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PRESIDENTS’
Greeting
W

e are very excited to present the Spring 2022 edition of Sports, Inc. magazine. After another great
year of the ILR Sports Business Society, we are excited to share the hard work that all of our writers
and editors put into making this edition possible, as well as provide an update of what SBS has been
up to this Spring.
We kicked off our semester with a rousing debate on the Super Bowl between the LA Rams and Cincinnati Bengals. It was great to see a packed room in Ives Hall like in years past ready to debate a variety of topics revolving around the sports world. We followed up our first meeting of the semester with a thrilling game of sports
trivia. We had teams compete in a round of challenging (perhaps too challenging) sports-themed Jeopardy.

Continuing with some of the great momentum of semesters’ past, this semester saw 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 sports betting legend Steve Budin, and sports
entrepreneur Ian Gaffney. The exciting stories and insight we were able to gain from these talks this semester
remain highlights of the year for us.
Our blog thrived once again, particularly through the continuation of our Hot Takes of the Week articles, revealing some unexpected and exciting opinions from our members. The SBS podcast marked its return with a
breakdown of the NBA trade deadline and continued on into the semester with podcasts previewing the Super
Bowl, looking at all of the NFL offseason drama, and previewing the NBA playoffs. We also got the chance to
listen in on an interview with Michael Huyghue ‘84 on his journey from Cornell through his winding career in
the business of professional football. Special thanks goes to our media department as they have been instrumental in the creation of both editions of our magazine this year, as well as creating graphics for all of our events
as well.
SBS has provided numerous career learning experiences over the course of the semester, including partnering
with Boston University’s Sports Business Club to speak with Noah LaRoche, Founder of Integrity Hoops, a
basketball training and consulting company, on how to get involved in the sports industry. We also launched
the SBS Career Corner, a weekly opportunity to learn tips and tricks to finding your way in the sports industry.
It has been a great opportunity to be a part of SBS over our time at Cornell and a greater privilege to serve as
Co-Presidents this year. Without the commitment and effort of our wonderful Executive Board, along with the
passion and excitement of our members, we would not have been able to have such a great year. We hope you
enjoy this publication, and we’re excited to see what comes next for SBS.
Sincerely,
Ben Drain ‘22 and Liv McCann ‘22
ILR Sports Business Society Co-Presidents
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LETTER
From the Editor

I

t has truly been a privilege to serve as the Editor-in-Chief of the Sports. Inc, Publication over this past school
year. As the sports world sought to pivot out of the Covid-19 pandemic into the “new normal,” our writers
were able to cover a wide range of topics spanning from the lack of support offered to women’s hockey to
the failed experiment of the Independent Swimming League. The magazine would not be able to come to life
without the commitment from our entire team here at SBS.

Primarily, I would like to thank all of our writers for the tremendous amount of work which they put into creating their articles. Your dedication makes the magazine come to life, and my job truly enjoyable. Additionally, I
would like to thank our magazine layout editors, especially graduating senior and Director of the Media department Christina Stathopoulos. Christina, it has truly been a pleasure working with you on the magazine over the
past two years and SBS is looking forward to seeing everything you accomplish upon graduation. Along with
this, I would like to welcome incoming Editor-In-Chief of the magazine Anna Clemson. Anna, you have done
an excellent job in the Assistant Director role over the past year and I have no doubt that you will continue to
take the magazine to new heights.
On behalf of the entire ILR Sports Business Society, we hope that you enjoy reading this edition of the magazine
as much as we did creating it for you.
Sincerely,
Matisse Nelson ‘23
ILR Sports Business Society Editor-In-Chief
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SENIOR

HIGHLIGHTS

AS THEIR TIME AT CORNELL BEGINS TO WRAP UP, WE ASKED THE SENIORS WHAT THEIR
FAVORITE EXPERIENCE HAS BEEN THROUGH SBS. THEIR ANSWERS ARE INCLUDED BELOW!
ELIJAH S. GORDON:
What I most enjoyed about being involved
in SBS was getting to connect with likeminded cornellians over our passions for
sports, and the plethora of opportunities
to learn from industry professionals
during our speaker meetings.

OLIVIA MCCANN:
SBS has been one of my favorite memories
over the past four years! It has given me
countless opportunities to learn about the
sports industry, get hands on experience,
network with alumni, and gain leadership
experience.

THOMAS DEGAETANO:
My favorite part of SBS at Cornell was the
immediate network of smart, like-minded
students it gave me. Everyone I met had a
passion for this industry and it motivated
me to improve both as a person and a
professional!

Lucas Widerka:
My favorite part of SBS was being able to
meet and connect with both students and
alumni of shared interests in the different
fields of sports business. Being able to
publish my sports writing, analysis, and
interviews in a professional enviornment
was also extremely valuable to me.

ASHTON JIMENEZ:
During my freshman year, I was able to
take a trip to NYC for a networking meet
and greet with alums working in the sports
industry! Even through we got stuck in
traffic and the event was shortened, it
was one of my most memorable SBS
experiences. I also remember sitting in
Klarman helping on the design of the
magazine with Eliza Sherman! I loved
being able to contribute creative ideas to
support the media department.

MAX DELBELLO:
My favorite SBS memory was going to NYC
for the ILRAA Sports and Entertainment
Executives Networking Event in 2019. I
enjoyed connecting with and learning
from alumni in the sports industry. I also
first learned about the baseball salary
arbitration process through an SBS mock
hearing. That experience prepared me
well for later work experience and my
current job in baseball.

CHRISTINA
STATHOPOULOS:
Beyond the incredible connections
and friends I’ve made through SBS, a
particularly favorite experience of mine
was getting to co-host the young women
in sports panel in the fall 2020. We have
incredible speakers all the time, but
getting to converse with a panel of women
in the sports industry who are only a few
years older than me was an extra special
experience.

Spring 2020
2022

ANDREW LANDESMAN:
My favorite memory was definitley
presenting my project on NFT
development to a panel of executives from
the Atlanta Hawks. It was really amazing
to see all of my hard work come to fruition
and it was an awesome opportunity to
get to speak to C-suite level execs at a
professional sports team.

JUSTIN SUZZAN:
One of my favorite experiences through
SBS was having the chance to interview
Jordan Berman BS ’95 and Elizabeth
Schepp-Berman MSILR ‘04 in an alumni
spotlight for the magazine. I’ve also
enjoyed having the opportunity to watch
younger members grow in the club!

ANDY GOFFIN:
My favorite part of SBS was hearing from
so many incredible speakers in various
areas in the sports industry. They really
helped me narrow my interests as to what
types of jobs in sports I want to pursue
after graduating from Cornell.

BEN DRAIN:
One of my favorite experiences in my time
with SBS was when I was able to be part of
a team representing SBS in the University
of Pittsburgh national sports business
case competition where we were able to
come home with second place!
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HIGHLIGHTS OF THE YEAR

STAR SPEAKER SERIES
WITH MARC CORNSTEIN ‘92

This year, we had the pleasure of continuing the coveted Star Speaker Series, presented by ILR alumn Marc
Cornstein ILR ‘92. Throughout the year, Marc brought us an impressive lineup of guests, including Willie
Green, Brian Windhorst, Steve Budin, Ian Gaffney, and the Bednar family: Andy ‘90, Will, and David. The
series concluded with our last meeting of the semester, where Marc joined us in Ives as our first in-person
guest speaker since the pandemic!
The variety of industries, experiences, and stories provided by Marc and our other guests provided our
members with diverse and invaluable insight regarding pursuing careers in the sports industry.

MARC CORNSTEIN

STEVE BUDIN

WILLIE GREEN

THE BEDNAR FAMILY
8

BRIAN WINDHORST
Sports, Inc.

IAN GAFFNEY

COLLABORATIONS

WITH BRSN AND BU SPORTS BUSINESS SOCIETY

This year, the ILR Sports Business Society teamed up with the Big
Red Sports Network (BRSN)- Cornell’s student-run media outlet
for everything Big Red Athletics to welcomed Seerat Sohi of The
Ringer- a pop culture website owned by Spotify. Seerat shared with
us her experiences covering in-depth breakdowns and game analysis,
interviews with NBA prospects and stars, and all things in between.
Additionally, her work has been featured in some of the most notable
sports media publications including ESPN, The Athletic, Bleacher Report, and Rolling Stone to name a few, so she offered valuable advice
to our writers.
With BRSN, we also welcomed NYT Bestselling author Mirin Fader
of The Ringer. Who spoke about her journey from working on the
team side for the Los Angeles Sparks and Los Angeles Clippers to becoming a bestselling author and top industry writer at Bleacher Report
and now at The Ringer.

FT MIRIN FADER AND SEERAT SOHI

We also teamed up with the Boston University Sports Business Club
to host Noah LaRoche, the founder of Integrity Hoops, a premire basketball training and consulting company.

GENERAL BODY MEETINGS

DEBATES, FOOTBALL WATCH PARTIES AND SPORTS TRIVIA

Since returning to in-person meetings, this year we have been able to host a variety of general
body meetings, where our members were able to bond over various activities.
We hosted our first footballl watch party during finals week, where SBS members and friends
were able to take a break from studying to watch the Thursday Night Steelers vs. Vikings game
together in Ives Hall!
The Tuesday following the Superbowl, our members got together for a post-Super bowl/nfl
offseason debate, where hot topics included changing OT rules, and the ranking of QB’s.
We also hosted Sports Trivia, where the competitive side of our members came out, as they
formed teams and competed in a Jeopardy style event.

Spring 2022
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BLOG:

RADIO:

The SBS Blog had an exciting 2021-22 year with
18 different members contributing in different
capacities to over 25 posts. The blog covered
interesting business and on-field developments in
every major college and professional sport. Writers
participated in a roundtable about the NBA, wrote
about difference-making women in sports, and
completed weekly articles.

This year, the SBS redio recorded and published
weekly podcasts on all standard platforms,
including creating a YouTube page. We also began
a series of bonus episodes with interviews from
professionals at the top of their field in sports.

MAGAZINE:

MEDIA:

The magazine department successfully produced
both editions of our bi-annual magazine Sports,
Inc., Through which we welcomed talented new
and returning writiers who covered the hottest
topics in the indusrty!

The media department has continued to
collaborate with the radio and blog departments
to get new blog posts and podcasts advertised
to our members. As well as worked with the
magazine department to produce Sports, Inc.,
and has maintained an active presence on Twitter,
Instagram, Linkedin and Facebook.

