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We are so excited to present  the Fall 2021 edition of  Sports, 
Inc. magazine. Despite the nature of our ever-changing 
times, our magazine has remained a staple product of our 

organization. Our fall semester has been a great one filled with an 
incredible slate of events and departmental innovation, both virtually 
and in-person. 

Continuing with some of the great momentum of last year, our semes-
ter started off with the return of our Star Speaker Series presented by 
Marc Cornstein ILR ’92. Over the course of the semester, we had the 
pleasure of hearing from Marc and a variety of great guests, including 
Willie Green, Brian Windhorst, as well as the Bednars, Andy ‘90, Will, 
and David. The wide array of experiences and stories we were able to 
hear from these guests remain one of the highlights of the year so far.

In a return to normalcy, SBS was able to meet in person for the first time in more than a year as we held several 
speaker events in person as a club, while we called in with our guests. This provided a great opportunity for our 
members to hear from a variety of sports industry professionals from companies like The Ringer and House of 
Highlights. We had the chance to learn more about roles in sports journalism, podcasting, and brand strategy, 
which were invaluable to our members. This was also a great opportunity for connections to be made between 
our members. 

Our blog has been reinvigorated with the addition of themed, weekly articles in addition to the traditional, 
creative takes of our members. Check in each week to find out about the business move of the week, the trans-
action of the week, and much more. In addition to the production of our magazine, the media department has 
been instrumental in advertising our events by making graphics and distributing information through our social 
media platforms.

We continued in our pursuit of giving SBS members hands-on experience in the sports industry as a number 
of students were able to work with Sports Aptitude, a Silicon Valley-based NBA draft consultancy business. 
Our members are in an ongoing project that will expose them to a variety of sports industry professionals in an 
attempt to ease the draft scouting process. 

Sincerely, 
Ben Drain ‘22 and Liv McCann ‘22
ILR Sports Business Society Co-Presidents

Greeting
PRESIDENTS’
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From the Editor
Here in the ILR Sports Business Society, our motto is “Advancing the World of Sports.” Undoubtedly, 

this publication of the magazine achieves that objective as our writers covered topics spanning from 
athlete’s mental health to the current viewership decline in Major League Baseball. Serving as the 

Editor-in-Chief for Sports, Inc. over the course of this past semester has been a privilege, and I am grateful for 
everyone who made it possible. 

Primarily, I would like to thank all of our writers. Your hours of hard work made this possible, and I genuinely 
enjoyed reading and editing each and every single one of your articles. Additionally, I would like to thank our 
layout editors Christina Stathopoulos and Shiraz Shiff for designing and editing this publication. Without your 
contributions, the magazine would not be able to happen. Lastly, I would like to thank Anna Clemson for her 
help in editing and working alongside our writers.  

On behalf of everyone that worked on this Fall 2021 publication of Sports, Inc., We hope that the Cornell 
community enjoys this semester’s issue as much as we enjoyed creating it. 

Sincerely, 
Matisse Nelson ‘23
ILR Sports Business Society Director of Magazine

LETTER
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FALL 2021 HIGHLIGHTS

COLLABORATION

BACK IN IVES!

JOSH DICKENS 

FT MIRIN FADER AND SEERAT SOHI

After 17 long months of virtual 
meetings, we were thrilled to kick 
off the semester masked-up and 
back in Ives Hall forour general 
body meeting. We  started strong 
with plenty of new and returning 
faces!

WITH BRSN
For the first time, the ILR Sports Business Society teamed up with the Big Red Sports Network (BRSN)- Cornell’s stu-
dent-run media outlet for everything Big Red Athletics- to bring a new series of guest speakers. We first welcomed Seerat 
Sohi of The Ringer- a pop culture website owned by Spotify. She shared with us her experiences covering in-depth break-
downs and game analysis, interviews with NBA prospects and stars, and all things in between. Her work has been featured 
in some of the most notable sports media publications including ESPN, The Athletic, Bleacher Report, Rolling Stone, 
VICE Sports, SB Nation, Fansided, and The Comeback.
Our next speaker in the series was NYT Bestselling author Mirin Fader of The Ringer. Mirin’s career brought her from 
working on the team side for the Los Angeles Sparks and Los Angeles Clippers- to contributing to SBNation, SLAM 
Magazine, and ESPN- to becoming a top industry writer at Bleacher Report and now at The Ringer. She has mastered the 
art of the interview, as demonstrated in many of her athlete profiles, as well as her bestselling book, Giannis: The Improb-
able Rise of an NBA MVP. She discussed with us her path in sports media, the art of the interview, and answered all our 
questions. We look forward to continuing this collaborative series in the Spring!

OF BLEECHER REPORT’S HOUSE OF HIGHLIGHTS
Josh Dickens, Associate Manager of 
Brand Strategy and Community De-
velopment with House of Highlights 
from Bleacher Report joined us for a 
conversation about his path in sports, 
interning at Bleacher Report and his 
path back- including stints working 
for the Orlando Magic, New York 
Jets, and the New York Red Bulls.

GENERAL BODY MEETING
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WITH MARC CORNSTEIN ‘92
STAR SPEAKER SERIES

MARC CORNSTEIN

BRIAN WINDHORST

THE BEDNAR FAMILY

This year, we hae had the pleasure of welcoming Marc Cornstein ILR ‘92 for his cov-
eted Star Speaker Series. Over th course of the semester, Marc brought us a star lineup  
of guests, including Willie Green, Brian Windhorst, and the Bednar family: Andy ‘90, 
Will, and David. The variety of industries, experiences, and stories provided by these 
guests provide our members with invaluable insight in pursuing a career in the sports 
industry.

WILLIE GREEN

FOOTBALL WATCH PARTY
Rivalries became friendships at our final’s week 
football watch party, where SBS members and 
friends took a break from studying to watch the 
Thursday Night Steelers vs. Vikings game together 
in Ives Hall!

STEELERS vs. VIKINGS
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Physical health is mental 
health” asserts Simone Biles, 
distinguished gymnast and 
Olympic medalist.1  Everybody 

knows that professional athletes must 
maintain peak physical condition in order 
to compete at the highest level, but most 
neglect the importance of the mental 
component of sports. A staggering 35% of 
professional athletes suffer from mental 
health challenges, ranging from anxiety 
to eating disorders.2  The public views 
professional athletes as superhumans, 
so seeking out help may shatter that 
perception and be interpreted as a sign of 
weakness. When Naomi Osaka withdrew 
from the French Open to care for her mental 
health, she faced an incredible amount of 
backlash on social media.3 Being in the 
spotlight already comes with a great deal 
of stress; athletes need encouragement—
not criticism. The severity of an athlete’s 
mental health challenges should never be 
up for debate by spectators.

IMPACTS ON PLAYER 
PERFORMANCE

Untreated mental health challenges 
compound to cause serious long-
term problems for elite athletes. 

Naomi Osaka, once the number one 
women’s tennis player, has fallen out of the 
top ten primarily due to her mental health 
struggles.4 Additionally, Simone Biles 
believes she “should have quit way before 
Tokyo” due to her depression among other 
mental struggles.5 These instances of the 
world’s best athletes breaking down are 
critical in understanding the detrimental 
effects of mental health challenges on 
athletic performance. 
 Not only does it affect perfor-
mance, but mental health can also have a 
lasting effect on careers. In 2004, Ron Art-
est, former Indiana Pacers player, charged 
at a fan in the stands and faced serious re-

percussions. Not only was he suspended for 
the remainder of that NBA season, setting 
the record for the longest non-drug related 
suspension, but he also lost many endorse-
ment opportunities. This incident alone, 
known as “The Malice at the Palace,” was 
estimated to cost Artest $50 million in fines, 
future salary, and endorsements.6 Years lat-
er, Artest came out and expressed that he 
had been dealing with anxiety, depression, 
and anger issues. These mental struggles 
were not only costly, but they also derailed 
his entire career. Had there been no stigma 
surrounding mental health challenges, Ar-
test could have spoken out about his feel-
ings much earlier in his career to possibly 
avoid such an event and leave a drastically 
different legacy.

BREAKING THE STIGMA

Many professional players like 
Artest have dealt with mental 
health challenges stemming from 

their childhood. From a young age, sports 
culture places emphasis on measuring 

physical achievement, which develops 
into a narrow focus on physical prowess 
as opposed to mental well-being. Mental 
health challenges get brushed off more 
frequently than physical injuries, partially 
due to their inherent nature of being 
intangible. However, the mere fact that 
you cannot see anxiety or depression like 
one can see a sprained ankle or broken 
collarbone does not make these issues any 
less debilitating. 
 On a positive note, NBA stars 
DeMar DeRozan and Kevin Love have 
been huge advocates of breaking the stig-
ma surrounding mental health. DeRozan 
spoke honestly about his depression and 
anxiety at an interview, noting, “It’s not 
nothing I’m against or ashamed of.”7  This 
dialogue about sharing mental struggles in-
spired Kevin Love to write an essay, titled 
“Everyone is Going Through Something,” 
about his personal struggles. In this essay, 
Love talks about suppressing his inner self 
for 29 years and the challenge of talking 
about his struggles with others.8 He dis-

Sports Stress and Workplace Woes: 
Analyzing the Stigma Surrounding Mental Health 
Challenges and its Impact on Athletic Performance and 
Labor Relations

By DANIEL GOLDBERG ‘24

Simone Biles twisting in the air during vault in the Tokyo 2020 Olympics.
Photo courtesy of Reuters
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cusses how hard it was to break the stigma 
for himself, and he eventually encourages 
others to share their feelings as well. Tak-
ing steps like these are essential for athletes 
and can lead others to cultivate a commu-
nity where professional athletes can band 
together and share their mental struggles to 
better themselves.
Atlanta Falcons tight end Hayden Hurst also 
shares his story in a video titled “Breaking 
the Stigma.” He speaks about his journey 
battling with depression and substance 
misuse.9  Despite having a family and sup-
port group, Hurst still felt alone because he 
did not want to open up about his thoughts 
in fear of embarrassment. To break the stig-
ma, Hurst candidly spoke about his strug-
gles and even started a suicide prevention 
foundation. His goal is helping people feel 
comfortable sharing their feelings. Like 
Hurst, Michael Phelps—a highly decorated 
Olympic swimmer—decided to share his 
story in a documentary called “The Weight 
of Gold.” Upon compiling athlete testimo-
nials for this documentary, Phelps discov-
ered that many of the answers were similar. 
For instance, many athletes said “nobody 
helps us, we’re just products.”10 The sad 
reality is that many athletes feel the weight 
of society telling them that their purpose 
is to entertain and that anything less than 
perfect is a failure. Furthermore, the peo-
ple who manage these athletes—sponsors 
and front office executives—see them as a 
tool for profit. This market in sports con-
tributes to the suppression of mental health 

issues. Additionally, the added weight of 
producing championships and other finan-
cial incentives tied to performance can add 
unnecessary stress to the players. Because 
of these suppressed feelings and emotions, 
many athletes suffer in the long run. Break-
ing the stigma can allow athletes to feel 
more comfortable performing and even 
lead to a better long-term outlook for their 
well-being, sports culture, and society. 

