worst contracts in nfl history

worst contracts in nfl history have become cautionary tales within the realm of professional football,
highlighting the financial risks and complexities involved in player negotiations. These contracts often
involve substantial guaranteed money, long durations, or both, which ultimately fail to deliver value
relative to performance. This article explores some of the most infamous missteps in NFL contract
history, analyzing the reasons behind their failure and the impact on the teams involved. From
overpaid veterans to high-profile draft busts, these contracts reveal a pattern of misjudgment or
circumstance that can cripple team salary caps and restrict roster flexibility. Understanding the worst
contracts in NFL history offers insight into salary cap management, player evaluation, and the evolving
dynamics of the league’s business side. The following sections will cover notable examples, the

consequences for franchises, and lessons learned from these costly deals.
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Notable Worst Contracts in NFL History

The NFL has seen numerous contracts that stand out as some of the worst in league history due to
poor performance, injuries, or misaligned expectations. These contracts often involve significant

guaranteed money that did not correspond with the player’s contribution on the field. The following are



some of the most notorious examples that have become synonymous with the worst contracts in NFL

history.

Albert Haynesworth’s Contract with the Washington Redskins

One of the most infamous contracts in NFL history is the five-year, $100 million deal signed by
defensive tackle Albert Haynesworth with the Washington Redskins in 2009. The contract included $41
million guaranteed, making it one of the largest at the time for a defensive player. Unfortunately,
Haynesworth’s performance declined sharply, and he failed to justify the massive financial
commitment. His tenure with the Redskins was marked by poor play, injuries, and disciplinary issues,

ultimately leading to his release after just two seasons.

Mark Sanchez’s Contract with the Philadelphia Eagles

Former New York Jets quarterback Mark Sanchez signed a two-year, $7 million contract with the
Philadelphia Eagles in 2015. While not as large as some other deals, this contract is often cited due to
Sanchez’s underwhelming performance and failure to secure a starting role. The Eagles' investment in
Sanchez did not yield the expected quarterback stability, highlighting the risk of signing players based

on past potential rather than current ability.

Ryan Leaf’s Rookie Contract with the San Diego Chargers

Ryan Leaf’s rookie contract, signed in 1998 after being selected second overall, is frequently
mentioned among the worst contracts in NFL history. Leaf received a six-year, $34 million deal with
$15 million guaranteed, but his career was derailed by poor performance and off-field issues. The
Chargers' large financial commitment to Leaf was a significant setback, as he failed to live up to his

draft position or contract value.



Brandon Weeden’s Contract with the Cleveland Browns

Brandon Weeden signed a two-year, $10 million contract with the Cleveland Browns in 2013 after
being drafted as a quarterback. Despite the investment, Weeden struggled throughout his tenure,
never establishing himself as a reliable starter. The Browns’ decision to allocate substantial resources
to a player who underperformed is part of why this contract is considered one of the worst in NFL

history.

Matt Leinart’s Contract with the Arizona Cardinals

Matt Leinart signed a six-year, $36 million contract extension with the Arizona Cardinals in 2007 after
showing promise early in his career. However, injuries and inconsistent play limited his impact, and the
Cardinals ultimately released him before the contract ended. The guaranteed money and length of the

contract made it a notable example of poor investment in the league.

List of Other Notable Worst Contracts in NFL History

Joey Bosa’s rookie contract holdout with the Los Angeles Chargers

Ryan Tannehill’s contract with the Miami Dolphins before his trade

Dez Bryant’s contract with the Dallas Cowboys during his decline

Nick Foles’ contract extension with the Philadelphia Eagles prior to Super Bowl LII

Sam Bradford’s contracts with multiple teams due to injuries



Factors Contributing to Poor NFL Contracts

Understanding the worst contracts in NFL history requires an examination of the factors that contribute
to their failure. These elements often include overestimation of player talent, injury risks, poor timing,
and changes in team strategy or coaching staff. Recognizing these causes is essential for teams

aiming to avoid similar mistakes.

