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First and foremost, we hope our readers are doing well as we all fight through the COVID-19 pandemic 
together. Sports have always served as a distraction from everything else going on in the world, and now 
more than ever we are desperate for an escape through sports. We want to commend our writers for their 

commitment to writing about the business of sports and for continuing to work on their articles. Although we do 
not have any sports we can watch, we hope that this semester’s Sports Inc. publication can provide our readers 
with the in-depth sports analysis we have been so desperately craving.

Despite our time in Ithaca getting cut short, SBS hosted an impressive roster of guest speakers, all of whom 
provided our members with wonderful stories and advice to learn from. We welcomed in John Madden and 
Mario Oliveri (New York Yankees, Inside Sales), Michael Huyghue ‘83 (Former NFL GM & Agent), Marc 
Cornstein ‘92 (Financo, Sports M&A), Daniel Stern (Baltimore Ravens, Football Analyst), and Robert Mulhall 
‘02 (NHL, Club Business & Analytics). We also hosted a Career Panel of three younger alumni in sports (Rob 
Pannullo ‘17, Ryman Seeley ‘18, and Rachel Goffin ‘19) as part of our commitment to improve the career 
development programs SBS offers to its members.

The blog and radio show continue to shine as core components of the club, providing members with an outlet 
to share their opinions and knowledge about the business of sports. Similarly, the recently rebranded Media 
department has continued to grow and has now emerged as a core department of SBS. Unfortunately some of 
our other plans were cut short due to this semester’s abrupt ending on campus, but we have successfully laid the 
groundwork for more events with alumni, new fundraising opportunities, a charity bowling event, and a brand 
new Research Journal to publish the findings of our Analytics department. 

For us, serving as Co-Presidents of SBS has been one of the most rewarding experiences of our time at Cornell. 
We believe we have succeeded in growing the club’s membership, creating a framework for our new Analytics 
and Media departments, increasing engagement among our members, and better preparing club members to 
become the next leaders of the sports industry. We hope our leadership reflects our commitment to advancing 
the club and inspires the bright future that lies ahead 
for SBS and its members. We have no doubt that SBS 
will continue to grow long after we say goodbye to 
Cornell. 

As we part with a campus, school, and organization 
that have meant so much to us, we can’t wait to share 
this semester’s publication of Sports Inc. with you.

Sincerely, 
Ian Capell ‘20 and Harrison Marcus ‘20

Greeting
PRESIDENTS’
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From the Editor
It has been a pleasure serving as the Editor-in-

Chief for the Sports, Inc. publication this past 
semester. Although the cover story analyzes the 

new collective bargaining agreement in the NFL, 
there was certainly no shortage of diversity in these 
articles. From professional swimming to spending in 
European soccer, this edition examines a wide array 
of topics across the sports world. I am proud to say 
that this issue speaks to the vast knowledge base we 
learn at the ILR School. 

It was a privilege to read and edit each story our writ-
ers submitted. I learned so much from reading these 
articles and I am thrilled we were able to cover sports 
issues that had never been introduced in previous edi-
tions of the magazine. 

I would like to thank the writers for the hours of hard 
work they put into researching and composing these 
informative articles. Without their dedication, there 

would be no publication to create. I would also like 
to thank my vice president Phillip Salmo for his con-
tributions and our layout editors Maggie Smith and 
Eliza Sherman for designing and putting together the 
entire publication. 

Lastly, I want to give a special thank you to Elizabeth 
and Jordan Berman. This past semester, Phillip and I 
had the opportunity to interview Mr. and Mrs. Ber-
man about their accomplishments in the sports and 
entertainment fields. Thank you both for your con-
tribution and your continued commitment to the ILR 
Alumni Association. 

On behalf of the entire ILR Sports Business Society, I 
hope you enjoy the latest edition of Sports, Inc. 

Sincerely, 
Justin Suzzan ‘22

LETTER
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SPRING 2020 RECAP

SPEAKER SERIES

John Madden & Mario Oliveri

Michael Huyghue ‘83

Marc Cornstein ‘92

Robert Mulhall ‘02

This semester, although short, was packed with 
events, specifically within our speaker series. 
We kicked off 2020 by welcoming John Madden 
and Mario Oliveri from the NY Yankees’ sales 
department. They told us about ticket sales in 
baseball and offered insights onto how to nail 
an internship within ticket sales. Next, visiting 
law professor and alumnus Michael Huyghue 
‘83 took the time to speak with us and share key 
values and advice that he learned throughout his 
career. Marc Cornstein ‘92 graciously made the 
trip to Ithaca to discuss different ways to suc-
ceed in the sports industry. Our last speaker on 
campus was Daniel Stern, Football Analyst for 
the Baltimore Ravens who discussed working in 
sports analytics. SBS also hosted a Zoom event 
with guest speaker Rob Mulhall ‘02, VP of Club 
Business and Analytics at the NHL.
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Robert Mulhall ‘02

CAREER PANELS

MEMBER ACTIVITIES

Writing Workshop
Spring Club Fest

QUARANTINE BINGO

We had Cornell alumni Rob Pannullo ‘17, Ryman 
Seeley ‘18, and Rachel Goffin ‘19 join Anu Lyons, 
Office of Career Services, remotely to discuss how 
they achieved their career in sports and advise cur-
rent students on best practices for working in sports. 
Many SBS members also attended a third party event 
where recent college graduates spoke about their 
experience working in sports and the different ways 
for students to advance their own career in sports.

Justin Suzzan, President of Magazine, held a Writing 
Workshop with members who were interested in im-
proving their writing for magazine and blog entries. 
Co-Presidents Ian Capell and Harrison Marcus are 
pictured with Co-President of Media Maggie Smith 
at the Spring Club Fest, where they showcased SBS 
to the rest of the Cornell community. After SBS was 
sent home for the semester along with the rest of 
the Cornell community, we stayed active by tagging 
members to participate in a Bingo game on Insta-
gram.
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Sports and Entertainment in the Family

In the Fall of 1990, Jordan Berman 
BS ‘95 first stepped foot on Cornell’s 
campus and was amazed by what he 
saw. He walked by the clock tower, 

admired the gorges, and enjoyed a delicious 
slice of deep-dish pizza at The Nines. It 
was love at first sight…and bite! This was 
where Jordan belonged. When it came 
to choosing his academic focus, Jordan 
landed on the ILR School as it seemed to 
offer the perfect mix of business and the 
study of people in organizations. Like many 
ILRies before him, Jordan also thought he 
might want to attend law school, which 
was another draw to ILR, though Jordan’s 
career ambitions evolved away from the 
law towards marketing and entertainment 
over a series of summer internships. 
 Elizabeth Schepp-Berman MSILR 
‘04 took a more circuitous route to the ILR 
School. She was originally drawn to Cor-
nell as an undergrad in the School of Hotel 
Administration, from which she graduated 
in 1997. In fact, she met Jordan that Spring 
as he returned to campus to gather with 
friends at The Royal Palm bar. Elizabeth 
happened to be tending bar at The Palm, 
and the rest is history, with the couple get-
ting married four-years later! After several 
years of professional experience in restau-
rant management, Elizabeth changed course 
to pursue her interest in Human Resources 
(HR). The ILR MPS program in NYC hit 
the bullseye as it allowed Elizabeth to con-
tinue gaining HR experience in a full-time 
role, while attending classes after hours to 
expand her academic base of knowledge.

Jordan originally began his career in 
event marketing and sales at Black & 
Decker. He then worked for several 

advertising agencies as an account executive 
before arriving at Showtime Networks as a 
director of online advertising, promotions 
and partnership marketing. Jordan’s 
primary focus was driving viewership and 
subscriptions at the premium cable network. 
While at Showtime, Jordan noticed that 
many of the network’s senior executives 
had MBA degrees. When Jordan found 
out about Showtime’s generous tuition 

reimbursement benefit, he quickly decided 
to apply to the part-time program at NYU’s 
Stern School of Business, from which he 
graduated in three grueling years.  
 Jordan and Elizabeth offer valu-
able perspectives on pursuing graduate 
degrees for students that are on the fence. 
Jordan points out one of the biggest factors, 
which is whether or not the company will 
support your graduate degree efforts, be it 
in monetary support or overall encourage-
ment. If a company is willing to foot some 
or all of the tuition bill, it would be foolish 
not to seize the initiative, assuming one has 
the energy and curiosity to work and study 
at the same time. This approach provides 
the ability to gain valuable work experi-
ence while subsidizing out-of-pocket cost, 
which is crucial given the heavy burden of 
student debt. Business school also affords 
opportunity to broaden your professional 
network and deepen your 360-degree un-
derstanding of how an enterprise operates. 
This may complement the knowledge you 
may have in a particular function, like the 
sales and marketing roles Jordan held. With 
that said, Jordan knows many classmates 
who never really tapped their B-school net-
work, which essentially limits the return on 
the investment of attending school. While 
Jordan has many friends that have attended 
full-time MBA programs, he believes fore-
going two years of work experience and 
shouldering the expense of full-time tuition 
can be tricky to recuperate in the current 
economy. He stresses everyone must do 
their own cost/benefit calculation to deter-
mine what is right for them. 
 As mentioned, Elizabeth also at-
tended a part-time program. In fact, she 
and Jordan both completed their part-time 
degrees in 2004. Elizabeth has found that 
her MPS degree has paid off in both the 
knowledge she’s been able to apply to her 
career in HR, as well as in the strong re-
lationships she’s nurtured with classmates 
in the program, many of whom have ris-
en to leadership positions in HR across a 
spectrum of industries. As Elizabeth notes, 
the higher-up one ascends in their field, 
the more it is expected that they will have 
a graduate degree to draw from in guiding 
the business. As a C-suite executive, Eliz-
abeth appreciates the value of an advanced 

degree, but also understands that life expe-
rience can be just as effective of a teacher. 
A hard worker with relevant experience can 
be a more attractive candidate compared to 
someone with more education, but less ex-
perience. The key is to balance real-world 
experience that you complement with addi-
tional education, demonstrating your learn-
ing curiosity and capacity. 

