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Abstract  
While there is a long tradition of activism within sport, a popular criticism of athlete 
protest is that it is a “distraction” that hinders on-field performance. The widespread 
demonstrations against racial injustice in 2017 among players in the National Football 
League (NFL) provided an opportunity to test this “distraction hypothesis.” Using data 
drawn from multiple sources, we first explored which factors predicted player protest, 
finding that Black players and those playing for underdogs were more likely to protest. 
Then, using a series of analyses at the player-game level (n=19,051) and the team-
game level (n=512), we tested the assertion that protest is detrimental to individual or 
team performance, finding no evidence for a distraction effect. The results of this study 
allow us to better understand social factors that may affect athletic performance or 
constrain athlete activism.  
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While there is a long tradition of activism in sport, there is also an equally long 
tradition of opposition and backlash against any form of protest in the athletic realm 
(Agyemang et al., 2020; Bryant, 2018; Hartmann, 2019; Nauright & Wiggins, 2017; see 
also Ratchford, 2012; Ruffin, 2014). Some critics stand against athletic activism simply 
because they oppose the interests, ideals, or positions of athlete activists. But most of 
the popular opposition has more elaborate, even principled justifications: that athletic 
protest is a violation of labor agreements; the cultural belief that athletes are expected 
to remain silent; that protest sullies the entertainment value of sport, its status as a 
distraction and release from the quotidian issues, challenges, and events of the day; 
and, of course, the deeper prohibition for keeping politics out of sport. This paper 
examines another of the most common popular arguments against athletic activism, 



indeed one of the most frequent and seemingly widely-accepted criticisms from within 
the sporting establishment itself: the claim that sports-based protest activities by 
athletes undermine the on-field performance of athletes themselves. More specifically, 
many coaches, commentators, fans, and even players believe that political or social 
protest before games is a distraction that elite athletes cannot afford to participate in 
without adversely affecting their ability to compete and to win. 

 This belief—which we will call the “distraction hypothesis” and discuss at length 
shortly—is frequently invoked and widely held, yet, as far as we know, essentially 
untested. Our goal in this paper is to provide an initial and hopefully compelling analysis 
of this claim. The analysis presented here is focused on the widespread protests of 
racial injustice in the United State among players in the National Football League (NFL) 
during the 2017 season that emerged in the wake of Colin Kaepernick’s “take a knee” 
demonstrations the season before. Using data drawn together from multiple, previously 
untapped sources, we first provide context for our analyses of performance by 
examining whether participation in this wave of protests varied by players’ race, age, 
position, salary, and contract length. Next, using a series of statistical models at the 
player-game level (n=19,051) and the team-game level (n=512), we test the assertions 
that protest participation hinders the in-game performance of individual players or of 
their teams. The findings that result provide persuasive empirical evidence that 
challenges popular beliefs that athlete activism inhibits or diminishes on-field athletic 
performance, and allow us to better understand factors that may constrain professional 
athletes’ participation in protest. The paper concludes with a discussion of the 
implications of these results for our theories of sport, protest, and politics, as well as for 
sport performance studies about the impacts of non-sport, social, and cultural factors for 
on-the-field athletic performance.  

Background  
The most recent wave of protest in American professional sport has inspired a 

provocative and increasingly developed new body of research on the roots and 
motivations of athletic activism (Cooper et al., 2019; Cunningham and Regan, 2011; 
Cunningham et al., 2019; Gill, 2016; Goudsouzian, 2017; Hartmann, forthcoming; Lee 
and Cunningham, 2019; Nepsted & Kenney, 2018). This work builds off of a longer 
standing body of theory and research involving athletic protest and activism (Agyemang 
et al., 2010; Kaufman, 2008; Kaufman & Wolff, 2010), much of which was itself derived 
from and based upon incidents, events, and research with a more international or 
Olympic context (Boykoff, 2017; Kilcline, 2017; O’Bonsawin, 2015). Here also it may be 
worth noting the inordinate attention that race has received in athletic activism both 
domestic and international. This is both because Black athletes have been such leaders 
and because of the enduring iconic touchstone of athletic activism: Tommie Smith and 
John Carlos’s clenched fist salute on the victory stand at the Mexico City Olympic 
Games in 1968.1  



As with more general research and theory on social movements, this body of 
work has focused on struggles of recruitment, organization building, and tactics. This 
includes work on social networks in engaging activism (Houghteling and Dantzlen, 
2019); economic pressures and constraints (Dodson, 2016; Niven, 2019); movement 
tactics (Nepstad & Kenney, 2018); and increasingly, the role and leadership of female 
athletes (Cooky & Antunovic, 2020; Lavelle, 2019). Issues of media and communication 
have also been well studied: among athletes themselves (Schmittel & Sanderson, 
2015); between athletes and the larger public (Coombs & Cassilo, 2017; Schmidt et al., 
2019); and on the role of team-operated media professionals in framing news and 
information (Mirer & Grubic, 2019). The field has even produced a new typology of 
athletic activism (Cooper et al., 2019). This work has contributed not only to our 
understanding of sport in society, it has expanded our understanding of social 
movement organizing and the role of media/communications in a new era of both 
professionalization and polarization. However, with some notable exceptions ( 
Dickerson & Hodler, 2020; Gill, 2016; see also: Kaufman, 2008), scholars so far have 
paid less attention to the strong opposition and backlash activism in and around sport 
typically generates in the athletic establishment, among sportswriters and 
commentators, and among the American public in general.  

