
[image: Cover: Becoming a Sports Agent, by Gary Rivlin]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Becoming a Sports Agent, by Gary Rivlin, Simon & Schuster]






TO DAISY, OLIVER, AND SILAS






INTRODUCTION

NFL agent Tory Dandy stepped onto the field under an overcast sky. He wore the sports agent’s uniform: untucked dress shirt, jeans, and sneakers. In a few hours, the New York Jets would host the Cleveland Browns at MetLife Stadium in New Jersey, across the river from Manhattan. Dandy, a fit thirty-nine-year-old black man, scanned the field. Three of the thirty-five NFL players he represented were there, warming up for that night’s game. He took a deep breath and steeled himself for the evening ahead.

Though it was only two weeks into the 2019 NFL season, Dandy had already flown more flights than most of us log in a year. He was exhausted and sick. “Living the dream,” he said sarcastically.

Dandy had gone over his itinerary on the ride from his hotel in midtown Manhattan to the stadium. He spent Labor Day at home in Charlotte, North Carolina, but the next day was on a plane to Minneapolis, where a veteran player, unhappy with his current agent, had asked for a meeting. From there it was a short flight to Chicago to see one client’s season opener, a Thursday night game pitting the Bears against the Green Bay Packers, and then a longer one to Tampa Bay to see another client’s opener that Sunday. The following Monday he flew to New Orleans to see the Saints play the Houston Texans—“I had five guys playing in that game,” he said—and then to Boston, where he met another veteran unhappy with his representation. After a couple of days back in Charlotte, Dandy was on a flight to New York on Saturday morning to kick off a kind of football double-header: the Giants were playing the Buffalo Bills that Sunday at MetLife, and the Jets were hosting the Browns the next day at the same stadium.

Dandy had felt a tickle in his throat on Saturday morning. By the time the Uber driver dropped him off at the New Jersey home of a rookie linebacker for the Giants named Oshane Ximines, Dandy’s throat was raw and his body ached. But clients play through pain, and so he would do the same. There was lunch with a Giants veteran he had only recently taken on as a client and then two more meetings, one at the home of a third member of the Giants and another at the Jersey City hotel where the Bills were staying. It wasn’t until after 9:00 p.m. that he got back to his hotel room, where he chugged some throat medicine and collapsed. He still had two games to attend and get-togethers with the two Jets and one Brown he represented who were playing on Monday Night Football.

There were moments, Dandy confessed, when he dreamed of taking the next plane home—but then he did what might be called agent math. Dandy meets face-to-face with each of his clients at least once during the season. Forget how it would look to his clients; going home early would mean makeup trips that would spill into the second half of the season—and November and December were generally reserved for visiting with the families of college players he hoped to sign after the end of the NCAA season. Signing two or three promising draftees each year is essential to a thriving practice, especially in a league where the average pro career lasts 3.3 years. “Recruiting is a never-ending part of my life,” Dandy said.

And, apparently, a never-ending headache.

We were just past the worst of the Holland Tunnel traffic when Dandy’s phone rang. It was Jimmy Sexton, a senior partner at Creative Artists Agency (CAA), the talent-agency behemoth that has employed Dandy since 2016. Sexton is a legend in the industry, a large, loud-talking southern dealmaker whose client list includes Julio Jones, once the league’s best wide receiver, and Philip Rivers, sixth on the NFL’s all-time career passing touchdown leaders list. Sexton was calling from Memphis to talk about a promising collegian both he and Dandy thought would be signing with CAA at the end of the season (NCAA rules dictate that a player can’t commit to an agent until after his or her final game). Now the player and his family were ghosting them. Sexton, who speaks in a booming, swampy voice, was phoning Dandy with the latest. Apparently, the family had hired a lawyer.

“Getting a lawyer without letting me know! There’s definitely some bullshit going on,” Sexton bellowed. Dandy had more bad news for his colleague: he had looked at the recruit’s Twitter account. The player was following Drew Rosenhaus and David Mulugheta, two of the NFL’s higher-profile agents. Sexton repeated himself: “Definitely some bullshit going on.” Dandy promised he would find out what he could and hung up just before we reached the stadium.

