives not 
only across the United States, but around 
the world. Every day, thousands of paying 
customers attend sporting events while 
millions more watch from outside the 
stadiums. Given their immense popularity, 
these four organizations combined generate 
billions of dollars in revenue each year. If 
you are like most Americans, you are not 
a professional athlete or league executive 
who owns all this money. However, due to 
a recent Supreme Court ruling, legal sports 
gambling is set to take the country by storm 
in the coming months. Sports bettors will 
have the opportunity to claim a piece of the 
sports industry’s massive wealth. This may 
sound great at first. State governments are 
set to cash in big and people worldwide can 
profit. At the end of the day, there are still 
many factors to consider. What will sports 
betting really do to the United States, and 

how will it affect the sports industry? Is 
society better or worse off with the passage 
of the new law? 

 On May 14, 2018, the Supreme 
Court overturned the Professional and 
Amateur Sports Protection Act of 1992, 
essentially giving state governments the 
power to legalize sports gambling in their 
respective states.1  Although it has only 
been a few months, the American Gaming 
Association already estimates that legal 
sports betting will generate up to $26 billion 
in new economic activity. Additionally, tax 
revenues for the federal government, as 
well as state and local governments, are set 
to increase by as much as $5.3 billion.2 In 
Nevada, where there are already licensed 
sports betting pools, there is a 6.75% tax 
on gross gaming revenues (GGR), and 

the state government of Pennsylvania 
has already announced that it plans to 
implement a 34% tax rate.3 These set rates 
will take a portion of each citizen’s profits, 
and this revenue generated will become 
property of state governments. 
 This sounds like great news for 
states. The revenue generated could be 
crucial for struggling states searching for 
ways to increase their budgets. However, 
there are many economic advisors who 
argue that legalizing sports betting will 
not improve state economies at all. For 
starters, casinos and licensed sport betting 
pools will have to decide if getting into 
this business is worth it at all. On one 
hand, there will be a tremendous increase 
in the pool of new players sports gambling 
could attract. On the other hand, high tax 
rates could draw many of these gambling 
companies away from sports betting. Many 
large casinos do not want to sacrifice much 
of their revenues to the state. Secondly, 
there is a lot of evidence suggesting that 
sports betting will not occupy a large part 
of a state’s economy. In Nevada, the $15 
million in annual sports betting revenue is 
only a fraction of the $725 million in total 
casino revenue.4 Currently, compared to 
years prior, state governments are finding 
themselves in relatively good economic 
shape. “In 2017, there were 22 states that 
faced budget shortfalls,” said John Hicks, 
CEO of the National Association of State 
Budget Officers. “This year, only about a 
half-dozen states are squeezed.”5 As more 
states create their own legislation, the 
impact sports betting will have on their 
economies will become more clear.
 Without a doubt, the biggest 
players in this sports betting debate are 
America’s professional sports leagues. No 
matter their stance on the matter, league 
executives have been encouraging Congress 
to enact uniform sports gambling measures 
for years. Since the Supreme Court ruling, 
the NBA has been the first to sign a deal with 
a legal gambling company. In July, NBA 
Commissioner Adam Silver announced the 
league had entered into a three year deal 
with MGM Resorts International valued 

Who Hits the Jackpot from Legalized 
Sports Betting?

Justin Suzzan ‘22

MGM CEO Jim Murren (left) and NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman ‘74 (right) announce their 
partnership on Oct. 29, 2018.    
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“What will sports betting 
really do to the United 
States, and how will it 