Criticisms of Protest in the Sports Realm  
There are many variations of criticism against athletic activism, racial and 

otherwise, and many of these apparent in the public discussions and debates that 
unfolded in the fall of 2017 with President Trump’s attacks on activist-oriented athletes. 
Some critics have construed athlete protest as a legal or first amendment/free speech 
issue. Others think of it more as a labor issue, focusing on contracts and agreements 
between leagues and conferences and their players or unions, with unpaid collegiate 
athletes ironically receiving some of the harshest implied sanctions against speaking out 
(Agyemang et al., 2010). One of the most common refrains among sports fans and 
American sports reporters who oppose athletic activism is a sense of frustration, 
annoyance, or exhaustion derived from the belief that the sports world is simply not the 
right place for such demonstrations, discussions, and debates. Even if critics 
sympathize with the players and their social and political views, they do not believe 
sports is the proper venue, especially not during the crucial moment of the national 
anthem or other traditional ceremonies or rituals (Smith & Tryce, 2019). 

At least two different variations on this theme have played out (see Hartmann, 
2019). One comes from fans (and others) who see sport as purely a form of 
entertainment. These folks watch sports precisely for the purpose of getting away from 
the regular news, from the muddy complexities and social conflicts of everyday life. This 
low-brow, don’t-want-to-be-bothered form has yielded some extreme and often racially-
charged reactions (“shut up and play”), but generally it is seen in the more innocuous 
request for sports to just be a site of leisure, a distraction, or even an escape. Other 
protest critics take a higher road. In this second, more idealistic view, the athletic realm 



stands—or at least is supposed to stand—on higher moral ground than other popular 
pursuits. According to this way of thinking, sports, when practiced properly, are believed 
to be an inherently positive social force—breaking down barriers, transcending the 
social fray, and contributing to unity, solidarity, and a larger social good. And the inverse 
implication of this is that activism and protest should not be necessary. At the root of 
both of these orientations are strong beliefs and deep cultural norms about needing to 
protect sport from all political issues and influences (see also Green and Hartmann, 
2012).  

More recently, a related but distinct third theme has developed that seeks to 
delegitimize and derail athlete activism (see, for example, Bieler, 2017; Clarke and 
Maske, 2018; Galily 2020; Jensen, 2017; McManamon, 2017; Steele, 2018). As 
athletes, teams, and organizations increasingly look for any edge—both physical and 
psychological—to succeed in the world of elite sports, any pregame activity that would 
interfere with subsequent athletic performance is discouraged or disallowed by non-
athlete stakeholders, including team owners, coaches, fans, and the media. They argue 
that protest does not “belong” in the sports realm because it is a distraction from the 
most important aspect of sport—the competition itself. In other words, athletes who 
protest before a game are inhibiting their own ability to perform at the necessary highest 
levels. The 2017 NFL national anthem protests serve as a valuable case study in 
examining the veracity and utility of this third line of reasoning.  

The 2017 National Anthem Protests in the NFL  
Before examining the distraction hypothesis in more detail as it relates to the 

recent NFL anthem protests, it is worth outlining a brief history of this most recent 
chapter of athlete activism in pro football. And we should begin by acknowledging that a 
good deal of the recent literature on athletic protest focuses on this specific episode 
(see Chaplin and Montez de Oca, 2019; Houtghteling and Dantzler, 2019; Intravia et al., 
2018; Nepstad and Kenney, 2018; Niven, 2019; Weffer et al., 2018), which we draw on 
in part in shaping the overview below.  

Before the start of the 2009 season, the NFL mandated that players stand on the 
field during the national anthem; prior to this, most teams stayed in the locker room until 
the anthem had ended. In the first three games of the 2016 preseason, San Francisco 
49ers quarterback Colin Kaepernick chose to sit on the bench rather than stand on the 
sidelines during the playing of the national anthem. Kaepernick revealed in an interview 
with NFL reporter Steve Wyche (2016) that he was protesting the historical and 
contemporary mistreatment of racial minorities in the United States, particularly in 
reference to recent police killings of unarmed African American men. He would not 
“stand up to show pride in a flag for a country that oppresses black people and people 
of color.”  

Following the reporting of this original form of the anthem protest, former Green 
Beret and NFL player Nate Boyer wrote an open letter to Kaepernick in late August of 



2016 (Brinson, 2016). Although Kaepernick had explicitly stated to reporters that his 
protest was not intended to dishonor the flag or criticize the military, Boyer explained in 
his letter how some American troops nevertheless viewed sitting on the bench during 
the anthem as disrespectful and even hurtful. After an in-person meeting that included 
49ers safety Eric Reid, Kaepernick and Boyer agreed that taking a knee during the 
anthem would be a more reverential yet still powerful method of protesting (Wagoner, 
2016). Boyer, standing with hand over heart, joined a kneeling Kaepernick on the 49ers’ 
sideline for the final preseason game. Reid knelt with Kaepernick for the subsequent 
regular season games, and other NFL players from across the league also engaged in 
forms of protest during the national anthem as the season progressed; sometimes they 
knelt like Kaepernick and Reid, but more often they made other symbolic gestures such 
as raising a fist or linking arms. Throughout, the protests were controversial and 
provoked no small degree of opposition and backlash (Dickerson & Hodler, 2020).  

