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Damar Hamlin: Legal Implications of An NFL Injury

By: Evan Feder
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On January 2nd, 2023, in an NFL game played between the Cincinnati Bengals and the Buffalo Bills, Damar Hamlin, a
Bills safety, tackled Bengals receiver Tee Higgins.[1] After the collision, Hamlin stood up and began to walk, but after two
steps he collapsed to the ground.[2] He went into cardiac arrest and was given CPR and was later taken to the University of
Cincinnati Medical Center in critical condition.[3] On the following Monday, January 9th, Hamlin was released from the
ICU, and he has continued to improve since then.[4] It was an extremely rare injury; in fact, there has only been one death in
an NFL game ever. In 1971, Chuck Hughes died in the middle of a game between the Chicago Bears and Detroit Lions from
coronary thrombosis.[5] Is there any legal effect to Damar Hamlin’s injury? This is a question that must be answered because
what if Hamlin cannot make a living again. How does the NFL compensate him and his family? Or does the NFL even need
to compensate the family at all? Matthew Hoffman, an attorney for Battleborn Injury Lawyers, explained that when an injury
occurs on the field, the player is put on injured reserve, and while on injured reserve, all the player’s medical bills are paid
for, and he continues to receive compensation per the terms of the contract.[6] However, Hamlin’s contract with the Bills is

only for four years, $3.6 million.[7] That means that while his medical bills will be paid for by the Bills until he is stable, his
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compensation will only be for the next three years — he is in his second year of the contract currently — while the contract is
still in play. However, the Bengals do not need to pay at all, because, Hoffman explained, “it’s a bit like workers
compensation... if you’re injured on the job, your employer has to pay for all your medical bills... you can’t sue the league,
but you can sue the doctors who misdiagnosed you and allowed you to play.”[8] In 2011

Hamlin’s situation is significantly different than if the injury had occurred because of the job but happened while not
on the job. In 2021, Denver Broncos player Ja’Wuan James suffered a significant and potentially season-ending injury while
exercising at a private gym, away from the team’s facility.[9] The NFL distributed a memo to all thirty-two NFL teams and
stated that

...Injuries sustained while a player is working out “on his own” in a location other than an NFL facility ...are considered
“Non-Football Injuries” and are outside the scope of a typical skill, injury, and cap ...guarantee. Such injuries are also not
covered by the protections of the NFL Player Contract, ...meaning that clubs have no contractual obligation to provide salary

continuation during the year in ...which the injury was sustained.[10]

However, if the injuries were “sustained by a player while working out at a club facility or as specifically authorized
by his club are considered ‘Football-Related Injuries.””’[11] The memo continued to clarify this point: “[c]lubs are encouraged
to remind players of the significant injury-related protection provided if they choose to work out at the club facility and the
risks they undertake in choosing to train in non-NFL locations.”[12] This left the decision up to the Broncos whether and how
to compensate James. After James filed a grievance, the Broncos agreed to pay him a $1.09 million settlement.[13] On the
other hand, Korey Stringer, a Minnesota Vikings player, suffered from heat stroke during the Vikings 2001 preseason training
camp.[14] Stringer then died at 1:35 AM on August 1st, 2001, when his body reached a core temperature of 108 degrees.[15]
His widow filed a wrongful death lawsuit against the team and trainers in February, 2002, claiming that they had a duty to
protect and care for Stringer’s health and that they were “grossly negligent in carrying out” their duty.[16] The court held that
the trainers were employed by the Vikings to provide some level of care to the players and “that their actions towards Stringer
occurred within work-related limits of time and place.” The court went on to focus on personal duties to the injured, which is
not relevant in Hamlin’s case. However, we do find the importance that the injury occurred on Vikings facilities and within
the time of work.

According to the National Football League Players Association (NFLPA), the union that represents current and former
NFL athletes, their league’s players have “the very best benefits package in professional sports.”[17] In addition to all
benefits offered by other leagues, they also include “severance pay, long term care insurance, the Former Player Life
Improvement Plan, and neurocognitive disability benefits for former players.”’[18] It is important to note, however, that the
NFL has the highest metric of Mean Injuries Per Game, more than MLB, NBA, NHL combined.[19]

Evan Feder is a Staff Editor at CICLR.
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