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ABSTRACT

The popularity of the National Football League (NFL) and its product has increased steadily since the American Football League merged with the NFL in 1970.
Today, the NFL is one of the wealthiest professional sports leagues in the world (Plunkett Research, 2009), and its annual draft is the most watched professional

sports league draft on the planet (Nielsen Company, 2009). For NFL franchises, the draft is a critical ingredient for success on the field. With millions of dollars at
stake, teams painstakingly evaluate potential draft picks on a number of physical and mental factors, and while a team’s draft success is often measured by the 1000.00 -
level of influence their selections have on the game, there remains an unexplored avenue of investigating a franchise’s draft behavior - geographic bias. This
research examines the role that proximity has played in the selection of college football players among the twenty franchises that have operated continuously in
one city since 1970. A number of statistical methods, including T-mode factor analysis and correlation and regression analysis, are employed to answer a number 80000 7
of questions, including which teams tend to draft out of their own “backyard” more frequently. I
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While geographers have written about the origins of college football recruits (Ferrett and Ojala 1992; McConnell 1983 and 1984; Rooney 1969 and 1970; = .00 - H ﬂ
Yetman and Eitzen 1973), and geographical bias in college football rankings (Shelley and McConnell 1993), published examinations of the NFL Draft £ ' ' J ' ' '
from a spatial perspective remain unaccounted for. Studies about the NFL Draft have been published by sociologists, economists, and historians who =
have revealed racial bias in televised coverage of Historically Black Colleges and Universities (Braddock 1978), evaluations of players by NFL staff (Dufur § -200.00 -
and Feinberg 2009; Hendricks et. al 2003), and media descriptions of African American quarterbacks (Bigler and Jeffries 2008). i)
a
To begin this project, lists of NFL teams and all NCAA Division 1 college teams were compiled. NFL Draft data from 1970 (the first draft after the NFL-AFL -400.00 1 |
merger) to 2009 were collected from the NFL webpage and organized in a Microsoft Excel™ spreadsheet by team, year, and draft round. To preserve con- 1
tinuity in our data set, teams migrating or joining the NFL after 1970 were omitted from this study. Next, Google Earth™ was utilized to locate the 600.00 - i
latitude and longitude coordinates of each NFL and college team’s stadium. These data were also compiled in an Excel™ spreadsheet so that they could i
be imported as a shapefile in ESRI ArcGIS™.
-800.00 -~
To determine the distances from colleges to the NFL franchise locations, their respective coordinates were imported as shapefiles in ArcGIS™ and the Buffalo New England NY Giants NY Jets Philadelphia Pittsburgh Washington Atlanta Dallas Miami New Orleans Chicago Cincinnati Detroit Green Bay Kansas City Mlinnesota Denver San Diego San Francisco
Proximity Toolset’s Near Tool was run. The resulting table, which listed the distance from each NFL team to each college location, was exported to Excel
™ and the distances were manually transcribed into the NFL Draft spreadsheet. Distances to non-Division 1 colleges with draft selections (typically
smaller schools like Chadron State College in Nebraska) that were not included in the original compilation were measured on Google Earth™ and added. EAST S O UTH C E NTRA L W E ST
With the dataset complete, analysis commenced.
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Our motivation for examining geographic bias in the NFL Draft began with the casual observation that many teams tend to draft locally in later rounds. 1400.00 1200.00 1600 1600.00
To determine the degree to which franchises draft within their “backyards,” the deviation from the average draft pick distance was calculated for each 1200.00 A 1400 1400.00
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adding the distances of all 8,910 draftee’s schools to their respective NFL franchise. The average distance is 995 miles. Next, the average draft pick | %% R?=0.0285 800.00 4 _f._,d \\ / “A——P_ R*=0.0012
distance was calculated by round for each franchise. The overall average distance was then subtracted from the team’s draft round average to deter- 800.00 -%A\ x A 1000 17 Y 1000.00
mine its deviation. These data were then graphed. 3 \ A Z’ Seriesl & 600.00 ===Series1 2800 V Series1  800.00 V L Seriesl
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The above graph is organized into regions, and teams within each region are listed in alphabetical order. A bar graph has been produced for each fran- 400.00 ' 400 100,00
chise, and each team has seventeen bars (one bar for every round of the draft). Each bar represents the deviation of the average distance of all draft 20000 200.00 '
¢ picks in that round from the twenty team average. Average round distances that are less than the twenty team average are represented by bars that ' 200 200.00
descend from the x-axis (labeled 0.00) on the graph. Conversely, average round distances higher than the twenty team average ascend from the x-axis. 000 VT T T T T T T T T T Figure 10 000 T T T T T T T T T Figure 11 0 +——T—"T T T T T T Figure 12 0.00 +—r—T—"T—Tr—T T T T T T T Figure 13
‘ i Teams whose average draft distances decrease from earlier rounds into later rounds exhibit a tendency to draft out of their “backyards.” 1234>67831011121314131617 123456738 91011121314151617 123456785 1011121314151617 1234567 891011121314151617

Figures 10-13 show the final results of the average draft distance per team shown for all drafts and desginated draft eras between 1970-2009. It is the same information shown in Figure 4, but incorporating a graph with a trend line can illustrate how these teams, on average, drafted in terms of location away from them. Figures 10 and 11 provide strong examples of geographical bias. As indicated by Figure 2, a majority
of the colleges in the United States are located in the East to Northeastern Region of the United States. Therefore a fair assumption would be NFL teams closer to this region would be more likely to choose more players from Eastern and Northeastern schools. When comparing two teams, the Cincinnati Bengals (Figure 10), found closer to the Northeast and the New Orleans Saints, (Figure 11) found in the southern
United States, the opposite holds true. It shows that in fact the New Orleans Saints have tended to draft in their own “backyard” more so than the Cincinnati Bengals.
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600 ﬂl There are many avenues that exist for future research. For example, it would be interesting to see a study done
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Stadiums ;‘Zg aging the NFL franchise and the school that they are drafting from. On a more GIS-based research opportunity,
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Figure 2 depicts the locations of the NFL franchises used in this study and the colleges from which players were drafted between 1970 and 2009. The NFL 1993 draft included 8 rounds. In 1994, the draft was shortened again to 7 rounds, and this has remained consistent since. Football Recruiting since the Inception of Proposition 48. Sport Place 6 (1):
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