At the start of the 2017 season, Colin Kaepernick was no longer employed in the 
NFL, but the protests he had inspired continued. The suspected “blackballing” of 
Kaepernick from the league (addressed again at the end of the paper) likely further 
ignited the players’ desire to support him and his cause, while the NFL’s failure to 
prohibit or punish protesting players spurred on the fan backlash and calls for boycotting 
the league. And then, before the third week of the regular season, President Donald 
Trump weighed in on the protests both on Twitter and at a political rally. He echoed and 
amplified much of the anti-activist sentiment that had been growing in the public 
(Chaplin & Montez de Oca, 2019), calling the protests disrespectful to the “Flag & [the] 
Country,” and even suggesting that when a player kneels, NFL owners should “get that 
son of a bitch off the field” and fire them (Tatum, 2017; Montez de Oca & Suh, 2020). 
This led to large scale protests by NFL players the following two Sundays, including the 
strange image of some NFL owners locking arms or even kneeling with the players, 
though not during the anthem. These unusual week three and four protests were more 
of a repudiation of Trump’s attack on the NFL and a gesture of solidarity across the 
entire league than expressed support for Kaepernick’s cause; by the fifth week, the 
protests had returned to “normal,” with activist players kneeling or otherwise protesting 
during the anthem (Nepstad & Kenney, 2018; Weffer et al., 2018).  

The Distraction Hypothesis  
A directly performance-oriented version of the “shut up and play” reaction to 

athlete protest (Galily, 2020), like that during the 2017 NFL season, is the argument that 
any and all activities not expressly related to the game at hand distract or inhibit players 
and teams from competing at the highest level. This tactic is different from other protest 
“neutralization strategies” (Nepstad & Kenney, 2018) in that it purportedly does not 
consider factors or costs outside of the game itself. In fact, some NFL team owners and 
coaches have nominally supported their players’ right to protest— or at least have not 
taken issue with their political or social views. Instead, the argument against players’ 
expressing their views through protest relies on a narrative that opposes any disruption 



in team focus and function. Presumably, there is nothing an NFL owner or coach wants 
to keep out of their locker room more than a “distraction” from the single-minded goal of 
winning.  

On its face, this narrative appears politically neutral, but the de facto result is still 
the silencing of social protest in the sports arena; specifically, the message becomes 
clear that politically active players—or at least those without overwhelming talent—will 
not be employed by the NFL (or other sports leagues). Yet, the distraction hypothesis 
may not be solely applied to activist players: Michael Sam, the 2013 Defensive Player of 
the Year in the nation’s preeminent college football conference (the SEC), was not 
drafted until the final round of the 2014 NFL draft and never played in a regular season 
game. He was the first and remains the only openly gay player to ever declare for the 
NFL draft. Former NFL head coach Tony Dungy publicly stated that he would not have 
taken Sam in the draft to avoid having to “deal with all of it,” although he later clarified 
that he was referring to the media coverage that would surround Sam’s attempt to make 
the team and not Sam’s sexual orientation itself (Farrar, 2014).  

The distraction hypothesis might be attractive to NFL owners, who are fully 
aware of the potential costs to their business and reputation—sometimes referred to as 
a failure to protect “The Shield”—if fans view players’ political activities in an 
unfavorable light. They can appear to be committed to winning by cutting “distracting” 
players, while simultaneously comporting with their generally politically conservative 
natures. NFL coaches, with their notorious desire to have full control of players’ 
activities and schedules, at least during the season (Van Valkenburg, 2013), may 
actually be “true believers” in the distraction hypothesis. An extra win or two during the 
regular season can be the difference between an NFL head coach being fired or signing 
a contract extension, creating enormous pressure to keep the team’s sole focus on 
winning football. For the media and fans alike, the distraction hypothesis may feel like a 
sensible post hoc explanation for team performance, particularly if the team they cover 
or follow is not living up to expectations that game or that season.  

Potential Effects of Protest on Individual Performance  
In a team sport, such as professional football, the distraction caused by protest 

may diminish performance at both the individual and group level. In terms of basic 
physical performance, there is a large body of research that demonstrates that 
distractions imposed on study subjects by researchers (noises, obstacles, disturbances 
in the field of vision, etc.) impair multiple aspects of motor behavior (e.g., Grabiner and 
Troy, 2005; Sheik-Nanier et al., 2015; Weerdesteyn et al., 2003). Distractions negatively 
affect concentration and pull cognitive resources away from the completion of motor 
behavioral tasks. It may be that residual thoughts and feelings about participating in 
protest increases the cognitive load and stress levels of protesting players, thereby 
inhibiting their athletic performance at a basic physical level. Yet, it is important to note 
that the bulk of these motor behavior studies use experimental manipulation of 
distraction in artificial environments and involve distractions imposed during rather than 



before the performance of physical task. Whether the effects of distraction on motor 
behavior extend to competitive athletic contests is untested, particularly when the 
distracting behavior itself has ended by the time the game starts.  

In natural competitive environments, protest may be a distraction that interferes 
with preparation for the game at hand. Elite athletes rely on regimented pregame 
routines to prepare physiologically and psychologically for competition, and there is 
some evidence that athletes are more likely to employ these routines (or “rituals”) during 
more important games when the outcome is more in doubt (Schippers & Lange, 2006). 
However, the effect of these pregame routines on subsequent performance appears to 
be understudied in the literature relative to the large body of research on pre-
performance routines and their outcomes (Cohn, 1990; Hazell et al., 2014). A pre-
performance routine refers to a “sequence of task relevant thoughts and actions which 
an athlete engages in systematically prior to his or her performance of a specific sports 
skill” (Moran, 2016). For example, each time a football kicker lines up to attempt a field 
goal, they may take a deep breath, envision the ball sailing through the uprights, and 
then focus on the holder’s hands before the ball is snapped. These systematic routines 
have been shown to increase success by reducing anxiety and tension before the 
specific athletic action (Cohn, 1990; Hazell et al., 2014).  

