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Race and the extra-legal punishment of
professional athletes

ABSTRACT
In recent years, major American sports teams and leagues have
responded increasingly to players’ off-field, off-court wrongdoing
by imposing extra-legal punishments (ELPs) on offending athletes.
This paper focuses on an unexplored ethical concern raised by
ELPs: teams’ and leagues’ economic incentive for racial bias in the
imposed sanctions. In an experimental study, Black and White
participants read a series of vignettes about fictional professional
athletes who received ELPs for various off-field transgressions.
Black participants evaluating punishments imposed on Black
athletes found the ELPs inappropriate and overly punitive relative
to punishments imposed on White or racially neutral athletes.
Conversely, Whites assessing ELPs imposed on Whites found
them too harsh. These findings suggest that the race of both per-
ceiver and target influence lay persons’ judgements about ELPs,
which raises questions about the ability and willingness of teams
and leagues to impose such punishments fairly and consistently,
given their business interests.

Introduction

In recent years, major American sports teams and leagues have responded increas-
ingly to players’ off-field, off-court wrongdoing by imposing extra-legal punishments
(ELPs) on offending athletes. A recent illustration of this trend is the National
Football League’s (NFL) suspension of Dallas Cowboys running back Ezekiel Elliott
(Archer 2017). Elliott was suspended for six games following allegations of domestic
violence by a former girlfriend. Three years ago, the league suspended Baltimore
Ravens running back Ray Rice indefinitely after video surfaced of Rice hitting and
dragging his then-fianc�ee Janay Palmer from a hotel elevator (Bien 2014).1 Other
recent examples include Jahlil Okafor, centre for the National Basketball Association’s
(NBA) Philadelphia 76ers, and shortstop Jose Reyes of Major League Baseball’s
(MLB) Colorado Rockies. Okafor was displined for fighting a heckler following a
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game (Pompey 2015); Reyes’s punishment followed his arrest for a domestic dispute
(Gibbs 2016). Perhaps the best-known ELP involved NFL quarterback Michael Vick,
who was suspended after serving time in federal prison for his role in a dog-fighting
ring (ESPN 2010).

For present purposes, ELPs refer to certain kinds of disciplinary measures placed
on professional athletes by their teams or leagues. They are extra-legal in two
respects. First, they are independent of punishments imposed by the criminal justice
system or through civil proceedings. Second, they exclude penalties levied for viola-
tions of the rules of competition, including both rule-breaking within the scope of
play and for the use of performance-enhancing drugs. They also are distinct from
extra-legal player-versus-player retaliations for violations of ‘the code’ (Bernstein
2006), as when a pitcher in baseball deliberately hits a batter because a teammate of
the batter is thought to have ‘shown him up’. ELPs, by contrast, are a response to
misconduct in players’ non-professional or personal lives. This paper focuses on an
ethical concern regarding ELPs heretofore ignored in the academic literature: the
incentive teams and leagues have to be racially baised in the imposition of punish-
ment for off-field, off-court wrongdoing.

The a priori case for such bias is credible. Sports franchises and leagues have a
business interest in pleasing their fans, and fan reaction to athletes’ misbehaviour is
susceptible to typical preferences, biases, and stereotypes, including those involving
race. What best mollifies outraged sports consumers may not best accord with race-
neutral justice. This point has special force given racial disparities between the ath-
letes and spectators of the major US professional sports, and the NFL and NBA in
particular. These are the two most popular professional leagues (in terms of television
ratings), and they are now predominantly Black. Although the audience for these
sports remains mostly White, and the United States is approximately 77% White and
13% Black overall (US Census Bureau 2015),2 almost 69% of NFL players are Black
as are 74% of NBA players (Lapchick and Guiao 2015). This disproportionality sug-
gests that to optimize the marketability of their products, the leagues need to be sen-
sitive to how athletes’ off-field behaviour affects brand image. The NFL in particular
has long used its player conduct policy to enhance its popularity (Ambrose 2008).