affect the sports industry?”
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at over $25 million.6 Outlined in the deal, 
MGM gained the right to use exclusive 
league content including highlights, logos, 
and direct data. According to Silver, the 
partnership with the NBA will give MGM 
a “tremendous edge over its competitors 
and the ability to produce a superior 
experience for customers.”7 In October, 
the NHL signed a similar deal with MGM. 
Contrasting the NBA deal, the NHL will not 
receive any of the sports gambling revenue; 
instead, a portion of all revenue generated 
will go directly to the National Hockey 
League Players’ Association.8 Many team 
owners, including Dallas Mavericks owner 
Mark Cuban, have voiced their support 
for league partnerships with MGM. “I 
think everybody who owns a top four 
professional sports team just basically saw 
the value of their team double, at least,” 
Cuban said in a statement.9 Owners not 
only see sports betting as a way to increase 
revenues for themselves and their players, 
but also as a way to increase interest in their 
sport and to make fans feel more connected 
to the games. “Legalized sports betting will 
only bring fans closer to the game, ramping 
up the action in each minute and creating 
more intensity,” owner of the Washington 
Wizards and Capitals Ted Leonsis said.10  
 Sports betting will allow sports 
leagues to sign multi-million dollar deals 
with companies, leading to millions more 
in revenue. Given the vast amount of 
money being circulated on a daily basis, 
the integrity and fairness of sports betting 
could potentially be under attack. Any 
baseball fan knows of the infamous Black 
Sox Scandal in 1919. After losing Game 
1 of the World Series that year 9-1, it was 
revealed that eight players had thrown the 
game for the benefit of gamblers. With 
sports betting now on a national scale, 

there is the potential for new scandals in 
the future. Already, the top four leagues in 
the country have claimed that protection 
of the game’s integrity will be their top 
priority. In the NFL, league spokesman 
Brian McCarthy said “The NFL’s long-
standing and unwavering commitment 
to protecting the integrity of our game 
remains absolute.”11 In the wake of their 
new deal, the NHL sees the integrity of 
the game always being protected. “I’ve 
never worried about the integrity of our 
game,” NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman 
‘74 said. “It has been strong even when 
the majority of gambling was not through 
legal sportsbooks.”12 Although leagues will 
certainly do their best to prevent point-
shaving scandals from happening, it is very 
difficult to monitor. An All-Star might have 
a bad night or a bench player could come 
into the game to score 60 points or net a 
hat trick. These anomalies are what make 
sports entertaining and exciting. Will they 
now be viewed as manipulation just so 
bettors can receive giant payouts? Though 
all four leagues have said that they are 
focused on this exactly, there are still no set 
systems in place.
 Another topic in this debate over 
sports betting is whether or not legalization 
is good for U.S. citizens. Americans 
have been betting on sports for decades. 
In Europe, legal sports betting has been 
around for a while, and it has served as 
an outlet for American betting. Now with 
the new law, fans no longer have to look 
to these foreign outposts, making gambling 

on sports far more convenient. No matter 
what someone’s stance is on sports 
betting, it will be easy and accessible for 
them to enter the game. The potential for 
individuals to make money is limitless, and 
some are so good at managing the system 
that they’ve made a career out of it. We 
could be witnessing the birth of an entire 
new industry, one that creates opportunities 
and incomes for families who desperately 
need it. 

 Another positive is that the 
popularity of sports in the U.S. will most 
likely increase due to legal sports betting. 
Sports betting has the potential to capture a 
wide audience, including those previously 
uninterested in viewing sports. Professional 
leagues now have a great opportunity 
to further expand their popularity into 
international markets across the world.    
 Of course, gambling money is no 
sure thing. With every bet a person makes, 
there is a chance that he or she could lose 

NBA Commissioner Adam Silver (left) and MGM CEO Jim Murren (right) announce their 
partnership on Jul. 31, 2018.   

Photo courtesty of National Football Post

The current status of sports gambling in the 
United States as of Oct. 29, 2018. 