PANDEMIC TAKES A TOLL

The pandemic has affected mental 
health in a multitude of ways. 
Specifically, it eroded support groups 

and physical connections for players as 
many teams were broken up and individual 
players were put into isolation. Thus, team 
sports took on many aspects of individual 
sports, as athletes worked out and trained 
entirely by themselves. Additionally, 
families were not as available to be the 
safety net that they once were, putting 
more pressure on players to regulate their 
own emotions. This blurring of the line 
between team and individual sports means 
that more players will feel the effects of 
anxiety and depression. According to a 
study published in the Journal of Sports 
Science and Medicine, this is because 
individual sport athletes are more likely 
to suffer from anxiety or depression than 
team sport athletes.11 Without a group to 
lean on, individual athletes must cope with 
their issues on their own. Sure, they may 
have a sports psychologist to meet with, 

but they’re alone when they compete. 
This isolated environment in sports during 
the pandemic was a microcosm of the 
atmosphere of the larger workplace. 

WORKPLACE TRENDS AND 
IMPACTS ON LABOR RELATIONS

In general, mental health issues arise 
in the workplace at many firms. 
There is a stigma surrounding mental 

health for office workers just as there is 
for athletes. To address these issues, the 
employee-management relationship must 
be strengthened. According to a survey 
analysis done by McKinsey, one way 
organizations can do this is by shifting 
the perception of mental illness and 
addiction.12 Organizations should stress 
that mental health challenges are not a 
moral lapse or a character flaw. Rather, 
they are chemical imbalances that can be 
treated a little differently from a physical 
illness.13 This would allow employees 
suffering from mental illness to feel more 
comfortable addressing their situation 
with management. Once the stigma is 
dispelled, management can implement 
open discussions with employees and talk 
about how they can support them in the 
workplace. 
Like competitive sports, many high per-
forming firms create stressful environments 
by setting unreasonably high demands for 
employees. Continuous communication 
and revised timelines from management 
could serve to alleviate some of these 
concerns. Additionally, employees of tra-
ditional firms, like athletes, face concerns 
of job insecurity. For instance, employees 
don’t know if their firm will lay them off 
just like a player may not know if they will 
encounter a devastating injury in an up-
coming game. While it may not always be 
possible to foresee certain outcomes like 
job uncertainty, the feelings surrounding 
it and other general worries could be ex-
pressed and shared between colleagues to 
mitigate some of the potential effects of 
holding one’s emotions inside. This mitiga-
tion is critical for organizations, as mental 
health challenges cause increased absen-
teeism and supplemental costs to deal with 
the issue. Furthermore, there is decreased 
productivity, profits, and worker morale 
because of unmanaged mental health con-
cerns.14 Cultivating a tight bond between 
management and employees can protect 
the employees and prevent mental issues 

Demar DeRozan speaks candidly about his anxiety and depression at an interview.
Photo courtesty of the NBA
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from developing into a much larger prob-
lem. These displays of culture change are 
in the general work environment can be ap-
plied to the sports industry, which will reap 
the benefits of mirroring these solutions as 
it strives to develop a healthier culture.

CULTURE CHANGE FOR THE 
BETTER

English football manager Gareth 
Southgate has a unique cultural 
approach that many organizations 

should emulate. Southgate manages with 
empathy, bridging the gap between the 
manager and the players. He does this 
by encouraging his players to voice their 
opinions and listening to them when they 
speak up during team meetings. Building 
this relationship with engaged leadership 
reduces burnout among the players.15 This 
could translate into the general workforce, 
as managers should be willing to engage the 
opinions of their employees and seek out 
any concerns they may have. Organizations 
benefit from increased worker morale, and 
could possibly see a lower turnover rate, 
as their employees feel that management 
is addressing their concerns properly. 
More specifically, sports franchises would 
see great benefits in improving these 

labor relations, as players would be more 
loyal to their team in a setting where their 
voice was heard and respected. This could 
manifest in many ways, ranging from 
profits to employee retention. For instance, 
a player may reject a higher paying offer 
from a rival team to stay with a manager 
that respects their mental health and well-
being. Additionally, players may be willing 
to accept a less lucrative contract extension 
because they like the organization’s 
culture. In both instances, the owners of 
the team with a better culture saw increased 
profitability and player retention. 
 At the bare minimum, organi-
zations should invest in the players by 
building mental health facilities and hir-
ing more sports psychologists. However, 
team psychologists can only go so far in 
supporting an individual’s journey. The or-
ganization’s culture needs to be changed 
so that players feel supported on and off 
the field, not just in their therapy office. 
Southgate focuses on the person before the 
player, and he listens more to the players 
than he commands, as empathy is the fo-
cus of his coaching style.16  This not only 
improves team chemistry, but it fosters a 
supportive environment where players feel 
comfortable and more open to sharing their 

feelings. More importantly for the owners, 
this mitigates any conflicts that the team 
may have with the front office, decreasing 
bargaining costs among other problems that 
may arise from an unhappy player base.  
 In addition to organizational 
transformations, a culture change is also 
being experienced on the individual lev-
el. For instance, athletes are beginning 
to prioritize their mental well-being over 
trophies and medals. Biles and others are 
fostering a culture where athletes feel more 
comfortable taking a step back and tending 
to their needs before worrying about the 
fans’ entertainment. Being perfect is an im-
possibility, and athletes are starting to real-
ize that sacrificing their sanity to keep up 
this facade of flawlessness is taking a toll 
on them. As a result, organizations must 
strive to bridge the gap between manage-
ment and the players, fostering a healthier 
dialogue around mental health issues. Once 
the stigma is truly broken and all athletes 
feel comfortable expressing their feelings, 
sports culture will be a better environment 
for developing youth and enhancing pro-
fessional athletic well-being and perfor-
mance all around. 

Kevin Love (left), Naomi Osaka (middle) and Michael Phelps (right) - all Athletes that have been outspoken about their 
struggles with mental health
Photo courtesy of the HollywoodReporter

Daniel Goldberg is a sophomore in ILR.
He can be reached at dlg254@cornell.edu
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The Premier Lacrosse League: 
Power to the Player

FORMATION OF THE PLL

On October 22nd, 2018, Paul 
Rabil, the most famous lacrosse 
player in the world, and his 
brother Mike, a successful 

entrepreneur and former Division I football 
player, announced the formation of the 
Premier Lacrosse League (PLL).  Until 
then, the sport’s professional track record 
had been known as one that, as Wall 
Street Journal once reported, “…Doesn’t 
Pay the Rent.”1 By creating a league 
where the talent is no longer “labor” 
but equity owners, the brothers are 
pioneering a model that has the potential 
to dramatically improve the lives of its 
athletes and revolutionize professional 
sports in North America.

GROWTH OF LACROSSE IN THE 
UNITED STATES

Field lacrosse, the most popular 
version of lacrosse in the United 
States, has been an NCAA sanctioned 

sport since 1971. Despite success at the 
college level, there was no professional 
lacrosse league until 2001 when Major 
League Lacrosse (MLL) was formed to 
provide the best players a platform to 
continue their craft. Unfortunately, the 
league suffered from precarious finances 
throughout its existence. Games were 
infrequently broadcast, and the average 
salary was a mere $8,000 with a maximum 
salary of $16,000.2

When the PLL emerged onto the profes-
sional lacrosse scene, it offered a substan-
tially more player-centered package of 
compensation and benefits. The average 
salary jumped to $35,000; though it is less 
than other sports leagues, it is a significant 
bump from MLL’s $8,000.3 In addition, 
players received benefits, including equity 
in the form of stock options, health insur-
ance, and social media rights for the distri-
bution of their image and that of the PLL. 
The PLL’s success after two years led to its 
merger with the MLL, with the new league 

keeping the PLL’s name, business model, 
and leadership structure while bringing on 
the former Boston Cannons as the league’s 
eighth team.

BENEFITS TO ATHLETES 
IN THE PLL

Cannons LC Midfielder Connor 
Buczek ’15, MBA ’17, is currently 
the Richard M. Moran Head Coach 

of Men’s Lacrosse at Cornell University. 
A seven-year veteran of professional 
lacrosse, he had a front row seat for the 
transition between the two leagues. One 
major change was the benefit of healthcare 
given to the players. Buczek was able 
to provide some insight about the PLL 
through an interview. “It allows guys to be 
professionals, it allows guys to just play 
lacrosse,” says Buczek, “If you’re just 
making the salary, but you don’t have any 
of the back-end benefits, it’s tough to be an 
adult to do that and put your life on the line 
in that way and put your body on the line 
when you don’t have that fallback plan.”

Redwoods LC Long Stick Midfielder Kyle 

Hartzell is currently the head coach of the 
University of Texas at Austin Men’s La-
crosse Team and former roommate of Paul 
Rabil. He was also able to attest to the play-
er-centered philosophy of the PLL through 
an interview. According to Hartzell, “From 
being treated as a professional athlete, [to] 
feeling like a professional athlete, the PLL 
checks all the boxes.”

TOUR BASED MODEL

The PLL is unique in that it operates 
under a tour-based model more akin 
to professional sports leagues like 

the UFC and NASCAR, rather than the 
traditional city-based model where teams 
have home cities. Each week, all PLL 
teams travel to a different city and play 
games across a three-day span. The league 
has gone to cities all over the country, 
ranging from traditional lacrosse hotbeds, 
such as Long Island and Baltimore, to 
cities such as Salt Lake City, Minneapolis, 
and Atlanta, where lacrosse is starting to 
gain traction and grow. 

Hartzell explained, “We just get to drop 

By DASHIELL CHANG ‘24

Connor Buczek ’15 dodging against a Chrome LC defender.
Photo courtesy of Connor Buczek
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into cities, and if that market doesn’t work, 
next year we get to go somewhere else and 
try something else. We don’t have to be 
stuck in a city. [If] we limit a team to say 
Nashville, TN and we don’t get a good fan 
base there, [we’re] kind of stuck there until 
[we] move the team.” 

Buczek further clarified, “Your business 
model has to make sense on where you fall 
in the competitive landscape.” Freed from 
having to hold and defend specific cities as 
underdogs in the professional sports land-
scape, the PLL has been able to go on the 
offensive as it brings its barnstorming sta-
ble of teams into new markets attracting 
both devoted fans of the sport as well as 
consumers looking for something different.

