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A big reunion

 I met Colin at the behavioral economics                                                    
bootcamp he organized at Berkeley

 Very impressive ..

 ..and fun!



Colin’s work and approach

 Interdisciplinary

 Challenging notions of homo economicus

 Creativity and genius



Our project published in 

the American Economic 

Review P&P, 2015



We study NFL Players



The team working on the project



A classical theory of saving: the life cycle model

 Individuals prefer smooth 
consumption to variable 
consumption

 Thus, people save during high-
earnings times and borrow from 
savings during low-earnings 
times

 This theory has been tested a 
million times



Spiky incomes

 Careers lasting 6 six years (median length) 
will provide an NFL player more earnings 
than an average college graduate gets in a 
lifetime

 Pension benefits are modest for NFL 
players

 Earnings after playing are normally much 
lower than when players play in the NFL



Data collection

 We collected data on all players drafted by NFL teams from 1993 
to 2006 

 Salary data from USAToday and Spotrac, beginning in 2000

 We follow players into retirement (data up to 2013)

 Bankruptcy data was collected from a commercial background 
check service 



Some stats

 The median level of earning across all players is 
about $3.2 million (in 2000 dollars)

 Careers are not long (median length is 6 years), 
Ray Lewis or Tom Brady are not the rule!

 There is little/no bankruptcy in our data before 
players retire 



Bankruptcy rates over time

 Before retirement, bankruptcy rates hover 
near zero

 At the beginning of retirement, we see an 
increase in the hazard rate

 The hazard rate picks up as players move 
into retirement, it increases steadily up to 
15.7% at 12 years of retirement

 Our estimates suggest a bankruptcy rate 
between 15% and 40% by 25 years after 
retirement



Estimates of bankruptcy hazard rates

 Having higher income does not much affect 
going bankrupt

 The length of the career is also not predictive 
of hazard rates

 Being retired raises the risk of bankruptcy from 
nearly zero to a substantial level



How does this compare to the general population?

 Looking at those who have declared bankruptcy in the same age group  
(Sullivan, Thorne, and Warren (2001)), they tend to have lower incomes 
than the NFL players

 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (similar time period as our 
sample): Bankruptcy rate among NLSY men in the same age cohort as the 
NFL sample is much lower than the NFL players’ rate



Summary: When the touchdowns stop

 NFL players have their lifetime earnings concentrated in the first 
decade of their life.

 Despite having such high earnings, NFL players tend to declare 
bankruptcy relatively soon after retirement

 Total earnings and career length do not influence bankruptcy rates



Implications for policy and programs

 Raise awareness 

 Influence National Football League Players Association (NFLPA)

 Financial education program for athletes and professional football 
players

 Personal finance courses in college



WSJ article and tons of interviews

 Colin and I wrote about our work in 
the WSJ

 So many interviews over time

 Think about it at the next Super 
Bowl!



Built a dedicated webpage

 Posted the interviews that 
describe our work

 Explain our work in simple ways

 A Big Idea video



Extending to NBA players



STAR EMBA at the George Washington School of Business

 EMBA program for athletes at 
GWSB

 I taught the personal finance 
part of the program

 Lasted several years and other 
business schools (ex Tuck at 
Dartmouth) did a similar 
program



Need to start in college

• We started Personal Finance courses for 
master students at GWSB  

• Undergraduate courses added soon after

• It is now also offered by the Econ dept

• Courses are very popular



Stanford Graduate School of Business

Personal finance (Econ 43) at Stanford University

• When the course first opened in 
2020, 362 students signed up. It is 
one of the most popular courses 
in Economics

• Last academic year, we taught 3 
courses on Personal Finance 
targeting different students, 
including during the summer term

• At Stanford we have a lot of 
student athletes 

• Many football players attended 
the summer course



Stanford Graduate School of Business

Measuring up to football players



Stanford Graduate School of Business

Annual Teaching Personal Finance Conference



Stanford Graduate School of Business

Initiative for Financial Decision-Making

Collaboration among:

Our aim is to transform personal finance education.

We are open to collaboration and offer short visits as 

well



A meta-analysis of the effects of financial education

• Look at the most rigorous evaluation of 
financial education programs (RTCs studies) 
in as many as 33 countries

• Financial education affects a variety of 
behaviors

• It not only works but it is also cost effective

• It is effective both among the young and the 
old



Final remarks

 I have learned a lot from Colin

 His papers have influenced academics, 
policy, and programs

 He is very creative

 He is very fun to work with
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