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  Preface



When I was a college athlete, nobody ever sat me down and explained how taxes worked. We had strength coaches, academic advisors, position meetings, and nutritionists—but not one person talked to us about money, and especially not taxes. It wasn’t part of the playbook. Now, with NIL changing the entire landscape, student-athletes are finally getting paid—but still not getting the financial guidance they need to keep what they earn. That’s a problem. And this book is part of the solution.

Today’s student-athlete might have brand partnerships, endorsement deals, merchandise income, or social media revenue—all before stepping into their first college class. NIL income can come fast, and for many athletes, it feels like a win. But here’s the truth: income without tax literacy is a trap. If you don’t understand how taxes work, what you owe, and how to plan for it, you’re walking onto a financial field blindfolded. And trust me, the IRS plays defense. This book was written so you don’t get blindsided.

Tax Literacy For NIL isn’t just about rules—it’s about mindset. It’s about learning to treat your NIL income like a business, because that’s what it is. The moment you start earning money through your name, image, and likeness, you’ve entered a world where taxes matter. Whether it’s $500 for a local commercial or $50,000 from a national deal, the tax bill is real. And what you don’t know can absolutely hurt you.

I’ve seen athletes lose opportunities because they didn’t file the right forms. I’ve seen young stars hit with penalties and interest because nobody told them to set money aside. I’ve watched good people get audited because they were using cash apps like a business account and had no records to show. And in many of those situations, it wasn’t because the athlete was irresponsible—it was because nobody ever taught them. That ends here.

This book is built to meet you where you are. You don’t need a finance degree. You don’t need to know tax code. You need straight answers, real-life examples, and strategies that work in your world. Each chapter breaks down a key concept—like 1099s, write-offs, estimated taxes, and self-employment—using sports analogies, clear language, and actionable steps. I want you to understand taxes the same way you understand a game plan: who’s covering what, where the traps are, and how to execute under pressure.

Think of each chapter like a rep in the weight room. The more you go through them, the stronger you get. We’ll build from the basics to the advanced—starting with what taxes are, and ending with how to build a team of professionals around you. I’ll use football, basketball, tennis, golf, track, and soccer analogies throughout the book to make things relatable. This isn’t a lecture—it’s a locker room talk from someone who’s been there.

I played Division I football. I’ve been through the grind. I know what it’s like to balance school, workouts, media pressure, and dreams of going pro. And I also know what it’s like to enter the real world without a playbook for taxes, credit, or budgeting. That’s why I built my platform around financial literacy—for student-athletes, for parents, and for the culture. You deserve to win, but you also deserve to understand the game you’re playing off the field.

This book will walk you through what to do, what to avoid, and how to think differently about your money. It’s not just about surviving tax season—it’s about positioning yourself to thrive. Because taxes aren’t the enemy. They’re just part of the system. And once you learn how that system works, you gain power. Power to plan ahead. Power to protect your wealth. Power to say “yes” to the right deals and “no” to the ones that come with strings attached.

I want you to be able to open a tax document and not panic. I want you to feel confident asking a CPA the right questions. I want you to walk into a business deal knowing what it means for your tax return—not just your Instagram followers. NIL is an incredible opportunity, but if you’re not careful, it can be short-lived. This book will help make sure that doesn’t happen.

So take a breath, grab a pen, and dig in. You’ve trained for every part of your athletic life. Now it’s time to train your financial mind. Let’s make sure your NIL journey isn’t just profitable—but protected, professional, and built to last. Let’s turn confusion into clarity and mistakes into momentum. Welcome to Tax Literacy For NIL—your new financial playbook.







  How to Use This Book



Welcome to Tax Literacy For NIL. Whether you’re a student-athlete getting your first taste of NIL money, a parent trying to help your child make sense of tax forms and contracts, or a coach, compliance officer, or advisor wanting to give your players the tools to protect their earnings—you’re holding something more than just a book. You’re holding a playbook for financial survival and success in a system that wasn’t designed with student-athletes in mind.

