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INTRODUCTION

Your Brain on Sports

Name a memorable sports commercial or ad campaign from the last quarter century, and odds are good that it’s the handiwork of Wieden+Kennedy. Based in Portland, Oregon, the firm made its bones as the creative agency for Nike. It was Dan Wieden, one of the two founders, who coined Just Do It. The agency conceived of everything from the campaign featuring Michael Jordan and his hyperactive fanboy, Mars Blackmon—played, of course, by Spike Lee—to Tiger Woods’s Hello, World to Charles Barkley’s I Am Not a Role Model to Bo Jackson’s Bo Knows to Lance Armstrong’s Livestrong bracelets to the ode to Title IX, If You Let Me Play.

Wieden+Kennedy also counts ESPN among its clients. A few years ago, the agency came up with a gem of a campaign for the network: It’s Not Crazy, It’s Sports. Featured among these spots: a fan who lost a sports bet and had to eat a bagel topped with a healthy sprinkling of his friend’s chest hair; a schlub proposing marriage to his girlfriend not on a Caribbean beach, as she had hoped, but on the Jumbotron of Detroit’s Comerica Park; an army of Alabama football fans intoning “Roll Tide” while doing everything from making wedding toasts to issuing speeding tickets.

And it wasn’t just fans who were spoofed. Maybe the funniest of the commercials featured clips of college basketball coaches such as Mike Krzyzewski and Jim Boeheim—otherwise dignified men dressed in tailored suits and silk ties—contorting on the sidelines during games while disco music played. Another spot depicted the evolution of the touchdown dance. By 2015 the commercials had morphed into a cinematic effort, too, as ESPN rolled out a series of documentary shorts directed by Oscar winner Errol Morris. A renowned chronicler of the human condition, Morris explained his interest in the project as follows: “Sports, as we all know, touches on everything.”

The It’s Not Crazy, It’s Sports campaign connected with both of us immediately. One of us (Jon) works in sports media and has a passion for behavioral science. The other (Sam) is a behavioral scientist with a passion for sports. We instantly recognized what these ads and film shorts were trying to convey.

In a dry press release that was wildly at odds with its typically edgy work, Wieden+Kennedy claimed, “The It’s Not Crazy, It’s Sports campaign celebrates what makes sports inspiring, entertaining and dramatic.” Translation: It highlights all the batshit craziness that courses through the sports ecosystem.

We see examples of this lunacy all the time, right? Athletes lose all poise in the heat of competition and even during postgame interviews. They “choke,” betraying years of training, allowing their minds and bodies to desert them when the stakes are highest. They find the damnedest ways to rationalize cheating. They insist on feeling “disrespected” even when there’s little or no indication that anyone is slighting them.

Coaches routinely make decisions that don’t maximize their chances of winning. Owners who have accumulated vast fortunes with their business acumen buy a team and immediately make basic financial and personnel mistakes.

Some fans wear threadbare but “lucky” T-shirts when the Indiana Hoosiers play important games, convinced that failure to do so will inevitably trigger defeat (that would be Jon). They jeer athletes they find reprehensible—unless those athletes play for their team. They reflexively side with the underdog—the team that, by definition, has the lower probability of winning.

Other fans think the perfect present for a friend’s 40th birthday is paying for Ickey Woods to record a personalized video greeting (that one was Sam). They hurl themselves over railings to catch a free T-shirt propelled by an air cannon—a T-shirt they wouldn’t spend a dime to buy. They riot after their team wins. They root for the New York Jets.

This behavior that, on its face, makes no sense? These acts that, viewed objectively, are absurd? We embrace them. They reinforce the organizing principles of sports: It is diversion, escapism, almost an altered state. In the Universe of Sports, the usual rules of behavior and social convention don’t apply.

Or do they? Because so often the appearance of lunacy in sports isn’t lunacy at all. As outlandish as sports conduct might seem, it is rooted in basic human psychology, neuroscience, and cognitive tendency. All that crazy we associate with sports? We’re going to explain why it’s not so crazy after all. And then we’ll explore what lessons and principles sports offer for better navigating our daily lives as managers, business owners, consumers, parents, and more. As Errol Morris said, sports touches on everything.

In the chapters that follow, we’ll show you what running on a treadmill teaches us about running a company. How rooting for lovable losers relates to IKEA’s successful business model. What you have in common with Floyd Mayweather Jr., Brett Favre, and Serena Williams—and what you don’t with Tom Brady (besides his paycheck, Super Bowl rings, famous hair, and equally famous spouse).

Writing this book has been educational as well as entertaining. Chapter after chapter, we found that the quirkiness of sports taught us something deeper about who we are, what we care about, and the forces that shape our behavior. We hope reading it offers you a similar experience. We’re confident that by the end, you’ll come to see sports—and human nature—a little differently.

How confident? We’ll bet you a chest-hair sandwich.