RESEARCH:

CAREER SERVICES:

This semester the research department worked
on a variety of different projects ranging from NBA
to NFL to MLB. Next semester, we look forward to
reconnecting with the Atlanta Hawks to continue
with our project-based consulting partnership.

Our VP of Career Services & Alumni Affairs, Zach
Welch, hosted SBS Career Corner. This was an
hour long meeting every Sunday, where members
were able to ask Zach career questions, resume
advice, and networking tips!

Sports, Inc.

The Downfall Behind the Ball:
How Macroeconomic Events Sparked Chaos
in a Susceptible Sport

Chelsea Owner Roman Abramovich and Russian President Vladimir Putin meeting at the Kremlin in 2005. 3
Photo courtesy of Itar Tass/AP

By DANIEL GOLDBERG‘24

A

s many sports fans know,
money makes the game go
round. Players are given
generous bonuses during hot
streaks in healthy markets, and managers
are cash strapped during free agency. But
what happens when economic turmoil hits
and the streak stops? In some instances,
there are strikes and lockouts, where
player’s unions and owners battle it out for
better bargaining positions. In others, there
is more subtlety, and the vulnerabilities
engrain themselves into the sport over time.
The latter happens to be more impactful,
as it dictates the way the sport is played
continuously, rather than a sudden but

temporary jolt of labor chaos. Not only is it
harder to erode, but it makes the sport more
susceptible to igniting from worldwide
catastrophes.

I

THE MOST AFFECTED SPORT
f you guessed the world’s most
popular sport would also be the sport
most influenced by macroeconomic
conditions, you would be correct.
With a 43% market share of the halftrillion-dollar sports industry, soccer
dominates the arena.1 With its sheer size—
and for reasons ranging from geographical
locations to owners’ political ties—soccer
is heavily impacted by worldly events and
macroeconomic shocks.
Soccer is not just unique because
it is played in more countries than any
other sport. It also has the most promiSpring 2020
2022

nent professional leagues.2 This is critical
when discussing its susceptibility to global
events. More geographical locations can
provide flexibility in scheduling locations
but can also simultaneously lead to more
vulnerability between countries that have
conflicts with each other.
THE UNIQUE ENTANGLEMENT OF
SOCCER CLUBS
n addition to global prominence, the
political ties of club owners contribute
a great deal to the susceptibility of
soccer. For instance, Russian oligarchs
own many different club teams: Chelsea,
Bournemouth, AS Monaco, Cercle Brugge,
Vitesse Arnhem are examples.3 While this
doesn’t pose a cause for general concern,
fluctuations in gas prices and supplies can
affect their overall net worth and trickle

I
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down to influence their decision making in
spending during the transfer window, free
agency, and salary negotiations.
It’s not just club ownership that is
entangled with Russian enterprise. Many
sponsorships come from Russian conglomerates such as the Everton deal with Usmanov (Russian mining tycoon), Schalke
04’s and UEFA’s deal with Gazprom (Russian natural gas company), and Manchester
United’s deal with Aeroflot (Russian airline company).4 On their own, these sponsorships do not raise causes for concern.
However, if something were to happen to
Russia’s economy, it could lead to an immense withdrawal of money from the soccer industry.
Owned by Russian magnates,
these teams have thrived in times of economic prosperity. Money goes a long way
with sports, and players are able to receive
larger salaries on teams with wealthier
owners. For instance, WNBA players go
to Russia specifically because their salaries are drastically higher. Top players like
Brittney Griner earn nearly quadruple what
they can make as a base salary in the WNBA—a whopping $1 million.5 The same

notion stands for soccer, with exorbitant
salaries and many victories.
Chelsea, a Russian owned team,
has absolutely dominated in the past 20
years. Domestically, the club has accumulated six league titles, five League Cups,
eight FA Cups, and four FA Community
Shields.6 Internationally, Chelsea prides
itself on being the only English team to
have earned the three active major UEFA
trophies.7 Additionally, they boast two European Cups, two UEFA Cups, two UEFA
Cup Winners’ Cups, two UEFA Super
Cups, and one FIFA Club World Cup.8 This
is partially due to the theory that Russian
oligarchs may care more about winning
championships and trophies than profiteering off the game. Despite these large
successes of higher pay, better contracts,
and winning, there is one huge caveat
that has come home to roost: War.

S

THE CURRENT STATE OF AFFAIRS
ince many clubs have direct political
ties to Russia, it’s no surprise
the conflict between Russia and
Ukraine has caused tremendous
strife within the soccer community. When

the conflict began, Chelsea owner Roman
Abramovich announced that he had decided
to sell the club.9 Since then, Abramovich
has been sanctioned by the U.K. and forced
to renounce his position of director.10 In
the wake of this current political climate,
Abramovich’s relationships serve to be an
incredible detriment to the club and league
at large.
Because Chelsea is owned by
Russian oligarch Abramovich, the U.K.
government has frozen the club’s assets.
This prohibits them from selling tickets
and merchandise. More notably, they are
prevented from buying and selling players.11 Additionally, there are limitations on
spending, such as a $26,000 cap on travel and a $1.17m limit on expenses related
to staging home games.12 Because of this,
around 20 parties are bidding on Chelsea;
however, none are willing to match his
$3.9bn valuation due to the ongoing situation.13 Thus, the current war has plunged an
entire sports club into chaos because of the
relationships of one man.
Not only was just Chelsea—The
European Champions—affected, but all the
sponsorship deals discussed earlier have

Chelsea Celebrates its Second UEFA Champions League Title by Beating Manchester City.4
Photo courtesy of AP: Pierre Philippe Marcou/Pool
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been severed. Anybody with connections
to Russia was punished severely, and their
organizations suffered because of them.
Thankfully, the team’s players and staff
will continue to be paid, but a tremendous
amount of chaos and uncertainty has come
from this strife. What once was prosperous
and victorious has completely flipped upside down, leading to distraught fans and
anxious players.

What once was prosperous
and victorious
has completely
flipped upside
down, leading
to distraught
fans and
anxious
players.
OTHER MACROECONOMIC
CAUSES FOR CONCERN
his isn’t the first time Russia has
come under fire in the realm of
sports. Russia was disqualified
from the 2020-2022 Olympics
when they were found to have been involved
in a doping scandal from 2011-2015.14
Because these leaders are so powerful, it
seems like they believe that they can get
away with anything. This translates to all
sports, particularly in soccer where many
owners are oligarchs with deep political
and economic ties to Russia and the oil
industry.
Unfortunately, civil sanctions aren’t necessarily the biggest worry for players. In Russia, WNBA star Brittney Griner
was arrested when Moscow airport authorities found vape cartridges containing hashish oil in her luggage.15 She faces a staggering 10 years in Russian prison if found
guilty.16 Here, two macroeconomic events
come together to infiltrate the WNBA.
First, the war increased tensions between
Russia and foreign nations. Additionally,
the gender equality and equal pay for women movement has been sweeping throughout the world. The WNBA has come under
intense scrutiny for their pay (or lack thereof) of women stars compared to the males
in the NBA. Had the WNBA salary structure been more lucrative for players, Griner
most likely would have continued to play
domestically and avoided this situation. Al-

T

though it didn’t cause Griner to be in this
situation, this concoction of vulnerability
exposed by the equal pay for women movement and Russia’s war on Ukraine created
a perfect storm.
IS THERE A SOLUTION TO
SHIELD ORGANIZATIONS FROM
MACROECONOMIC CONDITIONS?
ith the hopes of insulating
itself
from
outside
control, leagues can enact
stipulations that require
teams to break up ownership so that no
commercial entities can be a majority
shareholder. This would prevent someone
like Abramovich from impacting the team
as much as he did, because the share
distribution would be split up to favor noncommercial entities. Therefore, sanctions
would not be levied since he doesn’t have
majority ownership of the asset.
In application, this concept has
worked. Specifically, Germany has a rule
called 50+1, where clubs and fans hold
a majority of their own voting rights.17
Furthermore, football clubs cannot play
in the Bundesliga—the German Soccer
League—if commercial investors make up
more than a 49% stake.18 This requirement
favors supporters of the club and puts commercial enterprise in the backseat. Had all
the leagues operated under this premise,
Chelsea would have probably come out of
this mostly unscathed.
In a perfect world, sports would
be ruled by the fans and uninterrupted by
macroeconomic events. But that world just
isn’t reality. Players need to be paid and
owners want to maintain control. However, there needs to be a balance between the
interests of owners and sports fans. Until
then, sports will continue to be susceptible
to macroeconomic events and potentially
plunge into chaos. For the time being, we
can only hope for peaceful relations on and
off the field.

W

Daniel Goldberg is a sophomore in ILR.
He can be reached at dlg254@cornell.edu
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Q-Collar: A Device That Can Revolutionize
Collision Sports
By JORDAN MONACO ‘24

C

oncussions have always been a
major issue in both youth and
professional sports. During this
past NFL season, there were a
total of 187 reported concussions.1 These
concussions typically held players out
at least 2-3 weeks, resulting in an impact
on the health of players and time spent
practicing with their team.2 Additionally,
concerns about the long-term impact of
repeated concussions and subconcussive
head impacts have become a topic of
conversation in NFL circles and among
parents of youth football players. As
technology continues to improve, football
players and their parents don’t have to be
as concerned with traumatic brain injuries
(TBIs). This is where the Q-Collar comes
in.
The Q-Collar has the potential
to revolutionize contact and collision
sports such as lacrosse, football, and
hockey. This device is the only FDA-approved solution to help protect against
the effects of repetitive subconcussive
head impacts. Helmets protect the head
against an outside force or collision by attempting to spread the forces over a greater
surface area. While this is crucial to prevent
direct contact between the skull and object
causing the concussion, the Q-Collar helps
protect against “the rapid acceleration and
deceleration of the brain that leads to the
twisting and tearing of neurons, causing
traumatic brain injuries (TBIs).”3 It does
this by applying light pressure on the jugular veins, which slightly increases blood
volume inside the head and reduces the
brain’s movement inside the skull.4
As mentioned, the Q-Collar is
FDA-approved. The FDA-approved claim
that Q-Collar can make is that “The Q-Collar is intended to be worn around the neck
by athletes aged 13 years and older during
sports activities to aid in the protection of
the brain from effects associated with repetitive subconcussive head impacts.”6 This
approval was awarded to Q-Collar after ten
14

