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Abstract 

The United States (U.S.) has a complicated history with race and racism. Sports within 

the U.S. reflect these historical challenges—and the National Football League (NFL) is 

no exception. Recent years have brought controversy after some players kneeled during 

the national anthem to express support for Black Lives Matter (BLM), some of whom 

suddenly found themselves out of jobs—the most famous example being former San 

Francisco 49ers and University of Nevada quarterback, Colin Kaepernick. The purpose of 

this thesis is twofold: (1) to see if race is a significant factor in decisions about NFL 

quarterbacks, such as draft decisions, All-Pro selections, and MVP nods; and (2) to 

determine if there are significant racial differences in the on-the-field performance of 

NFL quarterbacks. Using data on 709 NFL quarterbacks, 1950-2020, regression analyses 

were run to assess the impact of race on draft position, All-Pro selections, MVP nods, and 

performance, controlling for other factors. The results of the analyses show that race is a 

significant factor in All-Pro selections, with nonwhite quarterbacks receiving a 

significantly smaller number of All-Pro selections than white quarterbacks. Interestingly, 

though, nonwhite quarterbacks have significantly better on-the-field performance than 

white quarterbacks. (No other models exhibited significant racial differences.) The 

findings of the analyses suggest that the NFL—and particularly sports 

writers/journalists—have some additional work to do to eliminate racial bias—especially 

given the disconnect between All-Pro selections and on-the-field performance.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The National Football League (NFL) has a checkered history with race, much like 

the United States (U.S.) itself. For instance, recent years in the league have brought 

controversy around expressing support for Black Lives Matter (BLM). Some players—

led by former San Francisco 49ers and University of Nevada quarterback Colin 

Kaepernick—chose to kneel during the national anthem as a way of expressing support 

for BLM. But their actions were met with resistance, and Colin Kaepernick lost his job as 

a quarterback. (He subsequently won a settlement against the NFL charging that NFL 

teams had conspired together to keep him out of a job.) 

Given the above-noted history, there is concern around the demographic 

composition of the NFL—and the extent to which these demographics may reflect racial 

bias against black players. Although the percentage of black players in the NFL has risen 

over time, some specific positions lag behind others in this respect. This is especially true 

of the quarterback position—the most crucial and highest paid position in the NFL.  

While 70 percent of NFL players today are black, only 13 percent of quarterbacks are 

black. Does the smaller percentage of black quarterbacks (relative to other positions) 

reflect a racial bias on the part of team managers and others (e.g. journalists)?  

There are a number of decisions made by team managers and others that can be 

analyzed to see if there is evidence of bias. For instance, one such decision occurs during 

the draft. Teams and their staff do assessments of college players and decide who to 

select—and how soon to select them (also known as ‘draft position’)—in the NFL draft. 

Once players are in the NFL, sports writers and journalists decide on who should be 
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selected to the “All Pro” roster—an honor bestowed to a small group of players each 

year. They also decide on who should be listed as the league’s “most valuable player” 

(MVP)—the greatest honor given to a single player each year.  

Using data on 709 NFL quarterbacks over a 70-year period (1950-2020), this 

thesis conducts three sets of regression analyses related to the decisions mentioned in the 

previous paragraph; it also conducts a fourth regression analysis examining actual player 

performance. First, it compares white and non-white quarterbacks with respect to their 

draft position to see if there is a significant difference. Next, it uses race, draft position, 

and other variables to predict “All Pro” selections to see if journalists exhibit any bias in 

this decision. After that, it uses race and on-the-field performance to predict MVP nods to 

examine whether or not sports writers and MVP voters show any racial bias when 

selecting the league MVP. Finally, after examining the decisions, as above, it uses race, 

draft position, and other variables to predict on-the-field performance—as measured by 

completion percentage (the percentage of their passes that are successfully caught by 

their intended receivers)—to essentially see if there is a disconnect between the decisions 

made about quarterbacks (e.g. draft position) and actual performance on the field.  

The findings from the above analyses are mixed. One decision about players—All 

Pro selections—shows evidence of racial bias. Nonwhite quarterbacks receive a 

significantly smaller number of All-Pro selections than white quarterbacks. Other 

decisions—draft position and MVP nods—do not exhibit evidence of racial bias. 

Meanwhile, though, there are significant racial differences in on-the-field performance, 

as measured by completion percentage: nonwhite quarterbacks have significantly higher 
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completion percentages than white quarterbacks. These findings suggest that there is 

some bias against nonwhite quarterbacks in the NFL—despite the fact that nonwhite 

quarterbacks perform better than white quarterbacks.  