Dandy had been at MetLife the day before, and between hacking coughs and slugs of water, he guided the Uber driver to the drop-off point. After checking in with security, we walked through a tunnel and onto the field. Kickoff was more than two hours away, but already the sidelines were thick with photographers. Odell Beckham Jr., a star on the Giants until he was traded to the Browns during the off-season, was making his first appearance in the stadium that had been his home for the previous five years, and they were there to capture the moment. Already there were fans in the stands holding up signs that were critical of Beckham, who was warming up on the field, a broad smile on his face. Adding to the sizzle of that night’s game was that these were the new-and-improved Browns. Beckham, one of the NFL’s more electrifying receivers, was being paired with Baker Mayfield, the number-one pick in the 2018 draft. The Browns also had the number-four pick in 2018, which they used to choose defensive standout Denzel Ward, whom Dandy represented. Ward, a cornerback, wasn’t nearly as high-profile a player as either Beckham or Mayfield, but he had made the Pro Bowl as a rookie. Ward was in the second year of a four-year, $29 million contract that Dandy negotiated. A big game on national TV would give Dandy another talking point when he was ready to haggle over Ward’s next deal.

Players for both teams were warming up in shorts, T-shirts, and sweatshirts. Dandy spotted Ward loosening up with some of his teammates and called out to him. “Denzel!” he tried yelling between coughs. “Denzel!” He waved an arm. Ward finally noticed him and jogged over. Agent and player clasped hands and tapped shoulders in a bro hug. Dandy then whispered into Ward’s ear some “words of encouragement.” He said more or less the same to each of his players that night, he told me, whether they’d had a great first week or a poor one.

Jamison Crowder, a veteran wide receiver whom the Jets had signed during the off-season, had a stellar debut, catching fourteen passes for ninety-nine yards. “This is your chance,” Dandy reminded him during their bro-hug, “to make an indelible impression in front of a national audience.”

Robby Anderson, another Jets receiver, was also a client. Anderson was an undrafted walk-on from Temple University who, since he joined the team in 2016, had proven to be one of the Jets’ more reliable wideouts. Yet Anderson had played so poorly in the opener that his head coach publicly criticized his play. A few days earlier, the team traded for another receiver, a former Pro Bowler whom the blogs cast as a threat to Anderson’s playing time.

“I told Robby, just like I told my other guys, ‘This is a prime-time game. Monday Night Football. Against the Browns. Odell’s first trip back to New York. A lot of media attention, a lot of people watching,’ ” Dandy said. “I told him he has a big opportunity in front of him that could make everyone forget last week.” Anderson certainly had the talent. During warm-ups, he was making showy one-handed grabs and even caught a punted ball behind his back. To see any of these players up close—even one who’s worried about his future with the team—is to realize how extraordinarily athletic each of them is.

While Dandy was still on the Browns’ side of the field, an earnest young man in his early thirties walked over and shook his hand. It was Chris Cooper, the Browns’ vice president of football administration—the team’s “cap guy.” These days, every NFL team has at least one person whose job it is to monitor player salaries so the team doesn’t go over the strict limit the NFL imposes ($188.2 million in 2019). A team that exceeds that amount can pay a fine of $5 million and risk losing a draft choice. The “cap guy” is essential to running a modern-day franchise, and is often Dandy’s first point of contact when negotiating a deal—the person who understands how much an organization can afford given the salaries of all the other players they have under contract. For Cleveland, that was Cooper.

“He’s always beating me,” Cooper said of Dandy. But then, canned compliments come free. It’s the more tangible concessions—such as an extra option year or an additional few hundred thousand dollars in incentives—that are harder to extract.