Of course, many plays in football are not as discrete or contained as a field goal 
attempt, but are instead split-second organic reactions to the actions of other players on 
the field. Still, pregame routines may theoretically function similarly to pre-performance 
routines by reducing anxiety at a broader game level than at the level of a discrete 
skillful act (Glazier, 2017). The act of protest before a game may start a negative 
feedback loop between interruption of pregame routines and anxiety, which is the most 
prominent psychological constraint on sports performance in general (Glazier, 2017; 
Zaporzan, 2019). Protesting players may be understandably anxious about the way 
coaches, teammates, fans (friendly or not), and the media will react to their planned 
protests, and this may be on their minds during their pregame routines. The routines are 
therefore interrupted or less effective, thereby creating even more pregame anxiety. The 
inability to reduce anxiety and increase focus through pregame routines thus potentially 
diminishes subsequent in-game performance.  

Potential Effects of Protest on Team Performance  
While the relationship between distraction and team performance is understudied 

in the sports realm, there is work on contemporaneous distraction and team functioning 
that may serve as a useful comparison, particularly from medical studies. In 
observational studies of surgical teams, natural distractions in the operating room (loud 
background noises, movement into and out of the room, cell phone notifications, etc.) 
decrease attention and working memory and increase cognitive stress, causing errors 
and inhibiting cooperation (e.g., D’Esmond, 2016; Gui et al., 2021; Wheelock, et al., 
2015). These mistakes can cascade, leading to further errors and causing resentment 
among team members, potentially affecting future team performance as well. But as 



with the research on distraction and motor behavior, it is critical to note that the 
distractions observed in these operating room studies occur during the performance of 
the surgery itself rather than in the preparatory phase.  

For a professional football team, it seems more likely that protest has negative 
effects on subsequent team performance through various mechanisms that hinder team 
cohesion. Team cohesion is a “dynamic process that is reflected in the tendency of a 
group to stick together and remain united in the pursuit of its instrumental objectives 
and/or for the satisfaction of member affective needs” (Carron et al., 1998). In the NFL, 
winning each game by as many points as possible is the clear instrumental objective, 
and the immediate thrill of winning, along with the associated financial rewards and 
prestige that accrue, would likely satisfy most if not all individual players’ affective needs 
as well. Recent meta-analytic studies of the effect of team cohesion on both subjective 
and objective measures of team performance have consistently found a moderate 
positive relationship (Carron et al., 2002; Dobersek et al., 2014; Filho et al., 2015). 
Although task cohesion—the ability to work together to achieve a common goal—is 
most strongly related to athletic success, social cohesion also has a significant effect on 
team performance (Filho et al., 2015).  

Pregame protest may diminish team cohesion—and subsequent game 
success—in a few different and potentially additive or even multiplicative ways 
(Zaporzan, 2019). First and most prominently, protesting players may be viewed by 
teammates and coaches as putting themselves above the team. They may simply be 
seen as “grandstanding” by refusing to conform with accepted team protocol, or 
potentially even more harmfully, their dedication to the team and focus on winning may 
be questioned due to bringing “outside” activities into the “workplace.” Second, active 
protest, intentionally or not, may lay bare existing but unacknowledged cultural, social, 
racial, and religious divides within a locker room. In this way, protest is viewed as a 
direct violation of the “sport as a sacred space” maxim still adhered to by many players 
and coaches (Hartmann, 2019). Finally, the threat of protest may actively distract non-
protesting players from their own pregame routines, thus fomenting resentment toward 
activist players.  

Other Relevant Factors  
Since our interest is in isolating the relationship between protest participation and 

subsequent game performance, we control for several factors at both the individual and 
team level that may confound this relationship. To start, we control for each players’ 
race, age, and position. Given that the motivation for the protest is to draw attention to 
police violence toward African American men, that the majority of NFL players are 
Black, and that race has been central to athletic activism (e.g., Brooks and Althouse, 
2009; Bryant, 2018; Polite and Hawkins, 2012), player race is a key control (although 
we do not hypothesize a particular relationship between race and performance). In 
contrast to race, player age has a clear curvilinear relationship to performance, as 
players tend to improve on average from the beginning of their careers through their 



“prime” ages and decline thereafter. In terms of willingness to protest, there may be 
generational divides concerning the urgency of issue and the legitimacy of using public 
protest to address it. Some positions in football, such as the offensive skill positions of 
quarterback, running back, and wide receiver, are more prominent and may affect 
protest decisions, and it is also possible that our measure of player grades is related to 
player position. We importantly control for two variables—length of current contract and 
current salary—that both represent players’ economic vulnerability as it relates to their 
willingness to protest (Coombs et al., 2019; Niven, 2019), as well as their expected 
performance level. In terms of broader contextual factors, the location of the game and 
the political leanings of the fans in the stands may influence players’ protests decisions 
(Coombs et al., 2019; Niven, 2019). We also control for whether the games took place 
in the third and fourth weeks of the 2017 NFL season, in which reaction to President 
Trump’s comments may have temporarily affected the quantity and nature of the 
protests.  

Research Questions  
In examining the distraction hypothesis using protest and performance data from 

the 2017 NFL season, we address the following questions:  

1. What are the characteristics of players who knelt or engaged in other forms of 
protest before games?  

2. Are kneeling or other forms of pregame protest related to individual player 
game performance?  

3. Are kneeling or other forms of pregame protest related to team game 
performance?  

Method  
The data for this study were drawn from multiple sources: (1) protest measures 

from the ESPN NFL Nation blog; (2) player performance, playing time, and position 
measures from Pro Football Focus; (3) player age and contract information from 
Sportrac; (4) player profile photos used to code for race from NFL.com; (5) team 
performance measures from NFL.com (final score) and FootballLocks.com (betting 
spread); and (6) crowd partisanship measures from FiveThirtyEight. This information 
was assembled into two datasets: one at the player-game level (n = 19,051) and one at 
the team-game level (n = 512). Descriptive statistics for all measures are listed in Table 
1. We describe each of the datasets and the associated measures in turn. 



