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Race in sport has had impacts on those who do not identify as white, and 

whether those impacts are positive or negative still spark some debates. 

Looking at many cases and statistics, it reveals that there is an 

underrepresentation of race in certain sports as well as overrepresentation in

others. Hockey is largely seen as a one of the white-dominated sports where 

players from different races are underrepresented; in fact, 93 percent of 

players in the National Hockey League identify as white while 7 percent 

identify as other, and this shows an imbalance in representation. However, if 

we were to look at the National Basketball Association, the opposite is true. 

Fully 77 percent of NBA players are non-white athletes, while white athletes 

make up only 23 percent. What we are looking at here is how race is 

represented in different sports and what messages the race gap provides to 

society. 

People tend to stereotype what types of sport athletes might participate in. 

For example, African-Americans are often stereotyped as “ fast runners,” so 

people may assume that African-Americans participate in either football or 

track and field. This common stereotype/misconception may be due in part 

to the attribution theory: we attribute certain characteristics to people based

on their looks, actions, and motives. Many people see track and field as 

being an African-American-dominated sport, while statistics show that during

the 2015 NCAA track and field season, the percentage of African-American 

athletes was only 22 percent. With these stereotypes there becomes a lot of 

discrimination towards athletes off the playing field all because of the colour 

of their skin and the beliefs that some people have and express aloud in 

racist overtones. Many African-American athletes experience discrimination 
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and backlash on and off the court, as we see, in popular media with athletes 

such as Serena Williams, Colin Kaepernick, and many other athletes of 

colour. 

Athletes of colour have always been a minority, but their numbers have been

on the rise in the last couple of decades. We see how the 

underrepresentation of coloured athletes leads to discrimination and 

stereotyping. Some black athletes have brought politics into their sport 

because they felt that they were being underrepresented, that they needed 

to do something to show the world that they are here, and to show people 

the troubles that they have endured. In 1968, at the Mexico City Olympic 

Games, two African-American athletes, Tommie Smith and John Carlos, on 

the American track and field team made the podium wearing unzipped 

jackets to represent “ all the working-class people — black and white — in 

Harlem who had to struggle and work with their hands all day” (Carlos & 

Zirin, 2011). The men raised their fists to bring attention to the injustice 

towards black people in the United States. Their statement would bring light 

to many more oppressed black athletes wanting change, including American 

football player Colin Kaepernick kneeling during the American national 

anthem. 

Athletes feeling the need for change, such as the aforementioned Colin 

Kaepernick, John Carlos, and Tommie Smith, have been known to make 

statements that become controversial and this has affected their careers, 

often negatively. Most of these athletes experience oppression, 

underrepresentation, and/or inequality. This seems to spur from racist 

overtones of people who make those athletes feel those negative emotions 
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and feelings because of the colour of their skin. These feelings may lead to 

suicide; in fact, the suicide rates in athletes tended to be higher at 2. 2 

percent of black football players than 1. 4 percent of white football players 

(Rao, et al, 2015). The effect that racism has in everyday life and sport 

dramatically influences the people and players of certain ethnic groups, and 

this creates troubles for athletes belonging to minority groups, as well as 

spark feelings of inequality and oppression. Underrepresentation of black 

athletes and other minority group athletes proves to be a struggle even in 

today’s society. Even after many years of fighting to be seen and heard, 

society is seeing just a part of the underrepresented athletes of today’s 

sporting world. 
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up” approach, the sharing of information, and working across organizational 

boundaries – are crucial to accomplishment, and governments in Canada 

have key roles to play in promoting social inclusion in sport. 

Hughey, M. (2014). Survival of the fastest? Contexts, 13 (1), 56-58. Retrieved

fromhttp://www. jstor. org/stable/24710833 

“ Survival of the fastest?,” by Matthew Hughey, provides detail on how 

media narratives seize upon the notion that black dominance in sport is a 

biologically determined trait that is intensified by Darwinian winnowing 

during slavery’s harsh conditions. The black “ super-body” is constructed by 
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Michael Johnson, and Calvin Hill. Hughey shows that the media makes, or at 

least tries to make, people believe that black dominance in sport is purely 

biological due to slavery’s harsh times and Darwin’s theory of natural 

selection. Hughey mentions many different interviews with black sports 

stars, such as O. J Simpson, in which some athletes stated that blacks are 

built differently, and they are the way they are because their ancestors 

developed the strength to endure a lot. Hughey says that what makes the 

thought of the claims so “ obvious” is that it is what people are thought to 

believe about race, biology, and athleticism. His main points prove that there

is no hard evidence that black people are more biologically advanced than 

people of different races, but the thought of that is a social construct so 

solidified that we start to believe there is a “ better” race. 
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Ashwin Rao and others gathered results from a nine-year study period in 

which there were thirty-five cases of suicide identified from a review of four 

hundred and seventy-seven student-athlete deaths during the 3. 77 million 

individual participant seasons. The writers noted mental health concerns of 

student athletes as an area requiring more attention, citing a gradual 

increase in suicide rates. They found that the overall suicide rate was 0. 

93/100, 000 per year. Also, they found that suicide represented 7. 3 percent 

(thirty-five out of four hundred and seventy-seven) of all deaths mortality 
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among National Collegiate Athletic Association student athletes; as well, that

the annual suicide rate in male athletes was 1. 35/100, 000 and in female 

athletes was 0. 37/100. The incidence of suicide in African-American athletes

was 1. 22/100, 000, and in white athletes the rate was 0. 87/100, 000. The 

highest rate of suicide occurred in men’s football (2. 25/100, 000), and 

football athletes had a relative risk of 2. 2 percent of committing suicide 

compared with other male, non-football athletes. Their results concluded that

the suicide rate in NCAA athletes appeared to be lower than that of the 

general and collegiate population of similar age. They concluded that male 

athletes have a significantly higher suicide rate compared to female athletes,

while football athletes appear to be at greatest risk. 

Sartore, M., & Cunningham, G. (2006). Stereotypes, Race, and Coaching. 

Journal of African American Studies, 10 (2), 69-83. Retrieved from 
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Melanie Sartore and George Cunningham showed that the purpose of their 

investigation was to examine the influence of stereotypes held by society 

along with the presence of discrimination in intercollegiate sports. They did 

this by investigating whether or not sport-related racial stereotypes 

influenced promotability ratings of applicants. They also found that, despite 

the presence of numerous social and governmental forces in place to 

diversify organizational workforces, there still remains a disproportionate 

overrepresentation of whites within the upper ranks of organizational 

hierarchies. Sartore and Cunningham found upon further examination that 

past and current percentages of African-Americans occupying head coaching

positions in many different sports are dramatically lower than their white 
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counterparts, and those percentages demonstrate that despite small 

increases in a select sport such as basketball, African-Americans and other 

minorities continue to be underrepresented within head coaching positions of

high-profile intercollegiate sports. They later note some very popular 

stereotypes of blacks in sports: African-Americans are often perceived to be 

physically superior but intellectually inferior. In their end notes, the 

researchers suggest that the most pervasive stereotypes of African-

Americans are structured around evaluations and assumptions of African-

Americans’ temperaments, physical abilities, and intelligence. 
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