The aforementioned analyses and results are detailed in subsequent chapters of 

the thesis. The general outline of the thesis is as follows: In Chapter 2, the history of race 

and racism in the U.S.—with a focus on sports—is examined. In Chapter 3 the data, 

sample, variables, and methods for the analyses are detailed. In Chapter 4, 

results/findings from the analyses are presented. Finally, in Chapter 5 the implications of 

the findings are discussed. 

  



4 

 

Chapter 2: Background/Literature Review 

The History of Race and Racism in the United States (U.S.) 

  The history of race in the U.S. is complicated, to say the least. Ranging from a 

time when Africans were kidnapped from their home and brought to the American 

colonies and forced into slave labor in the 16th century, to the present-day United States 

where the BLM movement’s mission can be misunderstood by some, race in the U.S. can 

be a complicated topic.  

In the nineteenth century we saw Jim Crow laws and Black Codes implemented in 

the United States following the ratification of the 13th amendment. “Black codes were 

strict local and state laws that detailed when, where and how formerly enslaved people 

could work, and for how much compensation. The codes appeared throughout the South 

as a legal way to put black citizens into indentured servitude, to take voting rights away, 

to control where they lived and how they traveled and to seize children for labor 

purposes” (History.com)  

An historic event and cornerstone in the civil rights movement towards the 

progression of African American equality in the United States took place in 1954 in the 

ruling of Brown v. Board of Education. “In the decision, issued on May 17, 1954, Warren 

wrote that ‘in the field of public education the doctrine of ‘separate but equal’ has no 

place,’ as segregated schools are ‘inherently unequal.’ As a result, the Court ruled that the 

plaintiffs were being ‘deprived of the equal protection of the laws guaranteed by the 14th 

Amendment’” (History.com).  
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After the ruling of Brown v. Board of Education, the civil rights movement 

gained more and more momentum throughout the coming years with social heroes such 

as Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King Jr. Their courageous efforts towards equality 

paved the way for future civil rights heroes that we see today like Esmerelda Simmons 

(Executive Director of the Center for Law and Social Justice at Medgar Evers College), 

Melanie Campbell (CEO of the National Coalition on Black Civic Participation), and 

racial justice advocate Van Jones (CNN commentator and co-founder of Color of 

Change). Though civil rights activism is not limited to a world outside of sports where 

activists like Colin Kaepernick and LeBron James have made and are in pursuit of 

significant social change. 

Intelligence Debates 

Disputes around race certainly haven’t ceased in recent decades. Some of these 

debates center around supposed differences across races in intelligence. One of the most 

high-profile examples is the book “The Bell Curve” (Herrnstein and Murray). In this 

piece, the authors argue that blacks have, on average, lower cognitive ability than other 

groups such as whites and this may be due in part to genetic differences among races.  

But Herrnstein and Murray’s work is not without critics. Critics show 

convincingly that the arguments of The Bell Curve around racial differences in 

intelligence are mainly due to cultural bias in the tests themselves, among other flaws. In 

a review article of “The Bell Curve” by authors Goldberg and Manski, the authors note, 

“Their (Herrnstein and Murray’s) story is tainted by two misconceptions. Heritability is 

not a measure of parent-child resemblance in IQ, nor is it a biological parameter that sets 
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limits on the effectiveness of policy. The heritability of an observable characteristic is the 

proportion of its variance that is associated with variance in genetic factors…[and] IQ is 

about 40 percent a matter of environment” (Goldberg and Manski).  

The critics continue, “Herrnstein and Murray argue that cognitive stratification in 

the labor market makes good economic sense because cognitive ability is a good 

predictor of job performance. They argue that this correlation has significant economic 

implications. The two key claims are: ‘an employer that is free to pick among applicants 

can realize large economic gains from hiring those with the highest IQs. An economy that 

lets employers pick applicants with the highest IQs is a significantly more efficient 

economy’” (Goldberg and Manski). But they then ask the question, “How much would 

predictions of job performance be improved if employers using IQ scores to predict job 

performance were to add job-specific test scores and other information as predictors? 