A good example of race-conscious damage control by a professional sports league
is the well-documented attempt of the NBA to downplay the league’s perceived
‘blackness’ after the notorious ‘Malice at the Palace’ game in 2004 (Leonard 2012).
News reports of the incident showed Ron Artest and other Black3 players charging
into the stands to fight mostly White spectators. More recently, the NFL has de facto
banished Colin Kaepernick from the league after he refused to stand for the trad-
itional pre-game playing of the Star Spangled Banner. Kaepernick acted in protest of
minimal punishments given to police officers who shoot Black citizens. After other
NFL players began emulating the Black quarterback’s silent demonstration, polls
showed 59% of Whites thought players were wrong to kneel during the national
anthem, while 82% of Blacks thought kneeling was the right thing to do (Agiesta
2017). Following his protest, no team has shown the slightest interest in re-signing
Kaepernick, a talented, young free agent (Hiltzik 2017). Although these instances do
not involve ELPs, they show that owners and leagues are keenly aware of public



reaction to Black athletes who behave in ways that are viewed as transgressive and
threatening.

In addition to their business interests, owners often harbor racial biases of their
own. This was recently made clear by Bob McNair, owner of the NFL’s Houston
Texans, and Donald Sterling, former owner of the NBA’s Los Angeles Clippers. In an
NFL, owners meeting called to address the wave of Kaepernick-inspired protests by
players, McNair commented that ‘[the owners] can’t have the inmates running the
prison’ (Stites 2017). Sterling was secretly recorded making vile, racist remarks that
were later made public (Branch 2014). Like McNair and Sterling, the overwhelming
majority of team owners are older, White males. As of 2013, 98% of majority owners
of NBA Teams, 97% of majority owners of NFL teams, and 98% of majority owners
of MLB teams were White (Chalabi 2014).

After reviewing some of the relevant literature, this paper presents the results of an
experimental study showing racial ingroup–outgroup bias in lay peoples’ evalutations
of ELPs. The data were collected by asking participants to assess specific ELPs in vari-
ous scenarios. Though fictionalized, the incidents and hypothesized punishments
were modeled on actual cases. Exclusively, the scenarios involved players from the
three major American professional sports of football, baseball and basketball, in part,
because of high fan interest in those sports and those leagues’ racial diversity.
Piquero et al. (2011) showed that race played a prominent role in fan reaction to
Michael Vick’s punishment and subsequent reinstatement; we hypothesized that this
disparity would generalize across other sports and to other kinds of wrongdoing. By
design, our study does not show that actual racial bias has occurred in the ELPs
imposed by leagues and teams. Direct evidence for such bias would be difficult to
establish, for reasons described below. Nonetheless, if fans tend to view athletes’
wrongdoing through a racial lens, given the incentive professional sports teams and
leagues have to be sensitive to the public image of their athletes, racial bias in lay
assessments of ELPs raises important questions about the ethics and potential unfair-
ness of such sanctions.

The ethics of ELP

Legally speaking, ELPs are unproblematic. Teams and leagues have broad, legal pre-
rogatives to punish players for misdeeds committed outside the scope of play. This
permissibility derives from multiple overlapping powers. Under league constitutions,
collective bargaining agreements, and bylaws, commissioners have the right to discip-
line players in the ‘best interest’ of their respective sports (Kim and Parlow 2009;
Withers 2010). Collective bargaining agreements detail procedures by which fines,
suspensions, and other penalties are to be apportioned and by which grievances and
appeals are to be adjudicated (Sirotkin 2009; Parlow 2010). Owners gain additional
rights through morals clauses included in players’ individual contracts (Trebon 2007;
Kim and Parlow 2009). Recently, leagues have used this latitude to adopt more strin-
gent policies towards player misconduct, especially for allegations of domestic vio-
lence. NFL owners recently updated the league’s Personal Conduct Policy, thereby
strengthening the 2007 version (NFL 2014). These changes were made after numerous



incidents involving players’ criminal behaviour came to light (Levin 2014). Also in
2014, the NBA imposed its first suspension ever for domestic violence (Davidson
2014). For its part, MLB recently enacted its first policy governing allegations of
domestic violence, sexual assault and child abuse (Oz 2015).

