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Dear Strategic Advisor: 
 
Modern professional sports teams are complex business organizations. Many of them are also 
closely held family businesses. 
 
As with any business organization, sports organizations need to make plans for business con-
tinuation in the event of the death of one or more team owners. Failure to plan for succession 
can create dire consequences. 
 
We have written in the past about how changes in circumstances have put teams and their 
owners in crisis: 
 
· Back in 2011, we wrote about the MLB’s Los Angeles Dodgers and their financial trou-

bles that arose from the pending divorce of the couple who owned the team. 
· We wrote in June 2014 about how Donald Sterling made disparaging comments about 

African Americans, and how the NBA subsequently forced him to sell the Los Angeles 
Clippers franchise. 

· In May 2017, we described how the late Dr. Jerry Buss’s plan to pass ownership and 
management of the Lakers franchise to his children led to his daughter’s firing her broth-
er and had the family fighting in court. 

· In April 2018, we returned to the NBA to consider the transfer of the Detroit Pistons fran-
chise aft the death of owner Bill Davidson in 2009.  

 
Why do we return to business continuation case studies involving sports teams? There are 
several reasons: 
 
· Much of the relevant information is available from public sources and can easily be veri-

fied by interested clients and prospects. 
· Plenty of our clients relate on a personal level to sports organizations. 
· In many cases—especially those about which we choose to write—the failure to plan has 

led to undesirable consequences that could have been avoided. 
 

In this issue, we will discuss the circumstances that led up to recent sale of the NFL’s Denver 
Broncos. 
 
Regards, 
Michael W. Lagos, CFP®  
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BACKGROUND 
 
Much of the information that follows comes from sources on the web. We have included hyperlinks where ap-
propriate. 
 
Patrick Dennis Bowlen was a lawyer, an executive, and the majority owner of the Denver Broncos of the Na-
tional Football League. He was inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame for the class of 2019. Bowlen 
owned other professional sports franchises in the Denver, Colorado area. 
 
Bowlen bought a majority interest in the Denver Broncos of the National Football League in March 1984 from 
Vancouver industrialist Edgar Kaiser Jr. The purchase price was said to be $78 million. 
 
From 1999 to 2008, Bowlen and the Broncos were involved in several legal battles against former owner Edgar 
Kaiser Jr. In 1998, Bowlen agreed to sell retired football legend John Elway a share in the team. Kaiser sued, 
claiming a breach of contract. Kaiser asserted that he had the right of first refusal if any deal was made involv-
ing franchise ownership. In 2004, a jury ruled in favor of Kaiser, and a federal judge decreed that Kaiser was 
entitled to purchase back 10 percent of the Broncos using the identical purchase terms offered to Elway. Bowlen 
appealed and won in 2008, as the appellate court ruled that the structure of the Bowlen-Elway deal did not vio-
late the original right of first refusal agreement. 
 
Within two weeks after the end of the 2010–11 regular season, Bowlen and the Broncos had hired former Caro-
lina Panthers’ coach John Fox to be their new head coach. Although Bowlen had discussions with Fox before 
the hiring, new front-office executive John Elway was mostly responsible for the hiring.  
 
BEGINNING OF THE TRANSFER PROCESS 
 
Bowlen’s Health Issues 
 
By late 2009, rumors had begun to emerge that Bowlen had stepped out of the spotlight because of short-term 
memory loss. Starting in 2010, Bowlen no longer played a major role in the Broncos’ decision making, and Ex-
ecutive VP John Elway and President Joe Ellis assumed control. On July 23, 2014, due to complications with 
Alzheimer’s disease, he officially relinquished control of the team to Joe Ellis and the trustees of his trust.   
 
Bowlen died in 2019. 
 
“It’s a day of tremendous sadness for the Bowlen family, all of our employees, people around the National Foot-
ball League, and this region and this community,” Ellis said then. “Pat wants us to do two things. He wants us to 
win, he’s always wanted that and will continue to want that. Also he’s always wanted everybody here to do 
things the right way.” 
 
Family 
 
Pat Bowlen was married at the time of his death. He had two daughters from his first marriage, Beth Wallace 
and Amie Klemmer. He also had five children (Patrick, Johnny, Brittany, Annabel, and Christianna) with his 
surviving widow, Annabel. 
 