These findings would be relevant if the Supreme Court had allowed the use of IQ scores 

in screening job applicants but prohibited the use of job-specific information. They are 

not relevant to assessment of the actual decision in Griggs v. Duke Power Co., which 

prohibited American employers from using hiring criteria that produce disparate 

outcomes but do not have a ‘manifest relationship to the employment in question’” 

(Goldberg and Manski).  

The Myth of Natural Black Athleticism and its Connection with Intelligence 

Unfortunately, the same narratives found in “The Bell Curve” about blacks being 

less intelligent than whites occur in the world of sports. Often this occurs in concert with 

what is referred to as “the myth of natural black athleticism” (Sailes 1991). This myth 
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essentially claims that blacks are naturally more athletic than other races—but are, at the 

same time, less intelligent. Unfortunately, it is a pervasive myth, even believed by college 

students (Harrison and Lawrence 2010)—which underscores the importance of 

challenging the myth in high schoolers (Azzarito and Harrison, Jr. 2008).  

One example of the myth of natural black athleticism comes from the world of 

basketball. Indeed, a common expression— “white men can’t jump”—alludes to the 

myth. The myth has been shown to reproduce in experimental settings (Stone et al 

1997)—but game broadcasts may perpetuate stereotypes of black athletes in college 

basketball games (Eastman and Billings 2001). In an analysis of 1,156 announcer 

comments from 66 men’s and women’s college basketball games, black players were 

described as athletic, physically powerful, and possessing great jumping abilities, but 

lacking intelligence. White players, in contrast, were described as being good shooters, 

leaders and smart players, but lacking athleticism (Eastman and Billings 2001).  

In a separate analysis, Billings and Eastman (2003) examined the 2000 Summer 

Olympic Games in Sydney, Australia. They found that sportscasters were more likely to 

attribute the success of black athletes to athletic skill, whereas white athletes were 

portrayed as successful due to superior commitment. They also found that six of the top 

ten most mentioned athletes in the Sydney Games were white and that significantly more 

comments were made about the modest nature of White athletes as opposed to athletes of 

other ethnic groups (Mercurio and Filak).  

Although the above examples involved basketball and the Summer Olympics, the 

myth of natural black athleticism pervades the sport of football as well. Perhaps this is no 
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more evident than in the quarterback position. It is the most important—and best paid—

position in football, but racial stereotypes are frequently applied. For instance, black 

quarterbacks are often portrayed as having natural talent/ability, but little is said about 

their work ethic or intelligence. On the other hand, white quarterbacks are often said to be 

“smart” quarterbacks who spend countless hours in the film room studying opponents and 

memorizing the playbook. In the following paragraphs and sections, more detail will be 

provided about the NFL—and the quarterback position, specifically.  

Race in the NFL 

 The racial demographics of the NFL are lopsided across the league and at the 

quarterback position. However, they are not lopsided the same way. The NFL consists of 

nearly 70% black players while the quarterback position only consists of 13% black 

players. Other than place kicker and punter, quarterback is the only position in the NFL 

that is majority white. The racial disparities with respect to the quarterback position may 

begin with the NFL Draft, which will be described in the next subsection.  

The NFL Draft 

 The Draft is a process in which NFL teams get a certain number of “picks” 

(depending on how many they’re guaranteed or have acquired through trades) to spend 

on new incoming players to improve their team, primarily from the NCAA. There have 

been as many as 30 rounds in a single draft, but in today’s NFL draft, there are seven 

rounds with the first round sorted by reverse order. This means the team with the worst 

record from the previous season gets the first pick in the draft and the team who won the 

super bowl gets the last pick in the first round. In the succeeding rounds, each of the 32 
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teams in the league receives one pick in the following rounds. Draft data from 2005-2014 

was used where 2,465 players (non-kickers) were drafted (WesternChief 2020). The 

eligible positions and their abbreviations are Quarterback (quarterback), Running Back 

(RB), Offensive Line (OL), Tight End (TE), Wide Receiver (WR), Defensive Line (DL), 

Linebacker (LB), and Defensive Back (DB).  

Of the 2,465 players selected between 2005 and 2014, 122 were quarterbacks, 207 

were RBs, 421 were OL, 143 were TEs, 317 were WRs, 442 were DL, 303 were LBs, 

and 510 were DBs. Looking at the positions where the draft selections were spent, we can 

see that quarterback is the least picked position while the most selected position is 

defensive back. Additionally, offensive and defensive picks were almost evenly split at 

1,210 offensive players and 1,255 defensive players. While quarterback is the most 

important position in football, it is drafted less often than other positions due to the fact 

that there are typically only three to four quarterbacks on a roster at once and 

quarterbacks tend to have longer careers than any other position in football, whereas 

defensive backs, offensive linemen, and defensive linemen take up the most roster spots 

on the team and tend to have shorter careers than quarterbacks.  

