FEASIBILITY OF INTRODUCING
‘RooNEY RULE’ IN INDIAN
SPORTS ADMINISTRATION

—IsHwAR SINGH

Sports is perceived to be a unifying force that fosters meritocracy and
transcends social divides. However, a close analysis of the backgrounds of
individuals in the Indian sports administration reveals a stark underrep-
resentation of marginalised communities that demonstrates the existence
of entrenched “unconscious bias” and “covert discrimination” within the
Indian sporting landscape. In this paper, the author has shed light upon
these harsh realities in the Indian sporting arena through an empirical
analysis. In India, players and coaches attempt to actively conceal their
caste identity, which poses a limitation to this analysis. The author has
referred to the ‘Rooney Rule’ stemming from the American National
Football League, which is applied to create ‘equal opportunity’ opportu-
nities for underprivileged communities in coaching and administration
roles. In this paper, the author has elucidated how Rooney Rule’s appli-
cation for the position of coaching roles can improve marginalised com-
munities’ representation in coaching roles. This will foster inclusivity and
diversity in Indian sports, especially at the administration level, and will
Sfurther bolster the quality of Indian sports when the pool of expertise and
talent becomes ‘deep and diverse.” The author has argued that the intro-
duction of the Rooney Rule will be feasible in India as it is premised on
the notion of ‘soft affirmative action’ and ‘equality in opportunity’ rather
than ‘hard reservation’ and ‘equality in the outcome.”

I. INTRODUCTION

Sport is among the few unique social institutions that has the ability to
command the collective vision of the entire nation and unite it.! It cuts across
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multiple social identities and makes society come together to believe in collective
goals and aspirations, which have a tremendous capacity to be exploited. India is
no exception to this phenomenon, as witnessed during the freedom movement
where sport, on the one hand, was used to disclaim the superiority of colonial
rulers? and bring together diverse communities. On the other hand, it was used as
a communal tool to gather momentum for partition.? Indeed, its power was such
that it made one forget the previous boundaries imposed by sociological differ-
ences and gave the entire populace a chance to acquire a common identity.

This power to unite results in a unique problem that has plagued the sports
arena worldwide by conceptualising it as a utopian realm, free from discrimina-
tion and assuming that it is governed by the principles of merit proven through
fair competition.® This is an illusory perception, and like all other institutions,
sport is, but of course, a ‘microcosm’ of society.’ Discrimination on the grounds
of gender, race, religion, and (more importantly in the Indian subcontinent con-
text) caste remains a crucial factor in all aspects of sports, including membership,
management, and ownership. While it is true that the old social practices that
constituted formalised and overt discrimination have been tackled through both
legal and social policies adopted by the state and society alike, it is emphasised
that less obvious and covert forms of discrimination still persist,® including within
the Indian society, both at home’ and abroad.® Thus, it is undeniable that these
grounds of discrimination are “intertwined in the sports culture.”

In this context, this paper will look at the functions and effects of covert
discrimination, especially the phenomenon of ‘unconscious bias’ in sports. Part 11
of the paper will highlight how the Rooney Rule came into existence and discuss
its aims and goals in depth. Part III of the paper tries to analyse whether condi-
tions leading to the birth of the Rooney Rule exist in Indian sports. However,
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this analysis is severely limited to comparisons with anecdotal instances as exten-
sive empirical data is sparsely available publicly, and the existing data is mired
with limitations, as discussed below. Finally, Part IV concludes by recommending
the Rooney Rule policy in India, which would benefit the entire sports ecosystem
both in the short and long term.

II. ANALYSING ROONEY RULE’S ANATOMY

The area of sports in the popular perception remains to be limited to the
playing field, but a lot happens behind the scenes to pull off large sporting com-
petitions, especially those with commercial magnitudes such as the National
Football League (NFL) in the USA, the English Premier League (‘EPL) in the
UK or the Indian Premier League (‘IPL) in India. One of the crucial aspects is
the issue of diversity in the workplace of managerial leadership, also popularly
known as the ‘coaching staff’ in the Indian context.