Annabel was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease in 2018. 
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Succession Intentions 
 
Pat Bowlen had apparently intended for one of his children to run the Broncos when he was no longer able to 
do so. However, he also reportedly made clear that if none of his children was qualified, an outside buyer 
could purchase the team.  
 
In 2009, Pat apparently created estate planning documents designed to manage his affairs in the event of his 
incapacity and after his death. Bowlen reportedly named Richard Slivka, Mary Kelly, and Joe Ellis as agents 
under his power of attorney. They are also named as trustees under the Pat D. Bowlen Trust, created at the 
same time. The trust is said to own about 76 percent of the ownership interest in the Denver Broncos team, and 
Pat’s brother Bill Bowlen owns the remainder of the team. 
 
We have not been able to see the actual trust language, so any reference to it is based on published reports or 
statements by those involved in the litigation. 
 
FIGHTING 
 
In the years after Pat Bowlen’s incapacity, family members got into squabbles over how the team was being 
run. 
 
Bill Bowlen Lawsuit 
 
In 2018, Bill Bowlen asked a Colorado District Court to remove Richard Slivka, Mary Kelly, and Joe Ellis as 
trustees of Pat Bowlen’s trust and agents under his power of attorney, alleging the group failed to uphold Pat 
Bowlen’s wishes and act in the best interest of Pat Bowlen, his family, and the Broncos. 
 
Bill alleged that the three had conflicts of interest that impaired their ability to act impartially in Pat Bowlen’s 
best interest. The three defendants wielded almost total control over the Broncos and a range of Pat Bowlen’s 
other assets, including interests in several closely held businesses, with no accountability, Bill Bowlen said. 
 
Bowlen further alleged that the three trustees refused to implement a long-term succession plan that adhered to 
Pat Bowlen’s long-stated goal of ensuring that his children, as owners of the Denver Broncos Football Club, 
retain management and control of the team. Instead, he asserted, the trustees did everything they could to delay 
Pat Bowlen’s children from assuming management and control of the team, in violation of their fiduciary du-
ties. 
 
Bill Bowlen also said he believed that his brother Pat did not fully understand the nature of the documents he 
signed that made major changes to his estate planning and created the fiduciary positions with broad powers. 
 
Bill asked the court to: 
 
· Remove Slivka, Ellis, and Kelly as agents of Pat Bowlen and  
· Appoint an independent party to serve as conservator of Pat Bowlen’s estate, with the power to remove the 

trustees of the Pat D. Bowlen Trust and exercise other powers of Pat Bowlen retained in the trust. 
 
Fights between Competing Family Successors 
 
Of Bowlen’s seven children, one showed no interested in vying for control of the team, and two were too 
young to be viable candidates. Patrick Bowlen III did not obtained the necessary level of  
education to qualify, and John Bowlen Jr.—once considered the heir apparent—had been disqualified due to a 
pair of arrests in 2015 and 2017. That left only two of Bowlen’s children as viable candidates for control of the 
team—Beth Wallace and Brittany Bowlen. 
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Infighting between the various parties supporting both had reportedly grown vicious. For instance, lawsuit pe-
titions—described more fully below—claimed that Annabel Bowlen, also diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, was 
trying to block her stepdaughter Beth from taking ownership because she wanted one of her biological children 
to own the team. 
 
Pat’s daughters Beth Wallace and Brittany Bowlen each made formal bids to become successor controlling 
owners. 
 
BETH WALLACE 
 
Pat’s daughter Beth Wallace announced in early 2018 that she wished to succeed her father as the face of the 
Broncos organization. 
 
According to published reports, Pat’s trust sets out several tests in order for an individual to be a viable candi-
date for the team’s controlling owner. These requirements include subjective qualities such as leadership, in-
tegrity, and sound judgment.  
 
The trust also mandates specific educational and experience qualifications, including:  
 
· A bachelor’s degree paired with an MBA, JD, or other advanced degree related to business and 
· At least five years of “senior management experience” with the NFL, the Broncos, or the Stadium Manage 

Company, the organization that runs the team’s stadium in Denver.  
 