The Quarterback Position 

 The NFL quarterback is thought of as one of the most important and most difficult 

positions to play in all of sports. The way the game is played from the quarterback 

position is an ever-changing concept and has dramatically evolved since the league’s 

genesis. Stemming from a time where the primary duties of a quarterback were to just 
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snap the ball and run or hand it off to another player, in today’s game, quarterbacks are 

now throwing for more passing yards and touchdowns at a significantly higher rate.  

While the NFL still prioritizes quarterbacks who can throw and move the ball 

downfield, quarterbacks who can still excel in throwing and running the ball are 

considered highly valuable, as coaches can implement a larger and more versatile 

playbook for the offense. These quarterbacks are considered to be “dual-threat 

quarterbacks.” Interestingly, black quarterbacks are more typically viewed as potential 

dual-threat quarterbacks. Black and non-white quarterbacks make up a total of 13% of the 

quarterback position in the NFL even though black and non-white players make up 70% 

of total players in the NFL. This shows great racial disparity in the league’s most touted 

and highest paying position—disparity that favors white quarterbacks. This begs the 

question, do NFL team managers not want to evolve with the game, or does race play a 

significant role in deciding who to select in the NFL draft?  

 There are a few studies that examine the draft in some detail. One study 

conducted by Mercurio and Filak (2010) used social learning theory and a framing 

perspective to examine the ways in which black and white college quarterbacks were 

described by a major sports publication prior to the NFL draft. The authors conducted an 

examination of 4,745 attributions used to describe black and white NFL quarterback 

prospects over a 10-year period and revealed data patterns that emphasized racial 

stereotypes. They found black quarterbacks were primarily described with words and 

phrases that emphasized their physical gifts and their lack of mental abilities on the field. 
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White quarterbacks were described as less physically gifted, but more mentally prepared 

for the game and less likely to make mental errors.  

In specific terms, Mercurio and Filak (2010) applied four developed attributions 

to the quarterbacks examined. In terms of the breakdown of the nature of those 

attributions, they found that “Blacks received an average of 9.20 positive physical, 3.83 

negative physical, 3.61 positive mental, and 3.21 negative mental attributes. White 

players received an average of 7.67 positive physical, 4.74 negative physical, 6.35 

positive mental, and 2.01 negative mental attributes” (Mercurio and Filak).  

Mercurio and Filak’s (2010) research reveals that journalists have been saying 

much the same thing about black quarterbacks for years. The authors’ data show that 

black quarterback prospects are overwhelmingly portrayed as being very athletic but 

lacking mental prowess. These stereotypes also targeted White quarterbacks as well, with 

results showing that they have the mental capabilities to play the position but lack 

athleticism. Overall, Mercurio and Filak’s results clearly indicate that journalists are 

displaying racial stereotypes within their writing. 

Bigler and Jeffries (2008) use quantitative methods to study how NFL draft 

experts evaluate black college quarterbacks. The authors find that draft analysts 

perpetuate racial stereotypes about black athletes that negatively impact black college 

quarterbacks' chances of getting drafted into the NFL. Bigler and Jeffries found that the 

athleticism, arm strength, and intelligence/decision-making results are particularly 

interesting. In each of these categories, there are clear differences in the dispersion of the 

rankings. “For instance, on the matter of athleticism, only half of White quarterbacks 
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were described positively compared to over 75% of black quarterbacks. Even more 

fascinating is how black quarterbacks were rated in the areas of arm strength and 

leadership. Among whites, though, just fewer than 50% had their arm strength rated 

positively. This stands in contrast to the nearly 80% of black quarterbacks who were 

rated positively. In regard to leadership abilities, only 15.2% of black quarterbacks were 

rated positively compared to 26% for Whites” (Bigler and Jeffries). The authors conclude 

that evaluations that have promoted the school of thought that black quarterbacks possess 

poor mental skills, have caused many potential NFL black quarterbacks to drop past the 

first round, go undrafted, switch positions, opt for the Canadian Football League, or fall 

by the wayside altogether, all of which have presumably cost some black athletes 

millions of dollars and opportunities that could stem past football. Even though Blacks 

are consistently rated more negatively in areas of leadership and intelligence/decision 

making, the statistical insignificance of these findings in these areas suggest that perhaps 

draft experts do not exhibit an overt or deliberate racial bias across all areas. 