This book was written to be useful, not just readable. You don’t need to be an accounting major or financial advisor to benefit from what’s inside. You don’t even need to like numbers. You just need to care about your future and be willing to treat your NIL earnings with the same discipline and respect that you give your sport. If you’re ready to do that, this book will meet you exactly where you are—and walk you forward step by step.

Each chapter is designed to be both standalone and sequential. That means you can read it cover to cover and build a strong, layered understanding of how taxes work for athletes in the NIL era. But you can also jump to a chapter that answers a specific question you have right now. For example, if you just received a 1099 form and want to know what to do with it, head to that chapter. If you’re wondering how to track your NIL income or what’s considered a legal write-off, you’ll find those sections too. The structure is flexible on purpose—because NIL journeys don’t all start at the same point.

That said, if this is your first introduction to taxes and money management, I highly recommend you start at the beginning. Think of this book like a progressive training program. You wouldn’t jump straight to max reps on day one of lifting. You build a foundation—mobility, form, consistency. Taxes are no different. Early chapters cover the basic building blocks, and later ones get into more advanced strategies and scenarios. By reading in order, you get the full benefit of a structured learning process.

Each chapter contains five core components:


	
A relatable introduction that frames the topic in real-life terms and introduces it with a sports analogy. Whether it’s football, basketball, tennis, golf, soccer, or track, these comparisons help bridge the gap between what you already know (your sport) and what you’re learning (your money).

	
A deep dive into the tax topic at hand, explained clearly and without unnecessary jargon. The goal is always clarity. You’ll find answers to questions like: “What’s self-employment tax?” “Why do I need to set money aside throughout the year?” or “Do I really have to report free gear as income?”

	
A fictional NIL case study to show the concept in action. You’ll meet composite student-athletes who are going through similar situations to your own. You’ll see what happens when things go right—and what happens when they go wrong.

	
A “Coach’s Notes” section, which includes clear, practical action steps. These aren’t vague suggestions. These are real tasks you can take on today—like creating a tax folder, asking your CPA specific questions, saving a certain percentage of every NIL payment, or checking for write-offs.

	
A chapter wrap-up, which ties it all together and previews what’s next. Every chapter builds toward a larger goal: tax confidence. Financial fluency. And eventually, long-term wealth building.




You’ll notice I use sports language throughout the book. That’s not just a style choice—it’s intentional. As an athlete, you’re used to preparation, repetition, and execution. You know how to follow a game plan and make in-game adjustments. You understand coaching. You understand teamwork. I’m speaking your language, because this topic has been spoken in a foreign tongue for too long. My job is to translate taxes into terms you understand—and can act on.

This book is also meant to grow with you. Your NIL income might be modest right now, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t take it seriously. In fact, it’s easier to build good financial habits with $500 than it is with $50,000. If you’re in high school or early in your college career, consider this your preseason. You’re laying the groundwork. If you’re already making significant money, this is your in-season playbook. And if you’re a senior thinking about going pro, this book helps you transition into life after college with the tax foundation most rookies wish they had.

You’re encouraged to mark up this book. Highlight key ideas. Take notes in the margins. Use it like a training journal. Tear out a page and hand it to your parent, your teammate, or your CPA. If you find something helpful, share it. Every chapter was written with community in mind—because financial literacy isn’t meant to stay locked up. It’s meant to be passed down, passed around, and passed forward.

If you’re a parent, guardian, coach, or compliance officer, use this book as a conversation starter. Talk about the topics over dinner. Share examples from your own experiences. Don’t be afraid to say, “I didn’t know that either.” You don’t have to be an expert—you just have to be willing to learn and support your athlete as they navigate this new world. This book gives you shared language and a clear roadmap to follow together.