Nick Sabella, a carbon copy of Cooper, was our escort once Dandy was ready to visit the Jets’ side of the field. Sabella, who graduated from Tulane Law in 2012 as opposed to Cooper’s matriculation at Brooklyn Law School, had gone to work for the Jets’ front office in 2019, after nearly six years with the Bears. Sabella was dressed almost exactly like Cooper, except that he wore a green tie (the Jets’ color) to match his dark suit rather than an orange one (the Browns’ color), and Sabella’s short brown hair was curly rather than straight. The Jets had gone into their locker room to change into their uniforms at that point, so Dandy staked out a spot by the players’ tunnel, popping cough drops and chatting with Sabella.

When the Jets exited their locker room, they were dressed in black uniforms with green trim. Close-up, and with their helmets on, they looked like stormtroopers ready for battle, especially those wearing tinted visors. Jamison Crowder spotted Dandy and ran over for his bro-hug and pep talk before rejoining his fellow receivers. That prompted a bit of reminiscing between Dandy and Sabella. The two of them seemed to have set some kind of record when agreeing to the three-year, $28.5 million deal that Dandy had negotiated for Crowder earlier in the year. “I was very up-front with Tory about Crowder,” Sabella said. “I told him, ‘We like him a lot; we’re coming hard at him.’ Tory was equally direct with me.” Crowder had been with the Washington Redskins for four years, but a few hours after the start of the 2019 free-agency period, he was a member of the Jets. “We had a deal within thirty minutes,” Sabella said.

Among the perks of working for CAA is an internal ticket broker who invariably has Dandy sitting more or less at the fifty-yard line, and never far from the field. We took our seats, and immediately Dandy was back on his phone. A few minutes into the first quarter, he took out the backup power pack he had slipped into his pocket before leaving the hotel. “When my guys call, I pick up,” he said.

The seats were great, but that only meant a better vantage point for enduring what might have been the worst professional football game I’ve ever seen. The Jets’ starting quarterback, Sam Darnold, was out with mono, and New York’s backup had thrown for all of three yards before badly injuring his ankle on a late hit midway through the second quarter. Somehow, Robby Anderson managed to shine, notching eighty-one yards on four catches. But he was the lone bright spot during an otherwise dismal game for the Jets, who would start the season with back-to-back home losses.

Odell Beckham Jr., on the other hand, was sensational. Five minutes into the game, he lit up the crowd with an incredible one-handed grab (his specialty) that led to the Browns’ first score. Beckham put the game away near the end of the third quarter with a ten-yard slant over the middle that he turned into an eighty-nine-yard touchdown catch. “His first time back in New York and on the big stage, he put on a show,” Dandy said. For a moment, the fan in Dandy peeked out from behind his all-business facade. “That’s football, man.”

In the Uber back to his hotel, Dandy slumped in a corner of the back seat, popped another cough drop, took yet another sip of water, and made a crack about the supposedly glamorous life of an NFL agent. He brought up a question I had asked him earlier in the evening, before it looked like he ought to have been hooked up to an intravenous drip: What’s the downside of being a big-time agent? “This!” he said plaintively.



IS THERE A PROFESSION more alluring than that of sports agent, and a job more repellent? On the one hand, the “athlete agent,” to use the legal term for the profession, is confidant and friend to the adored and famous. There’s glory in making a living—often a very good living—in professional sports and in the thrill that comes from proximity to celebrity. The agent is an insider who shares a client’s successes without the pressures of having to perform in big games and the risks of injury or high-profile humiliation.

Yet an agent is sometimes nothing more than a glorified personal assistant. Rafa Nieves is vice president of baseball at Wasserman, which, like CAA, is another giant of the sports agent world. His clients include a long list of major leaguers, including Chicago White Sox closer Alex Colomé, whom Nieves met when he was just starting out and was paid $1,000 as a “runner” for every promising minor leaguer he signed. Nieves has negotiated nearly $25 million in contracts on Colomé’s behalf, generating well over $1 million in fees for his agency. “If Alex Colomé calls and asks, ‘Can you make a reservation for me and my wife?’ or an appointment with a pediatrician, I can’t tell him, ‘Call Yvonne in my office.’ I’m doing that myself,” Nieves said.