Q-Collar: A Closer Look At the Device Itself 5
Photo Courtesty of QCollar.com
years of independent research by medical Whether it’s implementing mid-game inand research institutions.7 One of these terviews of players, growing the sport of
studies resulted in advanced imaging show- lacrosse, securing deals with ESPN, this
ing that there were significant changes in Q-Collar deal, or even leaving your MLL
deeper tissues of the brain (white matter team to start your own league, Paul Rabil
regions) in only 23% of the group of ath- and the PLL have been trailblazers and
letes who wore the Q-Collar, while signif- player-centric to sustain a competitive adicant changes in these regions were found vantage.
In addition to securing its first
in 73% of participants in the non-collar
group.”8 This means that athletes not wear- deal with a professional sports league (the
ing a Q-Collar were three times more like- PLL) back in March, athletes from a multily to have significant changes in their brain tude of sports have already begun using the
tissue caused by head impacts during the Q-Collar. Vernon Davis, a retired NFL tight
course of a high school football season. As end, stated “I’m thankful I had the chance
a result, this FDA approval authorized the to wear the Q-Collar and only wish I had
over-the-counter sale of Q-Collar devices technology like this when I was younger.
and the ability to distribute directly to con- It’s an added layer of protection for athletes in every practice and every game.”11
sumers.9
With FDA approval, professional Two National Women’s Soccer League
athletes and teams alike will be less hesi- defenders, Meghan Klingenberg and Emtant to purchase this device. In fact, over ily Menges, have also openly praised the
a year after being cleared by the FDA, Q-Collar. Even Ice Cross Downhill athQ-Collar secured its first partnership with lete Michael Romano has promoted using
a professional sports league: the Premier the Q-Collar! In addition to being praised
Lacrosse League (PLL). This deal will pro- by professional athletes, it is beginning to
vide Q-Collars to every player on the PLL’s gain steam among those with the authorieight teams. Considering each team has ty to suggest future deals with professional
twenty-six players and Q-Collars are sold sports leagues. For example, a former NFL
for around $200 each, this deal was most Athletic Trainer, Marty Lauzon, states that
likely worth a little less than $40,000.10 It is the Q-Collar is “The first solution [he’s]
no surprise that the PLL is the first profes- seen that is backed by credible science and
sional sports league to jump on this prod- research. It’s clear that this product prouct, as they’ve done their best to be ahead vides an added layer protection for athletes
of the game on revolutionary technology. exposed to repetitive head impacts.”12
Sports, Inc.

THE POTENTIAL TO SAVE LIVES
AND MONEY WITH Q-COLLAR
ased on over twenty-five studies,
the Q-Collar has been proven to
reduce the risk of subconcussive
head impacts. If the Q-Collar can truly
succeed in doing this, this product may
be able to save lives and millions of
dollars in brain injury costs. According to
a cohort study published in the National
Library of Medicine, the average cost
of a concussion playing football in high
school in the Southeastern United States
is approximately $800. Additionally, there
are an estimated 300,000 sport-related
traumatic brain injuries in the United
States every year.13 This means that,
assuming Q-Collars can help prevent just
five percent of those concussions, it could
save American families up to a whopping
$12 million.
In the long run, the Q-Collar has
the potential to save the NFL and the game
of football significant amounts of money
and provide long-term viability. As the research behind the number of concussions
and long-term effects of playing football
grows, so do the concerns of parents nationwide. According to data from the Aspen Institute and the National Federation
of State High School Associations (NFHS),
the total number of youths aged 6 to 18
playing tackle football fell from around 2.5

B

million players in 2008-09 to less than 1.9
million players in 2018-19. This decrease
is a difference of more than 620,000 youth
football players, and poses a significant
problem for the future of the sport.14
Additionally, the Q-Collar has
the potential to help prevent one of the
biggest issues facing the NFL and former
NFL players: Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy (CTE). Since CTE is caused by
repeated blows to the head and repeated episodes of concussion, the Q-Collar
has the potential to save lives by helping
to prevent against the effects of repetitive
subconcussive head impacts. CTE has
tragically been discovered in the brains of
more than 315 former NFL players.15 Since
1920, 23,204 men have played professional
football.16 This means, based on the above
data, that CTE impacts 1.36% (315/23,204)
of all NFL players. Assuming the Q-Collar would have prevented 23% of the NFL
players that got CTE in the past, this means
around 72 lives would have been saved. If
you use this data to analyze the 1,696 current NFL players, the Q-Collar has the potential to reduce the risk of CTE in 1,306 of
the current 1,696 NFL players. As a result,
along with other contributing factors, the
NFL has been subject to numerous expensive lawsuits regarding concussions. Partnering with Q-Collar has the potential to
reduce these risks of CTE for current NFL

The Athletic: All-Pro Linebacker Luke Kuechly wearing the Q-Collar back in the
2018 NFL season with the Panthers.
Photo Courtesty of The Athletic
Spring 2020
2022

players, save the NFL money, and help encourage the exciting game of football to
keep growing.
However, it’s not only football
where the Q-Collar can save lives and
money. When it comes to the monetary
impacts of concussions on the NHL, the
league paid $7 million to former players filing a joint concussion lawsuit and
an additional $75,000 to each player that
qualified for specific medical treatment in
2018.17 Additionally, a study published by
Hiploylee, Wennberg, and Tator calculated
that the total cost to teams and insurers of
career-ending concussions in the NHL was
an outrageous $135,476,777.18 Once again,
if the Q-Collar can prevent just five percent
of these, this would result in over $6.77
million being saved to insurers and NHL
teams and a potential to reduce the risk of
future lawsuits.
Most importantly, the NHL partnering with Q-Collar could help reduce
the risk of the effects of repeated subconcussive head impacts on current and future
NHL players. Additionally, this partnership
would indicate to current players that they
share their concerns over head injuries and
save the league money in the long run.
It also should be noted, however,
that the data the FDA reviewed does not
prove that Q-Collar can prevent concussion
or a serious head injury. The data indicates
it can reduce the impact of repeated subconcussive head impacts.19
Overall, Q-Collar can revolutionize collision sports as we know them. Most
importantly, their product has the potential
to save lives, reduce the effects of repeated subconcussive head impacts, and save
money for athletes and their families at
all levels. Leagues like the NHL and NFL
have an additional incentive to partner with
Q-Collar, as they can increase the sustainability of their respective sports and save
money for their leagues and individual
teams. I wouldn’t be surprised if we see
Q-Collars all over football fields, hockey
rinks, and lacrosse fields over the next few
years, as leagues and player unions increasingly invest in the health and wellness of
professional athletes.

Jordan Monaco is a sophomore in ILR.
He can be reached at jsm457@cornell.edu
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Women’s Soccer has a Refereeing Problem

Monumental Growth, Minimal Improvement: NonProfessional Referees are Failing Women’s Soccer
By SHELDON ENNIS ‘24

D

uring a 2-2 draw between
Everton and Brighton & Hove
Albion, referee Lucy Oliver
showed Brighton’s Kayleigh
Green her second yellow card of the
match. By rule, this resulted in a red card
and immediate dismissal from the pitch.1
However, Green went on to finish the match,
as Oliver failed to dismiss the Brighton
striker despite persistent protests from the
opposing side. Was Oliver to blame for this
critical error, or rather the organization that
fails its referees, and more importantly, its
players, even before the kick-off whistle?
The Football Association Women’s Super League (WSL) is the highest
league of women’s football in England.
While the WSL is a professional league, its
referees are not.2 This distinction is what
allows a player to receive two yellow cards
without being sent off. Referees in the WSL
are part-time, forced to juggle both officiating duties and their day jobs, limiting
opportunities for their improvement and
making these elite players participate in unfair and unsafe games. With more eyes on
the WSL than ever, why has the refereeing
failed to keep pace with the development of
the league?

T

WSL’S VALUE
he WSL was first introduced in
2011, with its highest division
becoming fully professional prior
to the 2018-19 season.3 What started as
an eight-team summer league has grown
into the second most-followed women’s
football league in the world, aided through
the signing of stars like Vivianne Miedema
and Sam Kerr.4 In November of 2021, a
broadcasting deal was signed with the
BBC and Sky Sports, catapulting the WSL
to the fourth highest viewed domestic
league in the UK.5 This deal, worth an
estimated $20.3 million per year, provides
widespread coverage to a country whose
16

Orlando Pride players contest a call by NWSL referee Reyna Fonseca.
Photo courtesy of The Mane Land
population has historically viewed football
as a men’s sport.6 However, this viewpoint
is quickly changing. In 2021, 6.2 million
people watched live WSL matches on TV
without watching the Premier League, the
WSL’s male-counterpart.7 This viewership
also extends to match day, with a crowd of
38,000 for a game between North London
rivals Tottenham and Arsenal.8 Despite the
lucrative broadcast deal and record-high
attendance, top Football Association (FA)
leadership say there is not enough value in
the WSL to afford to pay full-time match
officials.9 A professional football league,
regarded by many as the most competitive
in the women’s game, undoubtedly has
enough value to pay professional referees.

C

BAD CALLS, DANGEROUS GAMES
alls to have full-time referees in
the WSL is not a new discussion.
The league’s officiating was widely
criticized in November 2018 when referee
David McNamara asked players to play
rock, paper, scissors to determine who
would kick off after leaving his coin in
Sports, Inc.

the dressing room.10 That same season,
Chelsea’s Drew Spence received only a
yellow card for a dangerous tackle that
broke the leg of Arsenal’s Kim Little.11 The
demand for professional officiating is also
high due to the lack of goal line technology
or video-assisted referees (VAR) in the
league. VAR is a match official who can
review game-changing decisions made by
the referee in real time and is used in all
Premier League matches.12 Not only is the
standard of on-pitch refereeing poor, but
they also have the final decision.
In response to the recent criticism,
Joanna Stimpson, the refereeing manager for women’s football at the FA, noted
that every official in the WSL is provided
a coach who reviews the referee’s performance and offers development and support
through the findings of their evaluation system.13 However, how much improvement
is possible when these officials are forced
to work a second job? Or when they must
maintain their fitness themselves, since referees run six to eight miles per match?14
Or when young referees are fast-tracked

in the system, catapulted into the elite level without having an opportunity to hone
their craft? The WSL does not offer enough
resources to officials for them to provide
a fair and safe game to their players, and
yet the league is benefiting greatly from the
skill of these world-class athletes.