A team of three individuals, namely litigator Johnnie L. Cochran Jr., civil
rights attorney Cyrus Mehri, and labor economist Dr. Janice Madden, came
together to produce a detailed report’® on the NFLs hiring practices for coach-
ing staff, which overwhelmingly led to the conclusion that despite better perfor-
mance records than their white counterparts, black head coaches were not hired
and additionally were fired at earlier stages, leading to difficulties in accessing
the same opportunities as white coaching staff."! It is to be noted that this phe-
nomenon occurred despite the fact that minority players had witnessed a gradual
growth in the composition of the league teams.'> This resulted in conversations
between NFL representatives, the report’s authors, and other individuals, who col-
lectively came to be recognised as Fritz Pollard Alliance,”® which was named after
the first African-American head coach. It aimed to remedy the league’s collective
failure in consideration and hiring practices regarding minority head coaching
candidates."

After multiple talks and constant pressure from the general public,
including the threat of a potential Title VII challenge,® the NFL reacted by
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constituting a committee on “workplace diversity” headed by an NFL franchise
president, Dan Rooney. The recommendations of the committee were adopted and
are now popularly known collectively as the ‘Rooney Rule’ which had ten compo-
nents which are as follows —

“First, before beginning the interviewing process, the interviewing
team should prepare a job description setting forth the qualities they
were looking for in a head coach and defining the role of the head
coach. Second, the interviewing team should put a search timeline in
place indicating when key decisions must be made. Third, the team
should also ensure that they identify a ‘deep and diverse’ pool of head
coaching candidates. Fourth, the committee urged team owners to
personally contact each candidate about the interview. Fifth, the com-
mittee informed teams that a request for an interview should com-
ply with NFL anti-tampering rules. Sixth, invitations to interview
for the position should be sent via letter from the club to the candi-
date. Seventh, the committee stated that interviews by telephone were
inadequate and were discouraged. Eighth, the same individual was
not required to interview each applicant. Ninth, if candidates refuse
to interview for the position, that information should be sent to the
Commissioner. Finally, the committee recommended no head coach-
ing changes should occur during the NFL season. However, if a club
chose to fire its coach during the season, it could hire from within the
organisation without engaging in the formal interview process.”'®

The essence of the Rooney Rule is process-based, which is not contingent
upon a quota or proportionality of workforce like traditional affirmative action
such as reservation. It merely provides a means for a minority candidate to access
the opportunity to get considered for the position available.” Whereas quotas
generally refer to mandatory hiring on the basis of a group identity, the Rooney
Rule requires only that an interview position be set aside for a minority candi-
date. Unlike a quota, the minority candidate does not gain an advantage when it
comes to determining the appointment for a position. Instead, he or she must still
compete with all other qualified applicants for the position. This is because the
remaining candidates are not automatically excluded from consideration as they
would under a quota system. Therefore, the goal of the Rooney Rule is to pro-
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practices through an inclusive interview, which opens doors to ‘equal opportuni-
ty’”. It is to be noted that the NFL, till now, hasn’t specified an end date for this

policy.

Like all affirmative action programmes, it has faced immense public criti-
cism which merits discussion and needs to be analysed. On one side, some believe
that the Rooney Rule can now be removed without any harmful consequences
as it has achieved the goal of hiring minority coaches who have further proved
their mettle by putting in successful performances.” While on the other hand,
some attack the basis of the Rooney Rule by equating it with ‘reverse discrimina-
tion” and advancing the argument that it merely impedes equality by promoting
the culture of sham interviews wherein compliance remains the only objec-
tive in order to avoid monetary fines.! The fallacy of both sides lies in the fact
that they measure the success or performance of the Rooney Rule by equating
it with a ‘hard’ affirmative action program which ensures ‘equality in outcome’
such as through reservation quotas.”> Another example of a ‘hard’ affirmative
action program that has an impact on the outcome is South Africa’s often-de-
bated Transformation Charter’s application in the arena of sports. Though the
charter itself does not explicitly set out such numerical targets, it notes that the
quota system still plays a role in transforming South African sports culture. Using
this, the concerned ministry have set up race-based quotas in the selection of
professional sports teams in South Africa for the sports administration bodies.
Failure to comply with the same can result in severe financial or administrative
sanctions® which can effectively cripple the sporting bodies. Hence, compliance
becomes necessary through a sanction-based approach, and a suitable outcome in
terms of representation is ensured. In contrast Rooney Rule is a ‘soft’ affirmative
action program that encompasses outreach attempts like minority recruitment and
counselling and hence only concerned with ensuring ‘equality in opportunity.’
The only ‘hard’ aspect of the Rooney Rule is that it merely ensures a place on the
interview table for a minority candidate, which should be considered merely as
‘quasi quota™® or a “consideration-forcing mechanism lying at some point between
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the ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ polar extremes.”? Its essential feature is that no one is enti-
tled to a position and all candidates compete equally with each other.