Photo courtesty of ESPN.
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it all. Everybody must understand this 
before engaging in sports gambling if they 
want to protect themselves financially. 
Another significant problem is the increase 
in gambling addiction that could arise 
from legal sports betting. According to the 
North American Foundation for Gambling 
Addiction Help, approximately 2.6% of 
all Americans, up to 10 million, suffer 
from some sort of gambling problem. 
The Foundation also estimates that these 
sufferings can add up to $6 billion of debt 
each year.13 With so many lives being 
affected negatively from gambling, how can 
our government promote the legalization 
of sports betting? Sports betting is going 
to become one of the easiest forms of 
gambling as more states pass their own 
laws, making it far more difficult for those 
who are trying to overcome their struggles 
and addictions.
 Despite the rapid progress sports 
betting has accomplished in recent months, 
there is still much work to be done before 
it reaches a national scale. Each state 
must pass its own legislation and so far, 
only a handful have approved their own 
regulations. A lot of time and effort is 
needed for a new law to be created. There 
is no telling which state will be next to 
come out with the newest sports gambling 
law. Something we do know is that sports 
betting is here, and it is here to stay. Sports 
betting is going to forever transform the 
gambling industry and the American sports 
market as a whole.
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It seems like the NHL has been riding 
a high since the Washington Capitals’ 
Stanley Cup victory back in June. A wild 
free agency was headlined by former New 
York Islanders captain John Tavares going 
to his childhood team, the Toronto Maple 
Leafs. Former Ottawa Senators captain 
Erik Karlsson was traded to the San Jose 
Sharks after a season of disappointment 
and controversy. Ilya Kovalchuk returned 
to the NHL, and Alexander Ovechkin’s 
party antics were put on display. As if 
the offseason wasn’t exciting enough, the 

beginning of this season shows promise 
that the 2018-19 season will be extremely 
memorable and one for the record books. In 
the first few weeks of the season, Toronto 
Maple Leafs center Auston Matthews has 
already scored ten goals in just six games, 
the Chicago Blackhawks look like their 
old selves, and the Buffalo Sabres are over 
.500 for the first time in six years. At this 
point, it seems like nothing can go wrong 
in the NHL.
  Lost in the background of 
the high scoring games and star player 
movement are the dates when the NHL and 
the NHLPA have the option to terminate 
their collective bargaining agreement. 
On September 1, 2019 the league has the 

option to terminate the current CBA, and 
on September 15, 2019 the NHLPA has 
the option to terminate the current CBA. 
Previous disagreements about the CBA 
have officials, players, and fans worrying 

Labor Tension in the NHL: Is a 
Lockout on the Horizon?

Chicago Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews was involved with the 2013 lockout negotiations and has been outspoken about the issue of escrow.
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about a potential lockout.
 The NHL has a long history of 
labor disputes. In 1992, a ten day strike was 
enacted by the NHLPA to improve playoff 
bonuses and free agency. In 2004-05, the 

entire NHL season was cancelled due to 
a disagreement over salary structure. In 
2012-13, the NHL season was shortened 
to 48 games due to issues with salary 
and free agency. Now, another lockout 
seems to be looming. In early 2018, 
NHL Commissioner and ILR alumnus 
Gary Bettman ‘74 proposed a three-year 
extension of the current CBA through 2025 
in exchange for the league agreeing to 
participate in the 2018 Olympics. Despite 
an overwhelming majority of players who 
wanted to go to the Olympics, the deal 

was rejected, which is a “signal they have 
concerns with the deal signed in 2013.”1  
 One major issue in the past 
between the NHLPA and the NHL has been 
Hockey Related Revenue (HRR), which 
was a big factor in the 2012-13 lockout. 
HRR is made up of, but not limited to, 
ticket sales for regular season, playoffs, 
preseason, and special games, novelty 
and game-worn/used sales, concessions, 
broadcast revenues, parking, and arena 
sponsorships. During the last lockout, the 
NHL and the NHLPA settled on a 50/50 
split of HRR. Players are concerned that 
even if percentage shares are left intact, the 
league may try to change the way HRR is 
codified, thereby manipulating the actual 
value of the total money in the pot that is 
to be shared.2  To put it simply, it is the 
definition of HRR that worries players and 
agents. Deputy Commissioner Bill Daly 
stated that there would not be a redefinition; 
however, “there will be discussions 
designed to add more clarity and specificity 

to various items within Article 50. The 
business has certainly evolved since those 
provisions were first negotiated.”3 Article 
50 explains the “fixed relationship between 
League-wide Player Compensation and 
Hockey Related Revenues, in which player 
compensation will rise and fall according 
to the rise and fall of HRR and will equal 
(i.e., will never exceed nor be less than) the 
Players’ Share.”4 
 For instance, the legalization 
of sports betting has led to the hopeful 
implementation of an integrity tax. An 
integrity tax would be a 1% fee administered 
to sports books on revenues that essentially 
amounts to a royalty fee. This integrity tax 
is something that the NHL and the players 
hope to profit from. Daly claims that the 
league wants the revenue stream to be “part 
of HRR as currently defined and would not 
likely seek to have that changed.”5  The 
only possibility where an issue could arise 
is if “the NHL seeks to clarify the current 
definition of HRR to ultimately constrict 

“According to players 
and agents, the biggest 

issue is escrow.”