However, ELPs raise several ethical concerns. One involves the legitimacy of work-
related punishment for non-work behaviour. Ordinarily, it is thought inappropriate
for an employer to fine or suspend an employee from the workplace for alleged non-
workplace conduct. Such behaviour is typically considered ‘none of the employer’s
business’ except insofar as on-the-job performance is affected. In a similar vein, one
commentator has argued that unless athletes put themselves forward as role models,
privacy considerations limit their obligations to the public or their employers regard-
ing their personal behaviour (Spurgin 2012).

Employer-imposed ELPs also raise questions about due process. Punishments
assessed by the NFL, NBA and MLB to date show that athletes often are punished
not merely when they have been formally convicted in a court of law, but for mere
allegations raised against them. Ezekiel Elliott was suspended despite not being
charged with a crime by the Ohio authorities who investigated the case, and neither
the NFL arbitrator nor the league’s investigator in the matter was involved in the
meeting with commissioner Roger Goodell that led to Elliott’s suspension (Archer
2017). While leagues have appeals processes, these procedures remain dominated by
the same league officials responsible for determining the original punishments.

The leagues’ track records raise questions as well about the kinds of offenses they
deem worthy of sanction. In some cases, leagues have responded strongly to undesir-
able off-field conduct. The NFL suspended Terrelle Pryor five games for accepting
cash for memorabilia while in college, something he did before joining the league
(Van Bibber 2014), and former MLB Commissioner Bud Selig suspended Atlanta
Braves’ pitcher John Rocker from spring training and a month of the season for racist
and homophobic comments (Chass 2000). The NFL and NBA have been harsh in
their treatment of recreational drug usage, despite increasingly relaxed social attitudes
about it. However, the NFL did not suspend Ray Lewis, a Baltimore Ravens line-
backer who pled guilty to obstruction of justice charges resulting from his involve-
ment in a double murder.4 Commissioner Goodell originally imposed only a two-
game suspension on Ray Rice; he elevated it to an indefinite suspension only after
questions arose about the extent of the NFL’s knowledge of the incident (Bien 2014).
Giant placekicker Josh Brown, after initially serving a one-game suspension, was sus-
pended an additional six games by the NFL after unspecified ‘new info’ came to light
(Grautski 2017).

Previous research and data

The ethical issue explored in this paper is the leagues’ incentive for racial bias in the
administration of ELPs. Racial categories significantly shape how people think about
the ethics of others’ behaviour and the appropriateness of punishments for that
behaviour. As Larrick notes, ‘human beings appear to be hard-wired to think in terms
of “us versus them” and to value loyalty to the ingroup’ (Larrick 2016, 456, citing



Brewer 1999; Hogg and Terry 2000; Haidt 2007). Perceptions of an ‘us’ versus a
‘them’ seem particularly important to assessments of morality and wrongdoing
(Uhlmann et al. 2009; see also Schiller, Baumgartner, and Knoch 2014), and race is a
particularly efficient marker of ingroup–outgroup membership (Dickter and
Bartholow 2007).

As has been demonstrated in many contexts, racial categories produce various con-
scious and unconscious stereotypes and biases. Some of the best-known evidence
comes from the implicit association test (IAT) (Banaji and Greenwald 2016; Schiller
et al. 2016). Among other findings, these tests show mock jurors implicitly link
‘Black’ with ‘Guilty’ (Levinson, Cai, and Young 2010).5 The majority of White
Americans hold the stereotype that Blacks are more violent, not as hard-working, and
are less intelligent than themselves (Bodenhausen 1988; Lapchick 2000), and such
background beliefs are especially salient in judgements of criminal behaviour.

Given demographics, prevailing stereotypes, and existing imbalances of social
power, most research has documented biases that adversely affect Blacks. A multitude
of studies show that Black men are found guilty more often than White men (Pfeifer
1990; Pfeifer and Ogloff 1991; Sommers 2007; Mays et al. 2013), and similar evidence
shows White jurors are significantly more likely to convict Black defendants than
they are White defendants (Sommers and Ellsworth 2001; Levinson, Cai, and Young
2010). Blacks receive longer prison sentences than either Whites or Hispanics, even
after controlling for the severity of the offense, prior criminal histories, and sentenc-
ing tendencies in the district (Mustard 2001). Even amongst youths who have never
been sent to juvenile prison, Blacks are more than six times likelier to be sentenced
to prison for identical crimes than are Whites (Poe-Yamagata and Jones 2000, as
cited by Alexander 2011, 118). Yet Cohn et al. (2009) found that both Black and
White jurors are more likely to find defendants of the opposite race guilty, and
Butler (1995) argues that jurors are less likely to convict defendants of their own race
even if they believe that they are guilty.