At the bedrock of this fallacious thinking lies the firm belief that any diver-
sity initiative or affirmative action program should only target overt discrimina-
tory action, and the previously noted, overarching utopian belief that changes
in broader society automatically get integrated into making sports free from dis-
crimination. In practice, discrimination worldwide has become more subtle than
before and is often subconscious.” When confronted with such an opinion, the
existing power structures, including those of sports, respond with fierce denials,
deeming the practice of unconscious bias as unfounded, inaccurate, and even
offensive.?®

The general opinion that discrimination on grounds of race, caste, or gen-
der has vanished, especially in the arena of sports, is largely based on ill-founded
assumptions as only overt discriminative practices have disappeared. In contrast,
covert discriminative practices have been embedded within our social structures.?”’
This “subconscious bias combines with institutional complexity,” which deprives
minority populations of accessing opportunities despite equal relative qualifica-
tions.®! It is a “result of categorisation and stereotyping that serves to perpetuate
discrimination despite the intent and awareness of the decision-maker.”*

In the arena of sports, one of the most prominent ways to enforce stereo-
types is through mass media, especially televised sports.*® In the context of race
in the American scenario, fans are socialised to colourblind discourses wherein
they are conditioned to accept a discrimination-free utopia using the strong iden-
tification one has with the respective sport.** Minority athletes, mostly of African
descent, were presented in a prejudiced manner and continue to be victimised
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through stereotypes developed in the past by the media, which depict them as
lacking in mental or leadership skills.> Hence, one is unconsciously adapted
to discount a minority candidate’s intellectual ability, and the candidacy ends
well before the interview takes place. An example in the Indian context is the
character named Kachra who is depicted as an ex-untouchable in the famous
movie Lagaan as a talented but intellectually deficient player.’® These construc-
tions of stereotypes constitute “unconscious perceptions, which could be catego-
rised as “inferential racism” which are founded on the framework of collective
memories and historical power structures.”’ Consequently, “inferential racism”
(common-sense assumptions and stereotypes) leads to “institutional racism”
(under-representation in managerial positions).*®

This stereotyping feature of subconscious bias further creates a disadvan-
tage in the case of coaching positions in sports, which are limited in number and
exclusive in nature. One such immediate impact of this disadvantage is created
through ‘old boy’ networks, which are distinctive to sports.*” Unlike other man-
agerial positions where applications are invited publicly, coaching positions are
based on the existence of prior relationships, wherein potential candidates must
be close to these networks. These networks then kowtow to existing power struc-
tures and thus effectively end up denying outsiders access to these opportunities.*’
Another impact that manifests when stereotypes are promoted over long periods
is a phenomenon known as ‘customer discrimination’, wherein the general public,
including fans and owners (in the case of professional leagues)® or wealthy donors
(in the case of collegiate sports)® perpetuate prejudice against individuals from
minority communities largely through market choices.

To summarise, discrimination is embedded to such an extent that it func-
tions both on a societal as well as individual level.¥ Hence, even if we somehow
magically eradicate the concept of race or caste from everyone’s consciousness,
these grounds of discrimination would still continue to “marginalise, exclude and
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oppress” minority ethnic communities.** Hence, affirmative action programs such
as the Rooney Rule acts as a mechanism that addresses some “residual patterns
of institutional closure.™ It requires a franchise to take minority status into con-
sideration when choosing candidates for interviews and, as a consequence, act as
social pressure to promote diversity in hiring.“ Most importantly, it allows a fran-
chise to overcome its unconscious bias, as after being forced to interview a minor-
ity candidate, the franchise acknowledges its bias and recognises that the minority
candidate is best suited for the position.”” This is how, theoretically, Rooney Rule
fights covert discrimination, particularly, the problem of “unconscious bias” in
employment. While policy experts highly debate its effectiveness in practice,* it is
to be noted that multiple sports and some professions, such as US law firms* have
adopted variations of the Rooney Rule. For example the Football Association,
which is the governing body of association football in England had adopted a pol-
icy to interview BAME (Black, Asian, Minority ethnic) candidates for positions,
akin to Rooney Rule,* albeit with limited success.”