While Elizabeth and Jordan have 
both converged in the sports 
and entertainment worlds, 

their journeys have been quite different. 
Elizabeth’s unique career path began in 
the hospitality industry where she pivoted 
from restaurant management to HR, 
sharpening valuable skills including hiring, 
training, and growing staff. Looking for 
a new challenge, she joined Macy’s in 
an HR Generalist role in 2001. That five-
year period at Macy’s provided significant 
professional development and reinforced 
the importance of investing time and energy 
to understand the business environment in 
which your clients operate, an approach 
Elizabeth emphasizes to this day. 
 After Macy’s, she joined Nike in 
2006 and was eventually promoted to their 
corporate division as Manager of Talent 
Acquisition for Nike’s retail, digital, and 
their subsidiaries. As part of this role, Eliz-
abeth was required to make frequent trips 
from her home in Pennington, NJ, to com-
pany headquarters in Portland, OR. With 
Jordan and their two young sons at home, 
Elizabeth realized this was not a sustain-
able lifestyle.
 Seeking a new career challenge 
that was closer to home, Elizabeth joined 
The Estee Lauder Companies, the iconic 
cosmetics and beauty leader based in NYC. 
Elizabeth soon earned the role of Executive 
Director of HR for the global retail chan-
nel, which brought her into an advisory 
role elevating the HR practices of divisions 
across the globe. Missing her day-to-day 
operational focus, Elizabeth left ELC af-
ter being recruited to run HR at Vevo, an 
innovative and exciting music video en-
tertainment company backed by the major 
record labels. Vevo had virtually no HR de-
partment at the time, and so Elizabeth was 
charged with building a new HR function 

By PHILLIP SALMO ‘20 AND 
JUSTIN SUZZAN ‘22
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The Berman family at center court at the Wells Fargo Center, home of the 
Philadelphia 76ers. From the left, Nate, Elizabeth, Dean, and Jordan.
Photo courtesy of Jordan Berman
and shaping the company as Vice President 
of People Strategy and Operations during 
her three-year tenure. In 2017, Elizabeth 
had the opportunity to become Chief Peo-
ple Officer of B’nai B’rith Youth Organi-
zation (BBYO), a service and leadership 
organization in which she had been active 
as a teen. After working with BBYO for 
three years, Elizabeth’s life changed when 
she received a call from the NBA, which 
was seeking a new Chief Human Resources 
Officer for Harris Blitzer Sports & Enter-
tainment (HBSE).

HBSE is a leading sports and 
entertainment company, with a 
focus on delivering the ultimate fan 

experience, and developing and enhancing 
the communities in which its teams 
live, work, and play. HBSE’s portfolio 
includes premier sports and entertainment 
franchises, brands, venues, and investment 
platforms, centered around three marquee 
assets, NBA’s Philadelphia 76ers, NHL’s 
New Jersey Devils, and the Prudential 
Center in Newark, NJ, one of the top 10 
most booked arenas in North America. 
 Having grown-up in Wilming-
ton, DE, Elizabeth is a devoted 76ers fan 
and gladly took the NBA’s call to explore 
the opportunity at HBSE. She was named 
Chief Human Resource Officer in Jan-
uary, 2020. What began as a love for her 
hometown sports team, turned into a pas-
sion for a multi-faceted organization with 
a true spirit of teamwork and family that is 
reimagining sports and entertainment for a 
new generation of fans. This powerful team 
culture has been especially important as 

HBSE navigates the temporary suspension 
of the NBA, NHL, and live events seasons 
during the COVID-19 crisis. 
 In addition to providing an unpar-
alleled opportunity for Elizabeth to shape 
and support the architecture for one of the 
fastest growing companies in the sports 
and entertainment world, HBSE recognizes 
and respects Elizabeth’s role as a working 
parent.  As early as her onboarding, Eliz-
abeth’s leaders and colleagues encouraged 
her to put family first. Before arriving for 
her first day, Elizabeth received a giant 
box of Devils and 76ers gear for herself, 
Jordan, and their teenage boys, Dean and 
Nate. During Elizabeth’s first week in the 
office, her son earned a spot on his middle 
school basketball team. Elizabeth wanted 
dearly to watch him play scheduled after-
noon games, but, like many working par-
ents, was apprehensive about leaving the 
office during the workday, and determined 
to prove herself and her dedication to her 
new role. HBSE CEO Scott O’Neil insisted 
Elizabeth attend her son’s afternoon games, 
sharing that he has coached all three of his 
daughter’s youth basketball teams through 
High School, where practice dates and 
times are locked into. While Elizabeth is 
often behind-the-scenes at 76ers and Dev-
ils’ home games, her family has an open 
invitation to join her, where they often mix 
with her colleagues’ families. 

Like Elizabeth, Jordan has held many 
different roles and has had quite 
the career himself. After working 

at Black & Decker and two different ad 
agencies (Lois USA and DDB), Jordan 

joined Showtime in 2000 and subsequently 
rose from Manager to Director during 
a six-year tenure. Jordan was soon bit 
by the producing bug, and spent his off-
hours creating and producing an irreverent 
office makeover video series called Cube 
Fabulous, which generated millions of 
views along with sponsors including Honda, 
Monster, and AOL over 18-episodes. While 
working as a marketer at Showtime during 
the day, and reality web series producer 
at night, Jordan received a call from the 
recruiter at Cingular in 2006. The wireless 
carrier was looking for a marketing leader 
to launch their new 3G mobile video service 
with HBO in the pre-iPhone era. Fascinated 
by the possibilities of on-the-go viewing, 
Jordan joined Cingular as Executive 
Director of Media Innovation where he 
was charged with devising and promoting 
new video entertainment services with 
HBO, WWE, MTV, and Saturday Night 
Live for the telco’s 100 million wireless 
subscribers. After two-years, Cingular 
was acquired by AT&T and Jordan’s role 
shifted from launching subscription mobile 
video services to creating new advertising-
supported services as Vice President of 
Media Innovation. In essence, Jordan 
became a mobile advertising evangelist 
to Madison Avenue ad agencies and 
advertisers, with whom he collaborated in 
shaping the nascent market for advertising 
on the, then uncharted, “third screen.” 
 During this time, Jordan still felt 
the need to scratch the itch of digital vid-
eo storytelling as a content creator, not 
just a content marketer. During a weekend 
watching the Summer Olympics, Jordan 
conceived his second video web series, 
World Office Sports. The concept was an 
over-the-top office Olympics-style show 
where desk jockeys competed in ridiculous 
events (imagine a mail cart luge or swivel 
chair race) as an earnest Bob Costas-style 
announcer called the play-by-play. Jordan 
partnered with Break.com to distribute the 
series and landed Twix as a sponsor for 
four episodes, which racked-up over a half 
million views.
 While presenting at a mobile mar-
keting conference, Jordan was approached 
by a senior executive at MTV, who in-
troduced him to the network’s President. 
Jordan would leave AT&T to join MTV 
as the Senior Vice President of Integrated 
Marketing, where he managed a team of 30 
marketers to build multi-platform market-
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Phillip Salmo is a senior in the ILR School. 
He can be reached at pss234@cornell.edu

Justin Suzzan is a sophomore in the ILR school. 
He can be reached at jbs389@cornell.edu

ing and branded entertainment campaigns 
for major advertisers around the MTV 
Movie Awards, Video Music Awards, and 
key programming initiatives. It was during 
his time at MTV, that Jordan uncovered 
two key insights that would fuel his entry 
into entrepreneurship. First, Jordan came 
across research from Nielsen that indicat-
ed a majority of online video content and 
social media was being consumed in of-
fices during the 2-4 p.m. window. Second, 
the traditional style of employee commu-
nications disseminated by MTV’s HR de-
partment wasn’t resonating with the hun-
dreds of millennial employees populating 
cubicles and open workspaces in the MTV 
office. Jordan soon connected the dots be-
tween his love of storytelling and fascina-
tion with office culture to create OFC (ofc.
tv), a creative agency and video production 
studio injecting storytelling into employee 
communications for earning attention and 
inspiring action around key business ini-
tiatives: training, diversity and inclusion, 
culture, change management, onboarding, 
and more. 

Jordan took a major risk in leaving MTV 
in 2010 during the Great Recession to 
pursue his vision for OFC.  However, 

he was obsessed with figuring out how 
large corporations could better engage 
a new generation of employees that 
ignored boring memos and PowerPoint 
presentations in favor of watching cat 
videos on their phones. It took Jordan two 
years to figure out the model for OFC and 
land his first client, Unilever. Jordan’s 
first assignment was to produce a video 
that would galvanize employees around 
sustainable living. Understanding that 
Unilever’s young professional employee 
base didn’t respond well to earnest public 

service announcements on recycling, 
Jordan devised a provocative video concept 
called, “Banned By Sustainable Living.” 
The idea was to capture real Unilever 
employees doing horrible things to the 
environment, as if they had been caught by 
security cameras. The first episode featured 
a Unilever executive taking a 90-minute 
shower as he belted out a never-ending 
medley of songs…all filmed on a grainy 
camera. The resulting video went viral at 
Unilever and inspired a huge company-
wide conversation about sustainable living, 
triggered by what not to do!
 Jordan followed-up his cut-
ting-edge work at Unilever with a melo-
dramatic reality cooking competition series 
for Olive Garden called “Ultimate Chef” 
that served as a popular training series 
for Olive Garden cooks and servers. For 
the past eight-years, Jordan has worked to 
grow OFC as an innovator in shaping com-
pany culture by tapping the multimedia 
storytelling he sharpened in the entertain-
ment world. OFC clients now include lead-
ing companies like PepsiCo, Bristol Myers 
Squibb, AT&T, Motorola, and FedEx.  

Jordan is no stranger to jumping down 
the rabbit hole and doing whatever it 
takes to make his company a success, 

especially given his focus on world-class 
company clients. He admits that his greatest 
weakness is spreading himself too thin 
and saying “yes” to too many things. That 
gung-ho enthusiasm spans beyond work 
life, with Jordan serving as a coach for 
his sons in little league and basketball, as 
well as volunteering to serve as Cubmaster 
for his boys’ Cub Scout Pack. With 
encouragement from Elizabeth, Jordan has 
better focused his time to prevent burnout, 
which is a common occurrence among 
entrepreneurs, and something with which 
Jordan has wrestled. He seems to be finding 
a sweet spot by delegating more to his OFC 
colleagues and prioritizing his non-work 
time, which includes serving as President 
of the ILR Alumni Association. In fact, 
Jordan and Elizabeth get to collaborate in 
that area, given Elizabeth serves as Co-
Chair of the Philly Metro Chapter of the 
ILRAA. Jordan has also been able to find 
intersections with his business and ILR by 
helping produce pro bono video projects 
like the “I AM THE ILRAA” video series 
and the new “Bio Bursts” video profiles 
of recent ILR alumni, organized by fellow 

ILRAA Board Members, Nicole Mormillo 
and Bruce Cohen. Jordan has put a big 
push against leveraging social media to 
engage ILR alumni and has helped grow 
the ILRAA LinkedIn Group to 3,600 
members and the ILRAA Facebook Group 
to 1,100 members. In addition, Jordan 
rallied a group of ILRies in the sports and 
entertainment world to launch the ILRAA 
Sports & Entertainment Executives 
network (SEE), which held its first event 
with students last September 2019. 