New York Rangers Alternate Captain Chris Kreider has discussed the issues of Hockey Related Revenue and Olympic participation.
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the total amount of money, especially 
without offering any compensatory benefits 
in return.”6

 NHLPA Executive Director 
Donald Fehr notes that “the players made 
significant concessions last time and 
much bigger concessions the time before. 
And escrow has not gone away, contrary 
to what was thought and predicted at 
the time. There are some really frayed 
nerves over the Olympics and some other 
things.”7 New York Rangers alternate 
captain Chris Kreider stated “I don’t think 
the conversation about (hockey-related 
revenue) is going away any time soon. 
It’s such an ambiguous and often argued-
about point. I know guys want to go to 
the Olympics, and I know guys don’t like 
escrow.”8  According to players and agents, 
the biggest issue is escrow. 
 So, what exactly is escrow? 
Escrow is money that is deducted from the 
players’ paychecks to establish a fund that 
sets aside money in order to reconcile the 
frequent discrepancies between projected 
revenue and actual revenue. It provides cost 
certainty for the league, and it acts as an 
accounting mechanism.9 The players have 
upward(s) of 10 percent of their paychecks 
held in escrow to conform to the 50/50 
split of revenue with owners. The salary 
cap goes up, but if revenue doesn’t grow 
in proportion, players forfeit a percentage 
of their pay. Chicago Blackhawks captain 
Jonathan Toews, a player representative 
during the 2012-13 negotiations, has been 
outspoken about the escrow issue. Toews 
states, “I don’t care how much money you 
make or what you do, you sign a contract, 
you feel like you’ve earned that, and you 
expect that your employer is going to hold 
up his end of the deal... At the end of each 
season to be told that they’re going to take 
back 10 or 12 or 15 or sometimes 20 percent 
of your contract? I think that’s a kick you-
know-where. I don’t agree with that, and 
I think there’s a lot of things the NHL can 
do to promote the game and enhance the 
business side of the game. Their mistakes 
shouldn’t be coming out of the players’ 
pockets.”10  
 As a way to eliminate escrow 
and have contracts be worth their full 
value, the NHLPA believes that expanding 
the NHL is the right path. One of the 
main ways to grow the game outside of 
North American borders is international 
exposure. According to the players, the 

biggest form of international exposure (and 
therefore business growth) for the NHL is 
the Olympics. Bettman and team owners 
argue that “stopping the season for two 
weeks is a significant disruption,” however 
they note that the Olympics “will be a point 
of internal discussion and could extend 
to bargaining talks.”11 NHLPA Executive 
Director Eric Fehr said that it is essential 
for there to be “a long-term international 
calendar agreement with the owners” and 
that Olympic participation could be a 
subject of collective bargaining.12    
 Many players look at the NHL’s 
history and see cause for worry. The Toronto 
Maple Leafs newest acquisition, John 
Tavares, stated that “unfortunately, the last 
few times there’s been opportunities for the 
CBA to be negotiated, there’s been lengthy 
labor stoppages...When you see that as 
part of history, you worry that that trend is 
going to continue.”13  The NHL’s history of 
labor stoppages has certainly caused a shift 
in the makeup of contracts. Many NHL 
players and their agents are now structuring 
their contracts around signing bonuses to 
ensure economic protection for themselves 
if a lockout does take place. Currently, 
77 players have signing bonuses in their 
contracts for the 2020-21 season totaling 
over $252 million — an increase of more 
than 10 percent from the amount of players 
who have bonuses in 2019-20.14 Edmonton 
Oilers captain Connor McDavid has $12 
million of his $13 million salary that 
season in a signing bonus paid in July, and 
John Tavares, will make $11.09 million of 
his $12 million with the lump sum. Many 
of the NHL’s best players have essentially 
implemented lockout protections in their 
contracts.
 The good thing is that the deadline 
to terminate the CBA is a year away. The 
bad thing is that players and the players 
association are pretty firm in their stance 
that if issues like HRR, escrow, and 
international play are not resolved, they will 
terminate the CBA. While a lockout would 
be devastating for not only the players and 
NHL officials, but also the fans, it could be 
a reasonable occurrence. 
 I think sports lockouts often times 
are perceived negatively because all the 
fans want is to watch hockey. However, if 
all fans were to look at a lockout from a 
labor vs. management perspective, I think 
they would understand that these players 
have the right to fight for what they believe 