Finally, understand that this book isn’t just about surviving tax season—it’s about learning how to think long-term. NIL is new, but taxes aren’t. And financial traps haven’t changed—they’ve just gotten more sophisticated. This book will help you spot those traps, sidestep the hype, ask better questions, and stay focused on what really matters: keeping more of what you earn, using it wisely, and building something that lasts.

So use this book however you need to. Flip around, take your time, go fast, go slow, reread. But commit to using it. Don’t let NIL be your highlight reel and taxes be your downfall. You’ve trained for everything else—now it’s time to train for your money.







  Why This Book Exists



Let’s get something straight: most financial advice wasn’t written with you in mind.

If you’re a student-athlete making money from Name, Image, and Likeness (NIL) deals, the playbook is different. You’re not just earning money — you’re building a brand, managing a business, navigating contracts, and dealing with taxes that most adults don’t understand, let alone prepare for. You didn’t ask for this complexity, but here it is. And pretending it doesn’t matter won’t protect you. That’s why this book exists.

Tax talk is boring until it becomes a problem. And when it becomes a problem, it can wreck everything you’ve worked for. A missed form. A bad assumption. One “I didn’t know I had to pay taxes on that.” That’s all it takes. The IRS doesn’t care how talented you are, how many followers you have, or how new you are to all of this. But I do — and this book does too.

This isn’t just about taxes. It’s about power. Your power. The power to keep what you earn. To build something with it. To make sure the first check you ever earn doesn’t become a regret you carry years from now.

Most people think financial planning comes later in life — when you’re settled, when you’re older, when you’ve “made it.” But here’s the truth: the earlier you understand how taxes work, the better your chances of building real wealth. NIL opened a door. What you do next determines whether that door leads to opportunity… or an expensive lesson.

This book is for athletes who don’t want to learn the hard way. For athletes who understand that the money coming in now might be the most you see for a while — and that every dollar has a job. For athletes who realize that financial literacy isn’t a luxury — it’s a necessity.

You don’t have to become a tax expert — that’s not the goal. But you do need to know how this game works. How the IRS sees your NIL income. What forms matter. What to keep track of. What to ask your CPA. How to structure things. How to file things. How to prepare for what’s coming before it’s too late.

The rules have changed, but the responsibility is still yours. And here’s the kicker: no one’s going to do this for you. Coaches can’t. Schools often won’t. Friends may not know how. You have to be the one who decides: I’m going to learn this. I’m going to protect myself. I’m going to build something smarter.

This book is your playbook — not just for tax season, but for every NIL dollar you’ll earn, save, invest, or spend. It won’t talk down to you. It won’t drown you in tax code. It breaks things down clearly, gives you action steps, and teaches you how to think like a professional. Because that’s what you are now. Whether you realize it or not, you’re the CEO of your own NIL brand. And every CEO needs to know how the money — and the taxes — work.







  If You’re Holding This Book…



If you’re holding this book, then you’ve already figured out what most people haven’t: NIL income isn’t just extra spending money — it’s real money, with real responsibilities. It’s a business. It’s taxable. And if you don’t learn how to handle it now, it can cost you way more than you think.

This book isn’t just about filing taxes. It’s about mastering your financial life while you’re still in the game — on the field, on the court, on the track, or wherever your sport takes you. It’s about learning how to protect your income, preserve your options, and position yourself to win after the lights go out and the crowds fade.

Some athletes will waste their NIL opportunity. Others will turn it into the foundation of long-term wealth. This book is here to help you become the second kind — the one who learns the system, works the system, and comes out ahead.

Let’s be clear: NIL wealth is often concentrated. It can come from one deal, one year, one brand. That means you don’t just need to grow your money — you need to protect it. You need to structure it. You need to understand the architecture of wealth, not just the income side of the equation. Because one great deal without a tax plan? That’s not success — that’s a setup.