The so-called ‘outrage heuristic’ also is relevant in punishment contexts
(Kahneman and Frederick 2002; Sunstein 2003). Ethically, we think that punishment
should ‘fit the crime’. Considerations of fairness also require punishing misconduct
with consistency, taking relevant aggravating and mitigating factors into account.
Such judgements, however, are cognitively demanding. How many games should one
be suspended, or how big a fine should one pay, for beating a wife or girlfriend?
Thinking through the relevant factors and making appropriate comparisons to rele-
vantly similar scenarios is not an easy task. Rather than go to the trouble, it seems
that people often assess punishments by comparing them to their affective responses
(Kahneman and Frederick 2002). We typically gauge the appropriateness of punish-
ments in terms of whether what is imposed is proportional to our feelings about the
bad behaviour. Cognitively difficult tasks also make it more likely that evaluators will
rely on stereotypes (Bodenhausen 1990).

Also relevant is the almost tribal connection between sports fandom and self-iden-
tity. A revealing study demonstrated on a neural level the significance of intergroup
competition to self-identity (Cikara, Botvinick, and Fiske 2011). When fans saw
images of their own team doing well, fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging)



scans showed increased activity in the ventral striatum, the brain’s pleasure centre.
These reactions were confirmed by fans’ self-reports. The section of the brain where
pain is experienced – the anterior cingulate cortex – was activated when the fans
were exposed to images of their teams doing poorly. When viewing rival teams, fans
experienced the opposite emotions. Viewing the rival teams’ misfortunes produced a
response of pleasure; the rival’s success produced pain. Intergroup conflict and status,
of course, has long been thought an important aspect of our social identities and self-
esteem (Tajfel and Turner 1986).

Method

One way to study racial bias of ELPs in professional sports would be to examine pun-
ishments teams and leagues have doled out, instance by instance. Such an approach,
however, would face two significant obstacles. First, as mentioned earlier, league poli-
cies in this area are something of a ‘moving target’. At present, for example, there
seems much less tolerance for domestic violence than there was a decade ago. This
evolution of standards makes it difficult to find significant numbers of similar
offenses punished under the same rules. Sample size problems are exacerbated by a
second obstacle: there are almost always relevant differences between cases, although
pertinent details often remain ‘behind closed doors’ and are unknown to all but a
select few. Consequently, this study employed an experimental methodology in which
research participants evaluated twelve scenarios involving athletes who had commit-
ted criminal offenses.

Participants

268 participants (56 men, 212 women; mean age = 21.28 years, SD = 5.26 years) vol-
untarily completed study procedures. The sample consisted of 157 White participants,
94 Black participants, 9 Asian-American participants, and 8 individuals who reported
being of at least two races or ethnicities. Given the nature of the research, only White
and Black participants were included in the primary analysis (51 men, 200 women).

Materials

Athlete Criminal Behaviour Scenarios
Participants completed a questionnaire consisting of 12 scenarios. Each scenario was
approximately a paragraph in length and described a criminal offense committed by
an athlete from the NFL, NBA, or MLB. The scenarios also described an ELP the
player’s team or league imposed. While fictionalized, the scenarios were modeled on
actual offenses committed by athletes from these leagues over the last few years. The
offenses ranged in severity and levels of violence, from unruliness and hotel-property
destruction to domestic violence, animal cruelty, and drug possession. Due to the
sport and player names (where given), all the athletes were identifiably male.

Three versions of these scenarios were created. In the control condition, none of
the characters were named; in the Black name condition, the main athlete in all



scenarios had a stereotypically Black name; in the White name condition, the main
athlete in all scenarios had a stereotypically White name.6 Participants were randomly
assigned to one of the three conditions on a between-participant basis.