Elizabeth and Jordan have a passion 
for Cornell University and the 
ILR School that extends into 

their family. They even named their first 
son, Dean, after the late Dean James 
McPherson – ILR Student Services, who 
was a mentor to Jordan and passed away 
in 2002. For Jordan, ILR bestowed upon 
him a sense of confidence. If you can 
handle the rigor of ILR and Cornell, he 
says, there is no one you can’t hang with. 
Along with meeting his future wife at the 
school, Cornell and ILR lit a spark in him 
that has propelled his success in both the 
personal and professional aspects of his 
life. For Elizabeth, the ILR School ignited 
her passion and elevated her ability to 
help people unleash their potential to do 
amazing things as part of a unified team. 
 When we all work together, Eliz-
abeth says, we all get better and do better. 
Having been a recipient of help and guid-
ance from mentors throughout her life, 
Elizabeth does the same in a spirit of look-
ing out for one another. You simply never 
know where your next opportunity in life 
will come from. It has been a long and 
winding road for Elizabeth and Jordan, and 
they’ve learned to navigate life’s uncertain-
ty with the certainty of being there for one 
another and their family. 
 People often ask Jordan and Eliz-
abeth, “What does it mean to be success-
ful?” For them, success is living your life 
how you want to live it with no regrets. 
They have taken the long journey and are 
now using their remarkable success and 
networks to give back to the ILR School. 
We thank them so much for their contribu-
tions and we cannot wait to see what they 
do next.  

Current students and alumni, led by 
Jordan Berman ‘95 (left), take a selfie 
at SBS’s event with ILRAA Sports & 
Entertainment Executives last fall. 
Photo courtesy of Jordan Berman
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European soccer’s transfer market 
is one of the most complex and 
intricate systems in professional 
sports. Rather than trading 

players for each other or draft picks like 
in American sports, players are most 
often bought directly by clubs for specific 
transfer fees. Much like prices for any item, 
transfer fees vary based on the demand for 
the player and the player’s performance. In 
recent years, however, bigger clubs have 
begun to spend more and more on players 
as prices have inflated. Many attribute this 
phenomenon to the transfer of one player 
in particular: Neymar. In 2017, Paris Saint-
Germain spent a whopping 222 million 
Euros to rip Neymar away from his former 
club, FC Barcelona.1 This transfer more 
than doubled the previous world record fee 
and set a precedent for the biggest clubs 
across Europe that led to ridiculous fees in 
the years to come. 
 However, spending within the 
sport is not and has never been limited to 
merely transfers. Clubs often undergo ma-
jor projects to develop the club as a whole 
rather than simply purchasing talent. For 
instance, English club Tottenham Hotspur 
recently constructed a new stadium to fit 
more fans and create a better gameday at-
mosphere, which cost the club an estimated 
one billion pounds to complete. The stadi-
um, which opened on April 3rd of last year, 
will comfortably seat 62,062 fans and is a 
major improvement on their old ground.2 
In order to balance their books in antic-
ipation of their new stadium, Spurs sold 
their top players like Gareth Bale and Luka 
Modric for high transfer fees. They chose 
not to spend this revenue on new transfers, 
rather saving up for years to finance their 
stadium.3 This is just one example of how 
spending can also affect a club and how 
it operates. Even though investments like 
these do not directly affect the performance 
of a club’s team, managers, or staff, they 
are still key to the development of the club 
as a whole and are a constant within the 
sport. 

THE UNIQUE APPROACHES 
TEAMS TAKE

Nevertheless, some clubs in 
European soccer do not take 
the route of Spurs and are more 

reckless with their spending in search 
for European glory. All it takes is a quick 
glance at the leagues across Europe 
today in comparison to a decade or two 
ago to find these differences. Arguably, 
the best example of this comes from the 
French league in the form of Paris Saint-
Germain. Just a decade ago, this club was 
a mid-tier contender in the French league, 
sometimes contending to finish in the top-
ten in the league, other times battling to 
avoid relegation. In spite of their less than 
glorious past, Qatari Sports Investments 
purchased the club in 2011, funneled 
money to transfers, a 75 million Euro 
stadium upgrade, and improvements to its 
youth academy. After waiting a year for 
the improvements to kick in, Paris Saint-
Germain has won every French league since 
the 2012-2013 season with the exception of 
one and has been one of the best clubs in all 
of Europe, essentially buying trophies for 

the club.4  
 A similar but more extreme ex-
ample of this can be found in the German 
Bundesliga with the club RB Leipzig. This 
club, originally called SSV Markranstädt, 
was purchased in 2009 by Red Bull, the 
energy drink company, which has been 
purchasing teams in every country they 
can over the past two decades. At the time 
of purchase, the club was stuck in the fifth 
division of the German leagues. In 2016-
2017, after millions of Euros were poured 
into all aspects of the club, RB Leipzig had 
already reached the top tier of German soc-
cer, the Bundesliga, completing a meteoric 
rise to the top that was unprecedented in all 
of Europe.5  

THE WEALTH SURROUNDING 
PROFESSIONAL SOCCER

While this phenomenon is 
occurring across Europe, we 
decided to focus our sights on 

the English Premier League. The English 
Premier League is by far the richest league in 
soccer, having five of the ten richest soccer 
clubs amongst its ranks. These clubs, with 

The Financial Arms Race of European Soccer
By BENJAMIN DRAIN ‘22 AND 

NATHAN MAYOR ‘23

Tottenham’s 1 billion Euro stadium opened in April 2019
Photo courtesy of thesun.co.uk
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Figure 1: 2010-2018 Premier League net transfer spending tracked through 
mean and variance. 9

Figure courtesty of Benjamin Drain and Nate Mayor

billionaire owners ranging from Russian 
oligarchs to Qatari princes to American real 
estate owners, are always in contention for 
the best talents in soccer, seeking to utilize 
their wealth to accumulate talent. The 
two most referenced examples of wealthy 
owners in the Premier League are those of 
Chelsea and Manchester City. Originally 
mid-tier, poorer clubs, each of these teams 
were purchased in the 21st-century by 
billionaires who have transformed them 
into powerhouses. Chelsea were bought 
out in 2003 by Roman Abramovich, a 
Russian aristocrat and oil salesman, while 
Manchester City were bought out by Sheikh 
Mansour, a Qatari prince with billions in 
oil wealth.6 These two clubs, along with 
historically dominant ones like Manchester 
United and Liverpool, have paved the way 
for spending in the Premier League. 

DOES GREATER SPENDING LEAD 
TO MORE SUCCESS?

However, while it is clear to see that 
spending by professional soccer 
clubs has increased over the years, 

we wanted to take a closer look at how 
much this spending has affected the results 
on the pitch. We narrowed our study down 
to the Premier League clubs between 2016 
and 2019. Importantly, one year prior to the 
groundbreaking move for Neymar, Premier 
League club Manchester United broke the 
transfer record in 2016 to sign Paul Pogba 
for 105 million euros. This was, and still 

is, the biggest purchase that any Premier 
League team has ever made and is the 
starting point for our study. 
 There is not a great deal of pub-
lished research on the real impact of exces-
sive spending. Is it truly worth it for clubs 
to spend $100 million season after season 
to see little to no improvement? By ana-
lyzing the spending and outcomes of every 
Premier League team between 2016 and 
2019, the true relationship between success 
and transfer spending can begin to be in-
vestigated. The importance of spending can 
be derived by looking at how much teams 
spent on transfers and comparing it to 
how they performed. The metric of trans-
fer spending chosen to be analyzed in this 
investigation is net spending. We decided 
not to look solely on how much a team 
spent on buying new players because if a 
team spends $50 million on purchases but 
then sells $50 million worth of players, the 
net spending is zero, and thus requires no 
further investment from the owner. Since 
the astronomical rise in transfer spending 
in recent years has been the result of the 
investment by wealthy owners, teams that 
consistently have a negative net spending 
are the culprits. In this way, they continual-
ly draw upon their wealthier owners. This 
financial backing is a resource unavailable 
to the “smaller” clubs, only furthering the 
spending gap amongst clubs. All transfer 
spending values in this investigation are 
taken from Transfermarkt.us and all anal-

ysis of this raw data is our own. 

OUR CURRENT STUDY

Across the three seasons, the average 
net spending per club was $51.4 
million a year, as compared to only 

$17.9 million in the 2010-2011 season.7  
This figure alone signifies the explosion 
in investment that the past decade has 
been so predicated on. Yet, spending alone 
does not necessarily impact the game. If 
all twenty teams have equal investment 
and spending records, it could be assumed 
that the relative quality between the teams 
will be maintained; however, this is not the 
case. The differences in spending between 
teams have grown exponentially over the 
course of the last decade, leaving some 
clubs unable to compete with the financial 
reserves of their competition. 
 To analyze this dispersion in 
spending, the variance (a measure of the 
spread of the data) of the spending and 
the mean net spending can be analyzed. 
As seen in Figure 1, the mean spending 
has increased quite steadily across the past 
decade. Additionally, as the spending has 
increased, so has the variance between the 
clubs’ spending. When looking back at 
the start of the decade, the variance in net 
spending in 2010-2011 appears to be rela-
tively high at 1550, but the years immedi-
ately following cluster around 800. Starting 
in 2014-2015, the variance between teams’ 
net spending has increased dramatically, 
with a variance value reaching 5062 in the 
2017-2018 season. This season saw peren-
nial spending giants Manchester City and 
Manchester United dish out $261 million 
and $177 million, respectively. In contrast, 
there were 15 teams who didn’t break $60 
million, and six of these teams actually 
turned a transfer profit.8 The significance 
of the vast variance in spending is the im-
portant takeaway here. The rise in the mean 
spending does not appear to be the result of 
a league-wide increase in investment. In ac-
tuality, the huge increase in variance tends 
to suggest that the increase in spending is 
extremely top-heavy among the league’s 
elite, leaving many teams disadvantaged 
without such heavy investment. 
 
 The huge variance in spending be-
tween the top guns and the “lesser” teams 
in the Premier League definitely disadvan-
tages the teams with tighter pockets; how-
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ever, this disadvantage may not be a death 
sentence. The question is whether or not 
this increased spending actually leads to 
more favorable outcomes at the end of the 
season. To do this, an analysis of the past 
three seasons’ transfer records and league 
standings presents several key takeaways.

KEY RESULTS

The first takeaway is that spending 
exorbitant money is a definite 
advantage, but not insurmountable. 