R

OFFICIATING PAY GAP
eferees in top men’s leagues are
paid up to twenty times more than
their counterparts in the WSL.15 In
front of sold-out crowds, WSL referees are
expected to provide a fair and safe game for
a fee that is similar to the price paid by fans
to watch the match. A yearly take-home
pay of less than £4,000 is expected, despite
WSL officials having to meet the same
fitness levels as those in men’s leagues to
qualify for the job.16
England’s highest-ranked female
referee, Rebecca Welch, officiated the 2017
Women’s FA Cup Final the same year she
worked thirty-hour weeks as a National Health Service (NHS) administrator.17
A member of the UEFA’s elite category
of officials, Welch left the NHS when she
started to oversee men’s games in the National League in 2019.18 Now, Welch primarily officiates men’s English Football
League matches, where she makes between
£38,500 and £42,000 a year, in addition to

a per-match bonus of £600.19 The WSL is
losing quality officials by not promoting
them to professional referees, furthering
the damage that poor officiating has on
women’s football.
Across the Atlantic, players in the
National Women’s Soccer League (NWSL)
face similar officiating struggles. Referees
in the NWSL are not provided basic institutional support, like health insurance and
livable wages, meaning they must have a
day job on top of officiating. In 2021, center referees in the NWSL made only $443
dollars per game and were likely to be assigned to only one or two games a month,
due to the league only having 10 teams at
this time.20 This pay scale resulted in an
annual salary of $18,000 for top NWSL
center referees.21 Comparatively, the annual salary for top officials in Major League
Soccer (MLS), the highest level of men’s
soccer in the U.S., was around $55,000
with opportunities to earn a six-figure salary.22 This is in addition to NWSL referees
receiving less training than MLS referees,
with men’s referees in the top Professional
Referee Organization tier and women’s referees in the tier below.23 The NWSL is perceived as inferior when it comes to training
officials, creating a lower standard for the
league despite the high caliber of players
on the field.

Vivianne Miedema celebrates her goal during Arsenal’s 3-2 win over London-rival
Chelsea.
Photo courtesty of the Independent
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VALUING THE PLAYERS, NOT THE
REFS
ust this year, the NWSL and its players’
association agreed to their first-ever
collective
bargaining
agreement
(CBA). This CBA will allow all players to
have increased salaries and retirement fund
contributions, improved life and health
insurance, and league-provided housing.24
Similarly, in the WSL, a landmark
agreement this year between the English
Football Association and the Professional
Footballer’s Association brought sweeping
enhancements to the player’s contractual
rights.25 Even with these tremendous
improvements in women’s soccer, there
is still a lack of officiating advancement.
Without full-time referees, it is impossible
to improve the standard of play and the
safety of the league’s players, ultimately
preventing the sport’s recent monumental
growth from having any long-lasting
impact.
Players, teams, and fans of women’s soccer deserve fair and safe games.
For leagues that see themselves as the
apexes of the sport, there is no excuse for
poor refereeing.

J

Sheldon Ennis is a sophomore in ILR.
She can be reached at ese48@cornell.edu
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Understanding the MLB Lockout
By MAURY AHRAM ’24 AND
GABE ZOLOT ’24

A

t midnight, December 2, 2021,
Major League Baseball’s (MLB)
Commissioner, Robert D. Manfred
’80, announced to the public that all 30
teams voted unanimously to lockout
the players – banning contact between
management and players. At the time of
the lockout, Manfred released a statement
that the MLB hoped “that the lockout will
jumpstart the negotiations and get us to
an agreement that will allow the season
to start on time.”1 However, over a month
passed before the two sides, MLB and
Major League Baseball Players Association
(MLBPA), sat down at the negotiating
table.
Few meetings were held in January before intense negotiations dominated
February. On March 10th, 99 days (about
3 and a half months) after the lockout was
initiated, MLB and the MLBPA reached
an agreement. The new deal spans the next
five seasons and contains small, but significant, changes to the league.

M

HISTORY
ore than 50 years ago, before
the 1968 season, the first-ever
collective bargaining agreement
(CBA) in sports by players and league
owners was signed. Led by Marvin Miller,
the MLBPA and MLB agreed to limit the
power of owners to unilaterally establish
or change rules governing the industry,
requiring most changes to be agreed upon
by owners and players through collective
bargaining. The agreement included a
Uniform Player Contract and set up the first
formal grievance procedure for settling
labor disputes.2 Over the next 54 years,
12 more agreements were signed, each
one adding novel clauses or refinements
that players and the league agreed would
benefit everyone in the long run.
It has not always been an effortless process for both sides to come to an
agreement. There have been five strikes
and four lockouts caused by CBA negotiations. Most of those strikes took place in
the early years, with the most recent strike
ending in 1995.2 The 1994-1995 strike was
18

Rob Manfred, ’80, Commissioner of MLB (left). Ken Griffey Jr., Senior Advisor and
Hall of Fame Board of Directors (middle). Tony Clark, Director of MLBPA (right)
Photo courtesy of Jim McIsaac from SB Nation: Directors (middle). Tony Clark,
Director of MLBPA (right)
the longest in MLB history, lasting 232
days (about 7 and a half months). It forced
the sport to cancel 948 games, including
the 1994 postseason, which made MLB the
first American professional sports league to
lose an entire postseason over labor struggles. The strike ended when Justice Sonia
Sotomayor (a federal judge at the time) issued an injunction against the owners and
ruled that players and owners would need
to use the terms of the expired CBA until a
new one could be agreed upon.3

DETAILS OF THE 2022
LABOR AGREEMENT:
Due to the discontent of the players
union, the unwillingness to budge from
the MLB owners, and the numerous
concerns each side expressed, the
length of this lockout made plenty
of sense. Now that its over, we’ve
shifted through the fine print of these
agreements so you dont have to.

S

EXPANDED PLAYOFFS
urprisingly, one of the most
controversial subjects of the CBA
talks was the expansion of the
playoffs. Since the creation of MLB, the
Sports, Inc.

playoff structure has changed dramatically.
In the past it has been to account for new
expansion teams. The 2012-2016 CBA
established a 10-team playoff structure –
six division winners plus two wild card
teams from each league. During 2020, to
accommodate for the shortened COVID
season, negotiations temporarily expanded
the playoffs to a 16-team format. More
teams making the playoffs means more
playoff games and, as a result, more
revenue. In fact, expanding the format to
16 teams meant an additional $100 million,
about $4.5 million per game.4 With this in
mind, the owners came to the table this
winter with the desire to expand the playoffs
to 14 teams. The MLBPA rebuked this idea,
believing that increasing the number of
playoff teams would reduce league-wide
competitiveness and result in less of an
incentive to pay top dollar for free agents.
In other words, if nearly half of the league
makes the playoffs, then an owner has no
need to sign top free agents to push them
over the edge to make the playoffs. As a
compromise, the two sides agreed on a 12team format. This means a third wild card
team has been added to each league and
instead of a single elimination wild card
game, there will be four three-game wild
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Although the owners were unable
to reach their goal of a 14-team playoff, the
expanded playoffs still benefit the owners
financially. According to Andrew Marchand from the New York Post, simply adding
a third wild-card team in each league will
net MLB an extra $85 million a year from
ESPN contracts.6 Another winner of the
expanded playoffs are fringe playoff teams.
Let’s define fringe playoff teams as teams
at most 5 games above a .500 winning percentage to end the season (86-76), since
teams with 88 to 89 wins typically earn a
wild card berth. With expanded playoffs,
these fringe playoff teams are more likely
to make the postseason. Since 2012, there
have been 11 teams with a record of 86-76,
or worse, that would have qualified in 12team playoffs. This includes the 2014 Royals, who had a record of 80-82 – a losing
record!

A

COMPETITIVE BALANCE TAX
nother major aspect in the CBA
negotiations was the Competitive
Balance Tax (CBT). This is
baseball’s alternative to the salary cap used
in basketball and football. However, there
is no ‘hard-cap’ in baseball, just additional
taxes placed on teams that surpass the

CBT, increasing in amount with additional
spending. Most MLB owners preferred to
keep the threshold where it was because
it acts as a monetary constraint, which
naturally reduces the amount teams spend
on players.7 Additionally, small market
teams, worried about big spending teams
like the Dodgers, Yankees, and Red Sox,
have less to worry about when the threshold
is lower. On the other hand, the Player’s
Association believes that by raising the CBT
threshold, owners will be more inclined
to spend money on players. In 2021, the
CBT threshold was $210 million. Given
the owners’ desire to keep the threshold at
that number, and the union’s desire to limit
spending restrictions, the two sides came
to a compromise. The new base threshold
is $230 million in 2022, $233 million in
2023, $237 million in 2024, $241 million
in 2025, and $244 million in 2026.8 In this
CBA, the Collective Bargaining Tax grows
twice as fast compared to the two previous
Collective
Bargaining
Agreements.8
Ultimately what got this deal done was
the new, proclaimed “Steve Cohen Tax”,
a new third surcharge that kicks in if a
team spends $60 million more than the
base threshold.9 This appeased the smaller
market teams that are worried about big
spending owners, such as Steve Cohen of
the New York Mets, gobbling up the entire
free agent market. Should a team exceed
this third level they would pay an 80% tax.8
8 This tax increases each consecutive year
a team exceeds the third level surcharge.
Every owner has the funds to al-

Andrew Miller, left, and Max Scherzer, right, two players on the MLBPA
players executive committee, both voted no to the ratified CBA agreement
Photo courtesy of Wilfredo Lee/AP from WXYZ Detroit
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locate $100+ million to roster construction. Unfortunately, some teams choose
not to spend money to win. For example,
the Cleveland Guardians are owned by the
Dolan Family, who have a net worth of
$4.6 billion,10 but have one of the smallest
payrolls (~$68 million) and have frequently traded away star players rather than
lock them up long-term.11 To put this into
perspective, New York Met pitcher Max
Scherzer, who will be earning $43 million,
has a salary comparable to the Baltimore
Orioles entire payroll!12 The new CBT
hurts teams like the New York Mets, whose
owner wishes to spend money because the
new third surcharge has harsh consequences. In fact, Max Scherzer, Francisco Lindor,
and Brandon Nimmo from the New York
Mets each voted against the new CBA. In
an interview, Nimmo expressed frustration
over this tax, noting that the Mets finally
have an owner who will spend money, and
then suddenly this new tax exists.13 Otherwise, the changes to the Competitive Balance Tax aren’t drastic enough to change
how teams spend money. Teams that didn’t
spend money before don’t have an incentive to spend money now. For something
like that to occur, MLB would likely need
to add a salary floor, a minimum payroll
each team must hit – something that the
MLBPA was campaigning for but is unlikely to occur soon.

