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The Relationship Between Traumatic Brain Injury and the NFL 

 

In recent years, the medical industry at large has drawn our attention to ongoing brain 

injuries in professional sports players, and more specifically, to those in the National Football 

League (NFL). Traumatic brain injury is also found in the world of boxing, where participants 

repeatedly receive blows to or about the head. These injuries can often result in later-life brain 

malfunctions that show up in former players, and by extension, current players, as they age.  

Traumatic brain injuries alter the way the brain functions. 

A concussion is defined as “temporary unconsciousness caused by a blow or repeated 

blows to the head.  A violent shock as from a heavy blow.” [1] Considered one of the most 

common types of head injuries, trauma to the brain is invisible to the untrained eye. The 

symptoms of these types of injuries range from difficulty in thinking clearly, headache, 

irritability, and sleeping more than is usual, to difficulty retaining short term memories, 

sensitivity to noise or light, balance problems, and nervousness or unreasonable anxiety.” [1]  

Receiving multiple concussive injuries has long been known to cause a cumulative effect 

to the brain. Additionally, multiple concussions make it easier to obtain other concussions going 

forward. This might result in Second Impact Syndrome (SIS) in which an athlete sustains a 

second concussive incident before the symptoms of a prior incident have fully healed. [2] 

 

“You are supposed to be tough.  You are supposed to play through pain. You are 

not supposed to cry. We are taught that early on in the game as kids. Tough sport. 

Brutal sport. It’s like the gladiator. People want to see the big hits. [Those] wind 

up on Sports Center. And as a player, you don’t want to admit you’re injured.” 

                                                              –Hall of Fame running back, Eric Dickerson 
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 There is controversy surrounding the role of athletics in head trauma, exemplified in the 

2015 film “Concussion,” which starred Will Smith and Alec Baldwin.  The controversy 

surrounds the NFL’s denial that traumatic brain injuries are prevalent in their sport. According to 

a report released in 2016 by the National Institute of Health (NIH), the NFL pressured the NIH to 

cancel a $16-million grant to study football-related brain injuries to a prominent Boston 

researcher, whom the league claimed was biased. The league’s efforts backfired, however, when 

the NIH asserted a conflict of interest charge on the part of one NFL medical advisor who had 

previously applied unsuccessfully for the same grant and then became a leading critic of the 

award. [3] 

In 2013, the NFL reached a nearly $1-billion settlement with former players who sued 

over concussive injuries they’d obtained while playing in the league. According to the Los 

Angeles Times in a story from May 2016, the national organization then attempted to stop partial 

funding from going to the National Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke, claiming that 

the group was led by the same people who broke the science open on brain injuries, and who 

named the NFL as one of the biggest offenders at 63% of all brain injuries that occur in sports, 

with boxing coming in second.  

"Despite their stated intention to 'let the science go where the science goes' in answering 

critical safety questions," a report from the House Energy and Commerce Committee Democratic 

staff report stated, "the NFL's actions in this case indicated otherwise." [4] 

The correlation between head trauma and sports is undeniable though it continues to be 

argued in courts throughout the U.S. with the NFL’s continued attempts at denying the existence 

of such injuries despite the research and science defending otherwise. As more and more injuries 

are reported, the stigma of admitting to such is gradually disappearing. Eventually, the NFL will 



 Lyons 3 

be forced to face up to the facts.   
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