The job does bring incredible perks, starting with the best tickets to any game—Super Bowls and World Series included—and first-class airline tickets. But with those perks come the miserable moments born of a job that entails too much travel. The first time I met Tory Dandy was about a month before the start of the 2019 NFL season, when he was in New Jersey to sign a Giants veteran who had been looking to switch agents. So torrential was the rain that afternoon and evening that Dandy’s flight, along with most others out of Newark Liberty International Airport, had been canceled. He was stuck for the night in New Jersey, six hundred miles from home, without a change of clothes or even a toothbrush. When I visited Rafa Nieves in Los Angeles, he pulled out his phone to show me his American Airlines account. It was the middle of September, and he had already flown eighty-three thousand miles with that one airline. He estimated he had flown another fifteen or twenty thousand miles on others. Almost every agent I spoke with had stories of multiple trips to far-flung towns to meet with prospects and their families, only to learn that those players had chosen someone else.

Agents are objects of envy. They’re also objects of scorn. Fairly or unfairly, fans blame them for the huge salaries that translate into ticket prices so high that a family of four practically has to take out a home equity loan to enjoy a day at the ballpark. And few professions are more competitive. The agents you’ll meet in these pages—most of them, at least—prove that it’s possible to remain ethical and still make it to the top. But all of them have encountered dishonest and dishonorable competitors, if not scoundrels willing to do practically anything to pry away a client. To gain advantage, competitors have bad-mouthed them with made-up stories. They’ve lured away clients by dangling keys to an SUV parked out front that could be theirs just by signing. That raises another downside of calling oneself a sports agent: guilt by association.

Baseball people mention Ron Shapiro first or second when asked about agents who have honorably plied the trade. Over a career that has spanned four decades, Shapiro has represented Hall of Famers Cal Ripken Jr., Kirby Puckett, and Brooks Robinson, and even coauthored a book called The Power of Nice. And yet, Shapiro said, “My whole career I’ve been fighting this idea that agents are sleazeballs, just these slick quick-buck artists in it only for themselves. Being an agent means living with that.”

There are too many agents, no matter the sport. Maybe a few dozen agents were working with baseball players back when Shapiro started out. These days, baseball has more than four hundred registered agents, and football has twice that many. A maximum of 224 players are selected in each NFL draft, and invariably successful agents represent multiple collegians each year. There were precisely eight hundred agents registered with the NFL Players Association in 2019. The math dictates that the vast majority won’t represent anyone in a given draft. Some, no doubt, go multiple years in a row without picking up a client. In the public imagination, agents are intimate with big-name stars. In reality, most represent players few of us know, if they represent anyone at all.

A movie—Jerry Maguire—is one reason there are so many agents. The fictitious character of Jerry Maguire, along with others such as Arliss Michaels that followed, helped plant the idea of becoming an agent in the minds of many fans. But it’s the money—specifically television money—that is a better explanation for the glut. Sports franchises have many revenue streams: ticket sales, concessions, licensing and merchandising, and corporate sponsorships. But no matter the sport, the biggest moneymaker is broadcasting rights. Television accounts for around half the dollars a given league generates each year. That figure is closer to 60 percent for football.

In the mid-1970s, a football team’s share of the league’s television contracts was approximately $2.4 million a year. In 2018, the league’s thirty-two franchises received more than one hundred times that: nearly $255 million each in television revenue, based on the almost $8 billion that CBS, Fox, ESPN, DirectTV, and other media outlets pay annually for the rights to broadcast NFL games. Player salaries—and, by extension, the commissions agents collect when negotiating contracts—have grown accordingly. The average salary of an NFL player in the mid-1970s was under $60,000. In 2018, the average was $2.8 million. That works out to an annual fee of $84,000, and of course the top-tier agents represent a few dozen clients at once, if not more.

