NBA’s Reduction of Age Minimum and what it Means for College Basketball
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Introduction

Kevin Garnett’s rise to stardom after coming into the National Basketball Association (“NBA”)
directly out of Mauldin Farragut Academy triggered a polarizing avalanche of 18-year-old
prospects declaring for the NBA Draft during a period from 1995 to 2005. ! This trend yielded
some of the greatest stars the game has ever seen in LeBron James and Kobe Bryant. 2 The NBA
has constantly been in talks regarding Draft age, ranging from 18 to 20 years old as
recommended minimum ages with the goal of walking the line between allowing unrefined
teenagers with athletic potential to enter the league and wanting those athletes to further hone
their skills before entering the league. * There has been a bit of a trade-off, but college basketball

! See Nicole Ganglani, I had a special place for n**gas that came out of high school” — Kevin
Garnett on mentoring players out of high school, BASKETBALL NETWORK (Aug, 26, 2022)
https://www.basketballnetwork.net/old-school/kevin-garnett-on-mentoring-players-out-of-high-
school#:~:text=Garnett%2C%20who%?20graduated%20from%20Mauldin,being%20drafted%2C
%20which%?20is%20remarkable. (Landmark high school prospect who sparked the high school-
to-NBA route speaks to mentorship role with prospects who wish to follow suit)

2 See Grant Hughes, Why the NBA’s One and Done Rule Is Causing More Harm Than Good,
BLEACHER REPORT (Aug. 8, 2013) https://bleacherreport.com/articles/1723163-why-the-nbas-
one-and-done-rule-is-causing-more-harm-than-good (Title X analysis)

3 See Matt Norlander, Study: Schools with most early NBA entries in one-and-done era, CBS
SPORTS (Apr. 28, 2014) https://www.cbssports.com/college-basketball/news/study-schools-with-




programs have largely benefitted from the change to the 2006 NBA Collective Bargaining
Agreement (“CBA”) which increased the minimum Draft eligible age to 19 years old. * While
this rule has led to a lack of continuity for the few elite programs who were getting the select
prospects who have a legitimate chance of being selected as an 18-year-old, they benefit from
having tomorrow’s NBA superstars walking around campus and (until last year) working for free
to bring their schools millions of dollars under the rapidly deteriorating amateurism model. >

Background
Major power brokers in the NBA, specifically Commissioner Adam Silver, have advocated for

undoing the current “one and done” rule which requires high school players to wait a year before
being eligible for the NBA Draft. ¢ Reports indicate that the NBA and the NBA Players’
Association (“NBAPA?”) are expected to agree on moving the age requirement from 19 to 18 and
will institute the new minimum in the 2024 CBA, affecting the 2024 NBA Draft. ’

Existing Standard

The current standard resides in the NBA’s current CBA. Per Section 2(b) of Article X of the
NBA’s CBA, the current eligibility standard for a player seeking to enter the NBA Draft is that
the player must be 19 years of age during the calendar year in which the Draft is held, and (for
non-international players) must be one full NBA season removed from the player’s graduation
from high school. ® This change came from the previously mentioned decade of allowing players
to enter the draft directly from high school. °

Reasoning
The NBA instituting this change from the old rule spanning from 1996 to 2006 may be for a few

reasons, none of which have been explicitly cited as the motivating force behind the change. '°
One may be due to a perceived lack of “readiness” of high school players going straight into the

most-early-nba-entries-in-one-and-done-era/ (Surveying schools with most early Draft entries
and how they are impacted by the constant turnover)

4 See id. (Effects of 2006 NBA CBA)

> See David Cobb, Would lowering the NBA Draft age and ending the one-and-done era help or
W (surveying expected results of new NBA Draft age rule)

6 See Shams Charania, Shams: Where NBA CBA talks stand, plus new issues on the Players
Association agenda, THE ATHLETIC (Sep. 19, 2022)
https://theathletic.com/3607549/2022/09/19/shams-nba-cba-negotiations/ (Initial reporting of
Draft age reduction progress as it pertains to the NBA’s next CBA)

7 See id. (Timeline for institution of new age requirement in CBA)

8 Collective Bargaining Agreement, NBPA (Jul. 1, 2017) https://cosmic-s3.imgix.net/3¢7a0a50-
8el1-11e9-875d-3d44e94ae33f-2017-NBA-NBPA-Collective-Bargaining-Agreement.pdf
(NBA’s current CBA)