Why the T-Shirt Cannon Has Something to Teach Us About Human Nature

If sports fans were conferred military-style awards for valor, we would be inclined to nominate season ticket holders for the 2014–15 New York Knicks. In particular Dennis Doyle, for demonstrating heretofore unsurpassed levels of courage and fortitude. A thirtysomething recovering lawyer, Doyle left his job, withdrew $25,000 from his savings, and devoted the next year to attending every New York Knicks game. Not every home game. Every game. That meant venturing as far as London to watch his team.

The Knicks fell in that overseas contest to the Milwaukee Bucks, 95–79. Which was in keeping with a season in which it sometimes felt as if the franchise had signed a non-compete pact with the rest of the league. The Knicks weren’t merely bad. They were putrid, wretched, miserable. So much so that they flirted with the 9-73 record of the 1972–73 Philadelphia 76ers, the benchmark for NBA futility (the Knicks limped to a 17-65 finish, worst in the conference). So much so that by midseason the New York roster was gutted of players such as J. R. Smith, Iman Shumpert, and Amar’e Stoudemire, all either traded or waived. So much so that the venerable New York Times mercifully released the writer assigned to the team and offered him a new beat mockingly titled “Not the Knicks.”

Doyle endured it all. The blowouts and the blown leads. The thousands of shots that clanged off the rim. The missed defensive switches. The failure to grasp the Triangle Offense. He dutifully watched every moment of every game. And he even kept a sense of humor, blogging about the experience at theoakmancometh.com. Sample post: “Asking a friend to a Knicks game at the Garden this season is a little like asking someone to a funeral—you shouldn’t have to do it, but you can always count on the close ones to appear among the bereaved.”

But this chapter is not about Dennis Doyle. Rather, our focus is on yet another amazing occurrence that took place game after game at Madison Square Garden that season. Night in and night out, no matter how dismally the team was playing, at least once per contest the fans stood and emitted full-throated yells and cheers as an unmistakable energy swelled in the arena. A spirited Knicks comeback? No. A flashy play by a fan favorite? Also, no.

This surge in vitality was triggered by something having absolutely nothing to do with basketball: The 7th Avenue Squad was about to shoot T-shirts into the crowd.

You don’t need to have Dennis Doyle’s attendance record to know that this has become a sports-event ritual as sacrosanct as the seventh-inning stretch or the singing of the National Anthem. A cohort of muscular and unnaturally peppy twentysomethings, their demeanor and high energy often totally at odds with the tenor of the game, emerge from the tunnel and, after making the obligatory I-can’t-heeeeear-you hand gestures, start catapulting rolled-up shirts in the general direction of fans. Most of the squads are equipped with air cannons. Others go old-school and use slingshots made of surgical tubing. The Phillie Phanatic, never one to be outdone, shoots off free hot dogs using a four-foot pneumatic gun.

Reliably, the crowd goes wild. Fans fall over themselves trying to snag a prize—as David Babusiak of St. John, Indiana, can attest. In 2007 Babusiak attended a White Sox game at Chicago’s U.S. Cellular Field. Between innings, the Chevrolet Pride Team fired a shirt into the section where Babusiak was sitting. He made his move for the shirt. So did a gaggle of his fellow fans. In the scrum, Babusiak later claimed, he was shoved to the ground and suffered a permanent back injury. He filed a civil suit against U.S. Cellular Field and the Pride Team, seeking more than $75,000 in damages. The defendants, he alleged, were liable because they were “engaging in an abnormally dangerous activity, namely, shooting free T-shirts as projectiles into an unsupervised crowd of spectators, some of whom may not have been sober.” (Records from the U.S. District Court in Northern Indiana indicate that “claims between the Parties have been amicably resolved.”)

From the perspective of the teams, it’s easy to understand the T-shirt-cannon phenomenon. It’s a cheap and easy way to keep your fans happy, sometimes in the midst of a dreary Knicksian season. Give them something to look forward to, even during another blowout or uninspired performance, and they might stick around longer and spend more money on concessions—not to mention keep coming back for more games, perhaps against their better judgment.

But from the fans’ perspective, the phenomenon seems mystifying: Why do spectators all over the world go to such lengths, risking even paralysis, for an inexpensive prize? These shirts, after all, aren’t particularly special or high-quality. They’re of arbitrary size and often emblazoned with the logo of a team sponsor. (A Knicks shirt is arguably cool; much less so when it says “Modell’s Sporting Goods” on the back.) So what’s the big deal?

That the product is scarce adds some appeal: Not everyone gets a shirt, so those who do feel special. It’s the same reason a sales promotion is billed as a limited-time offer, or a collectible is called “special-edition” and has its own serial number. That the “lucky” fan has to catch a flying polyester projectile also adds a certain cachet that wouldn’t exist if the shirt were simply handed out at the turnstiles (see IKEA Desk, this page).

But the real appeal seems to be simply this: The shirts are free.

You’ve no doubt heard the expression “If it’s free, it’s for me.” That’s not just a throwaway line. Free is catnip for humans, an enticement so strong that it sometimes causes us to behave ridiculously—or at least in ways at odds with common sense and our best interests.