 Berri and Simmons’s (2009) study of NFL quarterbacks highlights problems with 

the draft process. The reverse order college draft gives the worst teams in the National 

Football League the opportunity to hire the best amateur talent. But for it to work 

effectively, teams must be able to identify the “best” talent. Berri and Simmons find only 

a weak correlation between teams’ evaluations on draft day and subsequent quarterback 

performance in the NFL. Moreover, many of the factors that enhance a quarterback’s 

draft position are unrelated to future NFL performance. The authors’ analysis highlights 

the difficulties in evaluating workers in the uncertain environment of professional sports. 
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Berri and Simmons began with nearly four decades of data on NFL performance and 

where a quarterback was taken in the NFL draft. Their analysis revealed that there was a 

relationship between aggregate performance and where a player was chosen. Looking at 

per play performance, the relationship between production and draft position was quite 

weak. In contrast, a much stronger relationship existed between how many plays a 

quarterback ran and where he was selected. To summarize, draft position can get a 

quarterback on the field, but quarterbacks taken higher do not appear to perform any 

better. The authors’ study indicated that it was factors from the NFL combine that 

dominated the decision. College performance did impact where a quarterback was taken, 

but performance on the field was dominated by factors like height, wonderlic score (what 

the authors deemed as the mental agility assessment), and 40-yard dash times. The study 

of subsequent NFL performance—which was hampered by a lack of data—failed to find 

that the combine factors had much of an impact on future performance. In essence, NFL 

decision-makers can be impressed by taller, smarter, and faster signal callers, but there is 

no evidence that the extra inches, better test scores, or faster 40-yard dash times make 

any difference in subsequent NFL performance. Overall, Berri and Simmons found that 

draft pick is not a significant predictor of NFL performance.  

Research Question, Plan 

  This study will examine draft position, All-Pro selections, MVP nods, and on-

the-field performance for quarterbacks in the NFL, 1950-2020. It will be broken down 

into four analyses, as follows: 
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Analysis 1: Compare white and nonwhite quarterbacks in terms of their average draft 

position. 

Analysis 2: Building off Analysis 1, compare white and nonwhite quarterbacks with 

respect to who gets selected as an “All-Pro” team member (controlling for other factors).  

Analysis 3: Building off Analyses 1, and 2, compare white and nonwhite quarterbacks 

with respect to who gets MVP nods from the AP (controlling for other factors). 

Analysis 4: Finally, extending from Analyses 1, 2, and 3, compare white and nonwhite 

quarterbacks with respect to how they actually perform on the field (controlling for other 

factors).   
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Chapter 3: Data, Sample, Variables, and Methods 

Data  

The current study uses quantitative data on NFL quarterbacks from 1950-2020. 

Data were gathered from the NFL statistics websites “www.pro-football-reference.com” 

and “www.stathead.com” through the parent company website “www.sports-

reference.com.” This administrative record data source provides thorough professional 

American football statistical data.  

Population/Sample 

This dataset’s target population requires players to qualify in the following fields: 

player position listed as “Quarterback” (quarterback) and has statistically registered one 

passing yard in an official National Football League (NFL) game ranging from the years 

1950-2020. The reason why this demographic was chosen was to account for the years 

where the NFL was considered to be at its peak in performance as well as the start of 

what is called the “Super Bowl Era.” The start of the Super Bowl Era launched the 

league’s structure of all teams competing for the Vince Lombardi Super Bowl trophy 

pitting the winners from their respective conferences, American Football Conference and 

National Football Conference at the conclusion of the playoffs, rather than the league 

competing only for conference titles. Analysts say ever since the genesis of the “Super 

Bowl Era,” the talent and level of play in the NFL is increasingly getting better with each 

year.  

Another reason the required listed position must be quarterback is due to the fact 

that the NFL does not restrict forward passes to players who are officially listed at the 
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quarterback position. Plays are occasionally made where an outside listed position, like 

wide receiver, running back, or tight end, may throw the ball downfield and record 

passing yards like a quarterback. A decision was ultimately made to exclude the non-

quarterback positions in this sample because while a player may have statistically 

recorded at least one passing yard, the data and results would have been skewed due to 

the fact they were not drafted by teams to play the quarterback position, but rather a 

different position.  