OPERATING AT THE 
NATIONAL LEVEL

One of the PLL’s first acts was the 
announcement of its partnership 
with NBC Sports, unlocking 

nationwide distribution, something that 
MLL was never able to achieve. The 
network received exclusive rights to 
broadcast league games on its platform, 
across NBCSN, Peacock and NBC. In its 
first two seasons, before the introduction 
of Peacock, games were also broadcast on 
NBC Sports Gold. As a result, NBC sold 
the all-inclusive Premier Lacrosse League 
Pass, a subscription streaming product 
that offered live access to all 39 games, 
20 exclusive-to-subscriber, plus extensive 
PLL programming.4

The partnership was quite successful.  

Sales of the Premier Lacrosse League Pass 
greatly exceeded expectations, tripling the 
projected volume in the inaugural season.  
Moreover, the 2021 Championship game 
was viewed in 333,000 households, the 
most-watched game in the League’s short 
history.5

SOCIAL MEDIA AND THE 
AMPLIFICATION OF ATHLETES’ 

VOICES

Conceived with social media 
channels squarely in mind, the 
PLL is the first digital-native sports 

league. Embracing a wide variety of digital 
channels from Instagram to YouTube to 
podcasts. The league and its players logged 
410 million total impressions along with 
21.9 million total engagements in the most 
recent season, unleashing content such 
as game day vlogs with sideline player 
interviews and showcases for events that 
surround game weekends.6 These vlogs, 
hosted by senior PLL content manager RJ 
Kaminski offer a different way for people 
to interact with the league and gives a 
behind-the-scenes look into each weekend.

In addition, the league has made many 
savvy connections in emerging media. For 
example, it has a good relationship with 
Barstool Sports, a digital media conglom-
erate with millions of followers across so-
cial media platforms. Barstool CEO Erika 
Nardini is even an investor and member of 
the Board. Barstool shows, such as “Par-
don My Take”, frequently talk about the 
PLL and, specifically, the club Waterdogs 
LC, spreading the PLL gospel to potential 
new fans.

The PLL also embraced distribution of 
content by the players, in contrast to the 
more restrictive philosophies of traditional 
sports leagues. Since the PLL gives players 
the rights to their own images, players can 
in turn utilize their own platforms to popu-
larize the PLL, a unique feature for a pro-
fessional sports league. According to Hart-
zell, “As soon as those pictures are taken, 
by the time we get back to our locker room 
after the game they’re already uploaded to 
our accounts, and we can use them for our 
own social media purposes.” This not only 
boosts the exposure of the players, but the 
league as a whole.

The “under the helmet” feature is another 

groundbreaking element of the league. In 
lacrosse, action only occurs on one side of 
the field, so occasionally the announcers 
will interview players on the other, espe-
cially if they just scored a goal or made a 
big save. Hartzell appreciates this element 
saying, “Under the helmet is great, because 
a lot of people don’t know what the hell is 
going on at home. They ask them what’s 
going on in that certain play and they de-
scribe the entire thing, and it really informs 
people at home and makes people more en-
gaged at home.” This is just one more way 
the PLL is harnessing the idiosyncrasies 
of the game with player-centered business 
strategies that result in better fan experi-
ences. 

The PLL has effectively combined innova-
tion with a philosophy that provides play-
ers with more agency to enable the growth 
of a sizeable, nation-wide fanbase. While 
some players like Buczek and Hartzell 
coach during the offseason, others just run 
clinics on the side. Although these players 
still rely on income from jobs beyond play-
ing the sport, the additional financial bene-
fits of the PLL have allowed them to focus 
more on lacrosse now than in the past. As 
the PLL continues to grow, players hope 
that the sport will grow enough in popu-
larity to allow them to support themselves 
solely as professional athletes.

THE FUTURE OF PLL

During the pandemic, the league 
was unable to operate under the 
tour-based model. Instead, the PLL 

decided to hunker down in Herriman, Utah, 
a suburb of Salt Lake City, for the 2020 
season. This was a single season departure, 
with 2021 marking a return to the tour-
based model.

While the touring model has been good for 
the league since it is in its infancy, the hope 
is to eventually transition to the traditional 
city-based model. Hartzell elaborates, “The 
ultimate goal would be to start selling these 
teams to investors in cities and make it city-
run again. Obviously, having a city-based 
fan base bought into the sport, buying sea-
son tickets […] is the goal in the future and 
would be good for the shareholders.”  

Kyle Hartzell scooping up a ground ball 
in a game against Whipsnakes LC.
Photo courtesy of Kyle Hartzell

Dashiell Chang is a sophomore in ILR.
He can be reached at rdc225@cornell.edu
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HISTORY OF 
COLLEGE SPORTS

C olleges and universities have a 
complicated history with sports 
and money. At the forefront 
of this relationship is college 

football. Since its inception, it has been 
the most popular college sport as well as 
the most profitable. In the 1880s, the Yale-
Harvard games were attracting crowds of 
over 40,000 people and generating in excess 
of $25,000 per game in gate revenues.1 The 
star athletes of these schools were recruited 
with promises of being compensated for 
their participation. Yale football player 
James Hougan was offered free tuition, 
a trip to Cuba, the exclusive right to sell 
the scorecards from his game, and a job 
as an agent for the American Tobacco 
company.2  Along with this, the lack of 
academic residency requirements during 
this period enabled the rise of “‘tramp 
athletes.’” Tramp athletes were individuals 
that were not enrolled at the schools which 
they competed for, yet they traveled around 
the country, accepting money to participate 
in different schools’ athletic events.3 One 
example of this happening is with West 
Virginia law student Fielding H. Yost in 
1896. Yost “Transferred to Lafayette as 
a freshman just in time to lead his new 
teammates to victory against its arch-rival, 
Penn.” The following week, he “was back at 
West Virginia’s law school.”4 Undoubtedly, 
college sports were extremely corrupt. 
 Despite football’s popularity, it 
was also extremely dangerous. From 1893 
to 1904, at least seven athletes a year died 
from competition.5 This led to the inter-
vention of president and avid football fan 
Franklin D. Roosevelt. In 1905, Roosevelt 
called for a meeting between himself and 
the leaders of Harvard, Princeton and Yale 
to discuss how to improve the rules of 
college football and better protect all col-
legiate athletes.6 Ultimately, their efforts 
led to the creation of the Intercollegiate 
Athletic Association of the United States 
(IAAUS) which was later renamed the 

National Collegiate Athletic Association 
(NCAA) in 1910.7  

“AMATEURS” OF THE NCAA

The NCAA was instituted to 
protect the interests and rights 
of all collegiate athletes. To 
differentiate themselves from 

professional sports, they categorized the 
student athletes as “amateurs.” If athletes 
received a profit of any kind for their 
athletic accomplishments, they would lose 
their eligibility to compete and no longer 
be considered a student athlete. More 
specifically, NCAA bylaw 12.3 states: 
“Member institutions’ athletics programs 
are designed to be an integral part of the 
educational program. The student-athlete is 
considered an integral part of the student 
body, thus maintaining a line of demarcation 
between student athletes and professional 
athletes.”8 Despite this distinction between 
students and professionals, the NCAA 
continually reaped the rewards which their 
athletes sewed. From 2006 to 2013, the 
NCAA, notably a non-profit organization, 
earned at least $600 million in annual 

profit.9 Throughout this time, the NCAA 
maintained their position that allowing 
the athletes to be compensated tainted the 
sanctity of college athletics. However, their 
hypocritical actions further denoted the 
unfairness present throughout all college 
sports. 
 Recognizing this inequity, North-
western University quarterback Kain Col-
ter sought to implement a change. In the 
spring of 2013, he contacted NCAA Play-
ers Association (NCPA) President Ramogi 
Huma to discuss the state of college ath-
letes. Chief among his concerns were the 
lack of health care to protect athletes in 
case of injury, as well as the inability for 
athletes to earn a profit for sponsorship 
deals which their schools entered into.10 In 
January 2014, Colter and Huma presented 
union cards to the Chicago district of the 
National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) 
signed by over 95% of the Northwestern 
football team.11 On March 26th, 2014, the 
Chicago district NLRB ruled that football 
players with scholarships were already 
paid by their schools. Therefore, they were 
employees and thus able to unionize.12  Ul-

Student Athletes or Student Employees? The 
Complex History of the NCAA 

By MATISSE NELSON ‘23

Harvard University football team poses for a team photo in the 1800s ahead of 
their matchup vs. Yale. 
Photo courtesy of Boston Magazine
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timately, the university appealed the ruling, 
and it was overturned by the national NLRB 
in 2015.13 However, this movement creat-
ed shockwaves which rippled throughout 
the country. As the pressure continued to 
mount upon the NCAA, it became increas-
ingly more difficult to ignore the problems 
which their flawed system had created. 

PLAYING THOUGH A PANDEMIC

The Covid-19 pandemic placed an 
unprecedented strain upon college 
athletics. The cancellation of the 
2020 March Madness tournament 

ultimately resulted in a $600 million 
annual decline in revenue for the NCAA 
during that fiscal year.14 Although many 
schools cancelled their fall athletics, the 
NCAA’s most profitable Division I sports 
and conferences did not. These particular 
college athletes were treated as essential 
workers, as they travelled across the country 
and competed despite the associated health 
risks. In December of 2020, University of 
Houston Men’s basketball coach Kelvin 
Sampson reported that every member of 
his team had contracted Covid-19 at some 
point during the season once team activities 
had resumed that previous summer.15  
Unquestionably, the NCAA placed their 
financial interests above the physical 
and mental wellbeing of their athletes. 
ESPN reporter Jay Bilas expressed his 
concern over the season following the 
postponement of the Michigan State vs. 
University of Virginia (UVA) game due to 
positive tests from the UVA team: “They 
get tested every day… We’re being advised 
by our government not to travel over the 

holiday and yet these players are traveling. 
The NCAA told us we would never play 
in bubbles because they’re amateurs, and 
we’re playing in bubbles”16 The NCAA 
was designed with the intent to protect 
college athletes, but the pandemic further 
proved that their primary concern was to 
generate a profit. If college athletes were 
to unionize, their well being would be 
prioritized before anything else. 