One famous series of studies—repeated, modified, and critiqued in equal measure—has been dubbed “the Hershey’s Kiss experiments.” Dan Ariely, a professor at Duke’s Fuqua School of Business and a nimble behavioral economist, gave subjects a choice of two chocolates. They could buy premium Lindt truffles (which usually cost around 50 cents apiece) for 26 cents each, or they could buy the beloved but mundane Hershey’s Kiss for a penny. In the outcome of this study, participants were equally split between the two chocolates. Fair enough.

Then Ariely reduced the price of each chocolate by one cent. The Lindt was now 25 cents; the Hershey’s Kiss was free. What happened? Tastes changed dramatically. A full 90 percent of respondents opted for the Hershey’s. At first blush this makes no sense. The price differential was the same—still 25 cents more for the Lindt. Why would demand change so drastically? As Ariely later put it: “The power [that] zero exercises over people’s choice in chocolate nicely demonstrates the irrational draw of free things.”

Not that it’s only free chocolate that causes us to act questionably. Ariely is quick to include himself among those seduced by the power of “free.” Several years ago he was in the market for a practical minivan. Instead he drove home a sleek Audi. Why? One big reason was that the Audi came with the promise of free oil changes for three years. “In fact, those services were worth only about $200, but the promise of ‘free’ anything was very appealing,” Ariely explains. “They could have offered me a $2,000 discount on the minivan, and I still would have bought the wrong car because the free oil-change offer was so tempting in the heat of the moment.”

Who among us can’t relate? We have zero interest in taking part in your telephone survey, but promise us free movie passes and we’ll stay on the line for half an hour answering tedious questions about how many times a week we use soap powder. We opt for “free” credit cards with exorbitant interest rates over cards with a modest annual fee but much lower interest, even though we know we’re going to carry a balance each month. And how many of us go to Trader Joe’s or Costco with no interest in buying, say, jalapeño kale chips but gladly stand in line and have a bite when we can try them for free? (Empirical analysis of in-store sampling promotions shows that they work: Shoppers spend more money at a store after getting a free sample, as if they feel obligated to return the favor. As Ariely has noted, “Reciprocity is a very, very strong instinct. If somebody does something for you, you really feel a rather surprisingly strong obligation to do something back for them.”)

We’ll even make long-lasting bad decisions due to the allure of “free.” Ariely writes about a Dutch movie theater that offered patrons, in conjunction with the release of The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, the opportunity to see unlimited free movies for an entire year if they simply got a tattoo of the theater’s logo: a doglike creature flying under a film reel. More than a dozen moviegoers were up for it.

Irrationality like this can accelerate when consumers have already paid an exorbitant sum for something. Spending hundreds of dollars on floor seats to watch a crappy basketball team (not to mention $50 for parking and $12 per beer) leaves us feeling entitled to something in return. “Entitled consumers often believe that their every whim should be catered to,” explains Mike Norton, Ariely’s collaborator and a co-author of Happy Money, a book on the science of spending. “Sports fans in this state of mind likely do more than experience the allure of giveaways,” he told us. “They can more or less demand them, as though the $500 they shelled out for a ticket gives them a God-given right to one of those flying T-shirts.”

Fans aren’t the only ones swayed by the power of free stuff. For years, teams’ radio broadcasters struggled to cajole players and coaches to appear on postgame shows. Then they got smart and started offering guests free watches or steakhouse gift certificates in exchange for their time. Rationally this shouldn’t have affected the players’ behavior. For the most part, these are multimillionaire athletes, often making thousands of dollars per hour. Yet the siren song of a free Timex or Morton’s voucher was too seductive to resist.

Or consider a story recounted by a former tennis star in her autobiography. At the height of her popularity, tournaments offered her large appearance fees simply to show up. Despite her initial misgivings, she committed to one such tournament in Japan. “It was just too far from home, and I was tired from the travel grind,” she writes. “They kept offering me more and more money for an appearance fee—well over a hundred thousand dollars—but I said no. Finally, they offered to fly my whole family over [for free]. That did it. We went, and I won easily.”

In his review of the book, the writer David Foster Wallace was struck by this anecdote and by the player’s “odd financial sense.” Writes Wallace: “She won’t come for $100,000+, but will come if they add a couple thousand in airfare?” But such is the powerful inducement of “free.” Had she (or, more likely, her agent) negotiated a bump in fee from, say, $100K to $105K, it would not have changed her mind. But, by accident or design, when the tournament promoter dangled the prospect of something “free,” it got the job done.

One more example: In the early 2000s, the Portland Trail Blazers hired a crew of workers to wash and wax players’ vehicles during practices. Rationally speaking, this was silly: These millionaire athletes were singularly well suited to pay for their own buffing and polishing. Cynical journalists held this out as another example of athletes being pampered and cosseted. But perhaps a shrewd member of the Portland brass realized that the value would outstrip the cost—that in exchange for the free services, the athletes might do things they ordinarily wouldn’t. Such as play defense. Or hustle for loose balls. Or respect the U.S. penal code (this was, after all, the height of the Jail Blazers era). It was the NBA version of Google providing its employees on “campus” with free gourmet food and dry cleaning, all in the effort to boost worker morale and performance.