Overvaluation of Player Potential

One common factor leading to bad contracts is the overvaluation of a player’s potential based on
college performance, athletic traits, or brief flashes of success. Teams may offer lucrative deals hoping
for continued improvement, but some players fail to meet these expectations. This disconnect between

potential and actual performance has resulted in several of the worst contracts in NFL history.

Injury Risks and Their Impact

Injuries are an unpredictable but critical factor that can turn a promising contract into a liability. Players
with a history of injuries or those who suffer significant setbacks after signing often fail to provide the
expected return on investment. Guaranteed money becomes a burden for teams when players cannot

contribute due to health issues.

Changing Team Circumstances

Coaching changes, shifts in offensive or defensive schemes, and front office turnover can render a



previously valuable player less useful. Contracts signed under one regime may not fit the new system,
leading to diminished playing time and effectiveness. Such scenarios contribute to the worst contracts

in NFL history by reducing a player’s value unexpectedly.

Market Dynamics and Salary Cap Pressures

The constantly evolving salary cap environment and market trends can cause teams to make hasty or
ill-informed decisions. Overpaying for a player to prevent rivals from acquiring them or reacting to
inflated market values can result in contracts that do not align with actual performance levels. These

market-driven errors are a significant cause of poor contracts.

Impact of Worst Contracts on NFL Teams

The ramifications of the worst contracts in NFL history extend beyond individual players, affecting team
performance, salary cap flexibility, and long-term roster building. These contracts often become

albatrosses, limiting a team’s ability to sign other talent and forcing difficult personnel decisions.

Salary Cap Constraints

Large guaranteed sums and lengthy contract terms can severely restrict a team’s salary cap space.
This limitation hinders the ability to sign free agents, retain emerging talent, or address key roster
needs. Teams stuck with bad contracts may have to restructure deals, release players, or absorb dead

money to regain financial flexibility.



On-Field Performance and Team Success

When high-cost players underperform, the team’s overall competitiveness suffers. Investing heavily in
a player who does not contribute effectively can lead to losing seasons and missed playoff

opportunities. The opportunity cost of these contracts often translates into diminished team success.

Reputation and Front Office Credibility

Repeated poor contract decisions can damage a franchise’s reputation among players and agents,
making it harder to attract top talent. Front office credibility may also be questioned by fans and media,
increasing pressure to improve decision-making processes. The worst contracts in NFL history serve

as cautionary examples in this regard.

Lessons Learned and Future Implications

The analysis of the worst contracts in NFL history provides valuable lessons for teams, agents, and
players alike. These lessons emphasize the importance of thorough evaluation, prudent risk

management, and adaptability in contract negotiations.

Emphasizing Performance-Based Incentives

Future contracts increasingly incorporate performance-based incentives to mitigate risk. By linking
compensation to on-field achievements, teams can protect themselves from the financial
consequences of poor performance or injury. This approach helps balance player rewards with team

interests.



Comprehensive Medical Evaluations

Advancements in medical assessments have become critical in evaluating players before contract
negotiations. Thorough health screenings help teams identify injury risks and make informed decisions,

reducing the likelihood of signing players who may not be able to perform at expected levels.

Strategic Salary Cap Management

Teams now place greater emphasis on managing salary cap space strategically to avoid long-term
commitments that limit flexibility. Shorter contracts, option years, and front-loaded deals are tools used

to maintain adaptability amid changing circumstances.

Enhanced Scouting and Analytics

The integration of advanced analytics and scouting evaluations assists in better assessing a player’s
true value. Reliable data and insights contribute to more accurate contract offers, reducing the chances

of overpaying based on incomplete information or hype.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is considered the worst contract in NFL history?

One of the worst contracts in NFL history is the 10-year, $175 million deal given to Albert Haynesworth
by the Washington Redskins in 2009. Haynesworth underperformed significantly relative to his massive

contract, making it a notorious example of a bad NFL contract.



Why was Albert Haynesworth's contract with the Redskins considered

so bad?

Haynesworth's contract was considered bad because he failed to meet the high expectations set by
the massive salary. He struggled with performance issues, injuries, and off-field problems, while the

Redskins were paying him a huge amount, which limited their salary cap flexibility.

