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The match-fixing accusations engulfing the Pakistani cricket team on 
tour in England are the latest in a rapid succession of scandals that have 
dragged sport onto the front pages of the news [Ref: Guardian]. Thierry 
Henry’s use of his hand to help score a goal at a World Cup qualifying 
match in November 2009 - thereby eliminating Ireland at the expense 
of France - for many typified the bad example sports stars set young 
people [Ref: Guardian]. The prominence of blatant acts of cheating 
in professional football, rugby union and Formula 1 motor racing led 
many to dub 2009 ‘the year of the cheat’ [Ref: Guardian]. Meanwhile, 
off-pitch scandals involving the private lives of golf superstar Tiger 
Woods and England football captain John Terry seemingly reinforced 
the attitude that professional sportspeople have been corrupted by the 
wealth and celebrity which comes with excelling at high-profile sports.

Despite such scandals, it is regularly argued that sportspeople, due 
to the adulation and public profile they are afforded, can and should 
act as role models in society; for example by encouraging children to 
eat healthily and take exercise or to become good citizens and learn 
the importance of fair play [ref: Daily Mirror]. Yet others argue that 
sportspeople should be judged by their sporting success alone, that 
they have no responsibility to act as role models and that unhelpful 
and extraneous expectations are being foisted onto sport by politicians 
and moralising do-gooders. The debate has been heightened since the 
football World Cup in South Africa, where several noted acts of bad 
sportsmanship and England’s disappointing performance appeared 
to strengthen perceptions that sporting behaviour reflects declining 
standards in public life [Ref: Daily Mail]. When it comes to sport, are 
excellence, entertainment and winning all that matters or should we 
demand that sportspeople demonstrate high standards of behaviour on 
and off the pitch? 
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Status confers responsibility?
While many are concerned with the example set by stars in the 
sporting arena, there is possibly more attention afforded to their 
off-pitch behaviour. For some, the rewards sportspeople gain 
by excelling at sport – including the wealth and prestige – come 
with a responsibility to set a good example in their private lives 
[Ref: Herald]. Therefore it is argued that when they transgress 
society’s moral boundaries in their private lives they should be 
held responsible; such as Terry being stripped of the England 
captaincy or Woods losing his claim to sporting greatness [Ref: 
Daily Mail]. Young people are seen as being especially prone to 
the influence of the stars they adulate and, therefore, we cannot 
turn a blind eye to bad behaviour however talented the sports 
personality involved. For others, however, much of the criticism 
levelled at stars’ private lives smacks of snobbery and jealousy 
at their being ‘overpaid and spoilt’, particularly since those most 
heavily criticised tend to be from less well-to-do backgrounds. 
They maintain that what matters is their sporting achievement 
and sports stars – along with others in the public eye - have 
a right to a (sometimes messy) private life regardless of the 
rewards they get [Ref: Guardian]. Furthermore, the idea that 
young people will simply mimic the behaviour of their sporting 
heroes is regarded as patronising and without foundation [Ref: 
Science Daily].

The importance of respect and fair play
From the athletes of Ancient Greece to the modern Olympic 
Games, high-level sport has long been associated with reflecting 
and instilling a moral ethos into wider society [Ref: Western 
Mail]. Indeed, the founder of the modern Olympiad, Baron 

Pierre de Coubertin, adopted the slogan “the most important 
thing in the Olympic Games is not to win but to take part” 
to reflect the attitude that sport was as much about striving 
for excellence and playing fairly than it was being crowned a 
victor. For many commentators today, the wealth and fame 
associated with professional sport mean that this ethos has 
been eroded, leading many young people to view cheating and 
breaking the rules as perfectly acceptable behaviour in life [Ref: 
Daily Telegraph]. In response to concerns about deteriorating 
behaviour the FA launched its Respect campaign in 2008 to 
reduce levels of anti-social behaviour both on and off the pitch 
[Ref: The FA], whilst the Cricket Foundation and the MCC teamed 
up to launch the Spirit of Cricket campaign the following year 
to promote the importance of fair play to school children [Ref: 
Lords]. Commenting on German goalkeeper Manuel Neuer’s 
failure to alert the referee to Frank Lampard’s goal at England’s 
World Cup match, the ethicist Peter Singer criticised him for 
missing the opportunity to ‘do something noble in front of 
millions of people’ [Ref: Guardian].