All of which is to say: When we get something for nothing, we feel as if we’re putting one over on the world. Except that often it’s just the opposite.


Why Tom Brady and All Those Other Quarterbacks Are So Damned Good-Looking (or Are They?)

Rugby had plenty to recommend it: the importance of leverage and incremental gains; the teammates of different sizes, shapes, and functions working in unison; the advancement of a ball past a designated marker on the field for a score; the garnishing of that score with a kick of the oblong ball through the goalposts.

Yet to Ivy Leaguers of the late nineteenth century, this imported British sport also felt too plodding and inelegant, clogged as it was with 30 players on the field at once. So they made gradual adjustments and improvements.

On October 12, 1880, representatives of Harvard, Princeton, and Yale met at the Massasoit House, in downtown Springfield, Massachusetts, and held what they called an “intercollegiate football convention.” Predating agents, shoe-company reps, and executives from sports networks, it was just a dozen or so student-athletes intent on improving the American rugby cognate that was slowly coming into vogue.

One of the Yale delegates, Walter Camp, pushed through a measure designed to address overcrowding, whereby only 11 members of each side would be permitted on the field at a time. Then came an even bolder stroke for opening up the game. Instead of starting each possession with one of those untidy rugby scrums, what if one side had clear, undisturbed possession? That way the offensive side could strategize while the defensive side tried to impede progress. Camp proposed the following rule change:


A scrimmage takes place when the holder of the ball puts it on the ground before him and puts it in play while on-side either by kicking the ball or by snapping it back with his foot. The man who first receives the ball from the snap-back shall be called the quarter-back and shall not rush forward with the ball under penalty of foul.


It was a brilliant idea. This new position, quarter-back, would infuse the game with both elegance (no scrum to put the ball in play) and practicality (one centralized leadership position). The establishment of this quarter-back—this pilot who would devise and impart tactics and touch the ball on every offensive play—was a marked departure from rugby. To quote from a history published by the Professional Football Researchers Association, “When [Camp’s] proposition was accepted unanimously, American football began.”

Camp then added this little-known proviso:


Aforementioned quarter-back must be the most physically attractive member of the team, if not the entire school community. He shall possess a square jaw, piercing eyes, flawless and flowing hair—be a dreamboat, if you will. He shall be sufficient eye candy to grace the cover of a gentlemen’s quarterly. He shall be the type of man so confident in his looks as to leave an actress girlfriend in order to squire a Brazilian supermodel.


We joke, of course. But it’s been a long-standing article of faith in football: We like our signal-callers handsome. The quarterback may not have existed before Camp and his contemporaries descended upon the Massasoit House 135 years ago, but his brainchild has since evolved into the most glamorous position in all of sports (North American jurisdiction, at least).

The storied lineage spans from Broadway Joe Namath to Joe Montana and Dan Marino to Brett Favre to Tom Brady, Aaron Rodgers, and Russell Wilson. The polarizing, short-lived cult of Tim Tebow? Even his biggest detractors must concede: not the worst-looking guy. As we write this, the attractiveness of Texas Tech coach Kliff Kingsbury is an Internet meme. (Hot Kliff Kingsbury Flirts with Moms of Recruits.) Naturally, Hot Kliff Kingsbury is a former college quarterback.*1

Pop culture has cemented this image. Name a leading man (Burt Reynolds, Kurt Russell, Warren Beatty, Keanu Reeves, Dennis Quaid, Jamie Foxx) and odds are good he has played the role of a quarterback. There are examples of the reverse, too. Before he was Special Agent Leroy Jethro Gibbs on NCIS, Mark Harmon was a quarterback at UCLA.

In fact, the allure of being an alluring QB can be enough to motivate a position change. Brad Grayson—father of Garrett Grayson, a Saints rookie as we write this—described his son’s decision several years ago to switch from running back to quarterback as a calculated one. “Gotta consider the ladies,” explained the elder Grayson with a smile.

The inevitable question, then: Why are quarterbacks so damned good-looking?

As he tends to do, radio host Colin Cowherd offers a theory that is based less on specific research studies and more on the effort to play provocateur. Cowherd reckons that quarterbacks are good-looking because of natural selection. As he once put it, “When boys growing up are picking teams and positions, they always pick a good-looking kid to be quarterback. They never pick an ugly kid. That…sets up the pattern.” In other words, the best-looking kids in the schoolyard are selected for the glamour position. They are put on a “quarterback track,” and by the time they begin playing organized football, they are experienced at the position. It’s akin to a self-fulfilling prophecy.