There are two basic financial arrangements for agents. Tory Dandy and Rafa Nieves work for larger agencies and are salaried employees, but their earnings each year are tied directly to the contracts they negotiate on behalf of their clients. A certified agent working for a large outfit earns a base salary of maybe $100,000 a year. “The money is all in the commissions,” Nieves said, adding, “A partner at one of the big agencies who has everything working can end up making between two million and five million a year.” Most, however, earn nowhere near that. Plenty break into the field, Nieves said, and leave within several years either because they don’t like the job or because their take-home pay doesn’t justify the stress and the lifestyle.

Other agents are independent and work for themselves or with a partner. Their earning power, as superagent Scott Boras has demonstrated over several decades, is nearly limitless. Boras is a former baseball player who never made it past Double-A yet brings in as much as the game’s highest-paid stars. In just the first few days of baseball’s 2019 free-agency period, he negotiated nearly $900 million worth of contracts, including a record-setting $324 million deal on behalf of pitcher Gerrit Cole. In less than a week, he had earned roughly $44 million in fees. And that doesn’t include the commissions that Boras, who has an estimated net worth of $450 million, pockets for the commercials, endorsements, and other deals that he and his people negotiate on behalf of the players his agency—immodestly called the Boras Corporation—represents. Major League Baseball places a 5 percent cap on the fee an agent can collect when negotiating a contract, compared to 4 percent in the NBA and 3 percent in the NFL. There is no cap, however, on an agent’s cut of a marketing deal. A local car dealer might offer a player between $20,000 and $30,000 (plus use of a car) for an endorsement. A regional dealer might pay a major player $200,000. A TV commercial on behalf of a car maker could be worth as much as $1 million. “A lot of the time we’re making more on the marketing than on the contract,” said Matt Sosnick, cofounder of Sosnick Cobbe & Karon, one of baseball’s more successful independent agencies. Agents charge a fee of as much as 25 percent on marketing deals.

“We charge fifteen percent because we do such a high volume of these deals [that] we have no reason to charge more,” said Sosnick, whose client list includes Pete Alonso, the rookie sensation whose fifty-three home runs during the 2019 season set the all-time record for a first-year player. One season into Alonso’s career, Sosnick’s agency had earned approximately $73,000 in commissions on his contract with the Mets but “way more than that” on his endorsements and sponsorship deals. (Sosnick would be arrested on domestic violence and child endangerment charges at the end of 2019.)

And yet, as Sosnick and others point out, earning a living isn’t easy even when an agent represents multiple clients. A baseball agent, for instance, typically picks up the costs of bats, gloves, and cleats for clients working their way through the minors. Soft touches like Sosnick also occasionally buy groceries on behalf of minor leaguers living off a salary of maybe $1,000 or $2,000 a month during the season.

“Factoring in equipment and travel, you’re spending three thousand dollars per player per year, and that doesn’t account for your time,” Sosnick said. “You’ve got guys who stick around for five years in the minors; that’s all your time plus fifteen grand.” His first fourteen clients, Sosnick said, failed to make it to the majors, and the fifteenth pitched all of twelve innings in the bigs. “If you’ve picked the wrong guy, you get no return,” he said. “And when you’re a guy like I used to be and [are] just starting out, you can only choose wrong guys, because the best guys are going to choose agents with more experience.” Ten years passed before Sosnick started making any money as an agent. It took another few years before he started making the kind of profits that justified his efforts.

The economics of football are similarly challenging. An NFL agent who signs a potential draftee is expected to get that prospect ready for football’s scouting combine, held each year in Indianapolis at the end of February. The stakes are enormous; teams send coaches, scouts, and others to evaluate the three hundred collegians who are invited to audition for the NFL. Each prospect is put through a battery of strength, speed, agility, and mental tests. A poor showing in any category can be costly, just as cutting a tenth of a second off a prospect’s time in the forty-yard dash is potentially worth millions of dollars. To get an athlete ready for the combine, a football agent typically spends at least $20,000 on trainers and training facilities.