T

PRE-ARBITRATION
hree important benefits were granted
to players who are “Pre-Arbitration”
(players who have less than three
years of service time). Previously, players
who were categorized as “Pre-Arbitration”
were typically paid $570,500 each season,
far below the 2021 average of $4.17 million
and half of the 2021 median of $1.15
million.14 Under the new CBA, in 2022 the
minimum salary is $700,000, increasing
by $20,000 each year from 2023 to 2026,
eventually reaching $780,000.15
Additionally, a pre-arbitration bonus pool of $50 million was created to reward the top young players who otherwise
earn a salary below their market value.
Eligible players will receive $2.5 million
for winning MVP or Cy Young, $1.75 million for a second-place finish, $1.5 million
for a third-place finish, and $1 million for
a fourth- or fifth-place finish. Similarly,
pre-arbitration players who make the allMLB team also receive $1 million while
19

Rookie of the Year earns $750,000 and
second place earns $500,000, along with
making the all-MLB second team. However, players can only win one ‘bonus’ per
season – receiving whichever is the highest
sum. Any bonus pool money not distributed for the awards will be distributed to the
100-highest-ranked by WAR among eligible players.16
Lastly, a full year of major league
service time is awarded to players who finish first or second in Rookie of the Year
voting, if they are among the top 100 prospects (in two of the following platforms:
Baseball America, ESPN.com, and MLB.
com) and did not spend the full season on
a club’s 26-man roster. Top prospects who
finish top-three in Rookie of the Year or
top five in Cy Young or MVP voting also
earn teams additional draft picks.17 Interestingly, this may work against the Player’s
Union. For example, top Pirates prospect
O’Neill Cruz, has the ability to perform at
a Rookie of the Year level. However, since
the Pirates are not a team competing for the
postseason, their front office might elect to
keep him in Triple AAA, long enough for
him to get not enough at-bats as a Major
Leaguer, making it nearly impossible to
win Rookie of the Year. This will allow
the Pirates to retain prospect O’Neill Cruz
without risking him gaining a year of service time and reaching free agency sooner.
On the flipside, teams that believe they are
contenders have an incentive (bonus draft
picks) to bring up top prospects to open the
season. The Royals (Bobby Witt Jr.), Tigers
(Spencer Torkelson), Padres (CJ Abrams),
and Mariners (Julio Rodriguez) did in fact
add their organization’s top prospects to the
Opening Day roster.

A

DRAFT LOTTERY SYSTEM
unique aspect of MLB is the minor
league system in that drafted
players don’t reach the big leagues
for several years. Compared to sports like
basketball, drafted baseball players have
less value because their impact on a team
is not immediate and tends to be more
uncertain. In the NBA, a draft lottery
was implemented to prevent teams from
tanking or losing on purpose to get a higher
draft pick. In a similar thought process,
the MLBPA fought for a disincentive to
tanking. The owners and players agreed on
a draft lottery to award the top 6 selections
to teams. The eighteen teams that don’t
20

reach playoffs will be eligible for the draft
lottery, with odds being based on winning
percentage. The worst three teams each
have a 16.5% chance of the first selection.18
As mentioned earlier, the difference between a 2nd overall selection and
a 10th overall selection is very small compared to basketball’s draft. For that reason, there is skepticism over whether this
draft lottery system will decrease tanking.
However, one potential benefit is increased
draft excitement and media buzz. The NBA
draft lottery has become a sort of spectacle,
generating 4.42 million viewers for ESPN
in 2019.19 Baseball would benefit from
increased media coverage coming from a
draft lottery TV night since the draft normally garners little viewership.
On the topic of drafts, MLB and
the MLBPA exchanged the idea of an international draft in place of the current
system, where players are free to sign with
whatever team wants them. Owners feel
that this is a corrupt process and would like
to implement an international draft while
the MLBPA feels like a draft removes the
sense of a free market.20 Because of the polarity of the international draft, the owners
and Rob Manfred and the Player’s Association agreed to push this topic back and they
have until July 25, 2022, to decide on it.21
The league has offered to remove the qualifying offer system, something the players
have asked for, if they come to terms on
the international draft. A qualifying offer is
a one-time deal based on the average salary of the league’s 125 highest paid players
that can be offered to players who have six
or more years of experience and are eligible for free agency.22 Players that reject
this one-year deal and reach free agency
are less valuable to teams because their
subsequent signing triggers various penalties including the loss of one or more draft
picks. This disincentive for signing players
with a qualifying offer tag reduces what
they might earn in free agency, which is
why the Player’s Union wishes to remove
this system. It seems likely that a deal will
be made by July 25, 2022, but we’ll have to
wait until then to be sure.

T

OTHER INTERESTING ADDITIONS
he Collective Bargaining Agreement
is beyond dense and focused on the
behind-the-scenes of the industry,
but there are also several topics addressed
that directly affect fans and are more
Sports, Inc.

digestible.
Starting in 2023 the regular season
schedule will change allowing every team
to play at least one series against every other opponent.23 Teams like the Los Angeles
Angels and the Philadelphia Phillies, that
currently don’t play each other, will teeoff. Star athletes like Fernando Tatis Jr. and
Shohei Ohtani will be featured in games
against every team rather than just half the
league. This is likely to increase ratings
and revenue in 2023 and years beyond, an
important step in growing the sport.24 This
could also be mistake because it decreases
the amount of intra-division games, which
have more serious playoff implications and
tend to show fiercer rivalries. We will have
to wait until next year to figure out how this
plays out.
Major League Baseball and the
Players Association also agreed to expand
their market. Over the next five years
games will be played in Mexico, Asia,
Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic,
London, and Paris. This is huge for baseball because it will grow the sport internationally, something MLB has failed to do
compared to other sports like the NBA and
the NFL.25

M

CONCLUSION
ajor League Baseball’s newest
CBA brought with it the first
MLB work stoppage since 1995
– when Major League Baseball halted
operations for 232 days and canceled the
1994 postseason. Since 1995, MLB and the
MLBPA have worked together to produce
full seasons without labor strife. However,
the recent lockout shows that owners and
players are still far apart in wants and
desires. While a deal was reached to ‘save’
the 2022 season, the MLBPA executive
subcommittee voted unanimously against
the agreement,26 highlighting a potential
internal conflict amongst players and
potential failings of the negotiations from
a union perspective.
From a fan perspective, some
franchises haven’t had opening days on the
scheduled Opening Day since 2019. Hopefully with a fully ratified CBA, baseball
will have a smoother next four years with
greater certainty.
Maury Ahram is a sophomore in ILR.
He can be reached at ma733@cornell.edu
Gabriel Zolot is a sophomore in Arts and Sciences.
He can be reached at gdz5@cornell.edu

Power Play: The PWHPA, PHF and Women’s
Hockey in America
the U.S. since 2019, only behind the 2021

The U.S. Women’s Hockey Team celebrates after scoring in the 2022 Olympic
Games
Photo courtesy of Team USA

By EMILY SEGAL ‘24

W

hat if we didn’t just
support our professional
female athletes every two
years during the Winter
and Summer Olympics? In this Winter
Olympic year, there is a lot of attention
on the U.S. Women’s Hockey Team. This
attention is not for off the ice drama or
controversial players, but because of their
team’s performance. At a time when
there is tremendous growth in women’s
sports, from the rapidly expanding
National Women’s Soccer League to
increased prizes for women’s tennis
championships, women’s hockey is
trying to gain its own foothold in the
larger sports world.

I

NATIONAL TEAM
n the 2022 Winter Olympics goldmedal game against Canada, the U.S.
Women’s Hockey Team averaged 3.54
million viewers, a 25% increase in
viewership from their 2018 Olympics final
game.1 While the U.S. ended up losing 3-2,
they won in viewership. This game was
the second most-watched hockey game in

Stanley Cup Final.2 Even more impressive
is that the puck drop was at 11:15 p.m. ET.
Even with the late start and comparatively
less advertisement than that of the NHL,
the U.S. Women’s Hockey team still drew
substantial viewership.

T

PHF AND PWHPA
he National Women’s Hockey
League (NWHL), was established
in 2015. With four teams located
in Massachusetts, Connecticut,
and New York, the NWHL was the first
to allow women to play professional
hockey in the U.S. The modest league
had a $270,000 salary cap with no health
insurance requirement. Players were forced
to gain a full-time job in order to support
themselves while simultaneously playing
in the league. Unlike the National Women’s
Soccer League (NWSL) which was
supported by U.S. Soccer or the Women’s
National Basketball Association (WNBA)
which was supported by the National
Basketball Association (NBA), the NWHL
was essentially on its own–it had to survive
off of investors and donations without the
support of an established governing body
or league.3 In 2017, two National Hockey
League (NHL) teams, the New Jersey
Spring 2020
2022
Spring

Devils and Buffalo Sabres, began to partner
with individual NWHL teams.4 5 In 2018,
the league expanded.6 However, after three
years of mediocre compensation and little
indication that there would be adequate
compensation in the future, players began
to explore other options.
2019 was a tumultuous year for
women’s hockey. The Canadian Women’s
Hockey League, Canada’s equivalent of the
NWHL, folded in March, and teams began
to join the NWHL. In April 2019, NHL
Commissioner Gary Bettman (ILR ’74),
pledged that the NHL would help financially support the NWHL.7 In May 2019,
shortly after the NHL’s partnership with the
NWHL was announced, over 200 female
hockey players announced they would refuse to play in the NWHL due to unlivable
wages and a lack of health insurance.8 A
few weeks later, the Professional Women’s
Hockey Players Association (PWHPA) was
established as a playing organization dedicated to protecting the rights and interest
of the players. Technically, the PWHPA is
not registered as a league. Notably however, they stated that they would provide
adequate financial resources to players and
health insurance.9 The “league” relies heavily on sponsors to compensate players.10
In 2021, the NWHL rebranded to become
the Premier Hockey Federation (PHF).
Today, the PHF has grown to six teams.
PHF teams have a salary cap of $750,000,
players have health insurance, and players
have 10% equity in each team.11 Despite its
growth and seemingly remarkable success,
the PHF does not have any of the players
on the 2022 U.S. Women’s Hockey Olympic Team on any of its rosters. Rather, the
Olympic players who are playing in the
U.S. professionally play exclusively for
the PWHPA. While the issues of wages and
health insurance have been resolved, the
PWHPA players are adamant in keeping
their own league.
Currently, there are two competing women’s hockey “leagues.” One
official, the PHF, and one unofficial, the
PWHPA. Unfortunately, the NHL made an
investment in the less marketable league.
While the PHF has an admirable goal, it
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does not have highly recognizable athletes
such as Hillary Knight or Kendall Coyne
Schofield who draw large audiences. Economically speaking, it is unfeasible for two
separate leagues to exist in such a small
market, despite its rapid growth. Therefore,
it seems as if the more marketable “league”
will prevail. To further complicate matters, 10 NHL clubs–including the Rangers, Blackhawks, Flyers, and Capitals–are
sponsors of the PWHPA.12 That is about a
third of the NHL that has interests in that
league! Now, the NHL, in the wake of
the U.S. Women’s Team’s success, is trying to recover from not making an initial
investment in women’s hockey and then
ultimately making the wrong one. Furthermore, the NHL’s investment is now at odds
with some of its member teams. As a result, the NHL is attempting to apply pressure publicly in order to encourage the two
leagues to merge.13