Looking purely at where each team finishes 
in the league standings and relating that to 
their spending will give a distorted view of 
the results. A team that spends $200 million 
year after year will unsurprisingly rank 
consistently higher than a team that spends 
$30 million. To combat this problem, the 
correlation between spending and a team’s 
year-on-year improvement was analyzed, 
not their one-season performance. 68% of 
the teams that spent more than the mean 
net value of $51.4 million earned more 
points than they did in the previous season. 
41% of teams that spent less than the mean 
net value improved upon their points total 
from the prior season. Each of these values 
falls nowhere near 100% or 0%, indicating 
that there are plenty of opportunities for 
a team to overperform or underperform. 
Other factors such as the quality of players 
invested in and the quality of the team’s 
manager will also play a significant factor 
over the course of a season. Having more 
money to spend is a definite advantage, yet 
not as much as savvy investment or high-
quality coaching. 
 The second takeaway is that 
spending above the mean equates to two 
additional points per season, whereas 
spending below the mean averages out to 
a decrease in two points from the previ-
ous season. This decrease seems insignif-
icant at first glance; how big of a deal can 
a 4-point swing really have? Looking back 
at the 2017-2018 season, six teams finished 
within four points of each other. A little 
extra spending at the beginning of the sea-
son to increase your chances of succeeding 
may save a team from relegation. If a team 
is relegated, they would suffer an even 
more significant decrease in revenue due 
to the lack of cash flow from the Premier 
League marketing and television deals. Ac-
cording to the Premier League’s 2018-2019 
prize payments, the six positions and four 
points in the 2017-2018 season cost Brigh-

ton about $13 million.10  Theoretically, if 
clubs spend less money on transfers than 
their potential prize money from the con-
sequent improvement to the team, a profit 
will result. This concept leads to the third 
takeaway.
 A third takeaway from the analy-
sis of spending and performance outcomes 
is the true value of improvement. Equating 
how much each team spends in compari-
son to the resulting improvement from that 
investment gives an average net spending 
per one point or one rank. On average, a 
team spends nearly $7 million for every 
point that they improve by and $9 million 
for every rank. Looking back at the pre-
vious finding that Brighton lost $13 mil-
lion because of 4 points, it now looks as 
if they may have gotten the better end of 
the deal. From a financial perspective, had 
Brighton spent an additional $28 million on 
signing better players to improve by four 
points, this would have only yielded a $13 
million financial boost. Admittedly, many 
other factors impact a club’s finances. Had 
Brighton been relegated due to four points, 
the loss in revenue from competing in En-
gland’s second division, the EFL Champi-
onship would certainly exceed the costs of 
$28 million. Along the same lines, if fur-
ther investment meant that Brighton could 
have qualified for the Champions League 
(a tournament of Europe’s best teams that 
brings along much more televising and 
sponsorship revenue) by finishing in the 
top four positions, those additional reve-
nues would far exceed the costs of buying 

new players. 

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN 
FOR THE FUTURE OF 

PROFESSIONAL SOCCER?

Each of these findings are purely 
correlational and are far from 
concrete, yet, they still provide 

some context as to the true nature of the 
explosion in investment in the game. It 
is clear to see that investment and high 
net spending in soccer benefits clubs and 
leads to better performance. Our findings 
display the intricacies of the polarization 
in investment in the English Premier 
League. The necessity for spending and 
its prevalence in the game is the biggest 
factor in the astronomical rises of clubs 
like Manchester City, Paris Saint-Germain, 
and RB Leipzig. While the effects of the 
previous years are evident, it will be 
interesting to see how the proliferation of 
spending continues in future years.

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

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

Manchester City have epitomized the explosion in spending in the Premier 
League, using their deep financial reserves to win previously unattainable 
trophies.
Photo courtesy of foxsports.com
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The fall of 2019 marked the 
first season of the International 
Swimming League (ISL), a made-
for-TV event centered around 

some of the fastest swimmers in the world. 
This summer, swimming was supposed 
to get its two weeks of fame during the 
Olympics, but it will have to wait another 
year. As the ISL tries to establish itself, 
it will also have to navigate its second 
season without a boost from the Olympics 
and amidst whatever economic fallout we 
may see in the coming months. In order to 
transform the sport of swimming, they’re 
going to need to find a long-term financial 
plan to make the league profitable, which 
will prove even more difficult in the 
immediate future.
 Swimmers from around the world 
participated in the inaugural season which 
consisted of six regular season meets and 
concluded with a championship in Las Ve-
gas.1 Swimming is not really viewed as a 
spectator sport beyond the Olympics. Meets 
tend to consist of long days including pre-
lims and finals sessions and if you’re not a 
swimming fanatic (and even sometimes if 
you are) it can get quite monotonous. Kon-
stantin Grigorishin, a Ukrainian billionaire, 
is trying to turn that all around with the 
ISL. He was the man behind the money for 
the first season and his goal is to turn it into 
a world class sporting league by answering 
the question, “Why is swimming such a 
popular sport but the competitions are so 
boring?”2  If Grigorishin can successfully 
solve this problem, he’ll be halfway there. 
He also needs the larger swimming com-
munity to buy into it, generating media 
coverage in order to turn profit.

EARLY SUPPORT AND BARRIERS 
FOR THE LEAGUE

Athletes like two-time Olympic gold 
medalist and world-record holder 
Caeleb Dressel, who would likely 

become a member of the Alliance, are all in 
on this new league.3 Dressel reflected that 
the ISL was a good way to get out there and 

race especially since swimmers don’t have 
that many chances to race some of the best 
talent in the world.4 He views ISL matches 
as opportunities to complement what he is 
doing in practice.5 This bodes well for the 
ISL because they are going to need athletes 
behind it in order to expand the league. 
 Expansion will likely mean more 
meets. This is important for increasing their 
fan base and generating more television ex-
posure, but the athletes can’t be sure of how 
this will affect their training. Lily King, an-
other Olympic medalist, said “Normally, 
we’re such a training-driven sport, where 
it’s normally train, train, train for maybe 
two big meets a year. Now it’s more like 
a league like MLB or NFL, where you’re 
racing every weekend. So, it’s definitely 
going to impact training. We’ll see if that’s 
a positive or a negative.”6 Dressel was also 
apprehensive about how so many meets 
might affect his training.7 Swimmers spend 
over twenty hours training each week for a 
race that sometimes is less than a minute. 
It’s hard to say whether adding more com-
petition will be helpful, but like King said, 
it will be a change. In all likelihood, the 
league will have to experiment with a va-
riety of season schedules to figure out what 
works best for them while still allowing the 
athletes to put themselves in the best posi-
tion for success.

THE ROLE OF 
ORGANIZED ATHLETES

Olympic medalist Matt Biondi 
formed the International Swimmers’ 
Alliance in 2019 in order to 

advocate for professional swimmers. 
He insists that it is not a union because 
athletes don’t pay dues or anything, but the 
purpose is to provide a means for athletes 
to communicate their needs to the bosses 
of the swimming world.8  The ISL gives 
athletes a chance to earn their fair share. 
In fact, Biondi connected with Grigorishin, 
and the two have been working together 
to advocate for increased prizes awarded 
at major swimming events.9 If they join 
forces, the Alliance could draw athletes 
towards the ISL since Grigorishin is in 

agreement with Director Biondi’s desire to 
increase the profits of swimmers. Although 
the ISL isn’t perfect for athletes yet, this 
connection with the Alliance could prove 
critical in getting athletes to participate.
 Biondi acknowledges that they 
don’t know if the Alliance will succeed but 
emphasizes that it is an important step for 
professional swimmers because it is raising 
awareness about their needs.10  As a swim-
mer, he experienced the fraught relation-
ship between FINA, the governing body 
of international swimming, and athletes. 
He is not alone in this. In 2018, world class 
swimmers Katinka Hosszu, Tom Shields, 
and Michael Andrew were the lead plain-
tiffs in a case against FINA accusing them 
of violating the Sherman Antitrust Act of 
1890.11 All three would go on to participate 
in the ISL. In regards to the lawsuit Andrew 
said, “Very few select swimmers make a 
living swimming, while FINA is making 
a killing.”12 We will have to wait and see 
if the Alliance and the ISL can unite and 
provide a breakthrough for swimmers, but 
their goals clearly target problems faced by 
athletes across the swimming world. The 
Alliance has looked into taking the ISL for-
mat and creating a series of mini-Olympic 
events.13  This would include other sports, 
some of which have a similar lack of op-
portunities for their professional athletes, 
reaching a larger audience that may make 
it easier to get the world behind. It would 
also provide the same benefits for athletes 
if they could earn a living. Whatever route 
they choose, the Swimmers’ Alliance will 
be essential to the ISL’s success.  

PAYING THE PARTICIPANTS AND 
LEAGUE FUNDING

Grigorishin is tuned into swimmers’ 
need to make a living from their 
sport. “The money is pretty sparse 

in the sport of swimming right now,” 
Olympic medalist and world record holder 
Ryan Murphy says. “This is the best 
chance we have to professionalize it.”14 In 
championship circuits in swimming, there 
are usually monetary prizes for athletes, 
but these are very limited. Grigorishn had 

By ANNA CLEMSON ‘23

The League Behind Turning Swimming into a 
Professional Sport
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been under the impression that swimmers 
were multimillionaires because of their 
popularity in the Olympics and fixing this 
lack of monetary compensation was part 
of his motivation for starting the league.15 
He went into the ISL with a desire to 
give the swimmers 50% of the league’s 
income, in great contrast with FINA.16 
This season fell short of this goal, largely 
due to FINA threatening swimmers who 
participated in the ISL, but the ISL still 
handed out $2,580,400 in prize total 
money to the 256 athletes who competed 
throughout the season.17 Compared to 
the world championships, the average 
total that athletes made, excluding the 
top two prize-winners who are outliers, 
was comparable to the totals at the Long 
Course Worlds Championships, only an 
eight day meet. Nevertheless, the ISL gave 
athletes a chance to make more money 
throughout the year as it did not conflict 
with the world championships. If they 
were able to establish the league and get 
the funding, giving athletes contracts in 
addition to bonuses for point-scoring and 
winning, it may be the best option because 
that would be a salary they could count on 
and it would commit them to participating. 
At the moment, it would be hard to give all 
athletes meaningful contracts, however this 
should be something the league looks to in 
the future.
 More funding could come from 
sponsorships. USA Swimming is spon-
sored by a variety of companies including 
many swimming-related ones like Myrtha 
Pools, Speedo, Arena, and SwimOutlet.
com.18 These would be good options for the 
ISL given that the majority of their fans fall 
in the target audience for these companies. 
Since these companies are specifically for 
swimming, they would gain from more ex-
posure to the swimming community on an 
international level. Some of these compa-
nies do have a multinational market, but if 
they sponsored the ISL, they could expand 
this market even further. USA Swimming 
is also sponsored by companies that spon-
sor the Olympics like Omega and Toyo-
ta.19  Since these companies are sponsoring 
similar events, they could also serve as 
potential sponsors if the ISL can estab-
lish itself. By acquiring sponsors, the ISL 
would generate revenue from ads on the 
pool deck and other promotional opportu-
nities. Swimmers may also be able to earn 
individual sponsorships more easily if they 

compete more often through the ISL since 
this would make them higher profile ath-
letes.