they deserve. 
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Player mobility in the NBA has seen a 
meteoric rise since LeBron James joined the 
Miami Heat with the infamous “decision” in 
2010. This mobility is concentrated within 
the league’s elite talent, as half of 2017 
All-Stars have changed teams in the last 18 
months.1 To put this into perspective, half 
of the league’s top 5.3% of players found 
themselves on different squads. Twelve 
players switched teams, including Paul 
George, Kawhi Leonard, Jimmy Butler, 
and Kyrie Irving. This mobility has caused 
a concentration of stars within a handful of 
teams. The Golden State Warriors have 5 of 
last year’s Western Conference All-Stars on 
their 2018-19 roster. As the league becomes 
increasingly top heavy, stars realize they 

need to play together in order to compete. 
Thus, the league’s best have begun to take 
control of their own destiny. 
 The NBA has long tried to balance 
the discrepancy between small market and 
big market teams, and this balance has 
largely centered around star players. Certain 
rules and regulations in the collective 
bargaining agreement, such as restricted 
free agency, give small market teams a way 
to retain their homegrown talent.The NBA 
defines a restricted free agent as a player 
who “can sign an offer sheet with any team, 
but the player’s original team can retain 
him by matching the terms of that offer. 
The original team is said to have the right 
of first refusal.”2 Put simply, restricted free 
agency basically allows a team to keep its 
players for around 7 years (the original 4 
year rookie deal and the subsequent 3 year 
contract). In theory, this would give a team 
ample time to surround a star with enough 
talent to become a contender. However, it is 
extremely difficult for small market teams 
to create a contender by attracting free 
agents. When looking at star players with 

a weak supporting cast, such as Giannis 
Antetokounmpo (Milwaukee), Anthony 
Davis (New Orleans), Devin Booker 
(Phoenix), Nikola Jokic (Denver), Damian 
Lillard (Portland), and Kemba Walker 
(Charlotte), there is one commonality: they 
all play in small markets. Top free agents 
rarely have any interest in playing for 
these teams, as their individual wealth and 
brands would suffer too much. 
 Recently, the NBA implemented 
another type of contract to give small 
market teams an edge: the “supermax”. 
The supermax allows a team to pay up to 
$70 million more than any other team to 
an eligible player they drafted.3 A player 
must be in his 8th or 9th season and meet 
specific performance requirements in order 
to be eligible. These requirements include 
making an All-NBA team or winning the 
MVP or DPOY award in the previous 
season, or in 2 of the last 3 seasons.4 
Supermax deals attempt to financially 
compensate for playing in a small market. 
A few recipients of this contract have been 
Stephen Curry (5 years, $201 million), 
James Harden (4 years, $121 million), and 

John Wall (5 years, $207 million). While 
these gargantuan salaries provide more 
financial incentive for players, they are 
counter intuitive to the main reason stars 
avoid small markets. The more a team pays 
a player, the less they have to spend on 
the roster around him; fixing one problem 
exacerbates another. The more players 
move, the more concentrated the league’s 
top talent becomes, which makes it more 
difficult for small market teams to compete, 
creating a vicious cycle of mediocrity. 
The supermax system is also inherently 
flawed due to its eligibility requirements. 
For example, Paul George was injured the 
year before his contract expired in Indiana, 
meaning he could not meet any of the 
supermax requirements and thus had less 
of an incentive to stay.  
 Although restricted free agency 
and supermax contracts do some good in 
helping small market teams keep their 
players, a recent trend has almost negated 
their relevance. More and more, players 
are demanding trades before their contracts 
expire, effectively circumventing free 
agency and retaining their opportunity for 

