
Pro Sports Teams vs. Public Stocks: Which Has 
Provided Better Returns?

Jerry Buss purchased the Los Angeles Lakers of the National Basketball Association 

(NBA) in May 1979 as part of a deal that also included the Los Angeles Kings of the 

National Hockey League (NHL), the Lakers’ basketball arena (the Forum), and a 

13,000-acre ranch. 

In total, he paid $67.5 million. In June of this year, the Buss family (Jerry passed 

away in 2013) sold the Lakers for a staggering $10 billion — the largest-ever sales 

price for a professional sports franchise. 

It’s undoubtedly a big payday for the Busses. Still, a story bouncing around online 

forums from multiple sources suggests that he might have received an even better 

return simply by investing in public stocks. 

To demonstrate, we ran the numbers ourselves. Computing the annualized return on 

$67.5 million growing to $10 billion between May 1979 and June 2025 comes out to 

11.5% per year. Over that same period, the S&P 500® Index returned 12.2% per year.

Many people find this outcome surprising, but it also fails to consider important 

details. He didn’t just buy the Lakers with that investment.

Estimates of the original deal in 1979 value the Lakers at $16 million, the Kings at $8 

million, the Forum arena at $33.5 million, and the ranch at $10 million. If we isolate 

the Lakers and the Forum as a key revenue-generating property for the team, we 

estimate the Lakers' purchase price at $49.5 million.

1



Pro Sports Teams vs. Public Stocks: Which Has 
Provided Better Returns?

In Figure 1, we share our modified results 

on how the Buss family’s return compares 

to U.S. stocks over the same period. If 

Buss had invested $49.5 million in the 

S&P 500 and held through June 2025, it 

would be worth about $10.1B today — still 

a modest $100 million improvement on 

the recent sale proceeds.

But what if we look beyond the S&P 500? 

While a popular gauge of U.S. market 

performance, it’s simply designed to 

capture the 500 largest companies in the 

U.S. stock market, giving higher weight to 

the largest companies regardless of their 

fundamentals. 

If Buss had also considered company 

valuations, which contain information 

about differences in expected returns 

among companies, and invested only in 

U.S. large-caps with strong balance 

sheets, good profits and attractive prices 

(low price multiples and high profitability), 

the investment would have grown to more 

than $56 billion!1

Figure 1 | Investing in Public Stocks Would Have Outpaced Buss’s Return on the Lakers

$49.5M

Jerry Buss pays $49.5 
million for the Lakers 

in May 1979.

$10.0B

Jerry Buss sells the 
Lakers for $10 billion 

in June 2025.

$10.1B

If Buss had placed his 
original investment in 

the S&P 500.

$56.5B

If Buss had placed his original 
investment in large-caps with low 
price multiples and high profits.

Data from 6/1/1979 - 6/30/2025. Source for S&P 500 Index: Bloomberg. Source for large-caps with low price multiples and high profitability: 
Avantis Investors and Sunil Wahal, CRSP/Compustat, U.S. securities. Large-caps generally represent the top 90% of the U.S. market 
capitalization. “Low Price Multiple” is defined as companies with a high book-to-market ratio. “High profitability” is defined as companies with 
a high profits-to-book ratio. Past performance is no guarantee of future results.

1 CONSIDERING ONLY THE ESTIMATED VALUE OF THE LAKERS IN 1979 ($16 MILLION), THAT AMOUNT INVESTED IN THE S&P 500 INDEX WOULD 
HAVE GROWN TO $3.3 BILLION BETWEEN MAY 1979 AND JUNE 2025. THE SAME AMOUNT INVESTED IN LARGE-CAPS WITH LOW PRICE 
MULTIPLES AND HIGH PROFITABILITY WOULD HAVE GROWN TO $18.2 BILLION.
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These outcomes run contrary to what many might 

expect. Sports team owners (primarily billionaires) 

often seem to be earning outsized returns that the 

average investor can’t access. But Buss’s return on 

the Lakers is just one example. What about other 

sports team investments?

In Figures 2, 3 and 4, we present the same analysis 

for the five most valuable teams in the NBA, 

National Football League (NFL) and Major League 

Baseball (MLB). Since most teams were not 

recently purchased like the Lakers, we use the latest 

estimates of their values. We then compare these 

values to the amounts that could have been 

generated had each owner placed their original 

team investment in our two U.S. stock scenarios.

The results show that only a few teams from this 

sample (beyond the Lakers) have failed to deliver a 

better return than the S&P 500 since they were last 

purchased: the Los Angeles Dodgers, bought in 

2012 for $2 billion, and the Chicago Cubs, bought in 

2009 for $700 million.