CAN THE ISL ATTRACT 
A LARGE AUDIENCE

Once Grigorishin developed his 
product, he needed people to 
consume it. This season he was 

able to fund the league himself, putting in 
around $20 million, and saying next season 
he will likely put in $50 to $60 million.20 
Given his fortune and conviction that this 
league will flourish, he can likely continue 
to distribute this product for the near 
future, hoping to break even next year.21 
In order to give the ISL staying power, 
Grigorishin is attempting to transform the 
largely individual sport of swimming into a 
spectator sport to draw in more fans.
 This season the ISL used meet 
venues to put on a show at matches that 
consisted of four teams lasting two days. 
Instead of the more common prelim/final 
format of most elite swimming compe-
titions, each event consisted of one heat 
of eight swimmers, two from each team. 
There were nineteen events, each with a 
men’s and women’s heat, with the excep-
tion of the mixed relay which only had one 
heat. The meet was highlighted by three 
relays and the final event, known as the 
skins race, a series of three rounds of 50m 

freestyle races in which swimmers from 
the eight person field are eliminated each 
round, a new round starts every three min-
utes.22 This compacted format was intend-
ed to provide for a more fast-paced event, 
giving viewers more entertainment. Hav-
ing watched the meet, the ISL was success-
ful in this and it was reminiscent of college 
and high school dual meets. They were able 
to hold the time between events to two to 
three minutes, which is ideal for keeping 
people’s attention.23  Other professional 
sports, such as baseball, have struggled to 
engage fans because of pace of play. This 
alternative format seems to be a good solu-
tion for swimming. As the league establish-
es itself, it will have to remain conscious of 
how viewers feel about timing.
 In addition to creating a fast-paced 
event, the ISL turned matches into more 
than just a swim meet. They included a DJ 
at every meet to keep fans in attendance 
engaged during occasional breaks.24 For 
television viewers, they included a SkyC-
am creating high quality footage, which is 
important for a virtual audience.25  Having 
a strong presence on television is likely the 
future of the ISL, so this type of profession-
al filming will be essential. All in all, these 
entertainment aspects of matches created a 
show for viewers which made the ISL able 
to begin building an audience. 
 Unfortunately, they struggled to 

Swimmers take-off at the start of a race during an ISL match at the Indiana 
University Natatorium on October 5, 2019.
Photo courtesy of Sports Travel Magazine.
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Caeleb Dressel dives in for the start of his race at an ISL competition. 
Photo courtesy of the Wall Street Journal

get significant airtime which is a potential 
problem for the future. They also didn’t 
have the early ratings and television pro-
duction they hoped for.26  A television au-
dience will be essential because they also 
lacked a significant presence of advertise-
ments within the various match venues, ev-
idence of the lack of sponsorship.27 More 
viewers mean more people to see these 
logos, which may motivate more compa-
nies, like the potential sponsors mentioned 
above, to invest in them. Grigorishin was 
still encouraged by high ticket sales with 
several events seeing sell-out crowds, and 
the majority seeing near-capacity crowds.28 
However, swimming venues are rath-
er small compared to a lot of other major 
sports so ticket sales can only generate so 
much revenue. Perhaps if the league takes 
off, they may be able to make larger ven-
ues. For now, they will have to rely on a 
significant television audience. Drawing 
crowds to the pool is the foundation of a 
fan base, but eventually this needs to trans-
late to a larger TV audience, which is what 
the matches are designed for.
 SwimSwam, which covers all as-
pects of the sport of swimming, noted that 
perhaps it would have been wise to hold the 
finale in Europe because they have larger 
pools and the European events throughout 
the season were more successful in gen-
erating sell-out crowds. Las Vegas does 
have the gambling scene and a certain aura 
about it which may benefit the league, but 
a sell-out crowd in Europe could have been 

very positive. Swimming is very much an 
international sport and this league will rely 
on an international audience. In the future, 
they should experiment with a finale in Eu-
rope.

HOW THE CANCELLING OF 
THE SUMMER OLYMPICS 

AFFECTS THE ISL

Grigorishin accomplished the 
first part of his plan by starting a 
swimming league and hoped the 

Olympics may give him the boost he needs 
to establish a big enough consumer base for 
the ISL to take off. Unfortunately, he won’t 
be getting that boost until 2021 (as long as 
things stay on schedule until then). That 
will leave the ISL a couple of options. If the 
world has cleared up by the fall, they may be 
able to have their 2020 season and based on 
what he’s said, Grigorishin should be able 
to pay for it. Their other option would be 
to postpone the second season until 2021. 
We don’t know where the world will be in 
the fall and it is very possible that the level 
of travel required, particularly international 
travel, will not be possible during the ISL’s 
planned season. In this case they will have 
no choice but to wait until 2021. They 
could push the season back but being an 
Olympic year, it is unlikely athletes would 
want to be competing in ISL meets right 
before the Olympics. If the season does 
happen, athletes would probably be more 
inclined to participate in the ISL because 
they have lost so many meets during the 

COVID-19 pandemic so it would probably 
benefit them to have more opportunities to 
compete. Some may feel that they need to 
prioritize training, but the majority seem to 
feel that racing is an important complement 
to practice. Although Grigorishin had 
unfortunate timing, the ISL still has a path 
forward to build its brand in 2020 and/
or 2021 depending on when the world 
reopens.

WHAT LIES AHEAD FOR 
PROFESSIONAL SWIMMING?

Regardless of the fate of the ISL, 
the format appears to be the 
future if swimming has any hope 

of developing an international following 
beyond the Olympics and providing 
financial opportunities for its athletes, but 
they will have to fix some things in order to 
establish the league. Grigorishin’s intuition 
that swimming needed a revolutionary 
change holds promise for a new swimming 
market, but leaders in this field will have to 
find a way to create a larger media presence 
to fund a whole league in the long term. 
The athletes are engaged in the process and 
seem to be interested as long as the league 
is willing to pay attention to their training 
needs. The next step will be marketing this 
product in order to find a larger consumer 
base. Grigorishin’s best bet is probably 
turning to European fans who seemed to 
be more committed to watching swimming 
than Americans despite the popularity of 
participating in the sport in the U.S. He will 
also need to negotiate television contracts, 
especially given the limited capacity of 
most pools.
 A professional league is a fan-
tastic opportunity for swimming to break 
onto the world stage as more than just an 
individual sport. Grigorishin’s visionary 
plans seem to be the path to success, but 
in order to make it profitable, he will have 
to join forces with the International Swim-
mers’ Alliance and may even have to look 
to mini-Olympic events.

 
Anna Clemson is a freshman in Arts & Sciences
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A NEW BARGAINING AGREEMENT

As the Kansas City Chiefs 
wrapped up the 2019-2020 
season with a comeback 
victory in the Superbowl, the 

attention of owners, NFL executives, 
and the National Football League Player 
Association (NFLPA) representatives went 
back to the negotiating table in New York 
to complete work on the newest collective 
bargaining agreement (CBA). Prior to this 
year, the most recent collective bargaining 
agreement was passed in 2011 and had a 
ten-year term that would have expired after 
next season.1 That being said, this current 
bargaining agreement is promising to 
bring big changes in salary, team finance, 
scheduling and safety. 
 Before we examine policy 
changes and the main points of contention 
in the collective bargaining agreement, it’s 
important to understand what this four-
hundred-page document actually is. In 
short, a collective bargaining agreement is 
a written legal contract between the em-
ployer and the union representing the em-
ployee, in this case the NFL and NFLPA, 
respectively. Unlike many other collective 
bargaining agreements, the NFL’s is more 
complex due to the immense amount of 
revenue that must be divided. Another 
issue is the amount of health complica-
tions that are experienced by NFL players 
which causes the insurance and safety sec-
tions of the agreement to be much larger 
than in any other profession.   

REVENUE SHARING,  
STADIUM CREDITS AND 
THE FRANCHISE TAG

Player revenue split as well as certain 
player retention options such as the 
franchise tag are crucial policies that 

the NFLPA were looking to reform during 
these negotiations. Over the span of the 
current collective bargaining agreement, 
the players received 47% of the revenue 

generated by the league. Considering the 
NFL employs over 1,000 players while 
having just 32 owners, the smaller share of 
profit is being divided amongst many more 
people.2 As with any negotiation, both sides 
are looking to gain the most capital they 
possibly can. According to league sources 
and NFL insiders, the owners were aware 
this was a point of heavy contention and 
made concessions to keep other policies 
and expand their power in other areas of 
the agreement. Many current and former 
NFL players attempted to revert back to 
the 2006 collective bargaining agreement 
in which the players held a lion’s share 
of the revenue split at 60%.3 However, 
this figure is very misleading considering 
they only received 60% of the net revenue, 
ultimately meaning that owners had 
already taken money off of the top. NFLPA 
lawyers claim that even though the players 
are getting a lesser percentage, they are 
actually accumulating more capital in this 
current agreement.4 The CBA that was 
recently passed by both the owners and 
NFLPA has the players receiving 48% 
of the revenue and an extra .5% if they 
agree to the seventeen game season clause 

that was included. This would bring in a 
projected extra five billion dollars to the 
player’s share.5 Many NFL players still 
believe this is not enough. Tyler Lockett, 
a wider receiver for the Seattle Seahawks, 
is one of the many advocating for a “50/50 
split”.6 As of right now, there is a miniscule 
one percent change in the revenue split as 
well as minimal revision in the stadium 
credits clause.
 Stadium credits essentially give 
owners the right to take money from the 
revenue before the players get their gross 
revenue share in order to do new con-
struction as well as renovations to their 
stadium. This caused much contention 
throughout negotiations as most owners 
prefer not to spend their own money and 
wanted to renew stadium credits for the 
upcoming bargaining agreement. 
 The stadium credit debate 
becomes ever more interesting when one 
looks at Hard Rock Stadium in Miami. In 
the most recent offseason, Stephen Ross 
invested approximately $500 million out 
of his own pocket to renovate the stadium 
of his team, the Miami Dolphins, prior to 
them hosting the Super Bowl this sea-

The NFL’s Collective Bargaining Negotiations 
and the Overrarching Effects in the Financial 
World