 
Protest  

We coded data on player protests using a list reported and maintained by the 
ESPN NFL Nation blog during the 2017 NFL regular season (ESPN.com staff, 2017; the 
week 17 blog post contains links to all previous weeks of the season). Several other 



media outlets recorded player protests, but none were as consistent or comprehensive 
as ESPN; the ESPN reports have been used and validated by other scholarly studies on 
the anthem protests (e.g., Houghteling and Dantzlen, 2019; Nepstad and Kenney, 2018; 
Niven, 2019). For each player-game, we recorded whether the player was mentioned by 
name as kneeling during the anthem (1 =yes, 0=no) or engaging in any other form of 
protest during the anthem (1 =yes, 0=no). Non-kneeling forms of protest included 
actions such as linking or locking arms with other players, raising a fist, placing a hand 
on a kneeling player’s shoulder, and sitting during the national anthem. In some cases, 
the blog referenced “a small group of players” or “the entire offensive line” engaging in 
some protest. At the team-game level, we used this information to construct measures 
of the estimated number of players kneeling per game and the estimated number of 
players engaged in other protest per game. In 87% of cases for kneeling and 88% of 
cases for other protest, there was no difference between the number of players reported 
by name as protested and the estimated total.  

Player Variables  

Due to the range of statistics used to assess players in different positions, we 
selected Pro Football Focus’s (PFF; n.d.) overall grade (0–100) as our primary measure 
of player performance. These standardized scores—based on evaluations of every play 
made by every player in every game—allow for direct comparisons of players in various 
offensive and defensive positions. These grades are among the most widelycited 
indication of how well or poorly a player performed in a given game by pro football 
writers and have been used in recent scholarly studies of NFL player performance (e.g., 
LaPlaca and McCullick, 2020). The PFF database also provided data on total snaps 
played per game and position played, coded as defensive position, offensive lineman, 
and offensive skill position (reference category). Several players played in multiple 
positions in a game, in which case PFF assigned them multiple grades. In such cases, 
we computed a weighted average of the overall grade based on how many snaps were 
played at each position. Because PFF does not produce grades for players that play 
exclusively on special teams, they are excluded from our player-game level analysis. All 
players, however, are included in the estimated team-game level measures of protest. 
Data on the individual player’s age (in years), salary, and years remaining on contract 
were gathered from Spotrac (n.d.), a leading source of sports contract information 
online. Salary was recoded into millions of dollars.  

Although the NFL Players Association does gather information on players’ racial 
self identification, those data are not available to the general public. Following previous 
studies of race and sport (e.g., Gius and Johnson, 2000; Kahn, 1992; Volz, 2017), two 
of the researchers coded 1,834 players for their race. The players were coded as White, 
Black, other race, or cannot be determined. Twenty percent of the sample (n =367) 
were double-coded by the researchers as a reliability check. Using Krippendorf’s alpha, 
the preferred measure of reliability in content analyses, the double coded data achieved 
an alpha of .954. This level of reliability was well above the .8 level of agreement that 



Krippendorf (2013) regards as standard. The small number of “cannot be determined” 
cases were reconciled by the researchers. The race measure was dummied at the 
player-game level (1=Black, 0=other race) and was computed as a percent Black at the 
team-game level. 

Game Variables  
 Results for all games played in the 2017 NFL regular season, as well as whether 
a game was played at home or away, were collected from NFL.com (n.d.). Game results 
were recoded into the number of points by which the team won or lost (ranging from −43 
to 43). We also gathered data on the betting spread prior to the game from 
FootballLocks.com (n.d.), a website that tracks gambling odds for football. A negative 
spread value (e.g., −x) indicated a team was favored to win by x points, while a positive 
value meant a team was expected to lose by that specified number of points. We 
computed a measure of over- or under-performance by adding the betting spread to the 
actual game spread. For example, a team with a betting spread of −6 (favored to win by 
6 points) that actually won the game by only 4 points had a value of −2, indicating 
under-performance by 2 points.  

Finally, as a measure of the political leanings of the crowd in attendance at the 
games, we drew on data collected by FiveThirtyEight, a data journalism web site. From 
September 1–7, 2017, FiveThirtyEight commissioned SurveyMonkey to survey 2,290 
American NFL fans, collecting enough cases for each team to ensure a representative 
sample (Paine et al., 2017). Using those results, they estimated the partisan lean of 
each team’s fanbase. We used these estimates to approximate the mean partisan lean 
of the fanbase at the home stadium on each game day (1= Democrat, 2=Independent, 
3=Republican).2 While other researchers have used metro area measures of political 
partisanship (e.g., Watanabe and Cunningham, 2020), the FiveThirtyEight data have 
the advantage of capturing the partisan lean of the crowds that players likely faced 
inside stadiums. To assess the backlash to President Trump’s comments regarding NFL 
players, we created a dummy variable for weeks 3 and 4 (1 =weeks 3 or 4, 0=all other 
weeks).  