The story would have been quite different if the 

investments had been placed in U.S. large-cap 

stocks with attractive valuations. This option would 

have produced more value to owners from 12 out of 

the 15 teams assessed (3 out of 5 NBA teams, 4 

out of 5 NFL teams, and 5 out of 5 MLB teams). 

Figure 2 | Return on NBA Team Investments vs. U.S. Stocks

Panel A | Comparison of estimated values as of 6/30/2025
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Current Team Valuation

Purchased for $49.5M 
in May 1979

Purchased for $450M 
in July 2010

Purchased for $300M 
in June 1997

Purchased for $360M 
in September 2002

Purchased for $16M 
in March 1985

Panel B | Results Summary Table

Lakers Warriors Knicks Celtics Bulls

Date Purchased May 1979 July 2010 June 1997 September 2002 March 1985

Purchase Price (B) $0.05 $0.45 $0.30 $0.36 $0.02

Current Team Valuation (B) $10.00 $9.40 $7.50 $6.10 $5.80

Value if Invested in S&P 500 (B) $10.11 $3.36 $3.50 $4.24 $1.35

Value if Invested in 

Large Low Price Multiple/High Prof. (B)
$56.46 $4.18 $10.39 $11.17 $5.51

Annualized Return - Team 12.21% 22.60% 12.18% 13.25% 15.73%

Annualized Return - S&P 500 12.24% 14.43% 9.17% 11.45% 11.62%

Annualized Return - Large Low Price/High Prof. 16.50% 16.11% 13.50% 16.30% 15.58%

Data from the team purchase date through June 2025. Source for S&P 500 Index: Bloomberg. Source for large-caps with low price 
multiples and high profitability: Avantis Investors and Sunil Wahal, CRSP/Compustat, U.S. securities. Past performance is no guarantee 
of future results.

LARGE-CAPS GENERALLY REPRESENT THE TOP 90% OF THE U.S. MARKET CAPITALIZATION. “LOW PRICE MULTIPLE” IS DEFINED AS COMPANIES 
WITH A HIGH BOOK-TO-MARKET RATIO. “HIGH PROFITABILITY” IS DEFINED AS COMPANIES WITH A HIGH PROFITS-TO-BOOK RATIO. TEAM 
VALUATIONS ARE THE LATEST ESTIMATES SOURCED FROM CNBC’S 2025 TEAM VALUATION REPORT, EXCEPT FOR THE LAKERS AND CELTICS. BOTH 
WERE PURCHASED IN 2025, AND ACTUAL SALES PRICES ARE USED IN THE ANALYSIS.
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Figure 3 | Return on NFL Team Investments vs. U.S. Stocks

Panel A | Comparison of estimated values as of 6/30/25
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Value if Invested in S&P 500

Value if Invested in Large Low Price Multiple/High Prof.

Purchased for 
$150M in Feb ‘89

Purchased for 
$750M in Aug ‘10

Purchased for 
$150M in Feb ‘91

Purchased for 
$172M in Jan ‘94

Purchased for 
$13M in Mar ‘77

Figure 4 | Return on MLB Team Investments vs. U.S. Stocks

Panel A | Comparison of estimated values as of 6/30/25
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Current Team Valuation

Value if Invested in S&P 500

Value if Invested in Large Low Price Multiple/High Prof.

Purchased for 
$10M in Jan ‘73

Purchased for 
$2B in May ‘12

Purchased for 
$380M in Feb ‘02

Purchased for 
$700M in Oct ‘09

Purchased for 
$100M in Jan ‘93

Panel B | NFL Results Summary Table Panel B | MLB Results Summary Table

Cowboys Rams Giants Patriots 49ers Yankees Dodgers Red Sox Cubs Giants

Feb 1989 Aug 2010 Feb 1991 Jan 1994 Mar 1977 Date Purchased Jan 1973 May 2012 Feb 2002 Oct 2009 Jan 1993

$0.15 $0.75 $0.15 $0.17 $0.01 Purchase Price (B) $0.01 $2.00 $0.38 $0.70 $0.10

$13.00 $10.50 $10.10 $8.60 $8.60 Current Team Valuation (B) $8.00 $5.80 $4.70 $4.50 $3.80

$6.80 $5.86 $4.99 $4.01 $2.99 Value if Invested in S&P 500 (B) $2.31 $12.07 $3.33 $5.64 $2.63

$26.18 $7.66 $25.45 $13.62 $18.14
Value if Invested in 

Large Low Price Multiple/High Prof. (B)
$19.16 $16.70 $10.03 $6.75 $9.32

13.07% 19.47% 13.04% 13.26% 14.41% Annualized Return - Team 13.60% 8.48% 11.38% 12.61% 11.88%

11.07% 14.87% 10.75% 10.54% 11.93% Annualized Return - S&P 500 10.94% 14.73% 9.75% 14.24% 10.61%

15.27% 16.96% 16.13% 14.93% 16.19% Annualized Return - Large Low Price/High Prof. 15.51% 17.61% 15.06% 15.56% 15.01%

Data from the team purchase date through June 2025. Source for S&P 500 Index: Bloomberg. Source for large-caps with low price multiples and high profitability: Avantis Investors and Sunil Wahal, CRSP/Compustat, 
U.S. securities. Past performance is no guarantee of future results.