“You’re paying for housing during training, you’re paying for advanced nutrition, and potentially a car rental,” said famed football agent Leigh Steinberg, who has represented ten Hall of Famers over a career that has spanned more than four decades. It’s the agent who typically pays to send players to the college all-star games that will showcase their talents and who picks up the costs of any private auditions and workouts that teams request. Most agents, Steinberg said, give a new signee a per diem because they’re no longer on scholarship, and there are also out-of-pocket travel costs. Yet a player chosen in the fifth or sixth round, say, will get a signing bonus of maybe $75,000, earning an agent just over $2,000 in fees.

“You’ve spent thirty, thirty-five thousand dollars on this player, you collect twenty-one hundred on the signing bonus, and then maybe your player makes the team, but maybe he doesn’t,” Steinberg said. The first-rounders sign enormous contracts in the tens of millions of dollars. Teams have to pay a premium to sign a second- or third-round pick. But later draft choices typically earn the league minimum of $495,000. Then the agent’s fee works out to just under $15,000 for that one season, which has to cover travel and any other expenses incurred while stage-managing a new player’s introduction to the NFL. (The bigger agencies cover agents’ travel costs.)

Heartbreak is part of the business. So is betrayal. Being an agent means operating in a marketplace that can be as cold as it is cruel. Consider the baseball agent who has invested $15,000 or more in a young baseball prospect and, not incidentally, has gotten emotionally involved in that player’s life. The client starts to feel like family as he works his way through the development leagues and the tiered farm system (Single-A, Double-A, and Triple-A) that every major league team uses to nurture young talent. Then that player, just before the big signing that would have made it all worth it, lets you know (possibly via text) that, after all these years, he’s leaving you for a bigger, better-known rival.

“You will likely have someone steal your client,” said Bob Boland, who represented ten NFL players before becoming a part-time agent in 2000 to help NYU create its sports management program. “You will steal someone else’s client. Those are two constants of working as a sports agent.” Leigh Steinberg feels fortunate that only a few clients have dropped him for a rival. But he’s suffered what is maybe an even worse betrayal—twice, which is the number of times a young acolyte of Steinberg’s took clients of his to open a rival shop. In the first instance, the young lawyer Steinberg had taken under his wing struck when he knew his boss would be away on his honeymoon in Hawaii.

“You could say that being an agent isn’t the most congenial of professions,” Steinberg offered in obvious understatement. He then added, “One of the unfortunate things about our industry is that people who show bad behavior often end up the winners.”

And yet, despite everything—despite the lack of congeniality and a hypercompetitive environment that inevitably means multiple broken hearts over a career—the agents featured here can’t imagine making a living any other way. There’s no doubt that it can be a demanding, sometimes disheartening profession, but it can also be rewarding. “You have an opportunity to help another human being reach his dreams, and that’s a really great feeling,” said Don Yee, who represents quarterback Tom Brady, among other clients. “I think most credible agents feel this way.” Negatives notwithstanding, Tory Dandy described himself as “blessed” to be an NFL agent. So, too, did Leigh Steinberg. Those who have braved the field and made it tend to feel as if they’ve won the lottery.

A soccer agent named Jonathan Barnett topped Forbes magazine’s 2019 list of the world’s most powerful agents with $1.3 billion under contract, with expected commissions of $128 million. (Soccer agents are permitted to take as much as 10 percent of a player’s contract.) Two more agents representing soccer players rank in the top five. There’s big money to be made in other sports, too, including hockey, tennis, and golf, the sport that produced the original modern-day agent. Agents can also make a handsome living representing coaches, assistant coaches, retired Olympians, auto racers, and gamers who excel at virtual competitions.

Yet a quartet of football agents—Steinberg and Dandy, along with Don Yee and Drew Rosenhaus, who happily fills the bad-guy role as the agent who will do anything to succeed—are the primary focus of these pages. That decision wasn’t born out of some great preference for football but was based on more practical matters: I didn’t want to bog things down with the minutiae of each sport.
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