This Book Is Your NIL Tax Playbook

Think of this as your NIL command center. This book will help you get clear about how taxes work when you’re the business. We’ll cover:


	How to track and report NIL income

	What forms you’ll receive and what they mean

	How to set aside money for taxes so you don’t get crushed later

	What business structures (like LLCs) make sense for athletes

	What tools, strategies, and advisors you need in your corner

	How to turn short-term NIL earnings into long-term financial confidence




If your current strategy is “I’ll deal with it later” — that’s not a strategy. That’s a liability.

The Silent Risk No One Talks About: Concentration

A lot of student-athletes have a similar story: one big brand deal, one sponsor, one stream of income — and they think it’ll last forever. Until it doesn’t. That’s called concentration risk. And it’s dangerous.

When all your earnings rely on one or two sources — whether it’s one sport, one season, or one influencer campaign — you don’t just have income. You have a countdown clock. If you’re not preparing for what comes next, you’re setting yourself up to scramble later.

This book shows you how to build a financial structure that gives you control, not chaos. You’ll learn how to:


	Turn “paper money” into real liquidity

	Plan for taxes before the IRS comes knocking

	Diversify your income without killing your momentum

	Build a plan that can last beyond your college years — even beyond your playing career




You Need a Financial Game Plan

Right now, your tax documents might be scattered. Your income might feel unpredictable. Your money might be coming in faster than your understanding of how to handle it.

That’s okay — for now. But not for long.

You need a system. A personal financial dashboard. A “wealth command center” that helps you track where your money is coming from, what you owe, what you’re building, and where it’s all going.

You wouldn’t go into a game without a playbook. Why would you treat your financial life any differently?

Control Creates Options

Without liquidity, you lose options. Without options, you lose control. And without control, your NIL opportunity can feel more like pressure than potential.

This book will help you think bigger. Think beyond the next season. Think about:


	How to create liquidity without sabotaging your tax strategy

	How to protect your name, your income, and your personal brand

	How to set up safeguards before the storm — not after

	How to avoid burning cash on bad deals, impulse buys, or tax surprises




You’re building something bigger than just a balance sheet. You’re building a platform — and platforms need a solid foundation.

Risk Management for Real Life

Let’s be honest. You’ve probably never thought about things like:


	Asset protection

	Lawsuits

	Insurance coverage

	Future business risks

	Estate planning




But guess what? If you’ve got NIL income, you’ve got exposure. Maybe not billionaire-level exposure, but exposure just the same. You’re out there. You’re visible. You’re representing yourself.

We’ll walk through how to protect what you’re building — not just physically, but legally and financially. That means learning how to structure things correctly, work with the right professionals, and set up systems that give you peace of mind.

Investing: Strategy, Not Hype

Every athlete knows someone who tried to “get rich quick” with crypto, NFTs, or the next hot idea — and ended up broke. That’s not what we’re doing here.

In this book, we’ll talk about real investment strategies. When you’re earning NIL money, you don’t need to gamble — you need to grow. You’ll learn how to:


	Spot real opportunities vs. hype

	Understand the risks of investing while still in college

	Avoid predators and influencers who want your cash

	Filter deals based on your goals — not emotion




This is about mastery, not noise.

Legacy Starts Now

You don’t build a legacy by accident. You build it by intention. Every dollar you earn right now — every choice you make — is either building toward something or burning through something.

This book isn’t about guilt. It’s about options. It’s about agency. It’s about learning how to handle NIL money like a pro — even before you become one.

You don’t have to wait until you’re older to get serious about your finances. In fact, the earlier you start, the better your chances of creating something that lasts.

Let’s Get Started

Choose one thing from this book. One action step. One lesson. One new habit. Start there. You don’t have to become a tax wizard overnight — but you do need to stop treating NIL income like it’s just a bonus check.

Because it’s not.

It’s an opportunity. And with the right guidance, the right knowledge, and the right mindset, it can be the first chapter of something much bigger.