A Star is Gone: Challenges Facing 
Small Market Teams in the NBA

Alex Canzone ‘20

Kawhi Leonard, now with the Toronto Raptors, demanded a trade from the San Antonio Spurs.
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a large payout. Just this off-season, Jimmy 
Butler requested a trade from the Minnesota 
Timberwolves in dramatic fashion, 
effectively “ending” his contract one year 
early. When a player demands a trade his 
team has few options. Keeping the player 
on the roster would destroy chemistry, but 
that player’s value drops significantly once 
it is known that he wants out. Demanding 
a trade also does not hurt the player 
financially at all. When a player is traded, 
his Bird rights come with him, meaning 
that the team that receives the player will 
be able to go over the salary cap to re-
sign him. Other players have demanded 
trades recently, such as Kyrie Irving from 
Cleveland, Paul George from Indiana, and 
Kawhi Leonard from San Antonio. The 
more normalized it becomes for a player 
to demand a trade, the more arbitrary NBA 
contracts will seem to superstars. 
 The current system is obviously 
flawed, and one possible solution would be 
changing the way trade demands work in the 
NBA. The main problem with demanding 
a trade is that it transfers all of the burden 
onto the team that loses its star. The burden 
should not be on the losing team in this 
situation; therefore, the NBA should add a 
formal “force-a-trade clause.”  This clause 
would allow a player to demand a trade; 
however, in doing so the receiving team 
should not retain his Bird rights. Without a 
player’s Bird rights, the team receiving the 
star player cannot go over the salary cap 
to re-sign him one he reaches free agency. 
This would immensely help small markets, 

as players would have more of a financial 
incentive to stay with the team that drafted 
him. Stars will take a negligible decrease in 
salary to move to a more competitive team, 
but without Bird rights, the decrease would 
be too much. The players association 
would not be fond of this rule; however, 
it is something that could be negotiated. 
Also, the number of trade partners would 
decrease since a team would need cap 
space to re-sign the player. Lastly, most 
contenders are not in a position to sign a 

star player outright. To be a contender, a 
team needs to have at least two stars, most 
likely on max deals. Because of this, more 
often than not, contenders do not have the 
cap space to add another star. 
 Another potential solution 
would be to increase the length of rookie 
contracts. Currently rookie deals are 2 
years in length with a 2 year team option, 
totaling a maximum of 4 years. An increase 
to 6 years, for example, would give smaller 
markets more time to build a contender 
around their stars. 
 The NBA is a players league 
now more than ever. While this is better 
for players and the league overall, it is 
hurting small market teams. Sports are 
inherently based on competition, which is 
why the league should implement changes 
to make sure smaller teams can compete. 
If this issue isn’t resolved, a lack of stars 
would hurt smaller markets financially. It 
will become significantly harder for small 
market teams to sell tickets when they have 
no stars to attract fans. 
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Fantasy football is a pastime that, by some 
estimates, 60 million North Americans 
devote countless hours to each season.1 It is 
an undoubtedly popular activity; however, 
it is also a business that many fans simply 
participate in but don’t fully consider the 
impact of. Not many know of its history or 
its current financial impact. Perhaps most 
importantly, people do not consider how 
fantasy football has impacted both the 
established business side of the NFL, nor 
how fans approach the game of football as 
a whole. Ultimately, while fantasy football 
is a thriving business, it has the potential 
to impact the football fan experience in a 
negative way.    