THE NAME, IMAGE 
AND LIKENESS ERA

On July 1, 2021, a new era of 
college athletics began. For 
the first time in its 116 year 
history, athletes were permitted 

to earn a profit for their name, image and 
likeness (NIL).17  Until then, the NIL of 
an athlete was owned by the NCAA, thus 
barring athletes from earning any form of 
compensation. With the implementation 
of these laws, it led to a rekindled 
conversation around the employee status 
of student athletes in relation to their 
schools. On September 29th, 2021, NLRB 
General Counsel Jennifer Abruzzo issued a 
memo on the employee status of particular 
athletes. “Players at Academic Institutions 
perform services for institutions in return for 
compensation and subject to their control.  
Thus, the broad language of Section 2(3) 
of the Act, the policies underlying the 
NLRA, Board law, and the common law 
fully support the conclusion that certain 
Players at Academic Institutions are 
statutory employees, who have the right to 
act collectively to improve their terms and 
conditions of employment.”18 In addition 

to this, Abruzzo stated that colleges and 
universities should no longer refer to 
their students as student athletes. By her 
estimation, it is an inaccurate term which 
convolutes the relationship which athletes 
have with their schools. Abruzzo then went 
on to state that this memo ought to serve 
as the basis for the legal position which 
she would assume should such a case arise 
before the NLRB.19 
 The NCAA responded to this 
memo by stating that they support all of 
their students, not just those who seek to 
professionalize their college careers. Fur-
thermore, college athletics are intended to 
be students versus students and not em-
ployees versus employees.20 In addition to 
this, the NCAA recognized the tremendous 
strides which conferences and athletes 
were making in regards to properly im-
plementing the new NIL rules. However, 
it is the combination of both athletics and 
academics which completes the college ex-
perience.21 The NCAA fears what union-
ization would mean for college athletes. 
For the first time in history, the students 
would have advocates working towards 
their best interests, as opposed to bi-
ased NCAA officials who are primarily 
concerned with the organization’s bot-
tom line revenue. With the memo issued 
by Abruzzo, it becomes a question of how 
much longer the NCAA can maintain their 
position on this matter. 

WHAT’S NEXT

Each professional major North 
American sport has a players 
union which was implemented to 
protect the rights and interests of 

its athletes. Now, it is only a matter of time  
before college athletics will do the same. 
The NCAA resists this, but that is only due 
to the fact that it represents a loosening of 
their unchecked power. But, if you are a 
fan of college athletics, you should support 
this move. The protections which a union 
would offer extend far beyond their athletic 
careers. If the NCAA is truly intended to 
protect the rights and interests of their 
athletes, they will come to support this 
initiative as well. 

Former Northwestern Quarterback Kain Colter advocating for the unionization 
of college in front of news reporters in 2014.
Photo courtesy of Sports Illustrated

Matisse Nelson is a junior in ILR.
He can be reached at mmn49@cornell.edu
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What is “The Patriot Way”? As 
a Jets fan who has suffered 
from the Patriots’ two-
decade long domination of 

the NFL, I continued to wonder year after 
year: “What makes the Patriots consistently 
competitive?” Although they had the 
greatest quarterback of all time, there was 
something more leading to their success. 
This “something” is a common topic of 
discussion throughout the sports industry: 
Culture.
 You may be asking yourself: 
“What is culture?” Culture is not a simple 
concept, nor can it be easily defined. In 
2017, when Julius Randle was asked 
about the culture of the Los Angeles 
Lakers, he said: “I just feel like culture is 
important…having an identity as a team of 
who you want to be is really important.”1 

However, when Adrian Wojnarowski of 
ESPN asked Randle to define said culture, 
Randle attempted to “describe the three 
pillars of the team’s approach to defense 
— one of which he could not recall.”2  
Although Randle put an emphasis on the 
importance of culture, he struggled to 
describe to Wojnarowski what the culture 
of the Lakers was and what culture as a 
whole really means. When it comes to the 
Patriots, Dont’a Hightower (former starting 
linebacker for three of the Patriots’ Super 
Bowls) claimed, “There is no definition 
of the ‘Patriot Way’.”3 Meanwhile, Rob 
Ninkovich (former starting defensive end/
linebacker for two of the Patriots’ Super 
Bowls) describes “The Patriot Way” as, 
“Putting the team’s goals in front of your 
own personal goals.”4 However, building 
a championship culture is more than just 
sacrificing personal stats for the greater 
good of the team’s success.

CASE STUDY: MIAMI HEAT

Culture for any sports organization 
is a way of life, both on and off 
the court, field, or ice. As the 

one aspect that a sports organization 
has total control over, culture helps to 
create identity and lead players towards 
a common goal. Let’s look at the impactful 
and winning culture of the Miami Heat. 
 Alicia Bassuk, a special advisor 
to the president, general manager (GM), 
and head coach of the Toronto Raptors, 
wrote an in-depth article about how the 
NBA can teach the world many lessons 
about the concept of culture and how to 
implement it within an organization. She 
researched and listened to past interviews 
with NBA coaches and players, including 
one interview with Dwyane Wade, a future 
NBA hall of famer who spent 15 of the 17 
years of his career with the Miami Heat. 
For the Heat, culture impacts every single 
aspect of the organization. 
 Erik Spoelstra has been the head 
coach of the Heat since 2008 after serving 
as an assistant coach with the team since 
1997. He is known by players to have a 
philosophy of “staying in the present.”5  
This philosophy has translated to a team 
culture focused on “hard work ethic, a 
‘speak your mind’ approach, and get-after-
it attitudes.”6 This culture was a big factor 

in Jimmy Butler’s desire to be traded to 
Miami and it was part of what led him to 
sign an extension this past August.
 One example of the Heat’s winning 
culture being implemented are their well-
known conditioning tests at the beginning 
of each training camp. These conditioning 
tests put every player on a level playing 
field, regardless of status within the team or 
statistics. No matter how talented a player 
is, anyone who cannot complete the Heat’s 
conditioning tests is held out of practice 
until they can complete the tests or be 
traded. Even after the departure of LeBron 
James, Dwyane Wade, and Chris Bosh, 

By JORDAN MONACO ‘24

Championship Culture: Generating Team 
Success and Revenue

The Comeback: Erik Spoelstra coaching the Heat in the 2020 NBA Playoffs9

Photo Courtesty of thecomeback.com
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the Heat’s culture has allowed the team to 
maintain success. In fact, the Heat reached 
the NBA Finals two seasons ago in 2020, 
where they were defeated by James and the 
Los Angeles Lakers. This Jimmy Butler-led 
Finals team included two undrafted players 
in Kendrick Nunn and Duncan Robinson, 
further displaying Coach Spoelstra’s 
willingness to take a chance on any player 
who buys-in, works hard, and demonstrates 
the potential to thrive in his culture.7  
Spoelstra’s impact on his team’s success is 
evident throughout the league, despite only 
being the sixth seed in the East at the end 
of last season. In a survey of NBA general 
managers conducted by NBA.com, 55% 
of NBA GMs voted Spoelstra as the best 
coach in the NBA. For context, the next 
closest coach was Monty Williams, who 
only received 17% of the GMs’ votes.8

CASE STUDY: CHRIS PAUL

Monty Williams led the Phoenix 
Suns to the tenth seed in the 
Western Conference of the NBA 

in his first year as head coach (2019-20 
season). He then helped to implement a 
culture that skyrocketed the Suns to the 
second seed in the West in his second 
season as head coach (2020-21). So, why 
didn’t Monty receive more votes as best 
coach from GMs across the NBA? One of 
the underlying factors for this is Phoenix 

Suns starting point guard Chris Paul. As 
one of the greatest leaders in all current 
sports, Chris Paul is the key reason why 
the Suns went from the tenth seed to the 
second seed in his one season on the team. 
In November 2020, Chris Paul was traded 
to the Phoenix Suns from the Oklahoma 
City Thunder. In his time with the team, 
Paul led the Thunder to a fifth seed in the 
West despite a relative lack of talent besides 
himself and Shai Gilgeous-Alexander. 
After being traded to the Suns, the Thunder 
had to attempt to compete with a similar 
roster (minus Paul), where they ended up 
falling to the fourteenth seed in the West. 
 The Chris Paul effect was 
immediately evident in Phoenix. Paul had 
a major impact on solidifying the Suns’ 
positive culture this past season, as noted 
by the two other star players on the team—
Devin Booker and Deandre Ayton. Back 
in June, Ayton was open about the impact 
Chris Paul has had on his career in just 
their lone season together: “I love CP, man. 
Like I said, that’s really the only teammate 
that really push me. Like big bro type 
push. Knowing what I got and that I ain’t 
never thought that I had.”10 Ayton went 
on to discuss the impact Paul has on the 
entire locker room, adding, “I never know 
a guy who cares so much about basketball 
and competing at everything. And it’s 
contagious and that’s what he built in me as 

well and just having him as a teammate and 
the experience that he’s went through and 
teaching me the little things has helped me 
and it’s working.”11  This contagiousness 
of caring about basketball and competing 
is an example of Chris Paul’s leadership 
and impact on the culture of the Phoenix 
Suns this past season. To put it simply, 
Suns teammate, Devin Booker, considers 
Chris Paul “the greatest leader to play this 
game.”12 

THE CHEAP AND EFFECTIVE WAY 
TO IMPACT SUCCESS: STRONG 

AND POSITIVE CULTURE

Evidently, culture can be built by 
coaches, players, or a combination 
of the two. When it comes to 

potential coaching candidates, draft 
prospects, and free agents, considering 
their leadership qualities is a cheap and 
effective way to impact the success of a 
team.
 From a financial standpoint, 
there are pros and cons of attempting 
to build culture through players versus 
coaches. In the 2020 season, it is believed 
that Erik Spoelstra earned “well over 9 
million dollars.”14 Meanwhile, Chris Paul 
earned $41.3 million in that same season.15  
Based on relative cost, GM’s should 
prioritize finding a head coach that can 
build a strong and positive culture before 
attempting to identify and recruit talented 
players. Without a centralized leader to 
guide players, a strong and positive culture 
cannot exist within a team.
 Prior to last season, the New York 
Knicks had not made the playoffs since 
the 2012-2013 season. In one season, Tom 
Thibodeau managed to build a strong, 
positive culture revolving around hard 
work and winning. When Julius Randle 
was asked about the Knicks’ performance 
during last season, he stated “I give a lot 
of credit to Thibs. He’s our leader, man,” 
Julius Randle said in an interview with 
die-hard Knicks fan and legendary hip 
hop artist Fat Joe via Instagram live. “He 
came in from the very first day and said, yo, 
this is who we’re gonna be as a team. He 
established who we are. Every night, this is 
what we’re gonna do.” Randle also added 
that “Every game is like playoffs for us.”16  
As Randle alluded to, Coach Thibodeau 
established the identity of the new Knicks 
from the beginning of the season, and 
therefore set clear expectations for how 

Insider.com: Chris Paul coaching teammates during the 2020-21 NBA Season13

Photo Courtesty of Insider.com



17Fall 2021

he envisioned the team to play. Despite 
the head coach being important, building 
a strong and positive culture is not just a 
one-man job. In addition to Tom Thibodeau 
being an excellent leader and spearheading 
the Knicks’ culture change, the Knicks’ 
front office and Thibodeau himself made 
it a priority to hire high-quality assistants. 
These assistants included well-known 
basketball names of Kenny Payne and 
Mike Woodson, the latter of whom became 
the head coach of the Indiana Hoosiers 
earlier this year.