III. EVALUATING INDIAN SPORTS AND DIVERSITY

Discrimination in the Indian society is still widely prevalent both in overt
and covert forms, which also includes the phenomenon of “unconscious bias”
as discussed above. Similar to the American context, it is to be noted that dis-
crimination on the grounds of gender™ or caste” is effectuated at the workplace’*
which is further reinforced by media outlets” in India. Indian sports is no dif-
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ferent in this aspect, as discrimination on grounds such as caste and gender’
coupled with exclusionary mechanism of market economics, has left underpriv-
ileged athletes unable to access the opportunities.” In extreme cases it has even
led to emigrating to another country®® and sadly, even death of promising ath-
letes.”® Therefore, it would not be incorrect to assume that the phenomenon of
‘unconscious bias’ is prevalent in Indian sports. Unfortunately, no extensive
empirical data is available to substantiate the claim of covert discriminatory prac-
tices in Indian sports, especially with regard to coaching positions, unlike in the
case of “Rooney Rule”, where a report analysed the hiring practices and perfor-
mances vis-a- vis minority candidates quite extensively. Additionally, there is no
public pressure on the issue of discrimination in sports, and barring a few sub-
stantive academic discussions,’® no concrete steps have been taken to remedy the
present situation. While the strict hierarchies of the caste system or gender might
not be functioning anymore, it would be trite to state that Indian society strongly
believes in the myth of merit and sees sports as a utopian arena free from dis-
crimination. At the same time, the lived reality of everyone who is associated with
it tells a contrarian tale.

Additionally, unlike in the case of America (and more specifically NFL), the
proportional representation of minority communities on the playing field itself in
India is still very low. Consequently, the ‘pipeline’ argument regarding the defi-
cient supply of qualified minority candidates can be made. For example, in the
case of cricket, till now, only four members of the Dalit community have made
it to the national first team in its entire history.® Moreover, unlike race, there is
a particular paradoxical feature of ‘Sanskritisation’ and “Westernisation™ in the
modern caste system, which further represses the discussion on diversity in the
workplace. It manifests when lower caste individuals try to emulate upper caste
communities in a ritualistic sense through the adoption of customs or lifestyle
choices in order to increase their social status, and shunning from acknowledg-
ing their original caste identity which further hampers mobilisation and leads to
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a consequent lack of political strength in public spaces. Unlike the case of ath-
letes of African origin who proudly identify with their racial identity,”® successful
Indian athletes actively try to hide their caste identity.®* This weakens public scru-
tiny of caste issues in sports, indirectly fostering environments where casteist slurs
and guffaws are used in public without serious repercussions.” However, in one of
the rare and interesting instances, it is to be noted that Mahavir Phogat, who is a
respectable coaching figure and is credited with bringing a revolution to women’s
wrestling and even became the subject of a famous biographical film, has publicly
acknowledged the hurdles faced on account of caste.® It is to be noted that this
was despite the fact that he was from a relatively influential caste background,
which has continuously held political power from his geographical area.

Hence, one can make reasonable assumptions regarding the extent of dis-
criminatory abuse individuals from underprivileged communities have to over-
come on a daily basis within the Indian sporting framework. On closer analysis,
two mechanisms seem to run in parallel, firstly the stereotyping of players from
the Indian subcontinent,” wherein they are portrayed as unfit for the job, lead-
ing to customer discrimination which causes prejudice, especially among potential
employers and secondly, the impact of ‘old boys’ network, wherein all opportuni-
ties are availed on account of existing administrative structure.

The former mechanism of ‘unconscious bias’ through the creation of stereo-
types can also be witnessed in Indian Football by analysing Indian Super League’s
history which is its commercial league and only second to IPL in terms of reve-
nue. Apart from the brief stints of Kuwait-born Khalid Jamil and the homegrown
Thangboi Singto, who were appointed as coaches, none of the head coaches have
been from India. This is despite the fact that multiple notable candidates are
available. As per data available on the respective websites of the teams and league,
at least ten different interim or caretaker coaches have been of Indian nation-
ality. This trend can also be seen in the hiring practices of the Indian football
team, which has seen preferences for foreign coaches in the post-liberalisation era,
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despite the co-relating lack of performance.® However, another aspect of the sport
which can be responsible for this trend could be the institution of the qualifica-
tion system, which requires one to acquire a license to be considered a potential
candidate.”

