Journal of Frontiers in Multidisciplinary Research www.multidisciplinaryfrontiers.com

Journal of Frontiers in
Multidisciplinary Research

Ve

Race and Representation in Professional Sports

Dr. Ethan Brown
Department of Kinesiology, Pennsylvania State University, USA

* Corresponding Author: Dr. Ethan Brown

Article Info Abstract
Professional sports have long been a domain where race, identity, and representation
. intersect in complex ways. The underrepresentation of minority groups, particularly
E-1SSN: 3050-9726 Black and Indigenous athletes, in leadership roles, coaching positions, and even in
P-1SSN: 3050-9718 media representation, remains a critical issue in contemporary sports. Despite the
Volume: 05 notable achievements of minority athletes, the systemic barriers to equality persist in
Issue: 01 professional sports organizations. This paper examines the representation of race in
January-June 2024 _professior;al sEorts, analyz_ing bothbtlhe barrier_s faied b)I/ racial (;nir?otr)ities(,j and t_heI
. ) ) impacts of such representation on public perception, fan culture, and the broader socia
Received: 01-01-2024; discourse. Additionally, it addresses the role of professional sports as a platform for
Accepted: 15-02-2024 racial advocacy and discusses current trends toward diversity and inclusion in the

Published: 10-03-2024 industry.

Page No: 08-10

Keywords: Race, representation, professional sports, minority athletes, diversity, inclusion, leadership, media representation

Introduction

Race and representation in professional sports are subjects of ongoing debate, with significant implications for the athletes
involved and the broader social context. Historically, racial minorities have faced systemic exclusion and marginalization in
many aspects of professional sports, from playing fields to boardrooms. This marginalization is particularly evident in leadership
roles, coaching positions, and media coverage, where minority groups continue to be underrepresented.

In this paper, we analyze the impact of race on the representation of athletes, coaches, and leaders in professional sports. We
examine the barriers to full inclusion and explore the effects of racial representation on fans, communities, and society at large.
Furthermore, this study looks at how sports can serve as a platform for racial advocacy, reflecting broader social movements
such as the Black Lives Matter movement and the fight for racial equality.

Literature Review

1. Historical Context of Race in Sports
The racial integration of professional sports was a long and challenging process. Pioneering athletes such as Jackie Robinson
in baseball and Muhammad Ali in boxing broke barriers in the mid-20th century, yet racism and discrimination remained
pervasive in many sports organizations (Klein, 2009). The impact of such racial integration was profound, changing the face
of professional sports but also highlighting the inequities that persist within these domains (Leonard, 2014).

2. Underrepresentation in Leadership Roles
One of the most significant issues in professional sports is the underrepresentation of racial minorities in coaching and
executive leadership positions. Despite the substantial number of Black and Latinx athletes in major sports leagues like the
NBA, NFL, and MLB, the proportion of minority coaches, managers, and general managers remains disproportionately low
(Walker, 2016). The "Rooney Rule," which mandates that minority candidates be interviewed for head coaching positions
in the NFL, is a step forward but has not yielded a significant increase in minority leadership roles (Lapchick, 2017).

3. Media Representation and Stereotyping
Media plays a crucial role in shaping public perceptions of race and athletes. The portrayal of minority athletes often
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perpetuates stereotypes, framing them in terms of
physical prowess while downplaying intellectual or
leadership qualities (Fink, 2016). This media bias can
reinforce negative stereotypes and contribute to the
racialization of sports (Burke & Fink, 2019). However,
recent efforts by athletes to control their narratives,
including social media activism, have shifted the
discourse, enabling a broader representation of race and
identity (Jackson, 2020).

4. Race, ldentity, and Social Movements in Sports
Professional sports have increasingly become a platform
for athletes to advocate for racial justice. High-profile
protests, such as Colin Kaepernick’s kneeling during the
national anthem, have sparked nationwide debates about
race, police brutality, and inequality (Foster, 2018). The
role of athletes as activists reflects a larger trend where
sports are used to address social and political issues,
highlighting the intersection of race and representation
in public life.