The sample size consists of 709 quarterbacks that meet the criteria listed above. 

The statistical categories gathered from the data source are as follows; first and last name 

of the player, number of years the player was active in the NFL, the players’ draft 

position, games, games started, pass completions, pass attempts, passing yards, 

completion percentage, passing touchdowns, interceptions, pick 6’s (pick 6 means the 

player threw an interception and the defender scored a touchdown in the same play), 

touchdown percentage, interception percentage, passer rating, sacks, sack yards, sack 

percentage, passing yards per attempt, passing air yards per attempt, passing net yards per 

attempt, pass yards per game, wins, losses, ties, 4th quarter comebacks, game winning 

drives, rush attempts, rush yards, rush yards per attempt, rushing touchdowns, and 

rushing yards per game. The reason for collecting all of these statistical categories was 

due to the fact that all of these categories are substantial to a quarterbacks’ career 

performance, even though they all might not be used for this study. The layout of the data 

the data source provided these statistics was in a very neat and useful manner, and these 



17 

 

statistics can be used for further exploration outside of the research question for future 

research.  

There are, however, some additional variables that needed to be created from 

other sources. These variables are Race, MVP, Super Bowl Win, Super Bowl 

Appearance, All-Pro Teams, and Playoff Appearance. These categories needed to be 

gathered by researching each quarterbacks’ individual history to determine their 

statistical qualification. Each of these additional created variables, with the exception of 

“All-Pro Teams,” were created as dichotomous variables (including the specific racial 

categories). The All-Pro Teams variable was created as a ratio variable to account for the 

number of All-Pro Team selections, if a quarterback was selected to more than one. This 

sample type is classified as administrative statistical systems data. 

Variables 

 The variables used in analyses are listed and described in Table 1. Descriptive 

statistics such as means and standard deviations are listed in Table 2. Brief summaries are 

provided in the subsections below. 

(TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE) 

(TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE) 

 Dependent Variables. The dependent variable for analysis one is Draft Position. 

It is measured as an interval variable. The dependent variable for analysis two is All-Pro 

Team Selections. It is measured as a count variable. The dependent variable for analysis 

three is MVP. It is measured as a dichotomous variable. The dependent variable for 
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analysis four is on-the-field performance—specifically completion percentage. It is 

measured as an interval variable, 0 to 100.  

 Independent Variables. The independent variables include Race, Playoff 

Appearance, Super Bowl Win, Completion Percentage, Passing Touchdowns, Rushing 

Touchdowns, time spent in the NFL (Tenure) and Number of Completions. They are each 

measured as follows: Race is nominal/dichotomous (1 = nonwhite, 0 = white); Playoff 

Appearance is also nominal (1 = yes), as is Super Bowl win (1 = yes). All other variables 

are interval.  

Methods 

As noted above, four sets of analyses were conducted for the thesis. The 

quantitative analyses of the dataset were done through the statistical software Stata. The 

type of statistical model—and a concise list of variables—are provided below for each set 

of analysis.  

For analysis one, the dependent value is draft position (measured three different 

ways—hence three different models) with the independent variable as race. The specific 

statistical model used for each of the three models is logistic regression given that the 

dependent variables are dichotomous.  

For analysis two, the dependent variable is number of “All-Pro Team” selections 

with the independent values as race, draft position, seasons in the NFL, various individual 

performance indicators such as pass yards, rush yards, completion percentage, passing 

touchdowns, rushing touchdowns, and interceptions. Given that the dependent variable is 

count, Poisson regression is used.  
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For analysis three, the dependent value is MVP award with the independent 

values as race controlling for draft position, time in the NFL, team performance 

indicators (e.g., playoff appearance), relevant “personal” performance indicators like the 

ones listed in analysis two, above; the specific statistical test used is logistic regression 

since the dependent variable is measured as a dichotomous/dummy variable. 

For analysis four, the dependent value is player performance (completion 

percentage) with the independent values as race controlling for other factors; the specific 

statistical test used is ordinary least squares (OLS) regression since the dependent 

variable is measured as an interval level variable. 
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Chapter 4: Results/Findings 

The results from analyses one can be found in Tables 3 through 5. In terms of 

draft position, it is clear there is no statistically significant difference between nonwhite 

and white quarterbacks with respect to the likelihood of going undrafted, being picked in 

the first round, or being the top overall pick in the NFL Draft. The below paragraphs 

provide more detail.  