It actually makes sense—until we pose this hypothesis to Tom Brady, perhaps the fairest quarterback in the land. A sandlot Casanova, he was conferred the quarterback position at an early age, and the rest was history, right? Um, not so much. Here’s what Brady had to say: “I played football for the first time in high school. They didn’t have much Pop Warner where I grew up. From the first day I put pads on, I loved it. I actually was a much better baseball player. By junior year, I started to grow into my body. I always could throw the ball really [well]. We tried to improve my athleticism. We did a lot of six a.m. workouts. Rope courses. Dot drills. I was always the slowest kid in high school. I was the slowest kid in college. Now I’m still [slow], and I’m playing with the best athletes.”

There’s a corollary to Cowherd’s theory that goes like this: The best-looking kids gravitate to quarterbacking because they sense it is the most glamorous position. When we posed this to another line-of-scrimmage Lothario, we had to cover our ears to mute the deep, familiar laughter on the other end of the line. “I never considered myself good-looking,” said Joe Namath, a man once described by Playboy as a figure transmogrified from grid superstar into cult hero…a kind of Belmondo with a jockstrap. “My hair, my teeth. Don’t get me started! Trust me, kids want to play quarterback, but it has nothing to do with their looks.” (Namath then ticked off the names of a few quarterbacks from his era whom he considered homely—and promptly asked us to keep the list off the record.)

How did Namath become a quarterback, anyway? “I was always one of the smaller kids, but could always throw fairly well,” he said. “I played some football but was more into basketball. My freshman year, the first-string quarterback was a kid named Jake Lotz, and he broke his arm. So in I went. But in tenth grade, I was fifth or sixth on the depth chart and didn’t even get invited to go to camp with the rest of the team. When they got back, I told the coach I wanted to quit: ‘I’m gonna play baseball.’ He asked me to stay. Fine.

“I spent a season carrying tackling dummies. And then between my sophomore and junior years, I hit a growth spurt and probably got to six feet. I started four games, but I had fumbles and missed receivers and got replaced by Rich Niedbala, who went on to play at the University of Miami. It wasn’t until senior year that I really got to be the quarterback. So, long story short: None of this had to do with looks.”

Namath was still cackling genially when he added: “Let me tell you one more thing about quarterbacks: They don’t look nearly as good when they’re losing.”

When we asked NFL players at other positions to address the alleged pulchritude of the passer, we found limited support for the idea. “I can see that being kind of true,” said Greg Olsen, the Carolina Panthers tight end. “People are drawn to good-looking people. Maybe they would be more likely to follow or rally around a good-looking person.” But far more non-QBs were skeptical. “Want me to really tell you what’s going on?” said London Fletcher, a Pro Bowl linebacker who played in the NFL from 1998 to 2013. “The television camera is trained to focus on the quarterback, so that’s who fans see. Trust me, [players] at other positions, we’re just as good-looking.”

Larry Fitzgerald, maybe the best NFL wide receiver over the last decade, took similar umbrage. “I’m not sure quarterbacks are better-looking,” he told us. “For every good-looking one, I can think of one who’s not so good-looking at all.”

These varied responses got us thinking: Before explaining why quarterbacks are so damned good-looking, maybe we should test the very premise. Are quarterbacks so damned good-looking?

—

FIRST we set out to answer the fundamental question: Just how good-looking are QBs, anyway? We learned that there’s more than one way for researchers to measure attractiveness. Consider a study conducted by a team of U.S. and British economists a few years ago. They were interested in how a quarterback’s physical appearance related to his salary. So they assessed the attractiveness of 138 active and former NFL QBs using computer software that calculated the facial symmetry of each player’s official media photo. (The premise: Facial symmetry usually predicts perceptions of attractiveness. The evolutionary explanation is that symmetry tends to indicate health and reproductive fitness, marking someone as a desirable mate with “good genes.” High symmetry? Think George Clooney. Low symmetry? Try Googling Lyle Lovett.)

By this measure, the economists reported, Matt Ryan of the Atlanta Falcons came out on top of all active quarterbacks. More interesting, the researchers found that the more symmetrical a QB’s face was, the more money he made. These findings are consistent with results in domains outside of sports. Attractive employees tend to earn more than their less attractive colleagues in a variety of professions.

Jennifer Van Gilder, one of the study’s authors, told the Wall Street Journal, “Socially, we’ve been trained to think that the quarterback is the most beautiful person on the team.” According to Van Gilder, “When we evaluate other people, a lot of the ways we evaluate them have nothing to do with performance….We are taught to look for and respect beautiful things.”

But this study didn’t test whether QBs are actually more attractive than other football players; that wasn’t its objective. The economists did find that QBs scored higher in attractiveness than the average person, but the idea that physically fit professional athletes would be deemed better-looking than Joe Twelve-Pack is hardly surprising.

We wanted to document whether quarterbacks are more attractive than their fellow players. Intrigued as we were by the computer-based measure of facial symmetry, we decided to go old-school in defining attractiveness. Like researchers before us, we compiled official media photos of NFL quarterbacks, but then we simply asked respondents to rate the attractiveness of each face. In a time-honored tradition that started, in our experience at least, with junior high school yearbooks, we used a rating scale of 1–10 (10, of course, being the quintessence of beauty).