Considering the observations noted above, it may seem absurd to draw the
inference that underprivileged communities are underrepresented in Indian sports
when the entire subcontinent’s representation seems absent. However, this is pre-
cisely the point that needs to be addressed that despite the administration being
exclusively made up of Indians, they have preferred to appoint foreigners in place
of homegrown talent, which results in even further subordination of underpriv-
ileged candidates. This is also supported by the stereotype perpetuated by the
global media, which reinforces the athletic and strategic inferiority of Asian ath-
letes, especially in relation to Football, thereby resulting in their neglect.”” This
trend is noted in many other commercial sporting leagues in India, including
IPL, but it takes an even more interesting turn when analysing women’s cricket
in India. In the last two seasons of the Women’s Premier League, no Indian has
been appointed as a head coach despite the national team coaches being predomi-
nately Indian. However, when analysed from the viewpoint of gender, it is surpris-
ing to note that in both the national team as well as the commercial leagues, the
head coaches have been predominantly male. As per the limited available data,
from 1991 onwards, the Indian Women’s Cricket Team has seen eleven different
appointments for the head coach position, wherein seven were male who cumu-
latively enjoyed a tenure of around 20 years. Similarly, more than 70% of the
appointments were of foreign male origin for the Women’s Premier League. This
indicates the intersectional nature of discrimination in workforce’.

Finally, it might be right to suggest that Indian Football or even Indian
Cricket is the wrong sport to draw comparisons with American Football in the
sense that the latter is largely restricted to its geographical setting and doesn’t
have a global reach. Additionally, as football is viewed as a ‘global’ sport, it is
commonly believed that foreign coaches, with their advanced expertise, could
better support the skill development of Indian players. In response, we may then
shift our focus to Pro Kabaddi League, the third largest commercial league in
India in terms of revenue which is similar to NFL in terms of its geographical fan
base and participants to a large extent. On analysing the public information avail-
able for the first eleven seasons, it is to be noted that out of the 34 appointments

In the post liberalisation era seven foreign coaches have held the post for almost thirteen years
wherein pre-liberalisation era only three coaches held the post with the first foreign coach arriv-
ing in 1964.

Corapi (n 6) 375.

Bradbury (n 37).

Add citation after this sentence - ‘News’ (Tata Women’s Premier League) <http://www.wpltzo.
com/news> accessed 6 October 2024; ‘News’” (Board of Control for Cricket in India)<http://www.
beci.tv/international/women/news> accessed 6 October 2024
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made to date, only one of the Iranian Gholamreza Mazandarani is of foreign ori-
gin. The geographical origins also indicate the presence of an ‘old boys’ network
in the sense that out of the 33 appointments, 15 appointments are from state of
Haryana, 5 appointments each from Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu, 4 appoint-
ments from Karnataka and 1 each from Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, Telangana and

Andhra Pradesh.”?

In respect of caste, which forms the fulcrum of discrimination in our coun-
try, it is also to be noted that none of the current head coaches publicly identify
as being from underprivileged communities. Another limitation is the widespread
use of caste neutral surnames, which make it harder to determine the caste iden-
tity of the individual. Despite these concerns, it is to be noted that none of the
players or the coaching staff are from scheduled communities despite Kabaddi
being largely a rural sport. However, the problem of caste discrimination and vio-
lence is not uncommon in Kabaddi”® and even its popular cultural representation
in mass media has not been devoid of this stereotypical portrayal of underprivi-
leged communities.”* To put it in other words, Indian sporting system as it exists
today does indicate prevalence of institutional hurdles.

IV. CoONCLUSION

The broad observations and the specific instances narrated above, on at
least a prima-facie basis suggest that Indian Sports is plagued with the problem
of ‘unconscious bias’ which affects not only underprivileged communities but
also the entire subcontinent. While some may believe in the mythical position
of meritocracy, it must be challenged as discrimination operates on both micro
and systematic levels. The historically embedded power structures based on caste,
ethnicity or gender are not a ‘thing of the past’ and still constitute a significant
hurdle in the present to achieve the goal of substantive equality in sports. Hence,
a Rooney Rule mechanism should be introduced in Indian Sports, which would
go a long way in overcoming the problem of unconscious bias by exposing the
falsity of stereotypes. It would also identify links between anti-discrimination
movements and sports, thereby making an immediate impact in the short term.
In contrast, in the long term, it would enable accessibility to sports for underpriv-
ileged communities, thereby making it a place where everyone irrespective of their
background, enjoys an equal standing.

72 ‘Features’ (Pro Kabaddi League) <www.prokabaddi.com/features> accessed 6 October 2024;

‘News’ (Pro Kabaddi League) <www.prokabaddi.com/features> accessed 6 October 2024.
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gaon-dalit-kabaddi-match-violence-yadav-2979903/> accessed 7 October 2024.
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