  Why I Wrote Tax Literacy For NIL



When I first started writing about financial literacy, my mission was simple: to close the knowledge gap. To create tools for people—especially student-athletes and underserved communities—who weren’t being taught how to handle money, taxes, or financial planning. That mission hasn’t changed. It’s grown.

As a former Division I football player turned financial advisor, I’ve seen the power of money—and the pain of not understanding it. With NIL (Name, Image, and Likeness) changing the game for college athletes, there’s now a new kind of pressure: to earn, to spend, to build a brand. But also, to file taxes, track income, and avoid costly mistakes.

That’s why I wrote Tax Literacy For NIL. This book isn’t about tax codes and legal jargon—it’s about real talk. It’s the conversation I wish someone had with me. It’s the locker room breakdown of how the IRS works, what you owe, and how to stay ahead.

This title is part of a broader family of books, each designed for a specific community or stage of life:


	Financial Literacy For NIL

	Financial Literacy For NIL for Parents of Student Athletes

	Financial Literacy For NIL for High School Student Athletes

	Financial Literacy For NIL for International Student Athletes

	Financial Literacy For Student-Athletes

	Financial Literacy For The Culture

	Financial Literacy For College Coaches







Each book stands on its own—but together, they form a movement. A curriculum. A culture of financial clarity and empowerment. My goal has never been to impress anyone. It’s to impact lives. To help you make smarter decisions with your money, your career, and your legacy.

If this book helped you—or if you have questions, feedback, or want to collaborate—I’d love to hear from you.

Contact: info@taxliteracyfornil.com

Connect with me on LinkedIn: linkedin.com/in/patrickbrownmba

Stay disciplined. Stay focused. Keep building.

Your financial future starts now.

—Pat Brown, MBA








  
  
  Part I: The Foundation – Tax 101 for Modern Athletes

  
  







Part I of Tax Literacy For NIL is where the journey begins. This section was written to meet student-athletes right where they are: new to earning money, new to managing taxes, and often unaware of how fast financial success can become financial stress without the right knowledge and systems in place.

In this foundational section, readers are introduced to the essential tax concepts they need to navigate NIL income effectively. It starts by acknowledging what few student-athletes are told: the moment you start earning money through your name, image, or likeness, you become a taxpayer, a business owner, and in many ways, your own financial manager. And while NIL is a tremendous opportunity, it also brings real responsibilities.

The section opens with a reframe of how athletes should view taxes—not as a punishment, but as part of the price of doing business. Just as every game has rules, so does the financial world. And taxes are one of the most important rules to understand early.

The chapters in this section break down how the U.S. tax system works, the different types of taxes that apply to student-athletes (federal, state, self-employment), and why NIL income is taxed differently than a part-time job. The book explains why most NIL money is reported on a 1099-NEC or 1099-K—meaning no taxes are withheld—and how that puts the responsibility squarely on the athlete to track income, set money aside, and pay what’s owed.

From there, athletes are introduced to the concept of gross versus net income. Many athletes focus on what they’re paid, not realizing that what really matters is what they keep after taxes. The section uses simple breakdowns and relatable sports analogies to explain how tax percentages affect take-home pay—and how failure to plan leads to painful surprises.

Part I also introduces the key IRS forms that student-athletes need to know: the 1040, W-2, 1099-NEC, 1099-K, Schedule C, and more. Each form is explained in plain language, with real-life examples showing how and when these forms show up, and what to do when they do. The goal is to make these forms feel familiar, not frightening.

A major emphasis is placed on self-employment tax—a concept most student-athletes have never heard of, but are directly affected by. Since NIL earnings are generally classified as self-employment income, athletes are responsible for paying both the employer and employee portions of Social Security and Medicare taxes (a combined 15.3%). This section explains why this matters, how to estimate what’s owed, and how to plan ahead for quarterly tax deadlines.