As noted earlier, for analysis one, three different tests were conducted. The first 

test was a logistic regression to determine if there was a significant difference between 

races in their likelihood of going “undrafted.” There was no significant difference. 

(TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE)  

The second test was a logistic regression to determine if there was a significant 

difference between races in their likelihood of being selected in the “first round” of the 

draft (there are multiple rounds; first round would indicate being a high pick). Again, 

there was no significant difference between races in this respect. 

(TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE) 

The third conducted test for analysis one was a logistic regression to determine if 

there was a significant difference between races in their likelihood of being selected as 

the top pick (number one) of the draft. Again, there was no significant difference between 

races in this respect. 

(TABLE 5 ABOUT HERE) 

The results from analysis two can be found in Table 6. Recall that analysis two is 

still in the realm of “decisions about players,” but in this case it is decisions made by 
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sports writers or journalists rather than NFL managers—specifically, the decision to 

nominate someone to the All-Pro squad. The analysis conducted is a Poisson regression 

test with All Pro Teams being the dependent variable, and Race, Playoff Appearance, 

Super Bowl Win, Completion Percentage, Passing Touchdowns, Rushing Touchdowns, 

and Tenure being the independent variables. The results show that there is a statistically 

significant difference between nonwhite and white quarterbacks in terms of their number 

of All-Pro selections. Specifically, nonwhite quarterbacks receive significantly fewer All-

Pro selections than white quarterbacks, controlling for other factors such as team 

performance and individual performance.  

(TABLE 6 ABOUT HERE) 

 The results from analysis three can be found in Table 7. The analysis conducted 

for analysis three is a logistic regression. The regression test conducted measured MVP 

award as the dependent variable with race as the independent variable, controlling for 

Playoff Appearance, Super Bowl Win, Completion Percentage, Passing Touchdowns, 

Rushing Touchdowns, and number of seasons spent in the NFL (tenure). The results of 

the analysis show no statistically significant difference between nonwhite and white 

quarterbacks with respect to the likelihood of being selected as league MVP.  

(TABLE 7 ABOUT HERE) 

The results from analysis four are presented in Table 8. The analysis used for this 

model is OLS regression. Interestingly, the results show that there is a statistically 

significant difference between nonwhite and white quarterbacks in their individual 

performance, as measured by completion percentage. Nonwhite quarterbacks have a 



22 

 

significantly higher completion percentage than white quarterbacks, controlling for other 

individual and team-level performance indicators.  

(TABLE 8 ABOUT HERE) 

To summarize, although there are no statistically significant differences between 

nonwhite and white quarterbacks on some decisions about the players (e.g., draft 

position, MVP nods), there is a significant difference with respect to All-Pro selections—

with nonwhite quarterbacks being selected as All Pros less often than whites. Yet 

nonwhite quarterbacks perform significantly better on the field in regard to completion 

percentage, which raises important questions about (a) the validity of All-Pro selections 

and (b) if race plays a significant role in such decisions. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion/Conclusion 

The U.S. has a complicated history with race and racism. From slavery to Jim 

Crow laws and biased portrayals (e.g. claims of low cognitive ability), blacks in the U.S. 

have faced significant challenges. Unfortunately, the world of sports has reflected this 

difficult history in many ways. Sports were at one time segregated; after segregation 

ended, blacks still faced discrimination on the playing field. Additionally, the “myth of 

natural black athleticism” reflected the biased portrayals in the rest of society, suggesting 

that black athletes, while physically talented, lack intelligence. Given the demographic 

disparities between the percentage of black players overall (70%) and the percentage of 

black quarterbacks (13%), this thesis sought to determine if there is racial bias in the 

decisions made about quarterbacks.  

The findings in this research provide a sense of clarity to the suspicion of racism 

or racial bias related to the quarterback position in the NFL. While it may look like it on 

the surface level of racism towards non-white NFL quarterbacks, with non-whites 

representing 13% of the quarterback position even though non-whites represent 70% of 

players in the NFL, the results show that at least for the draft, we cannot confidently point 

to any sort of significant racism or racial bias in the NFL draft towards non-white 

quarterbacks. As stated earlier, it is clear there is no statistically significant difference 

between nonwhite and white quarterbacks with respect to the likelihood of going 

undrafted, being picked in the first round, or being the top overall pick in the NFL Draft. 