Scenarios were presented to participants in a randomized order. At the conclusion
of each scenario, participants were asked to respond to two questions: (1) Given the
nature of the off-field behaviour described in the scenario, is it appropriate for the
league to impose additional penalties at all, above and beyond those imposed through
the legal process? (1 = Not at all appropriate, 4 = Neutral, 7 = Perfectly appropriate),
and (2) Is the league’s punishment of him too harsh or too lenient? (1 = Too lenient,
4 = About right, 7 = Too harsh). These questions were distinguished because whether
or not punishment is appropriate at all is distinct from whether a particular punish-
ment is appropriately severe. Across all scenarios, the reliability of these two ques-
tions was acceptable (a = .84 and .77, respectively); consequently, each participant’s
responses were averaged across all scenarios. Higher scores reflect greater perceptions
of increased appropriateness and perceptions of increased harshness of punishment,
respectively.

Demographics
Participants also completed a demographics form in which they reported age, race,
and gender.

Procedure

Data were collected online at a midsized, southeastern US university. Participants
were introductory psychology students who were offered class extra-credit. After pro-
viding informed consent, participants completed the questionnaire and demographics
form, and then were redirected to an online debriefing.

Results

Appropriateness of league’s additional penalties

To determine possible relationships between participants’ and target athletes’ race and
perceptions of the appropriateness of ELPs, participants’ responses were analysed
using a 2 participant race (White, Black) � 3 condition (White name, Black name,
No name) univariate ANOVA. The main effect of condition was not significant,
F(2, 245) = .530, p = .589, g2p = .020. There was a significant main effect of partici-
pant race, F(1, 245) = 38.03, p < .001, g2p = .134; Black participants indicated that the
additional penalties were less appropriate (M = 4.64, SD = .92) compared to White
participants (M = 5.37, SD = .93). Importantly, there was an interaction between par-
ticipant race and condition, F(2, 245) = 6.33, p = .002, g2p = .049.

To better understand this interaction, we conducted 2, one-way ANOVAs with
participants’ additional punishment appropriateness scores as the dependent variable
and condition as the independent variable. For White participants, the effect of con-
dition was nonsignificant, F(2, 154) = 2.29, p = .104, g2p = .029.7 Nonetheless, explora-
tory post hoc LSD tests revealed that White participants in the White name condition



(M = 5.14, SD = .93) thought that the additional punishment was marginally less
appropriate than White participants in the No name (M = 5.50, SD = .92), p = .051,
d = .39, and Black name conditions (M = 5.45, SD = .90), p = .087, d = .34; White
participants in the No name and Black name conditions did not differ with respect to
ratings of punishment appropriateness (p = .787, d = .05). For Black participants, the
effect of condition was significant, F(2, 91) = 4.46, p = .014, g2p = .089. Post hoc LSD
tests revealed that Black participants in the White name condition (M = 4.97, SD =
.88) thought that the additional punishment was marginally more appropriate than
Black participants in the No name (M = 4.49, SD = .99), p = .053, d = .51, and Black
name condition (M = 4.38, SD = .84), p = .005, d = .69; Black participants in the No
name and Black name conditions did not differ (p = .658, d = .12).

Because the midpoint of our scale was neutral, any values significantly greater than
4 can be considered support for the additional punishment. As such, we conducted
one-sample t-tests for Black and White participants’ scores regarding the appropriate-
ness of additional punishment for the Black, White, and No name conditions. In all
cases, the mean scores were significantly above the midpoint, indicating that Black
and White participants believed the additional punishment to be appropriate (all ps
< .04). Thus, the results based on participant and athlete race are consistent with
greater outgroup derogation than ingroup favouritism, given their relationship to
the midpoint.

Perceptions of harshness of league’s additional penalties

To determine if participant race and target race influence perceptions of the perceived
harshness of the leagues’ additional penalties, we subjected participants’ perceived
harshness scores to a 2 participant race (White, Black) � 3 condition (White name,
Black name, No name) univariate ANOVA. The main effect of condition was margin-
ally significant, F(2, 245) = 2.48, p = .086, g2p = .020; post hoc tests revealed that com-
pared to the No name condition participants (M = 3.33, SD = .78), participants in
the Black name (M = 3.59, SD = .71), p = .028, d = .35, and White name conditions
(M = 3.62, SD = .76), p = .013, d = .38, perceived the punishment as more harsh;
White name and Black name participants did not differ in their harshness ratings (p
= .757, d = .04). There was also a significant main effect of participant race, F(1, 245)
= 7.04, p = .009, g2p = .028; Black participants indicated that the additional penalties
were harsher (M = 3.70, SD = .76) compared to White participants (M = 3.42, SD =
.73). Importantly, there was an interaction between participant race and condition,
F(2, 245) = 4.68, p = .010, g2p = .037.