By ZACH ANNE ‘22

The NFL and its legal teams fought through heated negotiations with the NFL 
Players Association over the past year trying to come to terms over a new collective 
bargaining agreement to prevent a lockout.
Photo courtesy of NFLPA.com
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son. In doing so, Ross set a precedent that 
many players see as something that should 
become a norm. Ultimately, stadium credits 
were renewed as there are owners who do 
not have the capability to invest half a bil-
lion dollars of their own money into their 
stadium. However, this renewal came at the 
price of concessions in other financial areas 
which was giving the players a larger piece 
of the revenue share. 
 Another financial aspect of the 
previous CBA that many looked to reform 
was the infamous franchise tag. The term 
itself just conjures up thoughts of holdouts 
and players getting injured and losing out 
on millions of dollars. Unfortunately, own-
ers and general managers alike are strongly 
in favor of the franchise tag as it allows for 
them to retain a player’s services for anoth-
er year without guaranteeing them money 
in the long run. With this in mind, it’s clear 
that although the players wish to eliminate 
this policy, the franchise tag is here to 
stay. The best the NFLPA was able to do 
was enact policies that limited the front 
office’s ability to use both the franchise 
tag and the transition tag. This means only 
one player on a team can be retained on a 
one-year deal instead of having a reserve 
on two players. In doing so, the NFLPA 
has backed the general managers more into 
a corner making offseason decisions even 
tougher. 
 Very similar to the franchise tag 
is the fifth-year option that is written into 
a first-round draftee’s rookie contract. This 
again allows a team to utilize a player’s 
talent without negotiating a new contract. 
However, unlike the franchise tag, this 
clause used to take into account the top-
ten highest paid players in their position 
instead of the five highest paid players for 
the top-ten picks. Those drafted eleventh 
through thirty-second were subject to even 
worse salaries as they receive average 
compensation from the third to twenty-fifth 
highest paid players in their position from 
the prior year. In the new CBA, these splits 
based on draft position have been eliminat-
ed and the players who have their fifth-year 
option picked up will receive a fairer wage 
during that season. Unfortunately, this does 
not fix the problem of limited guarantees 
and a lack of long-term contracts for NFL 
players following the first four years of 
their career. Take for example Carolina 
Panthers back Christian McCaffrey, who 
many would argue is the best dual threat 
running back in the league. Next year will 

be his fourth year in the league, meaning 
that the Panthers could pick up his fifth-
year option and make him play for less 
money than he deserves based on his stats 
and usage rates for the next two years. 
McCaffrey should be especially concerned 
about this, considering he held a snap share 
of 98.4% last season and ranked number 
one in the league in weighted opportunities 
with the ball at 396.7. Usage like this is un-
precedented in such a physically demand-
ing league and puts an excessive strain on 
his body. This puts him at higher risk for an 
injury, such as a torn ACL, within the next 
few years. If it were to happen this would 
certainly hurt his value as teams may have 
concerns about him losing some of his 
“explosiveness.” To put this in perspective, 
Derrick Henry - the 2019 NFL rushing 
leader - only took 59.2% of offensive snaps 
for the Tennessee Titans. Given its frequent 
usage by teams, the fifth-year option is 
here to stay. The players’ association did 
the best they could with this unfavorable 
policy by giving themselves an uptick in 
salary during that fifth year.

EXPANDING THE REGULAR 
SEASON AND PLAYOFFS

Now that the financial standings 
and future of the league have 
been addressed, we can talk 

about what every NFL fan really wants: 
more meaningful football in the form of 
a seventeen-game regular season and a 
seven-team playoff field. Over the past few 
years, NFL commissioner Roger Goodell 
has expressed strong interest in shortening 

the preseason to two games and adding in 
two more regular season games. Countless 
players have met this proposal with 
skepticism, saying that a 16-game regular 
season is already physically demanding 
enough, particularly when you include those 
teams who continue into the postseason. On 
the other side, owners and NFL executives 
are very motivated to make an 18-game 
season a reality to “provide an even better 
product.” Let’s be honest for a second here. 
The primary reason executives want an 18-
game season is to see the presumptive 16% 
growth in profit that an additional game 
would draw in. With this established, the 
NFLPA was able to get large concessions in 
other areas of the agreement in order to form 
a compromise in the means of a seventeen-
game season and an extra team representing 
each conference in the playoffs.  
 This new CBA was passed, and 
NFL fans will now be able to watch a sev-
enteen-game season and an expanded play-
off field. Many players have met this with 
skepticism, voicing their concerns on social 
media. Houston Texans star defensive end 
J. J. Watt publicly is one of them, stating 
on his twitter that he is “a hard no on the 
proposed CBA.” Others such as All-Pro 
Cornerback Richard Sherman of the San 
Francisco 49ers claims that it lowers the 
standard and product of playoff football. 
If this format existed last season, the 9-7 
Los Angeles Rams and the 8-8 Pittsburgh 
Steelers would’ve made the playoffs as the 
seventh seeds. An interesting aspect of this 
new format would be that only the top seed 
would get a bye meaning that the Super 

NFL commissioner Rodger Goodell has been heavily criticized over his handling 
over recent CBA negotiations and his alleged disregard for player health and safety. 
Photo courtesy of BRProud.com
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Bowl champions Kansas City Chiefs 
would have had to play a round earlier. 
This raises the question of how it would 
affect the second seeds and if it would 
give too much of an advantage to the 
number one seed. After talking to numer-
ous other NFL fans, I believe that adding 
a seventh playoff team would be great for 
the league and the stories that could be 
generated around the playoffs. Everybody 
loves an underdog and with this new for-
mat, there is a much better chance of get-
ting a .500 or below team to sneak into the 
playoffs. For example, all NFL fans tuning 
into the 2010 NFC divisional games can 
recall watching the 7-9 Seahawks up-
set the New Orleans Saints during what 
became known as “Beastquake.” As a 
fan of a team who of late has struggled to 
make the playoffs, I find myself rooting 
for the low seeds and upsets. This format 
would allow for more historic runs like 
those of the New York Giants who kept 
the New England Patriots from becoming 
the second team to complete an undefeat-
ed season in a “David and Goliath” type 
Super Bowl. Although many players have 
expressed their distaste with this policy, 
it is a great business decision as nothing 

brings revenue to an NFL team like playoff 
football.

THE DEBATE OVER MARAJUANA

One specific concession that Goodell 
reluctantly made in order to get 
an expansion to the season is the 

elimination of penalties for players who use 
marijuana. Every NFL fan knows the story 
of Josh Gordon who has been suspended 
indefinitely on and off due to his battle 
with addiction and his inability to pass drug 
tests. The U.S. is currently moving towards 
a more progressive and accepting approach 
to the drug. Consequently, many states 
that have an NFL team have legalized the 
drug such as Colorado (Denver Broncos), 
Washington (Seattle Seahawks), California 
(Los Angeles Rams and Chargers, and 
the San Francisco 49ers) among others. 
Between the easy availability of the drug 
and a stronger focus on player health and 
safety (including pain management), many 
players are pushing for the allowance of 
marijuana use in the NFL. Surprisingly, 
former NFL player Percy Harvin has become 
one of the most outspoken advocates for 
the policy, doing a sit-down interview 
where he claimed to have “smoked before 

every game” due to his nagging injuries 
and because it helped him calm down. The 
current policy allows the commissioner to 
expel the player from the league following 
five tests in which the substance is found 
in the player’s system. Considering the 
players never know when these tests are 
coming and how often they will be tested, 
the current policy was not changing with 
the times and political ideology of the 
country. In the recently approved CBA, 
lawyers of the NFLPA were able to work 
in a clause which eliminated all penalties 
for positive marijuana tests meaning no 
more suspensions or even fines. Although 
many players wanted this included in the 
new agreement, many speculated that the 
NFL’s policy on marijuana would change 
much slower than the government’s policy 
as the NFL – and more specifically its 
commissioner – is not subject to popular 
sovereignty and cannot be voted out of his 
position by the NFL’s viewing polity. 
 Marijuana usage for pain man-
agement ties into the final point of conten-
tion in the bargaining agreement debates 
being the health and safety of players. 
Since the last CBA was agreed upon, 
countless discoveries have been made that 

Green Bay Packers quarterback Aaron Rodgers was one of the most outspoken players against the new Collective Bargaining 
Agreement sending out an email to his teammates discussing all the problems with it.
Photo courtesy of Detroit Free Press
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portray the severe head trauma an NFL 
player endures throughout their career. 
This has been evidenced by the autopsy 
on Junior Seau’s brain following his tragic 
suicide as well as numerous other players 
who courageously donated their brains 
to science to help study the detrimental 
effects the contact sport has on the brain. 
Prior to the passage and agreement of the 
CBA by both parties, the NFL had already 
taken steps to prevent more players 
from being exposed to chronic traumatic 
encephalopathy (CTE) by heightening 
the standards of the helmets players wore 
last season. Even though some players 
like Antonio Brown were not fans and did 
not want to switch, Goodell held true to 
his ruling and required these helmets to 
protect the players. A main desire for the 
representatives of the players for this CBA 
was to get the NFL to supply them with 
lifetime healthcare that is both thorough 
and effective. Sadly, this was too much of 
a logistical nightmare and was not really 
improved upon. The NFL desperately 
needed to address player health and safety, 
as it’s not only hurting them through 

grievance lawsuits, but there are parents 
who refuse to let their children watch 
or play football due to its stigma as a 
“dangerous” sport that does not protect the 
health and safety of its players. Without a 
doubt, this CBA will find a way to supply 
players with some sort of treatment while 
they play that doesn’t simply limit them to 
team doctors. 

WHAT DO THE PLAYERS THINK?

Response to the passed version of 
the CBA has been divided. Some 
advocates, like Green Bay Packers 

quarterback Aaron Rodgers, have been 
emailing their teammates explaining 
the intricacies of the CBA, however, he 
received no response. It’s astounding to 
see a well-respected figure in the league 
like Rodgers fail to even get a conversation 
started amongst his own teammates. A 
more direct response comes from Allen 
Robinson of the Chicago Bears who 
simply said to “tear it up” while referring 
to the CBA that just passed. Based off of 
the immediate reactions of the players, it 
is surprising that this CBA was passed at 

all and with how close the vote was, one 
wonders how long until those who voted 
no begin to act out against the NFL and its 
policies. 

IMPLICATIONS OF THE NEW CBA

The upcoming CBA and its 
implementation will be vital in 
shaping the future direction of the 

NFL and conveying to fans, players, and 
owners alike that the league is doing the 
best it can for everyone involved and is 
going to continue to adapt for the future. 
If this agreement is able to address, solve, 
and implement all of the debated topics that 
have been discussed within this article, NFL 
fans will be overjoyed and reinvigorated. 
Perhaps, if the bargaining agreement goes 
well enough and creates an even better 
product than what is currently supplied to 
the viewers, Goodell might not get booed 
when he appears in public next time. 

Zach Anne is a sophomore in Arts & Sciences.
He can be reached at zta5@cornell.edu

Wide receiver Josh Gordon has been suspended on and off over the last five years due to his battle with addiction and his drug 
tests showing traces of marijuana. Under the new Collective Bargaining Agreement, he would no longer be suspended for this 
infraction. 
Photo obtained from BleacherReport.com
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Despite the turbulence and chaos 
of the 2019 offseason, where we 
saw two finals MVPs and nine 
other All-NBA players switch 

teams, the aftermath was quite predictable. 
Every single one of them landed in a 
premier market of the NBA. Anthony 
Davis, Demarcus Cousins, Kawhi Leonard, 
and Paul George went to Los Angeles. 
Kevin Durant, Kyrie Irving, and Deandre 
Jordan signed with Brooklyn. Jimmy 
Butler joined Miami, Kemba Walker chose 
Boston, Al Horford selected Philadelphia, 
and Russell Westbrook found a new home 
in Houston. New York, Los Angeles, 
Houston, and Philadelphia comprise four 
of the top six largest cities in the United 
States, and Miami and Boston aren’t far 
behind. Was this just a coincidence or is 
there an underlying disadvantage to being 
in a smaller market? 