Another critical topic introduced is estimated taxes. Because taxes aren’t withheld from NIL earnings, the IRS requires self-employed individuals—including student-athletes earning enough—to pay taxes quarterly. This section explains:


	How to calculate estimated payments

	When payments are due

	What happens if you miss them

	Why underpayment penalties matter




Rather than overwhelm readers, this part of the book offers clear, repeatable steps to help athletes stay on top of their tax obligations. It walks through how to build a simple system to track income, keep receipts, record expenses, and stay organized year-round.

Each chapter includes sports-based analogies to make the material accessible: filing taxes is like reviewing game film, paying quarterly is like staying conditioned between seasons, and tracking expenses is like watching your minutes on the court. These comparisons keep the learning grounded in the athlete’s world, making financial literacy not only digestible—but applicable.

By the end of Part I, readers will:


	Understand what NIL income is and how it’s taxed

	Recognize the difference between earned income and self-employment income

	Know the forms they’ll receive and the deadlines they must meet

	Understand the basics of self-employment and estimated taxes

	Learn the consequences of underpaying or ignoring tax responsibilities

	Have a starter system for tracking income, expenses, and saving for taxes




This section ends with a reminder: you don’t need to become a tax expert, but you do need to know enough to protect yourself. Just like in sports, what you don’t know can hurt you. But with the right foundation, student-athletes can turn NIL opportunity into long-term security, rather than short-term regret.

Tax Literacy For NIL begins here—with a focus on awareness, responsibility, and action. This foundation sets the tone for everything that follows: business structures, tax deductions, investing, financial planning, and legacy building.


	Because before you can build wealth, you have to understand how to protect it. And that starts with taxes.











  
  
  Chapter 1: Why Taxes Matter When You Get Paid to Play

  
  




Imagine you’re suiting up for the biggest game of your season. You’ve trained, studied the playbook, and visualized success. But what if, minutes before kickoff, your coach handed you a brand-new game plan you’d never seen before? No walkthroughs. No prep. Just go out and figure it out in real time. That’s exactly how taxes feel for many student-athletes getting paid through NIL. You get the paycheck, endorsement, or free gear—and suddenly, you’re expected to understand the rules of a game no one ever taught you to play. It’s like stepping on the court without knowing what sport you’re playing. You might be fast, strong, and talented, but if you don’t know the rules, the penalties, or the scoreboard, you’re going to lose without knowing why. NIL money is new, exciting, and long overdue, but it also comes with a serious wake-up call: the IRS doesn’t care that no one warned you about taxes. The moment you earn, you’re in the system. That system has deadlines, forms, percentages, penalties, and legal consequences. And unless you learn it, it can hurt your future faster than a blown ACL.

This chapter is your introduction to the tax game, and why it matters the moment you start earning money through your name, image, and likeness. NIL deals are exciting—but the IRS isn’t clapping for your highlight reel. The truth is, once you get paid, you’ve stepped into a financial system that has rules, penalties, and long-term consequences if you ignore them. And just like in sports, not knowing the rules doesn’t stop the game from being played. The tax game has no injury timeouts. There’s no instant replay to save you from a mistake. And when you mess up, you don’t just get benched—you get fined. Big time. This is why learning the basics, right now, before the deals get bigger or more complicated, is one of the smartest moves you can make. Think of this book as your tax training camp. You’re going to learn the drills, the formations, and how to read the field. Because when the IRS sends that 1099, it’s already game time.

Let’s make one thing clear from the start: this isn’t about scaring you. It’s about preparing you. Because the moment you get paid to play, post, speak, sign, or show up in NIL, you’re not just an athlete—you’re a business. And every business has tax responsibilities. Whether you’re making money through brand deals, appearances, training sessions, camps, or merchandise, Uncle Sam wants a cut. He doesn’t care how hard you worked or how broke you used to be. He just wants his piece of the pie—and he’ll take it, with penalties and interest, if you don’t offer it voluntarily. What we’re talking about is financial maturity. That means learning how to manage your money with the same focus you use in the weight room. This chapter is your first rep.