Materials and Methods

1. Research Design
This study employs a qualitative research approach,
using content analysis and case studies to explore the
representation of race in professional sports. The
analysis focuses on media representations, leadership
roles within professional sports leagues, and the social
and political activism of athletes. The research draws on
a variety of sources, including media articles, interviews
with athletes, and reports from organizations such as the
National Basketball Association (NBA) and National
Football League (NFL).

2. Data Collection
Data for this study was collected from academic
journals, sports media coverage, news articles, and
interviews with industry experts. The research focuses
on recent developments in racial representation in the
NBA, NFL, MLB, and Olympic sports. Interviews were
conducted with sports journalists, diversity advocates,
and former athletes to gain insights into their
perspectives on race and representation in professional
sports.

3. Analysis
The collected data was analyzed thematically to identify
patterns in racial representation across different sports.
Particular attention was given to the underrepresentation
of minorities in leadership roles and the influence of
media portrayals of racial minorities in sports.
Additionally, the role of athlete activism in advocating
for racial justice and equality was examined.

Results

1. Leadership Roles and Coaching Positions
Despite the high visibility of Black athletes in sports
leagues such as the NBA and NFL, the number of
minority coaches and executives remains low. A report
by the Institute for Diversity and Ethics in Sport (TIDES)
found that in 2020, Black coaches accounted for only
21% of head coaches in the NFL, despite Black players
making up over 70% of the league (Lapchick, 2020). In
the NBA, the numbers are slightly better, but the trend of
underrepresentation in leadership roles is still prevalent
(Walker, 2016).
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2. Stereotypes in Media Representation
Media representations of Black athletes often emphasize
their physical attributes rather than intellectual or
leadership qualities. Studies show that Black athletes are
frequently depicted as naturally gifted or physically
superior, while their white counterparts are often
portrayed as hardworking, intelligent, and tactical (Fink,
2016). This racial stereotyping reinforces narrow
perceptions of race and diminishes the complexity of
individual identities.

3. Athlete Activism and Social Change
The activism of athletes, particularly in the wake of
events like George Floyd's murder, has become a critical
aspect of the racial discourse in professional sports.
Colin Kaepernick’s protest against police brutality and
the NBA's collective response to racial injustice
exemplify the growing role of athletes in advocating for
social change (Foster, 2018). These actions have spurred
greater conversation about race, equality, and the
responsibility of athletes to use their platforms for
advocacy.

Discussion

The racial representation of athletes in professional sports
remains a critical issue, particularly in leadership roles and
media portrayals. While there has been progress in the
inclusion of Black and minority athletes in various sports, the
underrepresentation of racial minorities in coaching,
executive leadership, and media remains a challenge.
Furthermore, the media's tendency to perpetuate racial
stereotypes about minority athletes continues to reinforce
narrow understandings of race and athleticism.

Athletes have increasingly become vocal advocates for racial
justice, using their platforms to challenge societal inequalities
and demand change. The activism seen in the NFL, NBA, and
other leagues is reshaping the way race is discussed in the
context of sports, highlighting the powerful role of
professional athletes in pushing for social change.

However, systemic barriers to full representation persist.
Despite initiatives like the Rooney Rule and various diversity
programs, the path to leadership roles in sports remains
obstructed by structural inequities. Moving forward, it is
essential to continue advocating for increased diversity in all
aspects of professional sports, from the playing field to the
front office.

Conclusion

Race and representation in professional sports are
inextricably linked to broader societal issues. While progress
has been made in terms of racial integration and athlete
activism, substantial challenges remain. The
underrepresentation of minorities in leadership roles and the
perpetuation of racial stereotypes in media coverage continue
to shape the experiences of athletes and influence public
perception. It is imperative that professional sports
organizations, the media, and athletes themselves continue to
push for greater inclusivity and representation, ensuring that
race is no longer a barrier to success in the sporting world.
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