THE IMPACT OF WINNING ON 
REVENUE

The effects of a strong and positive 
culture on success are clear. Culture 

can turn around a franchise in one or two 
seasons, transforming a team like the Knicks 
from one of the worst in the NBA to playoff 
contenders. Not only does increasing 
success lead to more satisfied fans, but 
success of an NBA team leads directly to 
more revenue and ticket sales. In the 2017-
18 NBA season, the Nuggets finished as 
the ninth seed in the West and failed to 
make the playoffs. In that same season, the 
Nuggets earned $222 million in revenue 
and $33 million in gate receipts. Incredibly 
enough, in the 2018-19 NBA season, 
the Nuggets showed drastic increases in 
success, finishing with an impressive 54-
28 record as the second seed in the West. 
As a result, the Nuggets generated $252 
million in revenue and $47 million in gate 
receipts in the 2018-19 NBA season.18 

19 This means that the Nuggets enjoyed a 
13.5% increase in revenue and a 42.4% 
increase in gate receipts, a direct result of 
their increased success. Another example 
is the Los Angeles Clippers from 2017-
2019. In the 2017-18 season, the Clippers 
were just shy of making the playoffs as the 
tenth seed. At the end of that same season, 
the organization reported $258 million in 
revenue and $57 million in gate receipts. 
The following season, the Clippers showed 
improvement and snuck into the playoffs 
as an eighth seed. This increased success 
led the Clippers to earn $282 million in 
revenue and $64 million in gate receipts for 

the 2018-19 NBA season, a 9.3% increase 
in revenue and a 12.3% increase in gate 
receipts year over year.20 21 Therefore, as 
denoted by the Clippers and Nuggets, team 
success can lead to increased gate receipts 
and higher revenue.
 “Culture.” This complicated 
yet seemingly simple concept drives the 
success of many organizations, especially 
in professional sports. Whether it’s Erik 
Spoelstra building a culture in Miami by 
instilling a mindset of being in the present, 
working hard, and a ‘speak your mind’ 
approach; Chris Paul leading the Suns by 
contagious conscientiousness, pushing 
teammates, and leading by example; or 
Coach Thibodeau laying out expectations 
and identity of the Knicks from his first 
day as head coach through utilizing high 
quality assistants, a strong and positive 
culture can be formed, implemented, 
and sustained through a variety of ways. 
Building a strong and positive culture is 
a relatively cheap and effective way to 
increase team success. By considering 
a draft prospect, free agent, or coach’s 
leadership qualities, their character, and 
their ability to positively impact a culture, 

a team can be transformed in a matter of a 
few seasons to drastically increase success. 
Increased team success has been shown 
to increase an organization’s revenue. 
Therefore, a strong and positive culture can 
lead to increased revenue for a team in a 
relatively inexpensive and methodical way.

NY Daily News: Tom Thibodeau sparking life into the Knicks during a game last 
season17

Photo Courtesty of NY Daily News

        When it comes to potential coaching cantidates, 
draft prospects, and free agents, considering their 
leadership qualities is a cheap and effective way to 
impact the success of a team.”
“
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W e were treated like a business 
plan.” These are the words 
of former elite gymnast 
Sara Tank Ornelas.1 She is 

just one of hundreds of gymnasts failed by 
USA Gymnastics (USAG) and the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) over the past 
40 years. These organizations engaged in 
deliberate cover ups and continually turned 
a blind eye to the cycle of abuse which took 
place among highly talented gymnasts. 
They did this for one main reason: financial 
gain. Despite countless allegations of 
systemic abuse within USAG and their 
training camps, these accounts have 
only recently gained traction, legally or 
otherwise. The teenage girls who suffered 
the most from this abuse had the deck 
stacked against them in every way 
possible. Their value as highly profitable 
gymnasts was prioritized more than 

their overall well-being.

BUILDING AN EMPIRE

This story begins, as many 
gymnastics stories do, with Bela 
Karolyi and his wife, Martha 
Karolyi. As coaches of the 

Romanian Olympic Gymnastics Team in 
the 1970s, the Karolyis cemented their 
names in the history books by producing 
Nadia Comaneci, the first person to score 
a perfect 10 in the modern Olympics.2 
Even then, there were whispers of the 
horrors of their training regimens, most 
of which have since been proven true and 
parallel their documented abuse towards 
gymnasts in the United States.3 One such 
allegation includes withholding food from 
gymnasts in order to delay the onset of 
puberty.4  However, they had proven their 
methods produced results. Given this, the 
United States took Bela on as their coach 
in the 1980s when he and his wife defected 
from the Soviet bloc.5  He and Martha 
established the Karolyi ranch in 1982, a 

place where the most promising gymnasts 
in the country went to hone their skills. 
However, the objective of the ranch was 
not to help the girls be the best gymnasts 
they could be, it was to mold them into the 
perfect PR advertisements. Throughout 
his time as the coach, Karolyi was largely 
successful. He took USA Gymnastics, 
a team that had won a single gold medal 
since the start of the Olympics and turned 
them into a powerhouse. 
 However, amidst all this, an out-
spoken few made it known that the Kar-
olyi ranch was a toxic environment to live 
in. There were claims that the girls were 
emotionally berated, including threats of 
returning stubborn athletes to their abu-
sive households.6 However, USAG did 
nothing to cut ties with or even investigate 
the ranch. In fact, Karolyi earned over $2 
million a year from the profits of his ranch 
alone. In addition to this, he also earned 
money from endorsements, extra coach-
ing fees, and guest appearances.7 He, and 
by extension his athletes, were simply too 
profitable for USAG to not support. Kar-
olyi had almost single handedly created a 
dominant empire of US gymnasts, and all 
officials involved knew it. The ranch re-
mained active until 2018, when the emerg-
ing scandal surrounding their doctor grew 
too large to ignore any longer.8

 

By LAURA JOCELYN ‘24

Cash over Care: How USA Gymnastics and 
the FBI Prioritized Financial Gain Over the 
Safety of Their Athletes

Gymnasts Aly Raisman, Simone Biles, McKayla Maroney, and Maggie Nichols 
testify at the Senate Judiciary hearing33

Photo courtesy of USA Today 
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A DOCTOR’S ABUSE

Enter Larry Nassar, former team 
doctor for the US women’s 
national gymnastics team 
turned national disgrace. He 

was convicted of several counts of child 
pornography and sexual assault of minors. 
In addition to this, he assaulted over 265 
women during his time as an athletic trainer 
and doctor for Team USA.9 Similar to the 
Karolyis, Nassar has accusers dating back 
to the 1980s. But, also like the Karolyis, 
he was allowed to continue working until 
intense media pressure forced USAG to 
act against him. Many of Nassar’s victims 
also blame the Karolyis for fostering an 
environment of abuse that made them 
susceptible to his grooming tactics.10 
 Mattie Larson, a former gymnast 
who lived on the ranch implied during Nas-
sar’s sentencing hearing that the Karolyis 
tolerated his actions because he was will-
ing to clear injured gymnasts to compete.11  
In addition to being sexually assaulted by 
Nassar, the doctor also told Bela Karolyi 
that Larson could train on what was later 
revealed to be a fractured ankle. Allowing 
her to do this put Larson at risk for a life-
long injury.12 Other gymnasts such as Jea-
nette Antolin made similar accusations.13  
Antolin even went so far as to refer to Nas-

sar as the Karolyis’ “little puppet,” and stat-
ed that when Nassar cleared injured gym-
nasts for the Karolyis, “They got what they 
wanted. He got what he wanted.”14 To the 
Karolyis and Nassar, the prestige of their 
athletes’ work was far more valuable than 
ensuring their safety.

USA GYMNASTICS’ 
INVOLVEMENT

Of course, USA Gymnastics is 
not free of blame either. The 
Karolyis insisted that they knew 
nothing of Nassar’s assault 

allegations before they were revealed to 
the general public. However, when news 
of the scandal finally emerged, USAG 
quietly and immediately shut down the 
ranch. Despite having been privy to several 
provable complaints against the coaching 
duo in the past, none of them resulted in 
any disciplinary action. What made these 
allegations different? This time, USAG 
stood to lose a great deal of money.
 USAG, a not-for-profit organi-
zation, brings in over $24 million dollars 
in revenue annually.15 They had signifi-
cant fiscal and legal control over the Kar-
olyi ranch. Due to this, they went to great 
lengths to downplay the claims of abuse 
and assault lodged against these people 

over the course of several decades. Their 
concern for the safety of their gymnasts di-
rectly corresponds to the potential financial 
impact at stake. Gymnast Maggie Nichols 
and her attorney accused USAG of trying 
to cover up Nassar’s actions leading up to 
the Rio Olympics to ensure that Los Ange-
les would be chosen as the Olympic host in 
2028.16 The USAG executive board refuted 
this statement by saying they kept silent to 
help the ongoing FBI investigation, but this 
does not explain why they kept silent when 
several gymnasts in the ‘80s and ‘90s came 
forward with their own accusations. USAG 
has only been outwardly supportive of the 
gymnasts since the fallout of the scandal 
became quantitatively clear. Since word 
of Nassar’s assault allegations hit major 
news outlets, enrollment in youth clubs and 
training camps under USAG has signifi-
cantly decreased.17 Since program enroll-
ments makes up the largest portion of the 
organization’s funding, this drop negative-
ly impacted the total revenue of the orga-
nization. USAG brought in $18.8 million 
in program services in 2018. This figure is 
down from $27 million in that same cate-
gory from two years earlier in 2016. This 
initial financial loss was the impetus for 
USAG to speak out in support of the girls 
who came forward.