Analytic Approach  
For the first research question (who protested?), we began with a series of 

figures exploring the patterns of protest by week and position. Next, at the player-game 
level, we estimated a series of multinomial logistic regression analysis, clustered on 
player to adjust standard errors for the non-independence of games by the same 
player.3 To conduct this analysis, the protest measures were recoded into a categorical 
measure (0 =no protest, 1=other protest, 2=knelt during anthem). Presented in Table 2 
are relative risk ratios with no protest as the base outcome.  

To test whether protest was a distraction at the player-game level, we ran a 
series of linear regression models with random effects on player using PFF overall 
player grade as the outcome variable (Table 3). The test the same hypothesis at the 



team-game level, we used our measure of over-performance relative to the betting 
spread as the outcome variable. We present a series of figures depicting the bivariate 
relationship between estimated protest levels and over-performance. We also present 
the results of a linear regression analysis, clustered on game to adjust for the non-
independence of cases in the same game (Table 4). 

 



Results  
Given all the public attention to athlete protests during the 2017 NFL season, it is 

ironic that for most weeks of the season acts of protest were quite rare. As seen in 
Figure 1, with the notable exception of weeks 3 and 4, less than 10% of NFL players 
knelt during the national anthem or engaged in other forms of protest. In the immediate 
aftermath of President Trump’s comments, nearly 45% of players participated in forms 
of protest other than kneeling. Even then, kneeling during the national anthem remained 
quite rare, a form of protest adopted by only 5% of players. Per team, across the entire 
season, the average number of players kneeling per during the national anthem was 
0.72 and the average number of players engaged in other protest was 5.39 (see Table 
1). However, these averages concealed great variation across weeks, teams, and 
players. 

Who Protested?  
To answer our first question—what are the characteristics of players who knelt or 

otherwise protested before games—we turned to a multinomial logistics regression 
analysis. Recall that the unit for the analysis was an individual player in an individual 
game (i.e., player-game). Table 2 reports the relative risk ratios of a player in a game 
participating in other protest and kneeling during the national anthem (respectively) as 
compared to the base outcome of not protesting. Examining Model 1 for “Other Protest,” 
none of the player characteristics, including race, age, contract, salary, or position, had 
a statistically significant effect on the relative risk of engaging in other protest as 
opposed to no protest. Model 2, which incorporates characteristics of the game itself, 
revealed several significant results. Predictably, players in games held in week 3 and 4 
had 31.7 times the likelihood of engaging in other protest compared to games in other 
weeks (p < .001). For each point more Republican-leaning the stadium crowd (on a 3-
point scale), there was a lower chance of participating in other protest (p < .001). Each 
additional point of disadvantage in the betting spread further increased the likelihood of 
other protest by players (p < .001). 

Model 3 incorporates measures of how many other members of team knelt 
during the anthem or engaged in other protest. Each additional teammate who 
participated in other protest increased the likelihood of a player engaging in other 
protest by 11.4% (p < .001). By contrast, teammates kneeling during the anthem had no 
significant effect on other protest. The previously significant game measures remained 
statistically significant, though the magnitude of the weeks 3 and 4 dummy variable was 
greatly reduced to 3.162. Playing at home reduced the chance of other protest by 
18.6% (p < .01). Additionally, once controlling for other factors, Black players had a 
62.2% increase in the likelihood of participating in other protest compared to non-Black 
players (p < .05). Regarding forms of protest other than kneeling, it appeared that 
playing at home, facing a Republican-leaning crowd, and being favored in the betting 
odds reduced the chance of engaging in other protest. Having teammates protesting  



 



 

 



 

 



and the wave of weeks 3 and 4 increased the other protest. Of player characteristics, 
only being Black increased the chance of other protest. 

Turning to the multinomial logistic results for kneeling during the anthem (Model 
3 in Table 2), holding all else equal, we found that Black players had 27.8 times the 
chance of kneeling during the anthem compared to non-Black players (p < .001). For 
each additional million dollars in salary a player earned, there was an 11.7% increase in 
the likelihood of kneeling during the anthem. Controlling for these characteristics, 
factors like age, years on contract, and position had no effect. As with other protest, 
being favored by sportsbooks (p < .001) and playing in front of a more Republican-
leaning crowd (p < .05) reduced the chances of kneeling during the anthem, while 
playing in games in weeks 3 and 4 increased the likelihood of kneeling by 339% (p < 
.001). If other protest was somewhat less likely when playing at home, players were 
2.461 times as likely to kneel during the anthem at home (p < .001). Finally, players 
were much more likely to kneel during the anthem if more of their teammates were 
kneeling (7.2% increase in the likelihood for each additional teammate, p < .001) and/or 
engaging in other protest (4.4% increase for each additional teammate, p < .001).  

The Distraction Hypothesis  
We first considered the possibility that pregame protest affected individual player 

performance by examining the player’s overall grade in a given game (see Table 3). 
Even casual football fans will be unsurprised to learn that players with higher salaries, 
with longer contracts, and who play more snaps tended to receive higher overall player 
grades (all p < .001). Players on teams expected to do worse by sportsbooks tended to 
have worse grades (p < .001). Overall grades were consistently lower for offensive 
linemen and consistently higher for defensive players compared to other positions. 
Factors including age, race, Republican-lean of the crowd, and playing at home appear 
to have had no significant effect on player performance (as measured by overall grade).  