For our first survey, we used photos of all 32 NFL quarterbacks who opened the 2014 season as their team’s starting QB.*2 Each photo was cropped at the neck so no team uniform was visible: We wanted our raters to be unaware that they were looking at NFL players, much less NFL quarterbacks.

Next, we needed other position groups for comparison. After some deliberation we settled on wide receivers and defensive backs, ruling out other positions because of body type. Linemen are too bulky; kickers and punters, too scrawny.

We also factored in ethnicity. About three-fourths of the NFL’s starting QBs over the past decade have been white, so we held this demographic rate constant across all our positions. To do this, we randomly selected one white and one nonwhite wide receiver and defensive back from as many teams as possible. (Some teams didn’t have, for example, a white WR.) Then we randomly selected players from that pool until we had a comparison group of wide receivers that was 75 percent white and 25 percent nonwhite, and defensive backs at that same racial split. We cropped their photos the same way.

Next, we recruited 100 people online to rate, using the 1–10 scale, players whose photos we presented in random order. Again, we didn’t tell the raters that these were football players. Then we ran the study a second time, recruiting a new group of 100 raters (and swapping in linebackers for defensive backs).

Who was the fairest of them all, according to our superficial ratings? Feel free to satisfy your curiosity by consulting the following data table, based on all 200 raters.

[image: 2014 QB1 Attractiveness Ratings (1–10 scale) Name 2014 Team Attractiveness Rating Alex Smith Kansas City Chiefs 6.54 Tom][image: 2014 QB1 Attractiveness Ratings (1–10 scale) Name 2014 Team Attractiveness Rating Alex Smith Kansas City Chiefs 6.54 Tom]





Some highlights: The Chiefs’ quarterback Alex Smith took the top spot, followed by Brady and then Ryan Tannehill of the Dolphins. To repeat—and, we hope, preempt angry correspondence from the Sam Bradford Fan Club or RG1 and RG2—these ratings were based on nothing more than strangers’ impressions of solitary head shots, enabling any QB near the bottom of the list to chalk up his poor rating to a bad hair day or an awkward smile in his media photo.*3

What about the positional comparison? Just how much more attractive were QBs than other players? The answer in our first sample of 100 respondents? Not a bit. In fact, quarterbacks received the lowest ratings of the three positions. Of course, they weren’t identified as QBs when the raters saw them. But that’s the point: When presented as just a series of unknown dudes, quarterbacks scored an average attractiveness rating of 4.5. For wide receivers it was 4.7. For defensive backs, 5.0.

When we ran the study a second time, with a fresh set of 100 raters? Same finding. Quarterbacks came in last, behind both the wide receivers and the linebackers. London Fletcher and Larry Fitzgerald would be proud, not to mention vindicated.

Wait—what? you ask. Quarterbacks are actually less attractive than wide receivers and defensive players? This wasn’t what we expected either. So we collected yet more data. To account for the possibility that there was something unusual about the NFL QB1 Class of 2014, we shifted to college football. We picked 20 Division I schools at random, and for each one located a starting quarterback, wide receiver, and defensive back, again holding constant the racial demographics of 75 percent white and 25 percent nonwhite. Then we ran the same study with their photos. Guess what? The results were the same: College quarterbacks were rated third out of the three positions in terms of attractiveness.

In no study that we ran did we find any evidence that quarterbacks are more attractive than players at other positions, no matter how we sliced the data: not among male raters and not among female raters; not among big NFL fans and not among those who know Aaron Rodgers only as the Discount Double-Check Guy in insurance commercials. In fact, the quarterbacks came in dead last every time, with every sample demographic.

So back to our original question: Why are quarterbacks so damned good-looking? Apparently they’re not. We just assume they are.

—

VAN GILDER, the economist, nailed it when she said, “Socially, we’ve been trained to think that the quarterback is the most beautiful person on the team.” Why is this? In large part it’s because when we form impressions of people, our global assessments alter the ways in which we perceive their more specific characteristics, as demonstrated in a study conducted several years ago by Dick Nisbett and Tim Wilson.

The two psychologists told students at the University of Michigan that they would be watching a video interview with a professor and then answering a series of questions about the man. But there were actually two versions of the video. In the first, the professor came across as warm and personable, and he expressed enthusiasm for teaching college students. In the second version, the same professor was scripted to come across as much colder; he was abrupt and standoffish, and he said he had little use for classroom discussion because he knew a hell of a lot more than the students did.

Not surprisingly, the students who saw the warmer professor rated him as more likable than those who saw the cold fish. Who wouldn’t? But this global impression of the man shaped the way the students rated him on other dimensions as well. Students who saw the warmer professor rated his nonverbal mannerisms as more appealing. Same for his noticeable French accent: Those who saw the first video thought it was charming; those who saw the second found the accent irritating.

And same for—you guessed it—physical attractiveness. The friendly professor was rated as significantly better-looking than the unfriendly professor. Even though they were the same guy.

This tendency is known as the halo effect. The formation of positive overall impressions of people projects a perceptual halo around them, casting their other characteristics in a similarly positive light. And the effect applies even to perceptions of attractiveness.