Beth’s educational and professional qualifications seemed consistent with the trust’s requirements:  
 
· She graduated from the University of Denver’s Sturm College of Law in 2016. 
· She worked with the Broncos as the director of special projects until 2015. 
· She assisted and supported several Colorado-based charitable organizations.  
· In 2018 she was working as an executive in the oil and gas industry. 
 
 
However, the trustees rejected Beth’s bid to become controlling owner, saying: 
 

As trustees honoring the clear wishes of Pat, we have thoroughly evaluated whether Beth is capable of 
succeeding her father as controlling owner. We have determined that she is not capable or qualified at 
this time. We have communicated our decision to Beth and her lawyers on multiple occasions. She is 
also fully informed as to why her employment with the team ended in 2015. Although Beth has de-
clined our invitations to discuss her qualifications for the last two years, we will continue to proactively 
engage and meet with any of the Bowlen children who express a desire to earn the right to succeed 
their father. 

 
After Pat’s death in 2019, Beth and her full sister Amie filed a lawsuit Friday in Arapaho County Court chal-
lenging the validity of the trust, which includes a no-contest clause, on the grounds that their father lacked the 
mental capacity and was under undue influence when he signed his estate planning documents in March 2009. 
By suing, they put themselves at risk of being disinherited. 
 
As part of the response to the lawsuits, The Bowlen Trust requested arbitration by the NFL. The family liti-
gants claimed that this request for arbitration was a stall tactic by the trustees, making negotiations over nam-
ing a successor controlling owner more difficult. 
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BRITTANY BOWLEN 
 
In 2019, Joe Ellis released a statement favoring Brittany Bowlen as the controlling owner: 
 

She has distinguished herself as the one child that we’re looking at to possibly take over her father’s 
role. Everything that people told me about Brittany, whether it was at NFL, at Duke or at McKinsey, 
her supervisors, her peer employee —it’s one month—a lot of work to be done, but so far everything’s 
true and I’m really pleased—really nice frankly to have her in the building. 
 

He further said that all seven of Pat Bowlen’s feuding children needed to support Brittany Bowlen in her plan 
to take over as controlling owner of the team—or the team would likely be sold. 
 

[Selling] is an option and we’ve told the beneficiaries that because if Brittany were to succeed and take 
over for her father, everybody else is going to have to sign off on that. That may not be a requirement, 
but it’s going to be necessary from the trustee viewpoint. That’s why a sale is a possibility given the 
circumstances we’re in. 
 

Nonfamily Litigation 
 
In 2020, the lawyer for the estate of late Broncos owner Edgar Kaiser sent a letter to the Broncos’ management 
claiming a right of first refusal if the team named a new controlling owner or was sold. The team filed a suit 
seeking to have a court declare no such right existed in 2021. 
 
Fallout 
 
A few months after Pat Bowlen’s death, the Arapahoe County Court judge dismissed the lawsuit filed by Pat’s 
brother Bill Bowlen. 
 
In late 2019, the same court ruled in a separate case that the court and not the NFL would decide the question 
of Pat Bowlen’s mental capacity when he updated his estate planning documents. 
 
Separate from the lawsuit, the arbitration continued between the NFL and Pat Bowlen’s two oldest daughters, 
Amie and Beth. Carmen Policy, the former 49ers executive, was appointed by NFL commissioner Roger 
Goodell as the arbitrator. The process was requested by the trustees for declaratory judgment on five specific 
points related to the future and ownership of the Denver Broncos. Those points: 
 
 
· Ownership of the team resides in the Patrick D. Bowlen Trust; 
· The trustees are empowered to act on behalf of Broncos ownership pursuant to the trust; 
· The trustees have the exclusive authority to decide which of Pat Bowlen’s seven children will be named 

controlling owner of the team, or if the team should be sold; 
· The Patrick D. Bowlen trust is operating within the rules of the NFL; 
· And the trustees have acted within the “bounds of their discretion” regarding ownership and consistently 

with Pat Bowlen’s succession plan. 
 
Although the arbitration process was started, it was left incomplete by intervening events. 
 
Beth and Amie voluntarily dismissed their lawsuit in July 2021. It seems likely that the family and team man-
agement came to an agreement to try to sell the team to third-party buyers. 
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In early 2022, the Second District Court ruled that Kaiser’s right of first refusal provision was not transferable to 
his estate. It dismissed his claim, clearing the way for the team to be put up for sale. 
 