Assessing only the effect of pregame protest on performance (see Table 3, 
Model 1), neither players who knelt during the anthem nor players engaged in other 
protest had overall grades that were significantly different from non-protesting players. 
These findings proved to be consistent even as we controlled for a range of other 
factors in Models 2−5. Similarly, neither measure of teammate protests (Models 4−5) 
had statistically significant effects on performance. Finally, to allow for the possibility 
that pregame protest may negatively affect performance in the subsequent week’s 
game, in Model 5, we incorporated lagged measures of protest. Neither of these had a 
significant effect on overall grade. In sum, while a number of factors did help predict 
which players had the highest grade for a given game, neither a player’s current or past 
week protest nor the protests of their teammates appeared to affect their individual 
performance4.  

Our final research question considers whether pregame protest affected the 
team’s performance. In the following analyses, positive values indicated over-



performance relative to the betting spread and negative values reflected under-
performance relative to expectations. Figure 2 is a scatterplot depicting the number of 
players kneeling during the anthem on a team and the team’s performance relative to 
the betting spread. Figure 3 similarly shows the number of players engaged in other 
protest and performance relative to sportsbook expectations. Neither of the figures 
revealed an apparent relationship between protest and team performance. 

 
To examine this question more systematically, we used OLS regression to 

examine the association between protests and team performance, controlling for a 
number of factors (see Table 4). In Model 1, which includes only variables for the 
estimated numbers of players kneeling and engaging in other forms of protest, we saw 
no significant effect of either protest measure on performance relative to expectations. 
This non-effect persisted in Models 2−3 as correlates were added into model. In fact, 
the only significant variable predicting over-performance relative to betting expectations 
was the team-wide mean player grade—a post-game measure. Taken together, these 
findings suggest that there was no evidence for the distraction hypothesis at either the 
player or team level.  

Discussion  
Sport participants and observers have offered many justifications for stifling 

athlete activism, but one of the more recent rationalizations argues that protest will 
distract players from succeeding at their most important task—performing on the field 
toward the goal of winning games. The widespread player demonstrations for racial 
justice during the 2017 NFL season provided an ideal case study to examine this 
proposition. Using a unique data set constructed from multiple sources, we found no 
evidence that pregame protest during the national anthem hindered the in-game 
performance of NFL football players or teams. The findings were robust in that our 
analysis indicated that individual players do not play worse when they or their 



teammates protest, nor do teams suffer detrimental game outcomes as more of their 
players engage in pre-game activism. 

 
 We did find some factors related to the likelihood of demonstrating during the 
national anthem among NFL players. In particular, Black players were more likely to 
protest, and especially to kneel, than non-Black players. This finding that is not 
particularly surprising as the intent of their collective action was to draw attention to 
police killings of unarmed Black men. The relative reluctance of non-Black players to 
protest, if not for the cause then at least in support of their Black teammates, may be 
disappointing though not unexpected. White Americans in particular have historically 
viewed racial injustice as a problem to be solved by people of color themselves, 
including outright resistance to challenging violent police action against racial minorities 
(e.g., Drakulich et al., 2020; Intravia et al., 2018; Wheelock et al., 2019). This reluctance 
on the part of White players is likely exacerbated by media framing of athletic protest 
being outside the mainstream, leading them to fear that they are risking their careers for 
a cause that will not directly benefit them (Coombs et al., 2019). 

From a team performance perspective, some players may actively believe in the 
distraction hypothesis and therefore avoid political acts they view as being divisive in 
the locker room. Yet, players were more likely to protest when their teammates also 
protested, possibly a result of a threshold effect (Granovetter, 1978), a desire to 
promote team cohesion, peer pressure, or some combination thereof. Kneeling during 
the national anthem was more common at home stadiums, suggesting that players were 
more comfortable demonstrating in front of friendly fans, although the effect was in the 
opposite direction for other forms of protest. Interestingly, players on teams that were 



betting underdogs for a given game were more likely to protest, maybe feeling they had 
less at risk in doing so before a game they were not expected to win.  

Most importantly, none of our measures of protest—regardless of the type or 
whether assessed at the individual or team level—were significantly related to our 
measures of player and team performance; in fact, they explained virtually zero 
variance in the outcomes. This null finding is strong evidence against the distraction 
hypothesis, although it should be noted that protest did not bolster individual or team 
performance either. It is possible that individual athletes may be positively or negatively 
motivated by the emotion and attention related to their public activism. But that if that is 
the case, such effects are quite limited and likely washed out by the larger, collective 
patterns; there is no evidence of a systematic relationship between protest and 
performance in either direction.  

Our findings suggest that it is unlikely that the lack of a protest effect is due to 
measurement error in the dependent variables. We were able to confirm a number of 
significant and expected relationships between player grades and other predictors in the 
model, particularly those that were proxies of player quality, such as salary, years 
remaining on contract, and total snaps played. We found fewer significant relationships 
in the models predicting team performance, but that may be due to a somewhat 
conservative outcome measure in which final game scores were adjusted relative to 
bookmakers’ predictions. Still, we did confirm that higher average player grades were 
strongly and positively related to teams overperforming relative to expectations, giving 
us confidence in our operationalization of team performance.  

Our findings suggest that NFL players can engage in overt political acts before a 
game without jeopardizing their performance or that of their team on the field. Unlike 
research on motor behavior impairment that introduces distraction during physical 
activity (e.g., Grabiner and Troy, 2005; Sheik-Nanier et al., 2015; Weerdesteyn et al., 
2003), there may simply be enough time between the “distraction” of protest and the 
subsequent game participation that cognitive resources are not affected and stress 
returns to normal levels before kickoff. Of course, it is also the case that NFL players 
are elite professional athletes whose training, experience, instinct, and focus likely kick 
in as soon as the game begins. But it may also be that the simple act of kneeling or 
raising a fist during the national anthem is not enough to interrupt pregame routines 
(Glazier, 2017), or that professional football players are able to mentally 
compartmentalize those acts from the rest of their pregame preparations.  