When you stop to consider it, this isn’t how we usually think attractiveness works. Sure, we’re all familiar with the stereotype, What is beautiful is good. We expect the hero of an action movie to be good-looking; it’s a quick and easy shorthand for identifying whom to root for. You’re probably not surprised to learn of research indicating that attractive people are more socially popular, that attractive applicants get more job offers, and even that attractive defendants are judged less harshly at trial (with one interesting exception: Try to capitalize on your good looks while committing a crime, like the handsome swindler, and the jury will throw the book at you).

What the halo effect proposes, however, is that this link works in reverse as well. If you think highly about someone’s character, you’ll do the same about his looks. See someone as charming or witty or of good disposition, and you’ll also perceive her as more attractive.*4

So why are quarterbacks so damned good-looking? They’re not, by objective standards, at least no more so than any other NFL players; that’s all in your head. But why are they perceived to be so damned good-looking? We propose that it’s the halo effect in action—because the quarterback is (choose your archetype here) the Big Man on Campus, the gunslinger, the field general, the face of the franchise.

More than any other player in any other sport today, the quarterback has the power to determine single-handedly whether a team succeeds or fails. We talk vaguely in sports about “team leaders,” but in football, following Walter Camp’s proposal, the quarterback actually leads every play. And along with all his responsibilities come other great expectations. Namely, as Van Gilder suggested, the assumption that Camp’s on-the-field leader will also be a leading man off the field.

—

WHILE we found no evidence that quarterbacks are more attractive than their teammates, this didn’t mark the end of our inquiry. When designing our study, we concluded that if we were going to go to all the trouble of finding, cropping, and presenting photos to raters, why not ask more than one question? So we added another rating to the mix, a line-of-scrimmage audible that wound up going for a big gain.

After rating the attractiveness of each player, respondents were also asked to rate the strength of his leadership skills, using the same scale of 1–10. Granted, the raters didn’t have much to go on. All they had in front of them was a photo of a stranger on a computer screen. But what we found was pretty remarkable.

In our original sample of 100 respondents, the QBs came out on top in terms of leadership. Even though no one knew the faces belonged to NFL quarterbacks, they were still rated as the strongest leaders. We got the same result from our second set of 100 raters. The differences weren’t huge, but they were consistent across samples: Quarterbacks averaged 5.5, defensive players 5.3, wide receivers 5.2.

For further confirmation we ran yet another study, with yet another sample of 100 people. This time we bypassed any mention of physical attractiveness. We asked the leadership-skills question again, but we also asked about four other attributes: intelligence, confidence, poise, and social skill. Again, all the respondents had to go on was a photo; all they were asked for were knee-jerk ratings of smiling strangers.

On four of the five ratings (all except confidence), the quarterbacks came out on top. And when we combined the five ratings into an overall score of perceived leadership quality, the quarterbacks’ superiority was again statistically significant.

How could this be? How could a simple head shot convey enough information for raters effectively to differentiate players by position—to attribute greater leadership skills to the actual on-field leaders?

We posed this question to Nick Rule, a psychologist at the University of Toronto who specializes in nonverbal behavior and appearance-related cues. We described our basic research design and asked whether he’d be surprised to hear that we found that quarterbacks weren’t judged to be more attractive than other players, but that they elicited superior ratings for other, supposedly internal characteristics, based on only a photo. Surprising, huh? “No, not at all,” Rule responded. He said he sees things like this all the time in his research.

“All of this has to do with our ability to perceive meaningful information from the social environment,” Rule explained. “As we walk around in the world, we’re constantly trying to evaluate whether something is going to be good or bad for us. And so out of that has been born this ability to be really sensitive to all these little cues about how someone might behave toward us or how we should behave toward them.”

Rule suggested that these perceptual tendencies grow out of natural instincts related to survival: “You can really boil it down to evolutionary pressures: Is this someone I can mate with or is this someone that’s going to kill me? And from that starting point, we start drawing other inferences about people.”

Take, for example, sexual orientation. In a series of studies, Rule and colleagues explored the scientific basis of what’s known colloquially as “gaydar.” They found that people are pretty good at guessing sexual orientation from photos of faces. Gaydar isn’t flawless—the average hit rate from photos is about 65 percent, but that’s still a lot better than chance. In one set of studies that appears to support Rule’s evolutionary survival theory, women more accurately inferred sexual orientation from photos of males (but not of females) the closer they themselves were to ovulation. In other words, gaydar is more important during times of peak fertility.

Okay, we asked Rule, what other attributes are similarly perceptible? Dominance, he replied: the tendency to behave in ways that are assertive, self-assured, and forceful. People are really good at judging how socially dominant a person is based solely on physical appearance.

There’s also consensus about trustworthiness, according to Rule. People agree with each other about who looks trustworthy and who doesn’t. Of course, these ratings don’t always reflect the individual’s actual behavior. From an evolutionary standpoint, there’s a big advantage to being able to spot liars. But there’s an equally big advantage to being able to lie and get away with it, and the two forces seem to cancel each other out.