T

VIEWERSHIP AND SPONSORSHIP
here has been substantial
viewership for women’s hockey
in the Olympic gold medal game
for consecutive competitions
(2018 and 2022)14 and substantial growth in
professional hockey viewership overall.15
Together, these two statistics should suggest
that there would be a large market for
women’s hockey in America. However, for
both leagues, it is rather difficult to watch
these games. The PWHPA streams their
games on YouTube,16 and the PHF streams
their games on ESPN+ and Twitch.17
The PHF on Twitch averages about
1,000 views per game,18 and the PWHPA
averages about 2,000 views per game in
their annual Secret Dream Gap Tour.19
The PHF’s viewership is up over 800%
(previous viewership stood at about 125
views per game) this year. The PWHPA’s

large annual tournament has not happened
yet, but they are averaging about 700 views
per showcase game. The large gap between
the viewership of these regular season
games and the Olympic Games (which
had about 3.5 million views), likely stems
from the media platform that the games
are being promoted on. People want to
watch women’s hockey–they do every four
years–they likely just do not know how to
find it. The lack of visibility of these games
on mainstream networks likely inhibits
viewership. The PHF just signed their
contract with ESPN+ to stream games for
this 2021-2022 season, and hopefully, this
will make games easier to find and watch.
Since these leagues are in their
infancy, the ability to advertise is exceedingly cheap. Brands like Secret, Adidas,
and Budweiser are supporting the PWHPA.20 Similarly, Discover and Horizon Blue
Cross Blue Shield are sponsorship partners
with the PHF. Due to the relatively cheap
advertising compared to the NHL, these
brands can generate visibility at a significantly lower cost.21 In 2020, for example,
Secret pledged $1 million to the PWHPA’s
Dream Gap Tour which was then renamed
to the Secret Dream Gap Tour. The Washington Capitals of the NHL, by contrast,
are charging Caesars Sportsbook $6 million annually to place an advertisement on
their home jersey, starting in the 2022-2023
season.22 It is unclear how much additional
revenue Secret generated from their investment, but the female empowerment brand
alignment between Secret and the PWHPA
allows Secret to gain additional exposure
while sticking to their mission statement.
Companies are beginning to see the potential of these new leagues, and they are investing rapidly. In the 2020-2021 season,
PHF’s sponsorship sales increased 300%
year over year, and this 2021-2022 season, they are up 250% year over year.23 For
smaller companies in particular, the PWHPA and PHF are great ways to get exposure
across North America. For larger companies, these “leagues” allow for cheap national exposure. When women’s hockey
begins to grow in a way that women’s soccer has, these brands will be at the forefront
of the movement.

Kendall Coyne Schofield (#26) of the
PWHPA releases a shot on goal during
the Secret Dream Gap Tour.
Photo courtesy of the International
Olympic Committee
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FINAL THOUGHTS
espite all of the politics that
surround these two women’s
hockey organizations, there is
a singular vision: to increase
opportunities for women, inspire the
next generation of athletes, and advance
women’s hockey.24 25 Women’s hockey
has the capability of growing in a
manner similar to how women’s soccer is
currently, but the sport can only progress
with clearer leadership. In the 2020-2021
season, roughly 60,000 girls under the
age of 18 signed up to play hockey. While
that is a fraction of the roughly 283,000
boys under the age of 18 that play, in the
pandemic era, the girls’ 13-18 age group
was the only demographic to experience
growth in membership across all of U.S.
Hockey, the national governing body for
hockey in America.26 Many young girls are
starting to play hockey, and they deserve
the opportunity, should they choose, to
play at the highest levels as their male
counterparts do. These leagues in tandem
with the success of the U.S. Women’s
Hockey Team, are driving the growth of
this sport. Women’s hockey in America is
gaining traction.
As the PWHPA inches closer
to becoming a full league27 and women’s
hockey continues to grow in America, the
future of women’s hockey looks bright.
With its continued Olympic successes, the
U.S. Women’s Hockey Team has inspired
girls all over the country to pick up a stick
and play. With two stable governing bodies
trying to improve the game, it is important
to consider the future economic potential
of women’s hockey growth, but it’s equally
as important to support the players of the
league. Professional players have taken
initiative to create their own organization
to play the game they love, on their own
terms. It should not be up to leagues that
have mismanaged or neglected the women’s game to dictate the future of professional women’s hockey in America. The
know-how of the NHL clubs that already
support the PWHPA along with the star
power that has the potential to fill arenas,
the potential for this league is enormous.
With continued corporate support, as well
as more robust partnerships with NHL
teams, the PWHPA can become the world’s
premier women’s hockey league.
Emily Segal is a Sophomore in ILR.
She can be reached at ecs279@cornell.edu
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Baseball’s Labor Strife Over?
Not in the Minor Leagues

MLB commissioner Rob Manfred and MLBPA Executive Director Tony Clark have the power to help minor leaguers, but
have done practically nothing to do so.
Photo courtesy of Baseball America

By MAX JAFFE ‘23

W

hile everyone has been
focusing on the lockout and
new Collective Bargaining
Agreement (CBA) that
affected the up to 1,200 Major League
Baseball (MLB) players, the thousands of
players toiling in the minor leagues have
been largely forgotten. When the ink
dried on the new CBA following the 99day lockout, the Major League Baseball
Players Association (MLBPA) brought
some fantastic news back to its members,
but those in the minors had nothing to
show for it.
Over the last few years, Minor
League Baseball (MiLB) has undergone
some radical changes. Much of this was
due to the Covid-19 pandemic. While MLB
ended up shortening its season to 60 games
in 2020, and lost billions of dollars in revenue from the inability to sell tickets, MiLB
shut down all together,1 and by the start of
the next season a quarter of the teams were

gone.2 From a labor standpoint, losing 25%
of the jobs in your industry is a massive
blow to a group of people already struggling to get by. The Minor Leagues are
notorious for having horrendous pay and
being exempt from minimum wage laws.3
In this regard, however, things are looking
up.
Starting last season, in 2021, all
minor leaguers (that were able to keep
their jobs) saw a 38-72% increase in their
salaries.4 This ranged from approximately
$1,600 a month for Rookie League players, to about $3,000 a month for Triple-A
players.5 Given the season is about six
months long, players will now make about
$10,000-$18,000 over the course of a season, which is still an absurdly low amount
of money to live on.
The arguably more important positive change is being implemented in 2022.
Starting this season, MLB teams will pay
for 90% of minor leaguers’ housing. Only
those on 40-man rosters or those making
over $100,000 throughout the year will be
excluded. Given the rising cost of housing,
Spring2020
2022
Spring

and the fact that this is one of the biggest
expenses people face on a yearly basis, it
is a massive improvement for minor league
players. While players may have to share
a room with a teammate, the apartments
must be fully furnished and a reasonable
distance away from the ballpark.6 Although
teams will presumably provide the cheapest housing they can get, this should still
relieve a significant load of stress from the
players.
While MLB and the owners may
frame this as them doing something great
for minor league players, we must continue
to consider the full context of the situation:
Major League Baseball, with the exception
of 2020, has consistently been raking in
over 10 billion dollars in revenue each season,7 yet minor league players, even with
these raises, will continue to make near or
below the Federal Poverty Line. However,
MLB is not the only power at fault for this
long-standing mistreatment of MiLB players.
The MLBPA, which represents
all the Major League players, almost all
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of whom came up through the minors, has
done practically nothing to help out any of
its potential future members. While there
was a report that the union shot down an
offer by MLB that included cutting nearly 1,000 more minor league jobs in the
future,8 that’s the most they’ve done. The
union was able to successfully raise the
starting salary for pre-arbitration players to
$700,000 in the new CBA, yet the average
minor leaguer will be making less than 2%
of that this season.
From the unions’ standpoint,
there’s little reason to help struggling minor leaguers. Only approximately 17%
of minor league players ever make it to
the Majors,9 and most of those that do are
high round draft picks who received lucrative, six or even seven figure draft bonuses. Most minor leaguers that will one day
make up the bargaining unit are not the
ones struggling, and so the union would
rather not waste its precious bargaining
chips trying to help guys that may not even
be playing baseball in a few years’ time.
It’s difficult to see the MLBPA, which represents the labor interests of major league

players, standby and do nothing while their
less accomplished counterparts struggle to
put food on the table for their families.
Statements made by then Nationals outfielder Adam Eaton in 2019 were
even more appalling. In response to a question about whether he believed the conditions in the minors should be improved he
responded: “No. [laughs] I have this argument all the time. If you do, complacency
sets in. I don’t know, I think it’s difficult,
yes, and it’s easy for me to say that because
of where I am, but I wouldn’t be where I
am without that. I think you have an appreciation for the major league life when you
get up here. I think you have an appreciation for the minor leagues when you get
up here, because it makes you appreciate
things. It makes you concentrate on baseball. It makes you make everything important down there so you can get up here and
enjoy this life.”10 While Eaton would backtrack on his comments the next day and say
that he did support higher pay, this kind
of mentality, especially from a long-time
minor leaguer like Eaton, only worsens
the problem at hand. Minor Leaguers need