FBI Director Chris Wray speaks on the “totally unacceptable” errors made in the FBI investigation into Larry Nassar34

Photo courtesy of CBS News
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THE FBI INVESTIGATION

The FBI investigated Larry 
Nassar after the 2016 Olympics. 
However, in the words of 
FBI Director Chris Wray, the 

investigation was “botched.”18 Many 
Olympic athletes filed complaints against 
Nassar to the FBI in 2015, including 
Olympic medalists McKalya Maroney 
and Simone Biles. Unfortunately, their 
testimonies were either swept under the 
rug or outright dismissed.19 In fact, it took 
17 months for the FBI’s Indianapolis office 
to open an investigation into Nassar at all. 
To make matters worse, Jay Abbott, who 
headed the Nassar investigation as the FBI 
director of Indianapolis, expressed interest 
in being the security director of USAG 
while actively conducting a probe into 
crimes committed by their organization.20  
He also attempted to get a job in the Olympic 
Committee during this time by speaking 
with the head of USAG. His subordinate 
Michael Langemen was accused of grossly 
mishandling evidence for not contacting 
any other FBI or local police offices over 
the course of the investigation.21 This 
violation of protocol was so severe that 
Langeman was ultimately fired. Abbott 
resigned shortly before the Senate Judiciary 
Committee exposed his cover-up.22 
 Chris Wray, the current FBI Di-
rector, apologized for the botched investi-
gation. However, he had remained silent on 
the matter until a report was published by 
the Justice Department detailing the FBI’s 
mishandling of the Nassar investigation.23  
John Manly, the attorney representing sev-
eral of Nassar’s victims, is skeptical as to 
why Wray only came out with promises of 
improvement and accountability after the 
scathing DOJ report.24 Although he does 
admit that Wray’s announcement, while 
long overdue, was a step in the right direc-
tion.

THE BRAVERY OF 
SURVIVORS

Simone Biles is the undisputed 
greatest gymnast in history. She 
has also played a significant role 
in dragging answers out of both 

USAG and the FBI. For context, Biles has 
significantly increased the public reach of 
USAG events. Since her debut, the average 
viewership of gymnastics championships 
has consistently been the highest it has been 

in over a decade.25 She has also been the 
face of USAG since 2013, with her likeness 
and image being used in many of the 
events. Advertisements such as UberEats 
and official Tokyo 2020 spotlight videos 
put her in a position of power that athletes 
rarely have. Biles originally intended 
to retire after the 2016 Rio Olympics, 
but ultimately decided to return. In an 
interview with NBC, she explained why: “I 
had to come back to the sport to be a voice, 
to have change happen,” she said. “I feel 
like if there weren’t a remaining survivor 
in the sport, they would’ve just brushed it 
to the side. But since I’m still here, and I 
have quite a social media presence and 
platform, they have to do something.”26 
Biles leveraged her own success and 
influence against USAG, forcing them 
to either support Nassar’s victims or risk 
losing their most influential star. 
 Since Biles and other prominent 
Olympians such as Aly Raisman have be-
gun testifying against Nassar and those 
who enabled him, the entire USAG board 
has resigned.27 The direct financial conse-
quences of the scandal have also been a 
significant factor, as USAG will likely have 
to pay over $100 million dollars to Nassar’s 
victims.28 USAG has also lost several big 
sponsors throughout this process as well. 
The Kellogg Co. and Hershey Co. both 
ended their partnerships with USAG, and 
AT&T decided to renew their partnership 
only upon the contingency that the organi-
zation is rebuilt entirely from the ground 
up.29 After seeing the potential financial hit, 
it is no small wonder why the organization 
was eager to downplay accusations until 
they no longer feasibly could.30

WHERE TO GO FROM HERE

It is imperative to remember the long-
lasting effects the abuse the gymnasts 
suffered had upon their performance. 
Simone Biles testified that the onset 

of the “twisties” she suffered during the 
Tokyo Olympics was a direct result from 
her trying to suppress the trauma she 
experienced through Nassar’s assaults.31  
“Twisties” refers to a phenomenon in which 
a gymnast loses their ability to gauge the 
position of their body in the air. This can 
be life threatening if it causes a gymnast to 
land incorrectly. Biles was not the only one 
to suffer long-term effects as many women 
who trained at the Karolyi’s ranch reported 
having severe eating disorders, and several 

sustained lifelong injuries after Nassar 
cleared them for competition.32

 Since the 1980s, Bela and Martha 
Karolyi built a culture of fear and abuse at 
their ranch, and anyone who complained 
about it found that their voices fell upon 
deaf ears. They created a thriving business 
for themselves and USAG alike, and both 
parties were hesitant to give up the lucra-
tive system they had built. It was only when 
Larry Nassar had formal charges brought 
against him that USAG was willing to exert 
any disciplinary action. As much as these 
entities tried to do so, they cannot erase 
the harm done to hundreds of individuals. 
However, they can do better in the future.
 With an entirely new USAG ex-
ecutive board and promises of lasting re-
form from FBI Director Chris Wray, now 
is the time to make lasting change. The 
United States asks for the utmost dedica-
tion from its elite athletes, and perhaps no 
sport requires as much childhood sacrifice 
as gymnastics. For a sport whose primary 
demographic of athletes is teenage girls, 
USAG needs to make a concerted effort to 
protect the interests of their gymnasts, not 
just their own. 

Laura Jocelyn is a sophomore in ILR.
She can be reached at lkj25@cornell.edu
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THE CURRENT STATE OF MAJOR 
LEAGUE BASEBALL

Baseball, the sport hailed as America’s 
National Pastime, is no longer living 
up to its name with viewership and 

attendance steadily declining over the past 
20 years.1,2 Unsurprisingly, the COVID-19 
pandemic did little to help. Major League 
Baseball (MLB) was forced to shorten its 
season and fill stadiums with cardboard 
cutouts instead of fans, with some teams 
choosing to add ‘fan noise’ to compensate 
for the crickets. The 2021 season offered a 
potential rebound, with young, marketable 
stars leading the way. Nevertheless, even 
with the ability to return to full capacity at 
most ballparks, attendance reached record 
lows not seen since 1984 representing a 
33.9% drop from 2019 numbers. While 
some of these declines can be attributed 
to ballpark attendance restrictions due to 
COVID-19, TV viewership was also down 
12% from 2019.3  

Looking closer, baseball has not ‘grown’ at 
the same rate as other mainstream Ameri-
can sports, such as basketball and football. 
While this may be due to baseball’s lack of 
global popularity and youth engagement, 
baseball’s pace of play issues, collective 
bargaining negotiations, and cheating scan-
dals provide a plethora of challenges for 
Rob Manfred ‘80, MLB’s Commissioner, 
to solve. Luckily, Major League Baseball 
has other industry leaders that it can 
lean on to help itself develop its image 
for the modern era while simultaneously 
leveraging its uniqueness and rich histo-
ry. 

THEMED GAMES

If you were stumbling around cornfields 
in Dyersville, Iowa on August 12, 2021, 
you might have found yourself drawn 

to the unusually bright lights and cheers 
that were seemingly out of place. Wedged 
in between the cornstalks is a full-size 
professional baseball field, complete with 
fan accommodations. In homage to the 
1989 movie Field of Dreams, the Chicago 
White Sox and New York Yankees played a 

single game (making the Yankees the only 
team to lose in Iowa) at the field. Players 
wore vintage jerseys and expressed 21st-
century swagger, connecting the past to the 
present. It is an understatement to say that 
the highly anticipated game lived up to its 
expectations. A high-scoring affair between 
the two powerhouses, White Sox shortstop 
Tim Anderson delivered a Hollywood-
esque finish with a walk-off 2-run homer 

 A New Frontier for Major League Baseball

By MAURY AHRAM ’24 AND 
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Gill Hanse ‘89 poses next to one of his completed projects.
Photo courtesy of Gill Hanse

        Luckily, Major League 
Baseball has other industry 
leaders that it can lean 
on to help itself develop 
its image for the modern 
era while simultaneously 
leveraging its
uniqueness 
and rich 
history.”

“



22 Sports, Inc.

Naturalism is a great way for golf 
courses to display the natural 
beauty of the landscapes while 
incorporating many of the 
native plants and geographical 

features of the area.

into the cornfields as fireworks exploded in 
celebration.4  
 In addition to the White Sox’s 
win, the Field of Dreams game was a 
massive victory for baseball. According 
to Fox Sports, this game was the most-
viewed regular-season game since 
2005.3 It averaged 5.9 million viewers 
and peaked at approximately six million 
viewers. Advertisement revenue was the 
greatest of the season, with a thirty-second 
car advertisement receiving the same 
interactions as car ads during Thursday 
night football games.6 Additionally, ticket 
prices ranked top-5 all-time at $1,413.63, 
comparable with the price of world series 
games.7

 To attempt to quantify how much 
special events like the Field of Dreams 
game can grow Major League Baseball, we 
can look at the National Hockey League’s 
annual Winter Classic Series which has 
been played since 2008. The Winter 
Classic series is an outdoor ice hockey 
game around New Year’s Day that visits 
different sites each year. Similar to how the 
White Sox and Yankees donned throwback 
uniforms, players wear retro-style sweaters 
for the Winter Classic. In 2014, the game 

between the Toronto Maple Leafs and 
Detroit Red Wings was dubbed the “Sports 
Event of the Year” by SportsBusiness 
Journal, after setting an attendance record 
of 105,491 attendants. Viewership of the 
NHL’s Winter Classic Series peaked at 
4.50 million viewers on NBC and has 
remained the top event in the league.8 If 
MLB continues to schedule their Field of 
Dreams game or other themed series, they 
could expect similarly large attendance and 
television ratings.
 Special themed games provide 
Major League Baseball with an outlet to 
grow the game and increase profits through 
merchandising. From a pure merchandise 
perspective, the special jerseys worn 
during the Field of Dreams game were 
fan favorites during the 2021 season—
implying that replica jerseys of the event 
could have generated significant revenue 
for the league.
 Additionally, baseball has the 
negative connotation of a lengthy, 162-
game season that seems to drag on 
forever. No other major American sport 
has midseason games where players, 
coaches, and media can claim a game is 
‘unimportant’ after a loss. Perhaps the 

most significant benefits of themed games 
are the thrill and flair that capture both 
fans and media attention, keeping baseball 
relevant and popular during stretches of the 
season where it can become monotonous. 