Leadership, too, “is pretty legible [on the face],” said Rule. “At about the same level as sexual orientation, in fact.”

Turns out, there’s a lot of research documenting our ability to infer leadership skills from physical appearance. Researchers at Princeton presented participants with pairs of photos of political opponents running for the U.S. Congress. Each pair appeared on a computer screen for just one second, and respondents were asked to decide which candidate appeared “more competent.”

Across more than 600 races over three election cycles (2000, 2002, 2004), the researchers found that the candidate rated as more competent—based only on a photo, shown for sub-Snapchat duration—won the election the majority of the time. For House races, the perception of superior competence predicted the winner 67 percent of the time. For the Senate, the rate was 72 percent. Ratings of candidates’ attractiveness, on the other hand, did not predict election outcomes.

Rule also described for us his work focusing on corporate leaders, in which he has observed similar processes at play in perceptions of CEOs and law-firm managing partners. “We get pretty consistent results,” he told us. “In the business world, the selection of a leader is predicted [by] facial appearance.” And, as in the Princeton study of politicians, it’s not physical attractiveness that drives these results, but rather perceptions of competence and leadership.

Then Rule piqued our curiosity further. “Facial appearance also predicts how successful a leader is,” he said. “What we’ve seen is that people who lead companies that are more successful actually look like they’re better leaders. These perceptions scale with the amount of profit that the company makes, the gold standard of assessing success in business.” In other words, the more respondents think a CEO’s photo conveys an aura of leadership, the more successful that CEO’s company turns out to be—and vice versa.

Would this work for our quarterbacks as well? We went back to our data.

We figured a QB’s success should be quantified at both the team and individual levels. So we checked how our five-trait average of perceived leadership qualities in quarterbacks—the combined ratings for leadership, intelligence, confidence, poise, and social skill—correlated with two NFL outcome measures: (1) wins minus losses as a starter, and (2) QB rating (the regular kind that contributes to your fantasy team, not the attractiveness kind). Indeed, our respondents’ ratings of a QB’s leadership qualities correlated positively—and statistically significantly—with both outcome variables.*5 In other words, the more a QB looks like a leader, the more successful his actual track record tends to be.

The prediction also passed the less rigorous eyeball test with our QB dataset. Our Top Five quarterbacks in terms of photo-based perceived leadership were led by a dark-horse candidate but otherwise included players with relatively successful track records:


1. E. J. Manuel

2. Matt Ryan

3. Alex Smith

4. Tom Brady

5. Carson Palmer


Others near the top included Philip Rivers, Aaron Rodgers, Russell Wilson, and Drew Brees.

The Bottom Five? A less distinguished quintet of Sam Bradford, Matthew Stafford, Ryan Fitzpatrick, Jay Cutler, and, finally, Jake Locker.

There seem to be at least two viable explanations for what’s going on in these studies, including ours. One: We humans are surprisingly good at picking up the subtle facial and nonverbal cues that tell us something meaningful about other people’s social skills (or various genetic predispositions). Two: We are surprisingly consistent in how we jump to conclusions about other people based on such cues, and then we treat them in a way that brings out the tendencies we expect.*6

According to Rule, both processes may operate simultaneously. “There’s something about someone’s appearance that honestly advertises their skills,” he told us, “and, then because they look a certain way throughout their entire life, they’re also getting groomed by other people to take on that position.”

Could the same thing be happening with quarterbacks? “Absolutely,” replied Rule. “You’ve got a bunch of eight-year-olds out on a football field, and at first you’re pretty arbitrarily picking who’s going to play where—mostly, it’s by body size. But for the ones who don’t clearly look like linemen, you’re going to pick the kid who seems like he’s the right one [to be quarterback]. Whether or not he does well at first, he gets plenty of practice being the quarterback. By high school he is a quarterback. And it goes on from there.”

An interesting hypothesis, though one that would be tough to test directly (you try getting permission from a youth football league to show photos of eight-year-olds to their coaches and ask for ratings). But this idea that a premium is placed on the general perception of “quarterbackishness” is certainly consistent with our experience. As hard as it was to get NFL players to go on record about a QB’s looks, they often gushed about his leadership skills.

Here’s Matt Cassel on Tom Brady, the player he spent years backing up for the New England Patriots: “I think that he’s just been born with the leadership quality. Some guys just talk the talk, to be a voice. But he really is thoughtful about what he says. He doesn’t speak just to speak. He says stuff for a purpose. That’s why he’s such a great leader. He’s also one of the great leaders I’ve been around in knowing what type of people he’s dealing with. Certain guys, he could yell at. With other guys it was better to have a one-on-one conversation.”

Remember the withering critique Joe Namath made of his own looks? Well, when we asked him about his leadership qualities, he was less self-deprecating. “I seemed to have a knack for that,” he said. “Not in a rah-rah way, but I got the idea of leading by example. I think two things helped. I had older brothers, so I was learning from them but I couldn’t pound
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