Winning is the name of the game
For others, the current emphasis on fair play, behaviour and 
role models is all too much handwringing which misses the 
main point: to win! From this perspective winning is essential 
to achieving excellence in sport and a more competitive spirit 
is what should be encouraged. Mayor of London Boris Johnson 
argued after the World Cup that there should be more emphasis 
on competition in British schools to breed winners rather than 
‘good losers’ [Ref: Daily Telegraph]. It is even observed that part 
of the appeal of competitive sport is the unbridled passion to 

http://www.heraldscotland.com/sport/english-football/if-the-perception-of-footballers-is-so-poor-why-are-players-expected-to-be-role-models-there-are-always-two-sides-1.1005811
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-1247607/John-Terry-Why-time-blow-whistle-footballers-foul-play.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/cifamerica/2009/dec/11/silence-tigers-most-exciting-statement
http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2010/04/100421191410.htm
http://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/columnists/2010/03/03/aristotle-knew-sports-stars-are-role-models-91466-25949635/
http://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/columnists/2010/03/03/aristotle-knew-sports-stars-are-role-models-91466-25949635/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/earth/outdoors/5796709/Sportsmanship-good-losers-make-the-game-worth-the-candle.html
http://www.thefa.com/leagues/respect
http://www.lords.org/latest-news/news-archive/spirit-of-cricket-launches-in-schools,1272,NS.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/jun/29/cheating-football-germany-goalkeeper
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/sport/football/world-cup-2010/7858184/Now-allow-me-to-tell-you-why-England-came-a-cropper.html
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win [Ref: Independent] which comes with the recognition that 
winners do not always play by the rules and that for some a 
degree of cheating cannot easily be separated from the drama 
and intrigue of sport [Ref: Oxonian Review]. Others point out 
that we are thrilled by sporting geniuses regardless of their 
downfalls, whether alcohol, drugs or worse, and that a focus on 
the former is far more inspiring for any youngster than another 
campaign for respect [Ref: Independent]. Reflecting on the 
beauty of Ben Johnson’s ‘shatteringly brilliant’ 100 metres win 
at the 1988 Seoul Olympics despite his failing a dope test a few 
days later, Simon Barnes, the chief sportswriter for the Times, 
wrote: ‘Sport is not a safe and cosy world …it is there to tell us 
tales of the wonders and fallibilities of men and women’ [Ref: 
The Times]. So why the modern day concerns? One account, 
reflecting on the enormous significance attached by the media 
to England’s exit from the World Cup and, even more strikingly, 
President Sarkozy launching a national inquiry into the failure 
of the French team; is that the importance of football has been 
inflated ‘to fill the space where our national public and political 
life ought to be’ [Ref: spiked]. On the other hand, when so much 
significance is attached to sport, surely it is right to try to harness 
this enthusiasm for wider social gain and invite sports stars to 
step up to the mark? 

http://www.independent.co.uk/opinion/commentators/terence-blacker/terence-blacker-winners-dont-always-play-by-the-rules-807772.html
http://www.oxonianreview.org/wp/dirty-games/
http://www.independent.co.uk/opinion/columnists/brian-viner/brian-viner-dont-expect-sportsmen-to-become-role-models-491481.html
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/sport/olympics/article4601402.ece
http://www.spiked-online.com/index.php/site/article/9094/
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Football stars ‘are poor role models’ 
Yakub Qureshi Manchester Evening News 31 March 2010

England star Jermaine Defoe says footballers are role models and 
should behave 
Paula Kerr Daily Mirror 28 February 2010

The year of…cheating: jaw-dropping moments tinged with 
comedy 
Barney Ronay Guardian 30 December 2009

Faster, higher, stronger: five marvellous moments that captured 
the Olympic spirit 
Simon Barnes The Times 25 August 2008

FOR
Why is cheating OK in football? 
Peter Singer Guardian 29 June 2010

Aristotle knew sports stars are role models 
Dr Carwyn Jones Western Mail 3 March 2010

Why it’s time to blow the whistle on arrogant John Terry’s foul 
play 
Janet Street-Porter Daily Mail 5 February 2010

Tiger Woods deserves your scrutiny 
Dave Zirin Nation 14 December 2009

AGAINST
The parable of John Terry 
Libby Brooks Guardian 11 February 2010

Forget moralising golf nuts. Silence is Tiger’s most exciting 
statement yet 
Marina Hyde Guardian 11 December 2009

‘Fair play’ is overrated 
Duleep Allirajah spiked 23 April 2009

Don’t expect sportsmen to become ‘role models 
Brian Viner Independent 3 May 2005

IN DEPTH
England loses game – and all sense of perspective 
Mick Hume spiked 29 June 2010

Here’s why England came a cropper 
Boris Johnson Daily Telegraph 28 June 2010

If the perception of footballers is so poor, why are players 
expected to be role models? 
Fraser Wishart Herald 11 February 2010