Similarly, team cohesion seems unaffected by the number of players engaging in 
pregame protest, at least in ways that show up during on-field performance. In contrast 
to research that demonstrates how detrimental distraction is to the functioning of 
surgical teams (e.g., D’Esmond, 2016; Gui et al., 2021; Wheelock, et al., 2015), there 
again may be enough of a lag between the pregame protest and the start of gameplay 
that players do conceive of kneeling, raising a fist, or locking arms as a team distraction. 
Regardless, these protests did not seem to effect overall team morale (to galvanize or 



to create resentment) or expose existing social divisions in the locker room that carried 
over to performance on the field. Professional football players appear able to maintain 
both task cohesion and social cohesion despite clear differences within teams in social 
backgrounds, political ideologies, and willingness to take political action (Filho et al., 
2015).  

Even if protest has no detrimental effects on the field, it has real and profound 
effects off it. Certainly, there are financial risks for all players if a backlash to protest 
causes ticket and television revenues decline and for the protesting players in particular 
if they lose endorsements and coaching opportunities (Coombs et al., 2019; Watanabe 
et al., 2019). An obvious example is the most prominent activist NFL player, Colin 
Kaepernick, who was never signed by an NFL team after the 2016 season, despite 
being only 29 years old, posting a quarterback rating in the top 20 of all NFL starters, 
and having recently led the 49ers to the Super Bowl. Instead, critics of Kaepernick, 
including former players who relished his rejection by NFL teams, argued that his skills 
had deteriorated to the point where having him in the locker room was not worth the 
distraction; basically, that his political activity took more away from the team than his 
quarterbacking talent added (e.g., McManamon, 2017). Although we may never know if 
Kaepernick was truly “blackballed” out of the league due to a secret agreement or an 
unstated understanding among NFL owners, he and Eric Reid did receive a multimillion-
dollar payment in early 2019 from the NFL to settle a lawsuit alleging collusion against 
the league (Perez, 2019). The NFL’s official website lists Kaepernick as “retired,” 
although Kaepernick has never filed retirement papers and continues to publicly state 
that he wants to return to the league (Florio, 2020). 

Like all studies, our work here contains some limitations that could be addressed 
by future research. First, we have documented general, sociological patterns that may 
not necessarily apply to individuals. Future studies should examine specific 
characteristics of players that may make them more vulnerable or resilient to the effects 
of pre-game protest. For example, we used professional athletes as our study cases, 
who as discussed above may be less prone to or affected by distraction than amateur 
athletes. Future work could look at protest among college or even high school athletes 
to see if it affects their in-game performance detrimentally. Second, although we 
suspect that team sports would be more susceptible to pre-game protest effects 
because of their potential to harm to both individual pre-game routines and team 
cohesion, future studies should examine individual sports in which protesting athletes 
do not have the benefit of teammates’ social support before, during, or after 
competition. Third, while we rely on relatively objective measures of performance, future 
work might find different effects using other indicators of the quality of play of individuals 
and teams. Fourth, and relatedly, future studies could examine whether athlete activism 
negatively affects subjective evaluations of in-game performance by team management, 
media analysts, or fans.  



Even if subsequent studies replicate the findings reported here, we do not expect 
that the distraction hypothesis will disappear as a common argument used to criticize 
protest in the sports realm. Granted, there are probably committed adherents to the 
utility of this idea, particularly among team management and coaches. But we suspect 
that the distraction hypothesis is often employed insidiously by those who want to 
present a purely sports-based reason for suppressing protest without revealing their 
true political and social opposition to athletes’ causes. At the same time, the distraction 
hypothesis reduces athletes from fully realized humans to game playing machines (i.e., 
“shut up and play”), essentially suggesting that the only worthwhile contributions that 
they can and should make to society are physical acts for our entertainment. 
Regardless, the evidence we have presented here suggests that the notion that protest 
leads to distraction that inhibits game performance is not a legitimate reason to 
constrain political or social activism by athletes.  
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Notes  
1. There is a large literature on the events of 1968 (Bass, 2004; Edwards, 2017 [1969]; 
Hartmann, 2003). See also: Brooks and Althouse, 2009; Harris, 1995; Hartmann, 2009; 
Marinelli, 2008; Polite and Hawkins, 2012; Ruffin, 2014; Wiggins, 1988.  

2. The NFL held four games abroad (three in London and one in Mexico City). For those 
cases, we treat the partisan lean of the home stadium as missing data. For this reason, 
we dropped these four games (and the associated player performances) from models, 
which include the home stadium partisan lean measure.  

3. As a robustness check, we estimated multilevel logistic models with random effects 
on player, treating both protest variables as binary measures. Because kneeling during 
the anthem is an exceedingly rare event, we also estimated penalized maximum 
likelihood models for that measure. While some levels of statistical significance changed 
slightly between models, the magnitude of the effects of the independent variables was 
remarkably consistent. While all other models are available upon request, we present 
only the multinomial logistic model here for brevity’s sake.  

4. Given the racial dynamics involved in the motivations for and reactions to the NFL 
national anthem protests, we tested the possibility that protest may have differential 
effects on performance for Black and non-Black players. To do so, we included Black x 
kneel and Black x other protest interaction terms in our player-level models, which were 



non-significant in both cases. We also tested separate regression models for Black and 
non-Black players, and the coefficients for the effects of both forms of protest were 
similarly small in magnitude and non-significant across the two models, indicating that 
race does not moderate the effect of protest on performance.  
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