THE LEAGUE MARKET MONOPOLY

This trend towards larger market 
teams is hardly anything new for 
the NBA. In 2010, Lebron James 

famously announced his decision to take 
his talents to South Beach in a stunning 
move which brought him together with 
Dwayne Wade and Chris Bosh. The next 
year, Carmelo Anthony demanded his way 
out of Denver to the “Mecca of Basketball,” 
New York City. Even Chris Paul and 
Dwight Howard maneuvered trades to Los 
Angeles, although to different teams. So, 
what is it about these big market teams that 
captivate these superstars to uproot their 
lives and even try to force a trade there? 
First, larger markets intrinsically draw 
larger audiences. With their games exposed 
to more people, players can begin to grow 
their brand and personality which is crucial 
for acquiring substantial endorsement 
deals. Of the top eight highest-earning 
players from endorsements in 2019, only 
Giannis Antetokounmpo (Milwaukee) 
doesn’t play for a big market team.1 
The other teams, L.A. (Lakers), Golden 
State, and Houston (excluding Brooklyn 
because Durant is out for the season) are 

the top three nationally televised teams 
in the league.2 Next, big cities offer more 
opportunities and an enhanced standard of 
living that other teams cannot compete with. 
The warm weather, beaches, and vibrant 
nightlife make places like Miami and L.A. 
such attractive destinations for these young 
men in their twenties. New York and San 
Francisco are international financial hubs 
that provide platforms and connections to 
the business world that is unparalleled in 
the country. Kevin Durant took advantage 
of this when he signed with the Warriors 
and launched an investment company, 
Thirty Five Ventures. In addition, Houston 
benefits from having no state taxes. As a 
result, teams like Cleveland and Minnesota 
are immediately put at an uncontrollable 
disadvantage due to these climate and 
economic environment factors. Finally, big 
market teams generally present the best 
chance of winning. Due to the previously 
mentioned variables, players are already 
drawn to a smaller handful of teams, which 
leads to a higher concentration of talent at 
the top. Therefore, in order to defeat these 
top-heavy teams, players must unite with 
other stars, most likely at a big market 
team. Unfortunately, this idea creates 
a daunted cycle that can be extremely 
difficult to break. 
 In the past 40 years, only twelve 
unique teams have captured a coveted 
championship.3  Of those teams, seven of 
them are from the aforementioned big mar-

kets, while Dallas and San Antonio make 
up the seventh and ninth largest cities in the 
country.4  This leaves Cleveland, Toronto, 
and Detroit as the exceptions. However, 
Lebron James and Kawhi Leonard, the 
two leaders of the Cavaliers and Raptors, 
both departed from their respective teams 
soon after winning the title to go to L.A. 
With generational talent Giannis Antetok-
ounmpo set to hit free agency in 2021, the 
Milwaukee Bucks will have to combat all 
of these factors in order to keep him. 

WHAT CAN SMALL MARKET 
TEAMS DO?

In order to answer this question, it 
is imperative to focus on what it 
truly takes to win the Larry O’Brien 

Championship trophy through an analysis 
of the historical trend of prior NBA 
championship teams. The champions of 
the 1980s featured Magic Johnson, Kareem 
Abdul- Jabbar, Larry Bird, and Julius 
Erving. The 1990s exhibited Michael 
Jordan, Scottie Pippen, Hakeem Olajuwon, 
and Tim Duncan. The 2000s championship 
teams were led by Kobe Bryant, Shaquille 
O’Neal, and Dwayne Wade. The 2010s 
champions showcased LeBron James, 
Stephen Curry, Kevin Durant, and Kawhi 
Leonard. Over the past 40 years, the 2004 
Detroit Pistons were the only team to win 
the NBA championship that didn’t have an 
All-NBA First Team player.5 Witnessing a 
trend? A top-five generational type talent 
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is practically a necessity to even have a 
chance at winning the NBA championship. 
So, where do small-market teams go wrong 
when they consistently have lottery picks 
every year, thus having an exponentially 
higher probability of drafting future league 
superstars? The issue is small-market 
teams who pick generational talents in 
the draft have an incredibly difficult time 
retaining these players. These superstars 
have their sights set on big market teams 
that offer them the irresistible synergy of 
championships and fame. Especially during 
the player empowerment era, players 
are gaining greater power every season. 
Each player is starting to think of himself 
as a brand, where his on- court success 
must correlate to his off-court market 
presence. Where can you sell your brand 
and off-court personality the best? Again, 
Hollywood, the warm beaches of Miami, 
and the financial capital of New York come 
to mind. In addition, big market teams 
already have the foundation in place to 
facilitate the process of a superstar winning 
a championship. So, is there nothing small 
teams can do to retain these stars after 
drafting them? Well, the short answer is no. 
There is a slimmer of hope, but it comes 
down to the front office and management 
putting together a contender. Are they 
making the right moves during the draft, the 
trade deadline, and free agency? Do they 
currently have key role players that could 
work with a superstar to potentially win 
a championship? Do they have a positive 
culture in place? Basically, the front office 
has to be working at almost perfection, 
while also maintaining a winning culture. 

WILL HISTORY REPEAT ITSELF?

What about the future of the 
NBA? In today’s NBA, we are 
witnessing several emerging 

players in small market teams, who 
are playing at unbelievable levels and 
have immensely high ceilings. Giannis 
Antetokounmpo, Nikola Jokic, Joel 
Embiid, Pascal Siakam, Luka Doncic, Trae 
Young, Zion Williamson, Devin Booker, 
and Ben Simmons headline much of the 
young talent in the NBA. In addition, we 
are seeing the potential for many of the 
players who will enter free agency to re-
sign with their respective teams. This 
traces back to the ideology of having a 
team that is run effectively and efficiently. 
Do these young talents believe they can 

win a championship in the city that drafted 
and believed in them? Milwaukee, Denver, 
Dallas, and Philadelphia all seem to have 
bright futures. Does this mean there is 
more hope? The answer revolves around 
many factors. First, will these players ever 
transcend into the next Lebron’s, KD’s, 
Kawhi’s, Curry’s of the league? We would 
argue so for Giannis and Luka. The rest 
remain question marks if they can take that 
next step toward stardom. Next, will these 
small- market teams maintain positive 
and winning cultures? Well, positive and 
winning cultures for small market teams 
depend on the execution of the front office 
with regards to signing free agents and 
drafting. Lastly, will these players fall 
for big market teams after seeing current 
and past NBA superstars dominating and 
successfully branding themselves with 
big market teams? With no changes made 
by the league, this trend will undoubtedly 
continue. 

CHANGE IS NEEDED

With nine of the NBA’s 30 teams 
losing money in 2017 despite 
television deals and the NBA’s 

revenue-sharing system, it is clear that 
the league office needs to step in and 
make changes.6 The current restricted free 
agency, supermax, and Bird rights policies 
have proven ineffective in balancing the 
incentives of different sized markets. 
Restricted free agency, where a player’s 
incumbent team can match any offer from 
suitors, was intended to give small-market 
teams the opportunity to build around a 
young star. However, as shown, the top 
talents seldom choose to play in smaller 
markets due to the impact on potential 
sponsorship deals and benefits. The NBA 
has implemented a supermax contract 
option which allows a team to resign a 
player at an immense 35% of the salary 
cap. However, as the value of external 
endorsement skyrockets, the pure monetary 
value of a player’s contract has become a 
lower priority to the top stars in favor of 
expanding their brand and image. When 
Anthony Davis demanded a trade out of 
New Orleans, according to Sam Amick 
of The Athletic, Davis “does not see the... 
supermax extension this summer as a factor 
in his eventual decision.”7 Furthermore, if 
improperly distributed such as in the case 
of John Wall, the prodigious extension 
could serve as a financial handicap for 

years to come as the team has less money to 
spend on the rest of the roster. Bird Rights 
were introduced to permit a team to go over 
the salary cap in order to resign a player 
of three years standing. While this seems 
like a great fix, the flaw lies in when the 
Bird rights are transferable through trade, 
which causes players to demand a trade so 
that their new team can still offer them the 
full Bird rights payday. 

POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS

The NBA could take many routes to 
alleviate this issue, either by internal 
restructuring or creating a franchise 

tag. The first option is to reform the Bird 
rights method to eliminate transfers through 
trade. Subsequently, teams would only 
trade for a superstar if they had the salary 
cap to resign him the next year. Since most 
contenders in big markets would have their 
salary allocated elsewhere, the movement 
of these stars would stall, as would trade 
demands due to the increased financial 
motivation. The player would remain on 
their original team until their contract 
expires and the team can use its Bird rights 
to retain him at a higher salary. The next 
alternative is championed by Miami Heat 
President Pat Riley, where each team is 
able to sign one franchise player for as 
much money as they want at no detriment 
to the salary cap.8 Would Kevin Durant 
have signed to win with Golden State for 
$30 million if Oklahoma City offered him 
$60 million? The answer is likely no. This 
way, in theory, the 30 best players would 
be the leaders of 30 different franchises, as 
the unlimited added value of the tag should 
supersede any other incentives. Super 
teams would be eliminated, and league 
parity would be maximized. In a sport 
that is inherently based on competition, 
the NBA has been unable to provide each 
team with a fair fight. As Oklahoma City 
Thunder General Manager Sam Presti 
acknowledges, “Given the way the league’s 
system is designed, small-market teams 
operate with significant disadvantages.”9  
While there is hope for an anomaly to rise, 
the NBA must take action to support a 
consistent, level playing field for each of its 
teams so that they can all remain relevant 
and stay afloat financially.
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Over the last century, football 
has been the most popular 
and beloved sport in America. 
When Americans were asked, 

37% of them reported that football was 
their favorite sport to watch, followed  by 
basketball at only 11%.1 Millions across 
the country wait in anticipation all week 
for Sunday to watch the National Football 
League, cheering for both their hometown 
and fantasy teams  to secure wins. In the 
2019 season, viewership for Sunday Night 
Football increased by 5%, and the 2019 
NFL Draft saw its highest viewership ever 
Averaging  6.1 million viewers across all 
telecasts, breaking the previous year’s 
record of 5.5 million.2 Since its inception, 
the NFL has defined much of what American 
culture has been since it formed in 1920.3  
However, despite the undoubted popularity 

of the NFL, it undeniably lacks long term 
sustainability due to the head trauma 
which many players have been subjected 
to during their careers, and the long-term 
mental damage which this has caused them 
as well. While football has continued to 
enjoy success in terms of viewership, an 
increasing number of parents are extremely 
hesitant or outwardly disallowing their 
children to play in the sport, and this will 
ultimately lead to a diminished product of 
professional football. 