? See Gidget Alikpala, Can NBA players be drafted from high school? PRISA (Oct. 14, 2021)
https://en.as.com/en/2021/10/15/nba/1634253417_839686.html (Discussion of history of Draft
eligibility requirements)

19 See Yannis Koutroupis, The History of the “One-and-Done” Era, BASKETBALLINSIDERS (Oct.
15, 2021) https://www.basketballinsiders.com/news/the-history-of-the-one-and-done-era/
(Statistical analysis of draft picks since 2006 and how they have fared in the NBA)




Association potentially having to play against men with decades of professional experience. !!
The raw nature of the prospects paired with the lack of a development system in place led to the
push for a year between high school and professional basketball in the United States, with the
claim that it was instituted with the athletes’ best interest in mind. '2

Analysis

The NBA is sending an interesting message here in that they are deviating from the risks they
were so against when instituting the rule back in 2006. '* This will clearly hurt college basketball
and will decrease the odds of seeing another Zion Williamson walking the Duke campus,
because although he would have made roughly half a million dollars for his one season with the
Blue Devils, that number pales in comparison to the fully guaranteed salary that comes with
being selected in the First Round of the NBA Draft (the 30" overall pick in 2018 — Zion’s
potential draft year if he were able to go straight from high school — had a $1.6M first-year salary
and $9.1M guaranteed over four years). !4

This is an unfortunate development because Silver began the push for a lower Draft age back in
2018, when players’ income options during that year between high school and Draft eligibility
were quite limited. !> With the NCAA’s amateurism model weakening by the day post-Alston
and with Johnson playing out in the Third Circuit, there are far more avenues for players to
generate income through NIL.!¢ While the Williamson example shows there is still a sizable gap
between what players can make by being selected in the NBA Draft and going the college route,
the gap appears to be shrinking by the day as NIL collectives and boosters continue forming
record-setting pacts to compensate the players. !

Impact/Conclusion

1 See Bernie Dailleboust, The truth behind the NBA’s one-and-done rule and why it needs to go,
HOOPSHABIT (2017) https://hoopshabit.com/2017/08/06/truth-behind-nbas-one-done-rule-needs-
go/ (Discussion of limitations imposed on athletes by one-and-done rule and how only the truly
elite prospects are harmed by the rule)

12 See id. (Rationale behind keeping athletes from being Draft eligible right out of high school)

13 See Boone, supra. (Comparison between 2006 reasoning for change and current climate)

14 See Chris Bengel, Trevor Lawrence, Zion Williamson might have made over $500K under new
NIL rule, report estimates, CBS SPORTS (May 1, 2020) https://www.cbssports.com/college-
football/news/trevor-lawrence-zion-williamson-might-have-made-over-500k-under-new-ncaa-
nil-rule-report-estimates/ (Projection of NIL revenue by top prospects in major sports); see also
Luke Adams, Rookie Scale Salaries For 2018 First Round Picks, HOOPSRUMORS (Jul. 3, 2018)
https://www.hoopsrumors.com/2018/07/rookie-scale-salaries-for-2018-first-round-picks.html
(Rookie-scale contracts for 2018 NBA Draft class)

15 See Sam Vecenie, Vecenie: Lowering NBA age minimum doesn’t help anyone. Especially not
players, THE ATHLETIC (Sep. 23, 2022) https://theathletic.com/3610277/2022/09/23/vecenie-nba-
draft-age-minimum/ (Assessment of impact of age reduction)

16 See id. (Legal backdrop concerning amateurism)

7 NIL Collectives, ON3 NIL (Oct. 2022) https://www.on3.com/nil/collectives/ (Comprehensive
list of NIL Collective groups for all American universities)




The Draft age eligibility debate will likely go on for many years, with valid points coming from
both sides. '® The “18-year-olds can’t handle NBA lifestyle” and “they are adults and should be
allowed to be professionals at this point” are both logical arguments. !° The NBA appears to be
chasing the allure of bringing young, exciting talent into the league, and this may be attributed to
the youth circuit’s explosion in popularity. 2° The league seems to want to get those players
directly into their league as opposed to having the hype train of prolific prospects slowed down
by having to go to college, the G League Ignite or overseas for a year, bolstering a seemingly
pro-labor argument that truly benefits the owners and league. 2!