To better understand this interaction, we conducted two, one-way ANOVAs with
participants’ perceived harshness scores as the dependent variable and condition as
the independent variable. For White participants, the effect of condition was signifi-
cant, F(2, 154) = 4.64, p = .011, g2p = .057. Post hoc LSD tests revealed that White
participants in the White name condition (M = 3.66, SD = .62) thought that the add-
itional punishment was significantly harsher than White participants in the No name
(M = 3.25, SD = .81), p = .004, d = .57, and Black name conditions (M = 3.36, SD =
.70), p = .029, d = .45; White participants in the No name and Black name conditions



did not differ (p = .443, d = .15). For Black participants, the effect of condition was
marginally significant, F(2, 91) = 2.95, p = .057, g2p = .061. Post hoc LSD tests
revealed that Black participants in the Black name condition (M = 3.94, SD = .55)
thought that the additional punishment was significantly harsher than Black partici-
pants in the No name (M = 3.53, SD = .67), p = .050, d = .67, and White name con-
dition (M = 3.57, SD = .92), p = .037, d = .49; Black participants in the No name and
White name conditions did not differ (p = .826, d = .05).

Because the midpoint of our scale was ‘just right’, any values significantly lower
than 4 indicate participants believe the punishment was too lenient. As such, we con-
ducted one-sample t-tests for Black and White participants’ scores regarding percep-
tions of harshness of additional punishment for the Black, White, and No name
conditions. In all but one case, the mean scores were significantly below the mid-
point, indicating that Black and White participants believed the additional punish-
ment to be too lenient (all ps < .01). Thus, the results based on participant and
athlete race suggest a possibly greater impact of outgroup derogation rather than
ingroup favouritism, although both processes are likely at work in the findings. The
lone exception was Black participants’ harshness evaluation of the Black athlete con-
dition, in which harshness ratings were not significantly different from the midpoint,
t(35) = .67, p = .509.

Despite significantly more women than men in our sample, the data revealed no
violations of homogeneity of variance, indicating that response variability was equiva-
lent between men and women. Further, when participant gender was included in the
statistical model, participant gender did not qualify the results (Fs < 2; p > .14).
Thus, men’s and women’s perceptions of punishment appropriateness and harshness
were not statistically different.

Discussion

Two aspects of these results are particularly noteworthy and merit comment. First is
the fact that Black participants overall were less inclined than White participants to
view ELPs both as appropriate and the described penalties as appropriately harsh. An
obvious explanation for this finding is that Black Americans feel unfairly victimized
by socially imposed punishments. Whether this aspect of out findings reflects an atti-
tude towards punishment in general or more specifically, to punishment in profes-
sional sports contexts, is uncertain. Either fits the present data, though considerable
evidence suggests that Black Americans are generally much less inclined than Whites
to think that criminal justice processes in the United States are fair and appropriately
harsh (NORC 2017).

The second notable aspect of these results is that the dominant influence on partic-
ipants’ perceptions of race and ELPs is an ingroup–outgroup dynamic. Consistent
with recent findings by Schiller, Baumgartner, and Knoch (2014), and the neuroscien-
tific work of Baumgartner et al. (2014), the data show that perceptions of appropriate
punishments were simultaneously influenced by perceiver and perpetrator race in a
manner consistent with racial ingroup–outgroup bias (see also Greenwald and
Pettigrew 2014). Both Black and White participants were more lenient towards



infractions by members of racial ingroups compared to outgroup members. However,
the results are also consistent with outgroup derogation as being more influential
than ingroup favouritism. This is reflected in the fact that compared to a neutral
assessment (a proposed punishment that is viewed as neither too harsh nor too leni-
ent), participants favoured relatively greater increased harshness of sanctions on the
outgroup members relative to increased leniency towards ingroup members.