Here’s the mindset shift you need to make right now: You are no longer “just a student-athlete.” You are a business entity in the eyes of the IRS. You might not have a storefront, a website, or employees, but the moment someone pays you for your name, your brand, or your time, you’ve entered a whole new category of responsibility. The IRS doesn’t care if you’re 17 or 21. They don’t care if you’ve taken a tax class. They care if you’re earning. And they expect you to act like a business owner. That means keeping records, setting aside money for taxes, filing forms on time, and understanding how your income flows. This is not a side hustle—it’s a taxable hustle. And you have to treat it with the respect it demands.

Let’s put this in basketball terms. Imagine stepping onto the court against a full-court press defense, but no one taught you how to break it. You’re panicked. You pick up your dribble. You make a bad pass. Turnover. Taxes work the same way. When you don’t have a strategy or a system, you end up fumbling under pressure. But once you’ve seen the press, studied the traps, and run the drills, it slows down. You anticipate it. You pass out of it. You score. Learning taxes is like breaking the press—it feels impossible until it doesn’t.

Now, let’s answer some of the big questions you might already have. “Do I really have to pay taxes if it’s just a few thousand dollars?” Yes. The IRS taxes income over a certain threshold, and NIL money almost always qualifies. “But no one gave me a W-2!” Doesn’t matter. Most of your NIL income will be reported on forms like the 1099-NEC or 1099-K, and sometimes you won’t get a form at all. You’re still required to report that income. “What if I already spent the money?” That’s the dangerous part. The IRS still expects payment, whether you saved or not. The money’s gone, but the tax bill isn’t.

Let’s use a track analogy: earning NIL money without understanding taxes is like running a 400-meter sprint without pacing yourself. You start off strong, burn through all your energy on the first curve, and crash down the stretch. Smart runners know how to save enough energy for the final 100 meters. Smart earners know how to save for the tax bill that shows up every spring. Tax season is your final curve—it doesn’t care how fast you started.

Let’s talk about how the IRS classifies your NIL earnings. Most student-athletes think of jobs in terms of hourly wages or salaries—work 20 hours at the bookstore, get a W-2, and taxes are taken out automatically. NIL doesn’t work like that. In most cases, you are treated as a self-employed individual. That means you are responsible for calculating your own taxes, making your own payments, and possibly paying more than you expect. Self-employment taxes include both the employee and employer side of Social Security and Medicare, which totals about 15.3%—and that’s on top of your income tax. So if you made $10,000 in NIL income, you could owe well over $2,500 in taxes when it’s all said and done. And if you didn’t know to set that aside when the money came in? You’ve got a problem.

Let’s break this down through a fictional case study. Meet two athletes: Jordan and Malik. They’re both talented, driven, and respected leaders on their respective teams. Jordan plays volleyball and has a growing following on TikTok. Malik plays football and was recently featured in a local commercial. Both of them land similar NIL deals during the fall semester. Jordan is paid $5,000 from a local athletic apparel brand to post weekly product reviews. Malik signs a $5,000 contract to promote a gym on social media and attend two live events. The money hits their accounts in October. But how they handle it couldn’t be more different. Jordan immediately sets aside 30%—$1,500—for taxes. She creates a Google Drive folder with copies of her contract, screenshots of the payment confirmation, and a list of all business-related expenses. Malik, on the other hand, sees the deposit and books a flight home for Thanksgiving, buys new gear, and pays off a few bills. By January, the money’s gone. Neither Jordan nor Malik receive a W-2. Instead, Jordan receives a 1099-NEC in February. Malik receives nothing but remembers the payment. Jordan files her taxes on time, claims business deductions, and owes $800 after write-offs. She pays in full. Malik panics. He owes nearly $1,300 but has no cash saved. He files late. He gets hit with a penalty and interest. The lesson? It’s not about how much you make—it’s about how well you manage it.
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