Lunch served to minor league players
in the A’s organization shows that more than just salaries and housing need to
change.
Photo courtesy of MILB Advocates Twitter
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loud, vocal support from their brothers in
the Majors who hold infinitely more influence than they do.
While MLB and the MLBPA may
point to these new improvements over the
last couple seasons, more must be done.
The salaries were only raised after the removal of 40 teams from the minors, so the
owners are barely paying more than they
were before. Additionally, with high inflation and the cost of living over the last
couple years, the purchasing power of the
salaries the players will now receive are
at best marginally better than they were
before. Beyond that, the salaries are still
at an insanely low level, hovering around
the poverty line. While the housing provisions will alleviate some stress, it will still
be extremely difficult for those that didn’t
receive large signing bonuses to get by
without taking a second job in the offseason. In fact, a study recently released by
More Than Baseball found that more than
half of players have jobs in the offseason.
The study also found that $35,000 a year
was the necessary salary to ensure all players were over the poverty line. The average
amount that players said would allow them
to not work during the offseason was a little
over $41,000.11 While things are somewhat
better now, the entire system is far from
where it needs to be. Without major legal
changes, minor leaguers will forever be
stuck with low pay and horrible conditions.
There may, however, be some
good news coming on that front. Over the
last few years, several lawsuits have been
filed claiming grievances committed by
Major League Baseball against the Minor
League players. On March 15th, a judge
awarded nearly two million dollars to former minor league players in Senne v. Major League Baseball.12 The suit was filed in
2014 with players alleging the Fair Labor
Standards Act (FLSA), as well as local
state wage and hour laws, had been violated. While the actual trial will not start until
June, it has been a very long path for this
case just to get to this stage, and the pre-trial award could bode well for the players.
Another case filed last December
may have even larger ramifications. Four
of the minor league teams that were cut
after the 2020 season are suing MLB and
challenging its antitrust exemption that was
granted 100 years ago in Federal Baseball
v. National League.13 This case established
that baseball was a pastime as opposed to a

business, and did not qualify as interstate
commerce, exempting it from the Sherman
Antitrust Act. This has allowed MLB to act
as a monopoly for the last century with no
rival leagues to challenge it. This contrasts
the NFL and NBA who competed with
the American Football League (AFL) and
American Basketball Association (ABA)
respectively. While a similar case was filed
six years ago and went nowhere, there is
hope now after the Supreme Court’s ruling against the NCAA and its limitations
of players’ benefits last summer. Were this
lawsuit to win, MLB would not be able to
eliminate any more minor league affiliated teams, as this would be viewed as anti-competitive.
Finally, a lawsuit filed in Puerto Rico in January combines elements of
both of these suits. The class action claims
that MLB is a monopsony, as they are the
only ones buying the labor of minor league
players, and that the teams keep wages artificially low as a result. They also claimed
that the reserve clause that keeps minor
league players with their drafted teams for
seven years gives the players no ability to
negotiate their salary. The suit is hoping to
have the antitrust exemption found to be
unconstitutional, while also seeking unpaid
wages and damages under the FLSA.14
There has also been a legislative proposal in the last few weeks from
a California state Senator to create a “bill
of rights” for minor league players. This
would include better working conditions,
higher pay, and would limit contracts to
four years to give players more leverage.15
Recent legislation has not been kind to the
players, as Congress’s 2018 spending bill
included a provision that allowed owners
to continue to pay minor leaguers less than
minimum wage.16 Little legislation ever
gets passed nowadays, and a bill that would
be perceived to hurt a business like MLB
would likely never stand a shot.
A better approach is to ensure that minor
league players are included and integrated
into the labor movement. Covid layoffs, the
Fight for 15, mass strikes last year, and the
current labor shortage for low-wage jobs
have drawn a lot of attention to labor conditions. Making sure Minor Leaguers are
included in any legislation that could get
passed, like a federal $15 minimum wage,
or the PRO Act, which makes it easier for
employees to organize and unionize, would

be a big step forward. While unionizing
seems unlikely, it is important that players have more protection to take action
like a strike. This would be difficult, due
to the massive power inequality that exists between the owners and players, but
any pro labor legislation could help. Minor
Leaguers should try to incorporate themselves more into the labor movement as the
fight for minor leaguers is the same as for
other low-wage, mistreated workers: a fight
for justice by many against the few billionaires who employ them.
The unfortunate reality is that
these lawsuits are unlikely to go anywhere,
and at best would probably result in a settlement. It is rare for corporations like MLB
to be taken down in court. Additionally,
the contentious state of Congress makes it
unlikely that any big pro labor legislation
will pass anytime soon. It is quite shameful that it has come to this to try to change
the system. MLB, with its massive annual
revenue, could easily raise the salaries of
players to above the poverty line, helping
them avoid working second jobs. Many
of the changes minor leaguers want don’t
even come at a large monetary price. The
aforementioned More Than Baseball study
noted some other changes players yearned
for: stipends to choose housing rather than
being assigned housing, improved food and
nutrition, shorter contracts, and post-career
support. These changes are simple and
would cost the league pocket change at
most, but don’t expect to see them anytime
soon, if ever. MLB views minor leaguers as
simple laborers in its large, profitable system and nothing more.

No matter how MLB frames
it, they are continuing
to put minor leaguers
in dangerous and unfair
situations, forcing
them to work
second jobs
and making it
difficult to
provide not only
for their loved
ones, but for
themselves too.
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The 2022 MiLB season will probably go on, same as usual, only with slightly higher paychecks and some cheaply provided housing. This is a better situation for
players relative to recent years, but the cost
was a quarter of the workforce. No matter
how MLB frames it, they are continuing to
put minor leaguers in dangerous and unfair
situations, forcing them to work second
jobs and making it difficult to provide not
only for their loved ones but for themselves
too.The MLBPA, on the other hand, will
celebrate their victories this season, as they
increased their minimum pay and created
a 50-million-dollar pre arbitration bonus
pool, ensuring more money for those that
likely never struggled in the minors because of large signing bonuses. MLB will
take in eleven digits again this year, but the
lowest paid minor leaguers will make less
than eleven thousand dollars. Don’t believe
the narrative: we haven’t seen any real
change, and it’s unclear if we ever will.

Max Jaffe is a junior in ILR.
He can be reached at mtj32@cornell.edu
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ISL Season 4: Is This the End?
By LAURA JOCELYN‘24

T

he
International
Swimming
League
(ISL)
has
been
an organization rife with
controversy since its inception.
The brainchild of a Russian-Ukrainian
billionaire, the ISL has faced legal battles,
payment failures, staffing issues, and
more. Though it has survived three full
competition cycles, ISL’s fourth season,
first set for June 2022 and now postponed
until 2023, may finally be its last. For all
its novelty, the International Swimming
League has put itself in an extremely
difficult position, and many doubt the
League’s ability to stay afloat amid these
tumultuous times. But it was not always
like this. In 2018 Konstantin Grigorishin,
the aforementioned Russian-Ukrainian
billionaire, announced the creation of a
professional swimming league to emulate
big money organizations like the NFL and
NBA.1 Ideally, it would give swimmers
the chance to earn a living from their sport
without relying on government subsidies
or brand sponsorships; and as a bonus,
the points system and drafting process
had the potential to draw audiences from
outside the sport. It even featured 10 teams
that consisted of members from different
nations, something rarely seen in the sport.
Grigorishin had stars from the start, with
power players like world record holders
Adam Peaty and Katinka Hozzu pledging
to compete in ISL competitions. Morale
was high and swimming fans were excited
to see where this new style of competition
would lead. So, where did it all go wrong?

H

LEGAL TROUBLE
ow did a sporting concept go
from visionary to defunct in
less than five years? There
are
several
compounding
factors involved, but the easiest to trace
are the League’s legal troubles. The
2018 announcement of the ISL carried
with it a few persistent issues that would
plague the League for years: scheduling
conflicts with FINA. FINA, short for
Federacion Internationale de Natation,
is the international governing body of all
26

water sports, including swimming. This
organization is responsible for organizing
and scheduling the swimming portion
of the Olympics, as well as the World
Championships, in both short and long
course meters.2 The ISL’s first competition
was scheduled just after the 2018 World
Short Course Swimming Championships,
and the fanfare surrounding this new
swimming league drew some talented
swimmers away from FINA’s competition.
3
This began the long-standing feud between
FINA and the ISL; a clash between old and
new.
As the governing body of aquatic sports, FINA has the ultimate authority
in determining which international meets
can be sanctioned as an official competition, meaning that FINA could prevent any
world records set at ISL meets from being
counted as official times, which it did until
the ISL’s third season. FINA also wielded
the power of bans, and slowed the start of
the first ISL Season with threats to ban any
ISL swimmers from international competition for up to two years. This tension gave
rise to a 2018 lawsuit that is still unfolding
as of March 2022, in which the ISL sued
FINA for violating the Sherman Antitrust
Act of 1890 by monopolizing athletes’ participation.4 Though FINA has so far been
ordered to pay costs of $136,799 for disclosing confidential settlement information, ISL’s surrogates, Tom Shields, Katinka Hosszu, and Michael Andrew, have lost
their bid to make the lawsuit a class action
case.5 The ISL’s loss here is far greater,
since suing FINA as a class would have
greatly expanded the damages available to
athletes, and the costs ordered to FINA are
not a significant sum of money. It is notable that the ISL surrogates in the case are
also athletes in the League and significant

shareholders of teams within the ISL, essentially creating conflicts of interest that
the US Magistrate did not look on favorably.6
Lastly, the ISL had a hand in its
own defeat. The primary reason the court
threw out the ISL’s bid for a class action
suit was due to the structure of prize money,
in which athletes are competing for a “fixed
pot” of money. This means that some athletes, those who rank the highest, stand to
gain or lose substantially more than others,
violating the spirit of class status.7 This is
especially frustrating for the ISL because
they heavily advertise the “fixed pot” sum
available at the start of each season, and
consider it a major marketing tool.8 In the
wake of this decision, as well as further
scheduling conflicts with FINA, the ISL
plans on creating a base salary for full-time
athletes in Season 4. However, this change
is viewed in the eyes of athletes and fans
alike as both hasty and poorly thought out.9
Though a fixed salary would make it easier
to qualify ISL athletes as a class, it is an
option available only to athletes who go to
all 24 meets in the season. Therefore, this
places a heavy burden upon swimmers with
other athletic commitments while benefiting the higher-ups of the ISL.10
Aside from the animosity between
international sporting entities, the ISL has
also made some enemies of national sporting bodies. Each team in the ISL chooses
their roster based on a draft system.11 As
such, each team has swimmers of different nationalities. This feature of the ISL
is unique from the rest of the post-collegiate swimming world, where FINA separates teams based solely on nationality.
To fans, this seemed like a brilliant prospect. The retirement of early 2000s golden
age swimmers like Jason Lezak, Michael