 Fantasy football, for all of its 
current success, has rather humble origins. 
Its initial conception is actually quite 
intertwined with the Oakland Raiders. The 
rules for the game were developed in 1962 
by Raiders minority co-owner Wilfred 
“Bill” Winkenbach, Raiders public relations 
representative Bill Tunnell, and Oakland 
Tribune reporter Scotty Stirling in a hotel 
room at New York City’s Milford Plaza 
Hotel.2 Very soon after, in August 1963, 
the world’s first fantasy football league, 
the Greater Oakland Professional Pigskin 
Prognosticators League (GOPPPL), held its 
inaugural draft.3 Over the next two decades, 
the popularity of the sport began to increase 
across the country, with over 1 million 
fantasy football players by September 
1989.4 The sport continued to increase in 

popularity throughout the 1990’s before, in 
an unprecedented move, Yahoo! decided 
to be the first company to offer its fantasy 
football product for free, allowing for even 
more players across the nation.5 During the 
2000’s, the sport exploded in popularity as 
many more companies offered free fantasy 
football products. By September 2006, 12 
million people in the U.S were playing 
fantasy football, and by September 2013 
that number jumped to over 21 million.6 
 Today, fantasy football actually 
earns more revenue than the NFL. In 2013 
the Fantasy Sports Trade Association 
(FTSA) estimated that 32 million 
Americans each spend an average of $467 
a year on fantasy sports, which equates to 
about $15 billion, $11 billion of which goes 
towards fantasy football.7 This figure does 
not even include the revenue that fantasy 
football sites receive from advertisements 
on their websites. By comparison, the 
annual revenue for the NFL falls just under 
$10 billion.8 The fact that a pastime based 
off of a sport earns more revenue than 
the sport itself is astounding. It shows 
the degree to which people have become 
involved in fantasy sports, and how it has 
grown beyond fans’ love for the game of 
football. However, despite bringing in 
more revenue than the NFL, the size of the 
fantasy football market does not stop there. 
The value of the time spent on fantasy 
football activities greatly increases the size 
of the market. The  FTSA estimates that 
the average fantasy football participant 
spends 3 hours a week on fantasy-related 
activities, which amounts to a total of 1.2 
billion hours over the 17 week fantasy 
season.9 Since the average wage of fantasy 
football participants is $46/hour, according 
to Forbes, the time value of players 
participating in fantasy football is equal to 
$55 billion.10 When one adds these figures 
to the expenditures for fantasy football 
sites and the ad revenue that they generate, 
this places the total market for fantasy 
football market at over $70 billion.11 These 
figures show just how much the fantasy 
sports business has grown, and how there 
can be so many more opportunities for fan 
involvement, whether in time or money 
spent, in the game.

 While the financial market for 
fantasy football has grown exponentially 
in its own right, this doesn’t mean that 
the pastime does not still affect the 
business side of the NFL, as well as the 
world of football as whole. While fantasy 
football channels such as NFL RedZone 
are actually thought to be a significant 
factor in the decline in ratings of popular 
football programs such as NBC’s Sunday 
Night Football, ESPN’s Monday Night 
Football, and Thursday Night Football 
(shown by various networks), there is 
no doubt that fantasy football increases 
overall viewership for the sport, as well 
as the amount of revenue that it brings in 
on an annual basis.12 The main reason for 
this is related to the very nature of fantasy 
football, which is that the activity involves 
participants assembling the best possible 
team from all of the best players from 
around the NFL. This undoubtedly changes 
the volume of games that fans watch on 
a weekly basis. Prior to the explosion of 
success that the fantasy football industry 
underwent, fans would only pay attention 
to the games of their favorite teams, and (to 
a lesser extent) the games of their team’s 
divisional rivals. Now, because they have 
something invested in players on teams 
all across the country, they are watching 
more games, making these games far more 
valuable for the NFL to license out the 
distribution of to cable providers. One need 
look no further than DIRECTV to see the 
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Many long-established sports media 
companies, such as ESPN, have now made 

fantasty  sports a key part of the services they 
provide to their viewers
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impact of fantasy football on the business 
side of the NFL. Not only did the cable 
provider renew its exclusive contract with 
the NFL to show out-of-market games, but 
the $1.5 billion/year contract was $500 
million more than the previous contract.13 
 Perhaps nothing better 
encapsulates how fantasy football has 
changed fan viewership of NFL football 
than NFL RedZone, a NFL Network 
program devoted solely to providing 
viewers with fantasy highlights, 
touchdowns, and fantasy stats from every 
game, as opposed to showing one game in 
its entirety. In addition, long-established 
sports media companies have made fantasy 
sports an integral part of the services that 
they provide. ESPN, Yahoo!, and CBS 
Sports all have resources devoted towards 
fantasy stats, updates, and predictions 
for their viewers. This shows that these 
companies recognize the importance of 
fantasy sports, and as such have adapted 
their business strategies to fit viewer 
preferences. These developments show 
not only how fantasy sports have become 
so involved in the business side of the 
NFL, but also in companies that existed 