INTERNATIONAL GAMES

In addition to domestic specials, MLB 
teams have traveled internationally to 
places including Mexico, Puerto Rico, 

and Japan. Arguably the most famous of 
these international games was the 2019 
New York Yankees-Boston Red Sox series 
in London Stadium. 
 This short, two-game series be-
tween two of the most notable organiza-
tions in all professional sports captivated 
millions of fans. Even with an increased 
capacity of roughly 60,000 (larger than 
both Yankee Stadium and Fenway Park), 
tickets to both games sold out in under 30 
minutes.6 Broken down, 70% of the Lon-
don Series ticket purchasers were from the 
U.K. and 20% were from the US9 —high-
lighting a significant interest in baseball 
from an international community. 
 The increased viewership was 
not only seen on-ground in London, in 
the United States, over 2.85 million peo-

Players line up before United States and United Kingdom National Anthems.  . 
Photo courtesy of Tim Ireland of Associated Press.
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ple watched the first game on FOX—the 
highest viewership for an afternoon regular 
season game since 2013.7 The second game 
had over 2.06 million viewers on ESPN, 
making it the most-watched game of the 
season on cable—even with its 10am start 
time.11

 The total economic effect was gi-
gantic. The largest crowd at a single MLB 
regular-season game since 2003 culmi-
nated in record merchandise sales for one 
day and at a single venue. In addition, the 
London Series generated 13.95 million in 
impressions, the number of times content 
is displayed, on the league’s social media 
channels.12  While the official merchan-
dise sales number is unlikely ever to be 
released, it is reasonable to estimate that it 
resides in the tens, and possibly hundreds, 
of millions. Additionally, the 13.95 million 
impressions are not things that are cheap, 
or in this case free, to produce—likely 
saving Major League Baseball millions on 
advertisements. Lastly, an economic anal-
ysis of the London Series calculated that 
the baseball games led to a boost of $62 
million to the U.K. economy as a whole, 
with $49 million directly benefiting Lon-
don’s economy, which included spending 
on accommodations, food, drinks, travel, 
and retail.13

 International games are not an 
MLB-only occurrence. The National Foot-
ball League (NFL) has held at least one 
game in London every year since 2007 
(excluding the 2020-COVID season), with 
each game having roughly 80,000 fans.14  
Similarly, the National Basketball Asso-
ciation (NBA) began partaking in games 
overseas in 1978, beginning with an exhi-
bition match between the then-defending 
champion Washington Bullets and Macca-
bi Tel Aviv, with the latter winning. These 
two leagues have found success in growing 
their sports by playing games abroad. It is 
time for MLB to follow suit; continued play 
in London is an excellent starting point.

LIMITATIONS

If implementing more themed games 
and international debuts was both a 
feasible and effective fix for Major 

League Baseball’s lack of growth, then 
why haven’t we seen more of this over the 
last few years? There are a few caveats 
involved with developing these games, with 
the most prominent being production costs. 
For the Field of Dreams game, an entire 

stadium was built from the ground up. In 
preparation, 30,000 cubic yards of material 
were moved, and thousands of tons of sand 
and gravel were installed below the field.10 
Not to mention, the upkeep of a 159-acre 
corn maze in the shape of the MLB logo 
surrounding the ballpark.15  What took 
under two years to create cost $6 million—
for only an 8,000-seat ballpark.16  If MLB 
looks to take advantage of baseball’s 
history and create more themed games, it 
will be forced to eat up the production costs 
in return for increased growth of the game.
 Similarly, the Yankees-Red Sox 
London series required significant costs. 
It is estimated that the two-game series 
cost “tens of millions of dollars”6 as Ma-
jor League Baseball had to construct a 
professional baseball field from scratch, 
purchasing “10,201 square meters of field 
green, 2,426 square meters of field ter-
ra cotta and 450 square meters of turf for 
each of the bullpens, all of which has been 
shipped from France…[plus] 170 tons of 
rubber, 240 tons of sand and 340 tons of 
clay.”6 In addition, over 5,000 extra seats 
were installed in the already massive stadi-
um.5 Lastly, MLB paid each player on both 
teams $60,000.17 With 26 players on each 
team’s roster, the additional player cost 
comes out to $3.12 million—no small sum! 
It is unreasonable to assume that continu-
ous MLB games in London will be prof-
itable from both a merchandise and pop-
ularity angle with costs this high. Instead, 
MLB may have to send their more famous 
franchises across the pond every few years 
so that people see the event as “limited” or 
“special.”
 Major League Baseball also faces 
a tradeoff in developing a volume of spe-
cial games and creating fresh experiences 
for fans. When the NHL’s Winter Classic 
Series launched in 2008, it was an imme-
diate hit, but since then, interest has fallen 
because it has become less unique. MLB 
will have to approach this phenomenon 
carefully, and it may prevent them from 
splurging on consecutive themed games in 
the future.
 Themed events are special be-
cause they are rare, and because of this 
finding, a balance will prove difficult. With 
baseball preparing for another Field of 
Dreams game in 2022, we should expect 
decreased viewership and profits compared 
to its debut in 2021. However, finding new, 
creative themes may prevent themed games 

from becoming stale over time.

LAST LICKS

N ame another sport that lasts half 
the year, where each stadium is 
unique, with players that do not 

appear to be athletic, and with roots dating 
back to the 1800s. We’ll help you out, 
you can’t. No other sport has moments as 
mesmerizing as a well-placed slider for a 
strikeout and as electric as hitting a ball the 
size of an apple 400 plus feet for a home 
run. The uniqueness of baseball is their 
selling point, and by packaging that with its 
history and star athletes, there is no reason 
to believe that Major League Baseball 
cannot grow the game. Continuing to play 
both the Field of Dreams game and the 
London game each year is a starting point. 
From there, MLB should aim at testing 
out other themed games and reaching 
other countries. A themed game based on 
the beloved movie The Sandlot, a staple 
of every child’s movie diet, would create 
nostalgia for young adults and leave 
children fascinated by the cinema-baseball 
crossover. There are plenty of opportunities 
for MLB to spread the game internationally 
aside from the UK. One example is playing 
more games in the Caribbean and Latin 
America, where the infrastructure and 
fandom are already in place. MLB could 
also increase its presence in Asia, which 
houses one of the largest baseball leagues 
in the world, Japan’s Nippon Professional 
Baseball (NPB). The bases are loaded for 
Major League Baseball, and all they must 
do is drive the runners home. Can Manfred 
take advantage of this massive opportunity?

Maury Ahram is a sophomore in ILR.
He can be reached at ma733@cornell.edu
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He can be reached at gdz5@cornell.edu
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The United States Women’s 
National Team (USWNT) and 
the United States Men’s National 
Team for soccer are negotiating 

new collective bargaining agreements 
(CBAs) with the United States Soccer 
Federation (USSF). The USWNT agreement 
is scheduled to expire in December 2021, 
while the USMNT’s agreement ended in 
December 2018. The USWNT has long 
been striving for equal pay, and they are 
making a public effort to ensure that they 
are fairly compensated for their work. 
Whether an unfortunate combination of 
incompetence or deliberate cover ups by 

Fédération Internationale de Football 
Associacion (FIFA) and USSF officials, 
expectations for an equitable outcome 
for the USWNT CBA are low.

BACKGROUND

The USWNT has experienced a lot of 
success.2 In the eight iterations of 
the FIFA Women’s World Cup, the 

USWNT has won four times.  In contrast, 
the USMNT has not won any in the 21 
iterations of the FIFA World Cup.3  In the 
seven times that women’s soccer has played 
in the Olympics, they have won four gold 
medals.4  In the 27 Olympics Games in 
which men’s soccer has played, they have 
won zero gold medals.iii Comparing the 
USWNT and USMNT’s accomplishments 

are not intended to highlight the USMNT’s 
lack of success. However, these statistics 
demonstrate the USWNT’s dominance 
upon a global scale. No other team in 
the history of soccer has had comparable 
success. Brazil’s men’s soccer team has 
won the most World Cups, five, yet they 
have only won two Olympic golds.ii, iii 
Hungary and Great Britain’s men’s soccer 
teams each have three Olympic golds, but 
no World Cups. 
 In the U.S. News and World 
Reports 2020 Best Countries for Women, 
which ranks countries based on “care 
about human rights, gender equality, 
income equality, progress and safety,” 
the U.S. ranks 18th.5 Other top women’s 
soccer teams such as Sweden, Canada, 

By EMILY SEGAL‘24

Better Play for Lesser Pay? Analyzing the 
proposed U.S. Women’s National Team 
Collective Bargaining Agreement

The USWNT protesting against USSF’s treatment by wearing their pregame warm-up uniforms inside out, hiding USSF’s 
logo. 1
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Netherlands, Germany, and Australia, 
all rank within the top ten. Despite the 
U.S.’s strong ranking, employers, such as 
the USSF, continue to treat their female 
employees inequitably.

2011 USMNT CBA AND 2017 
USWNT CBA

The USWNT and USMNT each 
have their own players’ unions 
that separately negotiated their 

respective team’s CBA’s.
 The USMNT CBA does not 
have a salary for players. Players are paid 
according to the type of match they play 
in depending upon components such as 
their opponent and the tournament which 
they compete in as well. Additionally, 
from 2015-2018, the USMNT’s player’s 
association received $1.50 per paid ticket 
at USSF-controlled home games (including 
home friendlies and home World Cup 
Qualifiers).6  
 The USWNT’s CBA is much 
more restrictive. The contract outlines the 
difference between a contract player who 
is paid a salary and a non-contract player 
who is. Outlined in this contract are the 
players’ National Women’s Soccer League 
(NWSL) obligations, a league which the 
USSF helped fund. Unlike the USMNT’s 
contract–which had no mention of the 
U.S. men’s professional soccer league, 
the MLS–the USWNT’s compensation 
included players’ work outside of 
their national team responsibilities.7  
Additionally, contracted USWNT players 
were protected from losing their status as a 
contracted player due to pregnancy, injury, 
or illness.8 Contracted players who played 
in the NWSL were provided paid maternity 
leave as well as health, dental, vision, 
and workers’ compensation. All WNT 
players were provided childcare and the 
opportunity to participate in a 401(k) plan. 
9  The USWNT’s player’s association also 
received $1.50 per paid ticket at USSF-
controlled home games.10 

PROPOSED 2021 USWNT CBA

There are two points of contention 
for the USWNT’s new CBA: 
playing surfaces and World Cup 

Compensation. The new CBA has not been 
publicly released. Therefore, an analysis 
will be conducted on the previous CBA’s 
for both teams and the ensuing actions 
taken by the USSF. 

PLAYING SURFACE

From January 1, 2014 to December 
31, 2017, 21% of the USWNT’s 
domestic games were played on 

artificial turf. This figure is particularly 
striking as only 2% of USMNT’s games 
were played on artificial turf during 
this same time.11 A FIFA-supported 
study published in 2007 found that the 
incidence of serious training injuries was 
significantly higher when competing on 
artificial surfaces for young women.12 
The 2017 WNT CBA states in Article 6, 
Section II that “the Federation prefers to 
play games on natural grass.”13  Despite 
this, the USSF has failed to give women 
the same access to natural grass playing 
fields that they have given men. In 2019, 
Alex Morgan and other USWNT players 
filed a lawsuit against USSF regarding their 
non-compliance with the Equal Pay Act 
and their participation in compensation-
based discrimination which violates Title 
VII.14 In the proceedings, USSF stated that 
they do “not concede that a grass surface 
is always superior to an artificial turf 
surface, particularly in situations when 
the FIFA Quality Program has certified the 
surface or where a reputable program has 
performed substantially similar installation 
and testing.”15 Despite their own previous 

statement supporting grass playing fields 
over artificial turf, the USSF refuses to 
concede that grass is better for players’ 
safety. Contradicting themselves, the USSF 
has switched venues with artificial turf 
playing surfaces for natural grass at a much 
higher rate for the men’s team than for the 
women’s. Their justification for this switch 
was that “the expenses associated with 
laying temporary grass for those matches 
was a prudent business decision.”16  If the 
surfaces were equal, then there would be no 
need to switch them out. These inequitable 
playing conditions demonstrate that player 
safety is irrelevant to USSF when it pertains 
to the women.

