
Study suggests racial bias from NBA refs 
NEW YORK (AP) An 

academic study of NBA of- 
ficiating found that White 
referees called fouls at a 

greater rate against Black 
players than against White 

players, The New York Times 
is reporting. 

The study by a University 
of Pennsylvania assistant 
professor and Cornell gradu- 
ate student also found that 
Black officials called fouls 
more frequently against 
White players than Black, but 
noted that that tendency was 

not as pronounced. 
Justin Wolfers, an assis- 

tant professor of business and 

public policy at Penn’s 
Wharton School, and Joseph 
Price, a Cornell graduate stu- 

dent in economics, said the 
difference in calls “is large 
enough that the probability of 
a team winning is noticeably 
affected by the racial compo- 
sition of the refereeing crew.” 

The study, conducted over 

a 13-season span through 
2004, found that the racial 

makeup of a three-man offi- 
ciating crew affected calls by 
up to 4 1/2 percent. 

The NBA strongly criti- 
cized the study, which was 

based on information from 

publicly available box 
scores, which show only the 
referees’ names and contain 
no information about which 
official made a call. 

“The study that is cited in 
The New York Times article 
is wrong,” president of 
league and basketball opera- 
tions Joel Litvin told The As: 
sociated Press on Tuesday 
night. 

“The fact is there is no 

evidence of racial bias in foul 
calls made by NBA officials 
and that is based on a study 
conducted by our experts 
who looked at data that was 

far more robust and current 

than the data relied upon by 
Professor Wolfers. 

“The short of it is Wolfers 
and Price only looked at calls 
made by three-man crews. 

Our experts were able to ana- 

Tank makes plea 
deal on charges 

WAUKEGAN, 111. (AP) Chicago Bears defensive 
tackle Terry “Tank” Johnson has pleaded guilty to a 

misdemeanor weapons charge as part of an arrangement 
with prosecutors that will keep him from serving addi- 
tional time in jail. 

The 25-year-old pleaded guilty recently to one count 

of possessing a fire arm without an owner’s identifica- 
tion, said Mary Stanton, chief of the Lake County 
Court’s misdemeanor division. 

He was ordered to serve 45 days in jail, which will 
be served concurrently with a four-month sentence he’s 
already serving in the Cook County Jail for violating 
his probation, she said. 

Johnson also was ordered to donate $2,500 to the 
Gurnee Police Department and $2,500 to the Gurnee 

Exchange Club’s child abuse prevention program. 
“I want to say that I very much regret the mistake in 

judgment that brought me here today,” Johnson said 
during the 25-minute hearing. “My plea today is in- 
tended to convey that I accept responsibility for my 
actions.” 

Ihe football player was arrested on misdemeanor 

weapons charges Dec. 14 after police raided his Gurnee 
home and found six unregistered firearms. 

At the time, he was on probation in a November 2005 
Cook County case. In that case, he’d pleaded guilty to a 

misdemeanor charge stemming from an arrest in which 
a nightclub valet reported seeing Johnson with a hand- 
gun in his sport utility vehicle. 

Last month, a judge sentenced Johnson to jail for 
120 days his probation violation. He also was ordered 
to pay a $2,500 fine. 

Johnson’s bodyguard, Willie B. Posey, was arrested 
on felony drug charges after the raid on Johnson’s home. 

Posey was shot and killed two days later during an 

early morning fight while he and Johnson were at a 

nightclub in Chicago. 
The Bears suspended Johnson for one game for be- 

ing at the club. Stanton said weapons and ammunition 
seized from Johnson’s home during the December raid 
must be destroyed. 

lyze calls made by individual 
referees.” 

Litvin said the NBA’s 
study, using data from No- 
vember 2004 to January 
2007, included some 148,000 
calls and included which of- 
ficial made each call. The 
Times said the NBA denied 
a request by Wolfers and 
Price to obtain that informa- 
tion, citing its confidentiality 
agreement with the officials. 

The study also found dif- 
ferences in everything from 
a decrease in scoring to a rise 
in turnovers depending on 

the officials’ race. 

“Player-performance ap- 
pears to deteriorate at every 
margin when officiated by a 

larger fraction of opposite- 
race referees,” Wolfers and 

Price wrote. 

But the key finding was in 

regard to foul calls, saying 
“Black players receive 
around 0.12-0.20 more fouls 
per 48 minutes played (an 
increase of 2 1/2-4 1/2 per- 
cent) when the number of 
White referees officiating a 

game increases from zero to 

three.” 

The NBA has an observer 
at each game and closely 
monitors its officials, who 
are required to file reports 
after each game they work 
and are expected to be able 
to explain each potentially 
controversial call they have 
made. 

Litvin said in an original 
version of the paper, dated 
March 2006, Wolfers and 
Price came to the conclusion 
that there was no bias. He 
added that the NBA’s re- 

search “all prove beyond any 
doubt in our minds that these 

guys are just flat wrong.” 
“They reached conclu- 

sions in their own papers that 
are unsupported by their own 

calculations,” Litvin said. 
Wolfers and Price are set 

to present the paper at meet- 

ings of the Society of Labor 
Economists on Friday and 
the American Law and Eco- 
nomics Association on Sun- 

day. The Times said they will 
then submit it to the National 
Bureau of Economic Re- 
search and for formal peer 
review before consideration 

by an economic journal. 
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