Additionally, it will be interesting to see how the blue-blood programs adapt to seeing those five-
star recruits opt for the professional route. 22 The age decrease will likely lead to further
deterioration of the amateurism model as university boosters face the reality of their offers
simply not being up to par with salaries offered by the NBA. ?* This may be seen through Zion
Williamson’s previously mentioned NIL estimate. 2* This is an unfortunate development because
Silver began the push for a lower Draft age back in 2018, when players’ income options during
that year between high school and Draft eligibility were quite limited back then. 25 With the
NCAA’s amateurism model weakening by the day post Alston and with Johnson playing out in
the Third Circuit, there are far more avenues for players to generate income through NIL.26

One final party who will feel the repercussions of the age change are those college alternatives
that had been gaining popularity, such as the G-League Ignite and overseas options. 2’ The NBA
has invested a significant amount of money into the Ignite to allow them to offer high-level
prospects salaries that compete with the other options out there and went so far as to televise

18 See Michael Brogin, The NBA Draft and The Ongoing Eligibility Debate, BLEACHER REPORT
(Apr. 15, 2010) https://bleacherreport.com/articles/378812-the-nba-draftand-the-ongoing-
eligiblity-debate (Describing both sides of the eligibility age argument)

19 See Medcalf, supra. (Sides to the Draft age argument)

20 See Vecenie, supra. (Discussion of youth league popularity)

2l See id. (More on the urgency to get phenoms in NBA jerseys as opposed to having them go
somewhere and have hype “cool down™)

22 See Boone, supra. (Analysis of high-level men’s basketball programs experiencing rapid
turnover due to recruits leaving after one year, saddling coaches with remaking a good portion of
their roster every season)

23 See Kobi Brown Unexpected Benefit: NBA, college basketball better with NIL, THE ORLANDO
SENTINEL (Jul. 24, 2022) https://www.orlandosentinel.com/sports/os-sp-nil-college-basketball-
nba-draft-20220724-zspxasdn75bdzi2af6zwuks2jm-story.html (Glass-half-full take on the new
rule and how it could provide sneaky benefits to all involved)

24 See Bengel, supra. (Previously mentioned 500K NIL estimate for an elite college athlete in a
marquee sport in 2018-19)

25 See Vecenie, supra. (Speaks to lack of options prompting Silver to want kids to be able to
make money in college. Now that they can make money in college, his reasoning behind pushing
for a lower Draft age is subverted)

26 See id. (Backdrop of legal landscape allowing athletes to make money)

27 See Boone, supra. (Introduction of another avenue impacting amateurs and their potential
options for paths to professional basketball)




their games on ESPN from time to time. 2® This select team has yielded some positive results
over the years, including producing lottery selections Jalen Green, Jonathan Kuminga, Dyson
Daniels and currently hosting projected top-three pick Scoot Henderson. 2 This is certainly an
unfortunate development for an investment that appeared to be paying dividends for the NBA. *°

This idea certainly has legs and backing from the people who have power to make it happen. 3! It
seems like a when, not an if, high schoolers will be able to exercise full autonomy over their
playing careers, and it is difficult to overstate the seismic effect this will have on not only the

amateur landscape, but also the professional basketball landscape both in America and overseas.
32

*Student, Professor Nicastro’s Legal & Competitive Issues in Amateur Athletics, J.D. Candidate,
May 2024, Villanova University Charles Widger School of Law

28 See Kyle Irving, What is the G League Ignite? Get to know the non-NBA players in the Rising
Stars Challenge, SPORTINGNEWS (Feb. 18, 2022) https://www.sportingnews.com/us/nba/news/g-
league-ignite-non-nba-players-rising-stars/f4osvpbctj6zhz9mx0Ogsxuax (Description of G-League
Ignite)

29 See id. (List of high-level prospects who opted for G-League Ignite that may have potentially
been able to go directly to the NBA Draft if not for one-and-done rule)

30 See id. (G-League had continually been gaining national recognition, with games being aired
on ESPN and prominent coaches vying for staff positions with the program)

31 See Seth Davis, Why it’s a great thing for college basketball for the NBA to end one-and-done,
THE ATHLETIC (Sep. 19, 2022) https://theathletic.com/3609797/2022/09/19/college-basketball-
nba-one-done/ (Description of benefits associated with new age minimum requirement)

32 See id. (Speaking to likelihood of the change happening. Most in charge of the NBA are in
favor of this, and players will surely be lured by the larger pay checks compared to the peak NIL
options as seen with Williamson’s figure, so this will likely change with the next CBA as the
article states)