far before the popularity of fantasy football 
exploded. One seldom sees a phenomenon 
impact a multi-billion dollar industry much 
like fantasy football has impacted the NFL 

and sports media companies. 
 While there is no doubt that 
fantasy football is an industry with many 
positive impacts, some may overlook 
how it could have a significant negative 
impact on other industries. According to 
research by executive outplacement firm 
Challenger, Gray, and Christmas, employee 
participation in fantasy football causes a 

yearly $17 billion productivity loss for 
the businesses that they are involved in.14 
This can be attributed to not only the 
rise in popularity of fantasy football, but 
also due to workers devoting work hours 
to preparing for fantasy drafts, making 
trades, analyzing player matchups, etc.15 
This shows that, while fantasy football 
is an engrossing activity for many, fan 
involvement could be detrimental to 
other aspects of their lives, such as work 
involvement and performance.
 Perhaps more importantly, one 
must consider how fan involvement 
in fantasy football could affect their 
relationship to their favorite teams. As has 
already been established, fans devote a 
great deal of time to their fantasy football 
teams, and companies have made it easy for 
them to be focused on the fantasy progress 
of their teams on Sunday. In some circles, 
it may even be fair to say that fans now 
follow their fantasy teams, and the players 
on it, as much as, if not more than, their 
favorite NFL teams. Even beyond watching 
the game itself, fans devote a great deal 
of time to preparing for fantasy drafts, 
tracking players, setting their lineups, 

“According to research by 
executive outplacement 

firm Challenger, Gray, 
and Christmas, employee 

participation in fantasy 
football causes a yearly $17 
billion productivity loss for 

the businesses that they 
are involved in.”14

NFL RedZone is a direct result of fantasy football’s rising popularity, showing scoring plays and fantasy stats from multiple NFL games at once, as opposed to 
one full game at a time. 

Photo courtesty of Newsday 
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engaging in trades, and checking the scores 
of their matchups, which is an activity not 
associated with rooting for their favorite 
teams. 
 As someone who has been 
involved in fantasy football leagues, I have 
observed numerous instances of there being 
a conflict between team loyalty and people 
rooting for their fantasy team(s) winning. 
Someone may want their favorite team’s 
star running back to have an amazing game 
to keep them in the playoff hunt, but what 
if the running back’s team is facing their 
fantasy team’s defense that week? What if 
their favorite team is facing an opponent 
with their star fantasy football wide 
receiver on it? Does one want the defense 
to crush the team, or for the fantasy football 
wideout to have a great receiving game? 
For something that fans put so many hours 
into, its hard to see why they wouldn’t have 
such a strong psychological investment in 
their fantasy team being successful. 
 It really shouldn’t be this way, 
though. Football is about rooting for a team 
that represents one’s city, not for one to 
analyze hypothetical player performance 
for hours on end through a screen. Football 
has always been about showing loyalty to 
one’s team, not to the assembly of players 
that one has created through a virtual draft. 
However, maybe my opinions on this matter 
are too rooted in the nostalgia of rooting for 
only my team and rooting against our bitter 
divisional rivals. Many could argue that the 
NFL’s influence has increased for the better 
due to fantasy football, as people may now 
become fans of specific players from other 
teams in the league, as opposed to simply 
their own teams. It is fair to say that there is 
some debate on this issue. One thing is for 
sure: how people are consuming football, 
and how football impacts their lives, is 
changing. 
 Overall, fantasy football is an 
engaging pastime for so many Americans 
that exploded into an extremely successful 
business, but this development is not 
entirely positive. Ultimately, while fantasy 
football has added a new element to the 
fan experience of the game of football, one 
may eventually have to ask, “Have fans 
gone too far?” 
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