THINKING ABOUT SPORT

The Negative Consequences of
Overemphasizing Competition in Sport

hen winning is the primary standard for

evaluation, several negative outcomes result.
Let me enumerate these, using sport for examples.
First, in a competitive society there is a tendency
to evaluate people by their accomplishments rather
than their character, personality, and other human
qualities. When “winning is everything,” then
losers are considered just that. One successful
university basketball coach once counseled
prospective coaches that if they wanted to be
winnets, then they should associate only with
winners. Is this an appropriate guiding principle
for conducting our lives?

Second, when winning is paramount, schools
and communities organize sports for the already
gifted. This elitist approach means that the few
will be given the best equipment, the best coaching,
and prime time reserved for their participating,
while the less able will be denied participation
altogether or given very little attention. If sports
participation is a useful activity, then it should be
for the many, not the few, in my view,

A third problem with the emphasis on winning
is that parents may push their children beyond the
normal to succeed.... In 1972 the national record
for one-year-olds in the mile run was established
by Steve Parsons of Normal, Illinois (the time was
24:16.6). [Is this an example] of child abuse or
what?

A fourth problem with the primacy of winning
is that coaches may push their charges too hard
Coaches may be physically or emotionally abusive.
They may limit their players’ civil rights. And,
they may play their injured athletes by using pain
killers without regard for their long-term physical
well-being.

Fifth, when the desire to win is so great, the
“end may justify the means.” Coaches and players
may use illegal tactics. Athletes may use perform-
ance enhancing drugs such as steroids and
amphetamines to achieve a “competitive edge” or
moze subtly, but nonetheless unethical, using such
means as blood doping or getting pregnant to get
positive hormonal changes and then having an

joy in participation is lost. I have observed that
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abortion. Both of these practices occur among
endurance athletes.... So much, I would argue,
for the myth that “sport builds character.”

Sixth, when winning is all important, there
may be a tendency to crush the opposition. This
was the case when Riverside Poly High School
girls basketball team played Norte Vista several
years ago. Riverside won by a score of 179-15
with one player, Cheryl Miller, scoring a
California record of 105 points. Was the Riverside
coach ethical?... Will the Nozte Vista girls be
motivated to improve their performance or will
this humiliating expetience crush their spirit?

Seventh, many people in a competitive society
have difficulty with coming in second. .. [For
example, a few years back, a football team, com-
posed of fifth-graders, in Florida was] undefeated
going into the state finals but lost there in a close
game. At a banquet following that season each
player on this team was given a plaque on which
was inscribed a quote from Vince Lombardi:

There is no room for second place. I have
finished second twice at Green Bay and I
never want to finish second again. There is a
second place bowl game but it is a game for
losers played by losers. It is and always will
be an American zeal to be first in anything
we do and to win and to win and to win.

In other words, the parents and coaches of
these boys wanted them to never be satisfied
with being second. Second is losing. The only
acceptable placement is first.

Finally, when “winning is the only thing” the

organized sports from youth programs to the
professional level is mostly devoid of playfulness.
When the object is to win, then the primacy of the
activity is lost....

In other words, it’s the process that is primary,
not the outcome. White water rafters and mountain
climbers understand this. So, too, do players in a
pickup touch football game. Why can’t the rest of
us figure out this fundamental truth?
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