A possible explanation for these results is resentment or what might be called ‘the
schadenfreude effect’ (Feather and Sherman 2002). Insofar as Blacks may resent the
prevailing social status of Whites, they may be motivated to reduce the prominence
of Whites relative to Blacks. Insofar as Whites resent the disproportionate representa-
tion of Black athletes in professional sports overall, they may favour changing these
proportions. Whites’ resentment of Blacks in political contexts has been shown to
affect their attitudes towards racial tolerance (Craig and Richeson 2014a), particularly
when Whites perceive a challenge to their status as the dominant group (Craig and
Richeson 2014b). The effects of social identity are an additional plausible partial
explanation, especially given the way athletic success is often connected to social
identity. Social identity theory hypothesizes that individuals’ self-esteem is strongly
shaped by the groups with which they identify (Tajfel and Turner 1986).

To determine more precisely the role of these factors in ELP evaluation, further
research is needed. Further research also is needed to determine the extent to which
the assessment of ELPs is shaped by the sports context, as opposed to factors affect-
ing the evaluations of punishment more generally. Another worthwhile follow-up
would be to examine participant reactions to different sports. Does it matter, for
example, whether participants are evaluating a player from a league dominated by
Black players, such as the NBA, as compared to a majority White sport like MLB? Or
does the athletes’ gender matter? It might be, consistent with gender bias in other
contexts, that men are disposed to be less punitive towards female athletes than
are women.

Limitations

Two limitations to the present findings are worth noting. First, despite our attempts
to do so, it is difficult to ensure that social desirability bias – peoples’ tendency to
conform to socially expected norms – did not affect the findings, perhaps in a subtle
way. Second, participants may have been influenced by their knowledge of what hap-
pened in the real cases on which our scenarios were modeled. Given that recruitment
procedures did not specifically target sports, however, this concern seems to be of
minimal importance, and our sample was predominantly female, which likely would
be associated with less familiarity with the cases.

Conclusion

One might think that sports is a competitive arena in which race is transcended and
where Blacks and Whites interact on equal terms and on common ground. The pre-
sent findings, however, support a less rosy view: ‘far from producing a de-racializing



effect and a space for effective anti-racist politics, contemporary hyper-commercialized
sports cultures simply intensify and amplify our racial preoccupations’ (Hoberman
1997, as summarized in Carrington 2010). Though ELPs raise various ethical concerns,
the difficulty of insulating them from racial bias incentized by economic interests
should be taken seriously. High-profile, professional sports is big business, to be sure,
but also one with a significant social and even political importance. Not only do sports
reflect our racial attitudes and biases, they also reinforce them. In imposing ELPs on
players – even for egregious actions such as Ray Rice’s – sports leagues and teams
should strive to treat individuals in the most just and racially neutral way possible.
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Notes

1. On appeal, an arbitrator appointed by the league ruled that Commissioner Goodell
overstepped his authority in suspending Rice indefinitely, since initially Rice had received
only a two-game suspension from the league. However, even though eligible to play, no
team has signed Rice (Maske 2014).

2. These numbers exclude the 2.6% of the population reporting two or more races (U.S.
Census Bureau 2015).

3. Throughout the paper, we refer to African-Americans or Black Americans as “Blacks”,
following the terminology used by Plant and Devine 1998. The present study followed
their method of using stereotypically Black and White names to encourage participants
to perceive described characters as Black or White.

4. Murder charges against Lewis were dropped in exchange for his testimony against two
friends of his related to the stabbing deaths of Jacinth Baker and Richard Lollar. After
being sentenced to 12 months’ probation, the NFL fined Lewis $250,000 but did not
suspend him (Freeman 2000).

5. The participant pool in this study consisted primarily of self-identified Japanese-,
European- and Chinese Americans.

6. Names were derived from ABC News 2006, and common experience.
7. Nevertheless, Whites showed a similarly biased pattern of evaluation, The two post hoc

comparisons are p = .051 and p = .087, which are both marginal. In other words, the
same ingroup bias affects both White and Black evaluations, but it is stronger for Blacks.
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