The same cannot be said, however, of some decisions made by sports writers and 

journalists.  
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Although there is no statistically significant difference between nonwhite and 

white quarterbacks with respect to the likelihood of being selected as the league MVP, 

there is a statistically significant difference between nonwhite and white quarterbacks in 

terms of their number of All-Pro team selections. Specifically, nonwhite quarterbacks 

receive significantly fewer All-Pro team selections than white quarterbacks, controlling 

for factors such as team performance and individual performance. This suggests that 

sports writers and journalists may, indeed, exhibit some racial bias in their decisions 

about players—which is consistent with other forms of bias in the media discussed in the 

literature review chapter. Interestingly, when accounting for actual player performance, 

this potential for bias seems all the more significant.  

Analysis four shows that there is a statistically significant difference between 

nonwhite and white quarterbacks in their individual performance, as measured by 

completion percentage. Nonwhite quarterbacks have a significantly higher completion 

percentage than white quarterbacks, controlling for other factors. Combined with the 

earlier finding—that nonwhite quarterbacks are less frequently selected to All Pro 

teams—final it raises some serious questions about All Pro selections. It is evident that 

the racial disparities in selections to All Pro teams are not based on performance. Indeed, 

if this were the case, nonwhite quarterbacks would have significantly greater All Pro 

selections than whites rather than fewer. This underscores the injustice of All Pro 

selections and the need to address this problem.  

The results from the preceding analyses paint a mixed and complicated picture of 

racial bias at the quarterback position in the NFL. The good news is that NFL team 
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managers do not appear to engage in racial bias during the draft. The bad news is that 

sports writers and journalists appear to engage in racial bias with some of their 

decisions—namely with All Pro selections. These findings also suggest that the parties 

who are more invested in the team and players--like the coaching staff, general managers, 

and the NFL--are more meritocratic in their decisions about players than those in the 

"culture industry" such as sports journalists, sports “talking heads”, and sports writers, 

who exhibit more bias--perhaps a reflection of a culture of racism. The unfortunate thing 

is that this bias could create an impression among the public that nonwhite quarterbacks 

do not perform as well as white quarterbacks, when, in fact, the opposite is true: nonwhite 

quarterbacks perform better than white quarterbacks with respect to completion 

percentage. Clearly more work needs to be done to reduce racial bias in decision-making 

around All Pro selections. It is possible that research such as that conducted in this study 

may help spur said change.  

While the findings of this research suggest there is no racial bias towards 

nonwhite quarterbacks in the NFL Draft, this does not necessarily absolve the NFL of 

any responsibility. While the NFL appears to show it does not “make things worse” 

through the draft, they don’t seem to make anything better--they simply maintain the 

status quo. Put differently, we might assume from the findings that the 

bias/discrimination that leads to fewer quarterbacks playing the quarterback position 

starts well before a player reaches the NFL draft (for instance, during high school or 

college). The draft does nothing to remediate this situation.  

 



26 

 

Additionally, the NFL’s handling of the situation with Colin Kaepernick does not 

seem to help their image. By settling with Colin Kaepernick after he alleged collusion by 

the NFL and NFL teams, the NFL looks guilty of exactly that--collusion. Kaepernick’s 

49ers teammate, Eric Reid, was the first one to take a knee with Kaepernick and also 

experienced collusion from the NFL during the 2017 season. However, while Reid also 

received a settlement from the NFL, he was picked up by the Carolina Panthers before 

the start of the 2018 season. The main difference between Reid and Kaepernick? Reid 

plays Defensive Back, while Kaepernick plays Quarterback, which is a much higher-

profile position.  
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Table 1. Variables used in Analyses.  
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Variables used in Analysis (STATA Output) 
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Table 3. Coefficients from Logistic Regression of Going Undrafted on Player Race 

(STATA Output). 
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Table 4. Coefficients from Logistic Regression of Getting Drafted in the First Round on 

Player Race (STATA Output). 
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Table 5. Coefficients from Logistic Regression of Getting Drafted as the Top Pick on 

Player Race (STATA Output). 
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Table 6. Coefficients from Poisson Regression of All-Pro Selections on Player Race, 

Controlling for Team and Individual-Level Factors (STATA Output). 
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Table 7. Coefficients from Logistic Regression of MVP Nods on Player Race, 

Controlling for Team and Individual-Level Factors (STATA Output). 
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Table 8. Coefficients from OLS Regression of On-the-Field Performance on Player Race, 

Controlling for Team and Individual-Level Factors (STATA Output). 

 