LARGE-CAPS GENERALLY REPRESENT THE TOP 90% OF THE U.S. MARKET CAPITALIZATION. “LOW PRICE MULTIPLE” IS DEFINED AS COMPANIES 
WITH A HIGH BOOK-TO-MARKET RATIO. “HIGH PROFITABILITY” IS DEFINED AS COMPANIES WITH A HIGH PROFITS-TO-BOOK RATIO. TEAM 
VALUATIONS ARE THE LATEST ESTIMATES FROM CNBC’S 2025 TEAM VALUATION REPORT.
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In our view, it’s fun to consider these hypothetical scenarios and the context they offer investors. In reality, we 

know other variables would contribute to the total value of owning a professional sports team, like the potential 

utility and fulfillment that might come from the position and its celebrated status. 

Team owners might also receive dividends over time that aren’t publicly disclosed and can’t be considered in our 

estimates of their return. That income matters. However, it can be argued that for many team owners in the 

analysis, it’s unlikely that component of their total return could overcome the outperformance observed from 

holding public stocks with attractive valuations.

Ultimately, the goal of the analysis is more about what it can offer everyday investors and less about the level of 

precision in the data. We believe it’s a great example highlighting that we don’t have to be billionaires to have 

access to sound investments and good long-term outcomes.

While we may read about seemingly massive absolute dollar returns from wealthy individuals’ investments in 

private entities like sports teams, the rates of return they receive may often be no better than what we can expect 

to receive from holding public stocks over time.

Further, as momentum builds for retail investors to access private markets (in some cases, even making it 

possible to invest small amounts in sports teams), it’s useful to remember that these investment options often 

come with other attributes not always mentioned in stories about big paydays. 

Private investments tend to have much higher fees, lower liquidity (e.g., selling your investments may only be 

possible periodically rather than daily in the case of public markets), and without daily mark-to-market pricing, 

investors can often believe a private investment has lower volatility than is reality (e.g., volatility appears low 

simply because it’s infrequently valued). 

The point is not that investing in sports teams, if you have the means, or allocating to other private investment 

options, is inherently a poor choice. What we take from the data is that, for many investors, the opportunity 

provided by public markets may be all they need to reach their goals.
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General Disclaimer

Collective Family Office, LLC is registered as an investment adviser with the SEC and only conducts business in states where it is properly registered or is excluded from 

registration requirements. Registration is not an endorsement of the firm by securities regulators and does not mean the adviser has achieved a specific level of skill or ability.

Information presented is believed to be current. It should not be viewed as personalized investment advice. All expressions of opinion reflect the judgment of the presenter on 

the date of the presentation and may change in response to market conditions. You should consult with a professional advisor before implementing any strategies discussed. 

Content should not be viewed as an offer to buy or sell any of the securities mentioned or as legal or tax advice. You should always consult an attorney or tax professional 

regarding your specific legal or tax situation.

All investments and strategies have the potential for profit or loss. Different types of investments involve higher and lower levels of risk. There is no guarantee that a specific 

investment or strategy will be suitable or profitable for an investor’s portfolio. There are no assurances that a portfolio will match or exceed any particular benchmark.

The information in this document is provided in good faith without any warranty and is intended for the recipient’s background information only. It does not constitute 

investment advice, recommendation, or an offer of any services or products for sale and is not intended to provide a sufficient basis on which to make an investment decision. 

It is the responsibility of any persons wishing to make a purchase to inform themselves of and observe all applicable laws and regulations. Unauthorized copying, reproducing, 

duplicating, or transmitting of this document are strictly prohibited. Collective Family Office, LLC accepts no responsibility for loss arising from the use of the information 

contained herein. Pro Sports Teams vs. Public Stocks: Which Has Provided Better Returns? was originally published by Avantis Investors in their August 2025 Field Guide. 

Named securities may be held in accounts managed by Collective Family Office, LLC. This information should not be considered a recommendation to buy or sell a particular 

security. Diversification does not protect against loss in declining markets. There is no guarantee strategies will be successful. 
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