WORLD CUP COMPENSATION

The table below outlines compensation 
for the USWNT and USMNT in the 
periods listed on the table.17 

 The World Cup money paid to the 
respective teams is strikingly different for 
the USWNT and USMNT. This phenome-
non can be attributed to the difference in 
FIFA prize money paid to the USSF. One 
might argue that the difference in such 
would be due to the total revenue generated 
from their respective competitions. Howev-
er, that particular data is missing from all of 
FIFA’s reports. However, FIFA was easily 
able to calculate the $734,000,000 in reve-

NY Daily News: Tom Thibodeau sparking life into the Knicks during a game last 
season
Photo Courtesty of NY Daily News
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nue from the 2017 Men’s World Cup.23  For 
some unknown reason, FIFA was unwilling 
to publish the 2019 Women’s World Cup 
total revenue.24 USSF should be advocating 
for its players to earn more prize money, 
especially as women’s soccer continues to 
grow on a global scale. Revenue generation 
is integral to measuring FIFA’s capability 
to distribute prize money. 
 The USSF’s new USWNT CBA 
proposal calls for both the men’s and wom-
en’s teams to “equalize” the World Cup 
prize money by splitting their earnings.25 
This “single pay structure,” could cre-
ate unnecessary tension between them.26   
The USMNT did not qualify for the 2018 
World Cup. Contrastingly, the women’s 
national team won the World Cup in 2019. 
If this proposed single pay structure agree-
ment had been in place four years ago, the 
USWNT would not have earned anything. 

FIGHT FOR EQUAL PAY

Men’s and women’s soccer require 
the same skill and effort.27 
The USWNT participates in 

comparable job duties and generate more 
revenue than their male counterparts, yet 
they are not compensated fairly. 
 From fiscal year 2016 through 
fiscal year 2020, the USWNT has gener-
ated more revenue net revenue than the 
USMNT displayed in the graphic below. 
These totals do not include TV revenues, 
which the USSF cannot separate between 
the two teams because they are bundled. 
The USSF could do the analysis to break 
down this information, but former Pres-
ident of the USSF, Sunil Gulati, testified 

that they opted not to do this calculation.28 
By not presenting this data, the USSF is 
implicitly acknowledging that the USWNT 
not only earns more in event revenues, but 
it also earns more in TV revenues. This 
would further extend their net revenue gap 
over the men. 
 In 2016, the USSF conceded that 
the USWNT outperformed the USMNT in 
both profit and revenue in 2015. A repre-
sentative for them stated: “‘market realities 
are such that the women do not deserve to 
be paid equally to the men.’”31 Profit gener-
ation should directly influence the capabili-
ty of one party to out-earn another party. If 
the USWNT generates a higher profit than 
the USMNT and they still do not receive 
equal pay, then will the women ever be 
able to earn equal compensation?32 Do they 
need more on-field success? Do they have 
to generate even more profit for the USSF? 
Furthermore, the players of the USWNT 
cannot play on behalf of another country. 
USSF uses its market-power to limit their 
female players to earning unfair wages.
 In December 2017, the former 
President of Soccer United Marketing, 
the company that the USSF has used to 
market its national teams, “acknowledged 
that the Women’s National Team has been 
under-marketed” and “agreed that there 
was a need for the United States Soccer 
Federation to invest equally in the Wom-
en’s National Team and Men’s National 
Team.”33  This lack of marketing affects 
the USWNT’s revenue generation. Despite 
this, the women have still generated more 
revenue than the men. If the USSF invested 
equal resources into both teams, the wom-

en’s total revenue could far surpass that of 
the men. 
 Representatives for the USSF ar-
gued that the USMNT deserve higher wag-
es because it is more difficult to succeed 
as compared to their peers. Since on-field 
success is perceived to be less likely, the 
men are deserving of more incentives to 
encourage them to perform better.34 The 
women are punished for their history of 
success because it is “more likely” for them 
to succeed due to the inferred lesser com-
petition they face. The USSF excuses the 
men’s team for their shortcomings, so they 
want to reward them when they have a mi-
nor successes- like qualifying for the World 
Cup. In the same breath, they dismiss the 
USWNT’s successes due to a weakened 
competition field. 
 Skill is relative, and the USWNT 
has proved time and time again that they 
are the best in the world. Despite the short-
comings of FIFA and the USSF, their tra-
dition of excellence has continued. In the 
newly proposed CBA, the USWNT may 
not be able to get the equal World Cup 
compensation that they desire due to the 
differences in FIFA prize funds. However, 
they undoubtedly deserve better overall 
compensation due to their profit generation 
relative to that of the men. They deserve 
better playing conditions, equal to that of 
the men, to protect their bodies and their 
livelihoods. The USSF has a culture of sup-
porting their men’s team at the expense of 
the women, but success is not a zero-sum 
game. Both teams can succeed on the world 
stage. The USWNT has already shown their 
ability to do so even with fewer resources. 

The USSF has the chance to right its 
prior wrongs and give the USWNT 
a fair, equitable CBA. It’s time for 
equal pay for equal play.

Emily Segal is a Sophomore in ILR.
She can be reached at ecs279@cornell.edu



27Fall 2021

THE EARLY STAGES OF 
COMPETITIVE BASKETBALL

Basketball is one of the most 
popular sports in the world, 
and the National Basketball 
Association (NBA) is its most 

popular league. With a league as glorified 
as the NBA, there are countless people 
striving to play on the biggest stage 
basketball has to offer.
 In basketball, there are two prima-
ry ways young players get recruited. One 
of them is through playing with their high 
school, and the other is through the Ama-
teur Athletic Union (AAU). When kids first 
start playing basketball, AAU is the best 
starting point for them to hone their skills. 
They have experienced coaches along 
with multitudes of resources to learn more 

about the game. AAU is also an opportu-
nity to survey the best players in the coun-
try. There are different circuits that the top 
players compete in throughout the AAU 
season. Some of these circuits include Ni-
ke’s Elite Youth Basketball League, Adidas 
Gauntlet, and Under Armour’s UAA. AAU 
has rules enforced to make the league as 
fair as possible, as no one past the age of 
18 is allowed to play in any of the circuits. 
The league runs in spring and in the sum-
mer, while in the fall players play for their 
high schools.
 With millions of kids playing 
AAU and high school basketball, a ques-
tion that’s always asked is how one can get 
into the NBA? The process of getting to the 
NBA has been something that has intrigued 
basketball fans over the years. There are 
many pathways to the NBA, with college 
basketball being among the most common. 

NCAA ALTERNATIVES

There has been a lot of controversy 
regarding the National Collegiate 
Athletic Association (NCAA), as 
for most of their existence, they 

refused for their athletes to earn any kind 
of compensation for their work. This issue 
caused new paths to the NBA to develop, 
with notable organizations being the 
Overtime Elite league (OTE), and the new 
NBA G league pathway program.1 
 Overtime Elite is a new basket-
ball league made for top high school play-
ers aged 16 to 19. The league is funded by 
many influential figures such as Jeff Bezos, 
Drake and Kevin Durant. The league offers 
young athletes to be immersed in a profes-
sional early on in their careers. With the 
traditional college route, one would have to 
wait until they graduate high school. With 
OTE you could be getting paid to play as 
soon as you’re 16 years old.2 This makes 

The New Routes to the NBA
By DAVID OLUWOLE ‘25

NBA star, Trae Young playing for the Mokan Elite EYBL team. 
Photo courtesy of USA Today High School Sports 
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it very intriguing to high level high school 
players and their families. There are a sig-
nificant number of top players playing in 
the inaugural OTE season including multi-
ple 5-star recruits.3

TOP PLAYERS FINDING NEW 
PATHS

The 2nd overall pick in the 2021 
NBA draft, Jalen Green, opted 
to join the G League’s pathway 
program. When asked about why 

he chose to do so instead of the traditional 
NCAA route, Green stated: “The main 
reason for this is I want to get better, I want 
to develop a more better game. I want to 
work on my craft and things like that. That 
way, I can be better for the NBA. This is the 
best route to prepare myself to get one step 
closer to be ready when that time comes.”4 
 In response to these new leagues, 
the NCAA approved a policy in July 2021 
that allows athletes to get paid for the use 
of their name, image and likeness (NIL).5   
This was a crucial move as more and more 
players began to drift towards the other 
routes which would have allowed for them 
to earn money for their NIL. All the new 
pathways have different salaries and ame-

nities. For OTE, every player is guaranteed 
a salary of at least 100,000 dollars as well 
as the ability to profit upon their NIL.6  
 The NBA G league has a base sal-
ary of $125,000. This number can increase 
depending on the caliber of the recruit.7 For 
example, Jalen Green earned over 500,000 
dollars in his one year with the league.8  
 

THE INTERNATIONAL ROUTE

Another popular pathway to the 
NBA is playing internationally. 
With players such as Luka 
Doncic and Lamelo Ball 

using this pathway, it has proven to be a 
dependable route to the NBA. There are 
many international leagues all around the 
world, with some of the more popular 
leagues being the Euro league and the 
National Basketball League in Australia 
(NBL). When asked about joining the 
NBL, LaMelo said: “Australia was an easy 
decision. Most players wouldn’t really do 
that – they wouldn’t want to leave friends 
and family – but I’d already been through 
all that.” had been overseas when he was 
younger, so he didn’t feel unaccustomed 
to playing internationally. For him, it was 
the natural choice and one that top level 

recruits will have at their disposal for years 
to come. 

NCAA SAFETY

With the potential earning 
opportunities players have 
now, it is imperative to also 
think about what happens 

for each player if basketball doesn’t work 
out for them. For example, if a top recruit 
unfortunately gets injured or loses passion 
for basketball is there a plan in place to 
protect them?
 For the NCAA, each athlete has 
their college education. If you’re playing 
basketball professionally overseas, you do 
not have the same basis to fall back upon in 
the event basketball does not work out.
 All in all, these organizations are 
catering to the future of world class basket-
ball players. As the development of these 
leagues continue, the pathways of entering 
the NBA will continue to expand.

Jalen Green playing against experienced NBA G league players. 
Photo courtesy of Sports Illustrated

David Oluwole is a freshman in ILR.
He can be reached at oo48@cornell.edu
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