On June 6, 2022, the Bowlen Trust announced it had reached an agreement to sell the Broncos to Walmart heir 
Rob Walton for $4.5 billion. At the time of the sale, it was the most expensive team sale of all time. 
 
WHY DID THEY SELL? 
 
At the end of the day, why did the trust decide to sell the team? There has been no formal comprehensive expla-
nation, but it seems reasonable to guess at the factors: 
 
1. They couldn’t settle on a single family successor as controlling owner. The trust apparently required 

Pat’s children to unanimously agree on just one to be the face of the franchise. They couldn’t do that. 
2. The market for selling was great. Selling the team for $4.5 billion? Seems like they got a great price, even 

if they were reluctant sellers. 
3. Perhaps there were future estate tax worries. The terms of the Bowlen trust were never made public. We 

found no evidence of any existing estate tax fight between the IRS and the Bowlen family after Pat’s death 
in 2019, making us speculate that perhaps much of Pat’s estate was left to his wife Annabel in a QTIP trust. 
If that’s true, Pat’s children are likely facing a large estate tax exposure at Annabel’s death. After the sale of 
the Broncos, they might have enough cash left in the trust to cover it. 

 
 
LESSONS FROM THE BRONCOS 
 
It’s hard to feel sorry for the members of the Bowlen family, as each will presumably receive plenty of cash in 
exchange for the Broncos ownership interest inherited from their father.   
 
 
However, there are lessons to be learned from the situation, even if there was a fortunate final result. 
 
1. If family succession is intended, train family members for success. There is little doubt from the histori-

cal record that Pat Bowlen intended for one or more of his children to continue to run the Broncos organiza-
tion after his death. Bowlen became incapacitated before he could make his final choice. After his death, two 
of his daughters were pitted against each other for control of the team, and that turned out to be a problem. 

2. Make sure the family is onboard with the estate and business succession plan. It’s unclear how well Pat 
Bowlen had communicated to his family the details of his business continuation intentions before 2014. Mat-
ters were made more complicated by the fact that he had children from two separate marriages vying for 
control of the team and that Pat’s second wife apparently had definite opinions about which children should 
be favored. 

3. It’s never too early to make plans. Pat Bowlen was rumored to have cognitive issues as early as when he 
was 66 in 2010—nine years before his death. He managed to create estate-planning documents that governed 
the team’s operation and ultimate sale in 2009. His planning ended up being timely, even though it was argu-
ably incomplete. 

4. Financial professionals need to work carefully when recommending sophisticated planning. Pat 
Bowlen’s advisors had to consider much when helping put together the Bowlen estate plan, including how to 
 

· Manage mixed family issues, 
· Deal with a minority owner of the team organization, 
· Avoid unnecessary publicity over the details of the transfer, 
· Take care of a potential surviving spouse, and  
· Anticipate and manage problems in advance. 
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A team of professionals, including attorneys, accountants, team management, and perhaps other outside 
consultants would be needed to do an effective job. 

 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Once again we’ve picked on a professional sports franchise—this time the NFL’s Denver Broncos—as a poster 
child for planning gone wrong. The details of the Bowlen family fight were destined to show up in the press. 
While that is stressful for the family, it does help us and our clients learn. 
 
Pat Bowlen did implement last-minute estate planning when his health was about to deteriorate. Unfortunately, 
even though the strategy implemented made sense at the time, the results weren’t perfect. Some family members 
ended up in court over their power struggle, and the situation dragged on for years.   
 
Fortunately, there is some good news for the Bowlen family as the franchise was sold for a high price.   
 
Share the lessons from the Bowlen family and the Broncos with your business-owner clients and prospects. 
Make sure to tell them that even though there is a kind of happy ending to that story, it took years of family 
strife to get there. Remind your entrepreneur-clients that the best estate planning requires hard work that is be-
gun far in advance of death. 
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LWA strives to develop and maintain sound financial plans designed 

to achieve our client’s wealth accumulation, preservation and trans-

fer objectives, with the goal of preserving their wealth for multiple 

generations.  We provide these services in a confidential and consul-

tative manner, building life-long relationships based upon education, 

trust, communication and service. 
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