The ISL advertises teams with stylized logos to appeal to wider audiences
Photo courtesy of Reach For the Wall
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Phelps, Ryan Lochte, and Natalie Coughlin
left a power vacuum in the sport that the
ISL hoped to fill by spotlighting new star
swimmers, and all-star style teams seemed
like a promising start. However, this idea
proved to be less appealing to the countries
that sponsored these athletes. Many countries, including the United States, provide a
subsidy for swimmers to continue training.
These stipulations, regardless of country,
include two requirements: maintain a certain national or international ranking in a
given number of events, and represent your
country on the world stage. Since the ISL
was not a nationality-based organization,
smaller swimming countries did not take
kindly to their star swimmers using federally funded money to compete for unrelated teams.
This problem was exacerbated
by the team ranking system implemented by the ISL to place more emphasis on
the “League” portion of the organization.
Swimming at the Olympics and World
Championships, the two biggest FINA
swimming events, is a largely individual affair. Though relays bring a sense of
national pride, it is common for breakout
swims to receive large amounts of individual attention that then reflect positively on
the athlete’s home country. For instance,
Ahmed Hafnaoui, winner of the 400 meter
freestyle, went viral on platforms like Twitter and TikTok for his moving reaction to
winning Tunisia’s first gold medal in several Olympic cycles.12 Google Trends shows
that within 48 hours of Hafnaoui winning
gold, search results for Tunisia more than
quadrupled worldwide.13 Stories like these
are not possible within the structure of the
ISL. The equivalent of Hafnaoui’s win in
the League would be: Hafnaoui of the London Roar ISL team contributes 4 points to
his team’s overall ranking. Hardly as inspiring a story, and one that does not bring
any positive press to the athlete’s home.
National swimming bodies have
been growing steadily less patient with the
ISL, but tensions boiled over when the ISL
released their initial Season 4 schedule,
set to begin in June of 2022. Due to covid
concerns and geopolitical conflicts, FINA
shuffled the dates and locations of several
of their biggest international competitions,
some of which directly conflict with the
ISL schedule.14 This left many athletes
with a difficult decision: ISL or FINA?
Given these unfavorable circumstances, it

comes as no surprise that the ISL and FINA
conflicts led to some drastic reactions.
Ahead of ISL Season 4, several countries,
including the Dutch Swimming Federation,
banned their athletes from participating in
ISL competitions, lest they lose federal
funding, or even the ability to compete under their country’s flag.15 Of course, now
that the ISL has postponed the next season
until 2023, it remains to be seen whether
the new dates, should the season ever get
off the ground, will interfere with the 2023
World Championships as well.

P

FINANCIAL WOES
erhaps a lack of subsidies would
not pose such an issue if it were
not for the other glaring problem
with the ISL: their lack of
financial reliability and transparency. The
ISL’s existence has hinged almost entirely
on the funding of one man: Konstantin
Grigorishin. The idea was to spend money
to make money, but the ISL has not
returned much profit since its rocky start.
Grigorishin has sunk enormous sums of
money to keep the ISL afloat and spent $20
million in the first season alone.16
One might wonder how one man
can single handedly fund a multinational organization. In short, he cannot. The
ISL is heading into Season 4 with unre-

solved financial problems from Seasons 2
and 3, and these issues have the potential
to destroy the commercial viability of the
League for good. Employees of the ISL
are still mistrustful of the organization after a brush with disaster in November of
2021. The ISL Season 3 playoffs, set to
start November 11th of 2021, were nearly
derailed by a boycott after it was revealed
that almost no one involved in the ISL was
paid for their work in Season 2, including
vendors, athletes, officials, travel agencies,
consultants, and others.17 While the ISL
narrowly avoided the boycott by paying
partial sums to their athletes and employees, questions of incomplete payments
from Seasons 2 and 3 payments persist,
and stars like Adam Peaty reportedly had
not received their Season 2 winnings in
full several months after the conclusion of
Season 3.18 For big winners like Peaty, late
or nonexistent payments are irksome, but
not a complete dealbreaker. Athletes of his
caliber have external sources of revenue
from lucrative sponsorships and can afford
to wait for their prize money.19 Unreliable
payments hurt smaller swimmers the most,
despite the ISL’s original stated purpose being a revenue stream for those who cannot
make money from swimming otherwise.
Of course, there remains an elephant in the room concerning the source

The ISL has put an emphasis on flashy visuals and interesting concepts, but has
ignored long term plans for success
Photo courtesy of Swimming World Magazine
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of funding for the ISL’s fourth season. The
base salary for ISL swimmers, set to be
paid in advance of the upcoming season,
has been delayed indefinitely due to the
ongoing war in Ukraine. Grigorishin has
most of his billions in assets in Ukraine,
and since Russia officially declared war in
the region, his accounts have been affected
enough to impact his ability to fund his organization.20 This is especially concerning
given that many ISL teams, such as the Tokyo Frogs, have not been paid prize money
from the season prior that was supposed
to have been paid with the Season 4 base
salary, effectively shortchanging athletes
for two seasons straight.21 Of course, the
advent of war is not an issue that the ISL
could have foreseen, but it nevertheless has
contributed to the difficulties of all employees and athletes within the ISL.
FINA also has something that the
ISL does not: hosting fees. The flat rate to
host the FINA World Championships is
said to be around $10 million, with added costs hiking the price up into the tens,
or even hundreds, of millions.22 Since the
ISL has created a competition style more
akin to matches rather than meets, most of
their competitions are dual meets, and do
not necessitate an exorbitant hosting fee.
The ISL has also been held back by Covid.
While FINA meets like the World Championships or the Olympics could guarantee
paid viewers due to their longstanding significance, the ISL had barely a year to build
up a fan base with in-person spectators, and
thus could not garner high viewership for
even its debut championship meet, with
just 380,000 viewers.23 The compounding
lack of hosting fees and low viewership
keep the ISL dependent on Grigorishin,
which only exacerbates the issues of transparency and reliability.

T

WHO CARES?
he ISL faces an issue that is
perhaps the most important of
all: it is not taken seriously by
the swimming community. The
personal relations and marketing sectors
of the ISL have been mismanaged from
the start, resulting in them becoming the
butt of many a joke from fans, athletes,
and commentators alike. At first, it seemed
like the ISL might be able to garner respect
on starpower alone; big names from the
Olympics like Caeleb Dressel, Adam
Peaty, and Sarah Sjostrom initially brought
28

attention to the League just by being
there, and fans were excited to have more
opportunities to see fast swimming. By
late 2020, however, the fanfare had largely
died off. Dressel missed over half of his
team’s competitions in Season 3 to build
on his training, Sjostrom pulled back from
all competition due to an elbow injury, and
Peaty took a step back from the ISL to set
his sights on a new world record at the
2024 Olympics.24 All perfectly reasonable
explanations for reduced commitment,
but by the same token, every one of these
athletes competed at the 2021 Tokyo
Olympics in top form just weeks before
the ISL’s third Season. They could have
swum at ISL meets, but they chose to focus
on FINA meets instead. The message to
audiences was clear: when push comes to
shove, FINA comes first.
Another hindrance to the ISL is
its stubbornness with regards to its meet
structure. Long distance events, namely the
800 and 1500-meter freestyle, have never been the most popular races. The most
viewed races have historically been events
in the 100 and 200-meter categories, especially with Michael Phelps dominating
the 100-meter butterfly and 200-meter individual medley for several Olympics in a
row.25 Distance events are strategic and can
be fun for longtime swim fans to analyze,
but most casual fans tune into the splashy
and exciting sprints. Hoping to capitalize on this attitude, the ISL structured its
competitions around short distances, with
its longest race being the 400-meter freestyle. Ideally, this would keep the energy
consistently high and lead to higher viewership. Unfortunately for the ISL, distance
events, however improbable, became
swimming’s most anticipated events in just
a few years. Katie Ledecky, the undisputed
most dominant female swimmer of all
time, specializes in the 800m and 1500m,
and her popularity surged toward the end
of the 2010s as she lowered world records
by insurmountable margins.26 Despite the
immense star power she possesses, the ISL
cannot use any of it, because they do not
cater to the events for which she is most
famous. The Tokyo Olympics solidified the
new popularity of distance events, when
Bobby Finke of the United States became
an overnight sensation when he pulled off
two consecutive upsets to win gold in the
800m and 1500m.27 He trended number one
worldwide on Twitter, was named SwimSports, Inc.

ming World’s Male Breakout Performer
of the Year, and had a phrase named after
him that refers to a last-minute surge to
victory: getting Finke’d.28 If the ISL adjusted its race structure in Season 4 to take
advantage of new interest in longer events,
it would capture a much wider audience,
but it insists on sticking to its guns, even if
that means losing out on two of the biggest
names in swimming.
The marketing of the ISL is not
doing it any favors either. Though the
League’s Instagram account is well-maintained, the individual teams within the ISL
have had less than stellar management.
Most have been inactive since early 2021,
and the New York Breakers Twitter account has been hijacked by a former team
manager and used almost exclusively as
a platform to post anti-vaccination and
politically charged.29 Regardless of political stance, it is concerning that the ISL,
a league which has been struggling with
maintaining an air of legitimacy, has allowed their official social media accounts
to be co-opted by former employees and
used to spread sentiments that are not even
tangentially related to the ISL or its functions.
The final blow to the ISL’s image came when the ISL announced its intentions to carry on with Season 4 amid
FINA’s new schedule rollout. Two of the
ISL’s most popular teams, London Roar
and DC Trident, lost their general managers within days of the announcement. The
two former GMs, Kaitlin Sandeno and Rob
Woodhouse, stepped down with little comment, though Woodhouse did say he had
“lost belief” in the original vision of the
ISL.30 And with the recent postponement
of Season 4 to 2023, that sentiment sums
up the overall attitude toward the ISL as it
currently stands. It was once considered a
novel and innovative plan, but poor execution, faulty management, and borderline
fraudulent financial practices kept the ISL
from ever reaching its full potential. Perhaps with a little reworking it could return
one day, but as it stands, Season 4, if it ever
comes to pass, is likely to be its swan song.
A last farewell to an idea that, however
flawed, should be remembered for what it
attempted to do: bring the world of swimming to a new frontier.
Laura Jocelyn is a sophomore in ILR.
She can be reached at lkj25@cornell.edu
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