WHY LESS AND LESS KIDS ARE 
PLAYING FOOTBALL

The most popular youth sports 
leagues across the country are 
currently basketball, baseball and 

soccer.4  This mainly is due to the perceived 
safety measures which it presents over 
what appears to be a violent sport such 
as football. These sports have provided a 

safety net for parents who are worried about 
their children getting injured, while still 
allowing them to be actively involved in a 
competitive environment with their peers. 
Across various states, lawmakers have 
sought to create bills that will institute a 
ban on tackle football for children younger 
than the age of twelve.5 Despite the lack 
of success which these bills have accrued, 
youth football has still seen its participation 
numbers drop greatly. In April of 2019, 
the University of Washington conducted 
a survey of 1,025 parents nationwide and 
found that 61% of them supported a ban 
on youth tackle football.6 Continuing the 
long-standing traditions of professional 
football begins at the youth level. As it 
stands now, it poses an upward challenge 
for being able to sustain itself much longer. 
According to the National Federation of 
High School Associations, the number of 
eleven player football participants is down 

Concussions: The Biggest Threat to the 
Business of the NFL

By MATISSE NELSON‘23

Russell Wilson takes a big hit to the jaw against the Arizona Cardinals, forcing him out of the game.
Photo courtesy of USA Today
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6.5%. Nationwide, this  translates to over 
one million participants, mostly among 
boys in high school.7 Football is far from 
dead, but the dangers linked to Chronic 
Traumatic Encephalopathy (CTE) and the 
various long-term perils which it poses 
to football players across all levels of the 
sport will not cease to exist, making it a 
problem for years to come.

MANAGING CONCUSSIONS 
IN THE NFL

Year after year, countless players in 
the NFL suffer concussions due to 
illegal hits, unintentional contact, 

and simply due to the nature of the sport 
as well. The NFL’s concussion protocol 
was instituted in 2009 but has not proven 
successful to prevent the concussions 
themselves. Rather, the policy ensures that 
these problems do not recur so that the 
players can return to the field as soon as 
possible. On NFL game days, every team 
has approximately thirty medical personnel 
present who are ready to act in case of an 
emergency at any point.8 If at any point 
during the course of a game a player takes 
a hit which was believed to have concussed 
them, they are immediately substituted 
out and must pass an approximately five 
minute concussion test on the sideline in 
order to be placed back into the game.9  If 
there are signs of a concussion, their helmet 
is taken away from them and they are taken 
back to the locker room to further continue 
testing. Ultimately, the team doctor 
determines whether or not a player is fit to 

return to the game. Despite whether they 
pass or fail at that moment, they must also 
take a concussion test the next day due to 
the fact that concussion symptoms may not 
present themselves immediately.10 Since 
it has come to the forefront of national 
media, the NFL has worked tirelessly to 
prevent concussions for their players. Not 
only does doing so promote the best quality 
of content for fans, but also provides the 
best business for the NFL as having less 
star players with major injuries directly 
contributes to higher viewership. However, 
even with the NFL implementing various 
rules to combat the long-term effects 
of concussions, it has unfortunately not 
proven itself to be effective in terms of 
preventing the concussions themselves.

HISTORY OF NFL TEAMS & 
CONCUSSION PROTOCOL

The NFL’s concussion protocol 
is largely effective in terms of 
minimizing the scope of concussions 

upon individual players, however, it has 
not succeeded in preventing concussions 
from occurring. Along with this, the rules 
which they have implemented are not 
always enforced to the degree which it 
ought to be by various teams. In 2016, the 
then St. Louis Rams were highly criticized 
for keeping quarterback Case Keenum in 
the game after he suffered what appeared 
to be a serious head injury. They did not 
adhere to any of the rules which the 
concussion protocol calls for, yet they were 
not punished despite the heavy scrutiny 

which they were subjected to by the 
public.11  Following that incident, the NFL 
and the NFL Players’ Association (NFLPA) 
made enforcing the concussion protocol a 
priority that offseason and mandated that 
any team who violated the concussion 
protocol could be fined up to $150,000 the 
first time which they were found to be in 
violation of the protocol, a minimum of an 
$100,000 fine for any subsequent offense 
which occurred, and potential loss of 
draft picks as well.12  In 2017, the Seattle 
Seahawks were found to be in violation of 
the protocol for not properly administering 
the concussion tests to quarterback Russell 
Wilson on the sideline.13 After Wilson took 
a hit to the jaw, referee Walt Anderson 
warranted that Wilson ought to be taken to 
the sideline in order to be properly tested 
by the team’s medical staff regarding 
his ability to play. The evaluations of 
the concussion protocol were simply not 
completed and for their lack of compliance, 
the Seahawks were fined $100,000  by 
both the NFL and the NFLPA.14 Although 
the NFL has taken the right steps towards 
ensuring that the concussion protocol is 
administered properly for those who do 
suffer concussions, they must unfortunately 
still deal with the long term consequences. 

LAWSUITS AGAINST THE NFL

According to the former players 
who sued the NFL in a class action 
lawsuit, the league sought to 

conceal the information which they had in 
terms of the  potential connection between 
long-term brain damage and playing in the 
NFL over a sustained period of time.15 The 
NFL acted in a corrupt manner in order to 
maintain the high production of business 
which they enjoyed year in and year out, 
however, this was highly irresponsible as it 
neglected player safety, and led to former 
players with long term health complications 
such as Dementia, Alzheimer’s, Lou 
Gehrig’s disease, and Parkinson’s.16 The 
lawsuit, which included over 20,000 retired 
players, was approved by a judge in 2015 
for an estimated $1 billion in order to pay 
out every retired player across the next 
60 years.17 It is estimated by the league’s 
actuaries that approximately 30% of those 
retired players will have Alzheimer’s or 
one of the other conditions listed in the 
settlement as well. This ruling on the part 
of the Supreme Court was historic due 
to the fact that for years the NFL denied 

Former NFLPA President Eric Winston speaking at a meeting regarding the new 
NFL CBA contract. 
Photo courtesy of ESPN.com
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any link between brain damage and the 
repeated hits which occurred as a part 
of playing football.18 By agreeing to a 
settlement, it was a declaration by the 
NFL that a problem not only exists, but 
that they had a significant role in creating 
it and precautions must be taken in order 
to reverse what had been done up to this 
point. Although this is a step in the right 
direction for the NFL, it is unfortunately 
still apparent that many of their players, 
both former and current, were subjected to 
this brain trauma.

NFL PLAYERS AND CTE

CTE is the greatest modern threat 
to both football players and the 
business of football, alike. After 

his retirement, New England Patriots tight 
end Rob Gronkowski stated in an interview 
that throughout his career he “probably 
had, like, 20 concussions… I remember 
five blackout ones.”19 He admitted that 
towards the end of his career, he suffered 
from severe mood swings as well having 
“‘a centimeter of liquid’” on the outside 
of his skull at one point.20 Despite the 
massive success he enjoyed throughout 
his career, including three Super Bowl 
championships, he retired early at age thirty 
citing his concerns on CTE and its effect 
on his long term mental health. On record, 
Gronkowski only had three concussions 
throughout his documented career with one 
occurring in college and two while playing 
with the Patriots.21 However, players 
who played as physically as Gronkowski 
suffered from countless other minor head 
injuries which often went undocumented 
by specific teams and the NFL, alike. On 
Twitter, Gronkowski asserted that he had 
“‘fixed’” his CTE. However, according 
to Dr. Robert Nowinski, co-founder of 
the Boston University CTE Center, it 
is impossible to reverse such damage.22 
Gronkowski is not the only past NFL player 
to have been discovered suffering from 
CTE. In February of 2011, former Chicago 
Bears star Dave Duerson shot himself in 
the chest. Leaving behind a note, he stated 
that he wanted  his brain donated to science 
so it could be examined for football related 
injuries.23 Junior Seau acted in the same 
manner as Duerson Although he did not 
leave a note explaining his reasoning, it is 
widely believed that he shot himself in the 
chest so that his brain could be examined as 
well as Seau was discovered to have been 

suffering from CTE as a result of his twenty 
year playing career.24 Following the suicide 
of Aaron Hernandez, he was determined to 
have stage three CTE, the most severe case 
of brain damage ever seen by anyone at his 
age.25 According to a study published in the 
Journal of American Medical Association, 
99% of the brains of deceased players 
donated to medical research were found to 
have CTE.26 It is undeniable that CTE is an 
epidemic and the most present danger to 
the future of football. 

THE HELMET BUSINESS

CTE is a tragedy, and undeniably 
devastating to all those who must 
suffer from it. However, it is 

also a business opportunity for helmet 
manufacturers, who have sought to create a 
product that would be able to minimize the 
scope of concussions.27 Although no helmet 
can completely eliminate concussions 
altogether, the Vicis Zero1 was ultimately 
determined to be the safest helmet after 
years of searching by the NFL and the 
NFLPA.28 It offers four layers of protection, 
including an outer layer that absorbs the 
shock of a hit and reforms into shape, 
similar to a tennis ball that deforms when it 
comes into contact with a solid surface then 
reforms.29 After accruing massive success, 
and raising over $90 million in venture 
capital from investors, it fell into economic 
disarray, forcing the NFL to look into 
another direction to promote player safety.30  
Although Vicis did not last long, they still 

succeeded in transforming how the NFL 
views helmet safety, and what qualifies as 
a helmet which will legitimately protect 
players on not only a game basis, but post 
retirement as well. By placing initiatives 
that promote the creation of helmets that 
will protect players, it has demonstrated the 
NFL’s commitment to aiding NFL players, 
and reversing the long-term damage which 
many former players have already been 
forced to deal with. 

WHAT’S NEXT?

CTE has proved itself capable of 
taking lives from those who suffer 
most deeply from it and the NFL 

has not yet found a manner by which 
they can effectively reverse the impact of 
long-term head trauma upon their most 
prominent players. These realities have 
further trickled down to other levels of 
football as parents have been reluctant and 
outright disallowing for their kids to play, 
in order to preserve their long-term health 
and minimize their head trauma from a 
young age. The NFL has committed itself 
to promoting player safety, as they have 
launched initiatives for new helmets and 
have sought to minimize the long term 
damage which football often garners, 
however it longs to be seen if this will 
be enough for it to sustain the popularity 
which it has enjoyed since it began in the 
20th century.

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

Aaron Rodgers exits the game early during the second quarter after taking a 
hard hit during the 2018 season finale.
Photo courtesy of the Madison.com
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SPORTS RESEARCH
Exciting things are happening in the Sports Business Society Research 

Department. Several projects have been constructed, and team members have 
split up into groups to conduct research within their fields of interest. There 

are three main projects in the works as of now, relating to the three following 
topics: Professional Basketball, Professional Baseball, and Sports Betting.

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 Sports Betting group is analyzing trends to predict a formula 
that will help you figure out how to win big. 

Sports Betting

COMING SOON

RESEARCH JOURNAL

FALL 2020
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