Which quarterback had one of the worst contracts in NFL history?

Kirk Cousins' fully guaranteed three-year, $84 million contract with the Minnesota Vikings in 2018 was
considered risky and criticized initially. However, while expensive, Cousins has generally performed

well, so it is debated whether it ranks among the absolute worst.

How do bad NFL contracts impact a team's salary cap and
performance?

Bad NFL contracts can heavily impact a team's salary cap, limiting their ability to sign other talented
players. This can result in a weakened roster and poor team performance, as resources are tied up in

overpaid or underperforming players.

Have there been any recent examples of bad NFL contracts?

Yes, recent examples include the contract given to Nick Foles by the Jacksonville Jaguars in 2020.
Foles was signed to a lucrative contract but did not perform well, leading to criticism of the signing and

contract terms.

Are there any notable bad contracts involving running backs?

Yes, one example is LeSean McCoy's contract with the Buffalo Bills in 2015. Although McCoy was a
talented running back, the contract was seen as overpaying for his production at that stage of his

career, making it a questionable investment for the team.



Additional Resources

1. The Price of Failure: The NFL’s Most Infamous Contracts

This book delves into some of the most disastrous contracts ever signed in NFL history. It explores
how teams gambled on star players who failed to live up to expectations, leaving franchises burdened
with huge financial commitments. Through detailed case studies, readers gain insight into the decision-

making processes behind these costly mistakes and their impact on team dynamics and performance.

2. Locked In: The NFL’s Biggest Contract Blunders

Locked In examines the stories behind the NFL's worst contractual agreements, highlighting the
players who became albatrosses around their teams' necks. The book analyzes the economic and
strategic consequences of these deals, including how they affected salary caps and roster
construction. Interviews with executives and agents provide an insider’s perspective on the pitfalls of

contract negotiations.

3. Overpaid and Underperforming: The NFL’s Costliest Contracts

This title offers a critical look at contracts that promised greatness but delivered disappointment. It
discusses the gap between player potential and actual performance, and how inflated salaries can
cripple franchises. The book also considers how these contracts influenced league policies and the

evolution of player valuation.

4. Dead Money: How Bad Contracts Haunt NFL Teams

Dead Money investigates the phenomenon of “dead money” in NFL contracts—payments made to
players no longer contributing to their teams. The book outlines how these financial burdens arise and
the long-term effects on team competitiveness. Through vivid storytelling, it also covers the human

side of these deals, including players’ struggles and team management challenges.

5. Contract Catastrophes: NFL Deals That Backfired
This comprehensive guide profiles some of the most regrettable contracts in NFL history. It breaks
down the terms, expectations, and outcomes of these deals, providing context on why they were

considered failures. The book serves as a cautionary tale for teams, agents, and fans alike.



6. Money Pit: The NFL’s Worst Financial Commitments
Money Pit highlights the financial missteps teams have made in pursuit of talent. It discusses how
some contracts became financial liabilities, impacting team budgets and strategic flexibility. The

narrative also explores the role of agents and front office pressure in driving these costly mistakes.

7. Signed and Sealed Disaster: The NFL’s Most Regrettable Contracts
This book chronicles the stories behind some of the NFL’s most regrettable contract signings. It
discusses how hype, injury, and misjudgment led to deals that failed spectacularly. The author also

reflects on lessons learned and how the league has adapted its approach to contracts over time.

8. The Burden of the Deal: NFL Contracts That Broke Teams

The Burden of the Deal examines contracts that not only failed on the field but also disrupted team
chemistry and finances. It offers in-depth analysis of how these agreements contributed to losing
seasons and front office turmoil. The book provides a broader understanding of the intersection

between finance and performance in professional football.

9. High Stakes, High Losses: The NFL’s Worst Contract Decisions

High Stakes, High Losses outlines the high-risk nature of NFL contract negotiations and the costly
consequences of getting them wrong. Through detailed profiles and financial breakdowns, the book
shows how even the most promising deals can unravel. It also highlights how teams have worked to

avoid repeating these errors in the future.
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