Sportsmanship: good losers make the game worth the candle 
Max Davidson Daily Telegraph 13 July 2009

Winners don’t play by the rules 
Terence Blacker Independent 11 April 2008

http://menmedia.co.uk/news/s/1202280_football_stars_are_poor_role_models
http://www.mirror.co.uk/news/top-stories/2010/02/28/we-are-role-models-says-defoe-115875-22074606/
http://www.mirror.co.uk/news/top-stories/2010/02/28/we-are-role-models-says-defoe-115875-22074606/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/global/blog/2009/dec/30/cheating-review-barney-ronay
http://www.guardian.co.uk/global/blog/2009/dec/30/cheating-review-barney-ronay
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/sport/olympics/article4601402.ece
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/sport/olympics/article4601402.ece
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/jun/29/cheating-football-germany-goalkeeper
http://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/columnists/2010/03/03/aristotle-knew-sports-stars-are-role-models-91466-25949635/
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-1247607/John-Terry-Why-time-blow-whistle-footballers-foul-play.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-1247607/John-Terry-Why-time-blow-whistle-footballers-foul-play.html
http://www.thenation.com/article/tiger-woods-deserves-your-scrutiny
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/feb/11/the-parable-of-john-terry
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/cifamerica/2009/dec/11/silence-tigers-most-exciting-statement
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/cifamerica/2009/dec/11/silence-tigers-most-exciting-statement
http://www.spiked-online.com/index.php/site/article/6573/
http://www.independent.co.uk/opinion/columnists/brian-viner/brian-viner-dont-expect-sportsmen-to-become-role-models-491481.html
http://www.spiked-online.com/index.php/site/article/9094/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/sport/football/world-cup-2010/7858184/Now-allow-me-to-tell-you-why-England-came-a-cropper.html
http://www.heraldscotland.com/sport/english-football/if-the-perception-of-footballers-is-so-poor-why-are-players-expected-to-be-role-models-there-are-always-two-sides-1.1005811
http://www.heraldscotland.com/sport/english-football/if-the-perception-of-footballers-is-so-poor-why-are-players-expected-to-be-role-models-there-are-always-two-sides-1.1005811
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/earth/outdoors/5796709/Sportsmanship-good-losers-make-the-game-worth-the-candle.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/opinion/commentators/terence-blacker/terence-blacker-winners-dont-always-play-by-the-rules-807772.html
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http://blog.sport.co.uk/Sportcouk/597/Top_Ten_Scandals_in_sport.aspx
http://www.vanityfair.com/culture/features/2010/02/tiger-woods-201002
http://www.france24.com/en/20091119-henrys-handball-sparks-media-storm-against-les-bleus
http://www.debatingmatters.com/topicguides/topicguide/sportspeople_as_role_models/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2008/nov/16/cricket-sport-norridge-review-books
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http://www.thefa.com/
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in the news

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/sport/football/article-1300095/9k-shaming-World-Cup-FIFA-fine-Holland-paltry-sum-anti-football-final-Spain.html?ito=feeds-newsxml
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/sport/football/article-1300095/9k-shaming-World-Cup-FIFA-fine-Holland-paltry-sum-anti-football-final-Spain.html?ito=feeds-newsxml
http://www.dailyrecord.co.uk/football/world-cup-2010/news/2010/07/01/overpaid-england-stars-measure-their-success-by-paypackets-not-performances-blasts-daley-thompson-86908-22374094/
http://www.dailyrecord.co.uk/football/world-cup-2010/news/2010/07/01/overpaid-england-stars-measure-their-success-by-paypackets-not-performances-blasts-daley-thompson-86908-22374094/
http://news.bbc.co.uk/sport1/hi/football/world_cup_2010/8776149.stm
http://www.thefirstpost.co.uk/64993,news-comment,news-politics,nicolas-sarkozy-thierry-henry-puts-french-football-crisis-before-world-poverty
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/e704d8a6-7ead-11df-ac9b-00144feabdc0.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/sport/football/competitions/fa-cup/7728790/Prince-William-warning-to-football-cheats.html
http://www.metro.co.uk/news/823269-child-sports-players-are-happy-to-cheat-to-win
http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2010/04/100421191410.htm
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/sport/football/news/7530789/Premiership-stars-are-poor-men-of-sport.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/sport1/hi/football/8546713.stm
http://www.guardian.co.uk/football/2010/mar/02/fabio-capello-warns-england-players
http://www.guardian.co.uk/football/2010/mar/02/fabio-capello-warns-england-players
http://news.bbc.co.uk/sport1/hi/football/8495604.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/sport1/hi/football/internationals/8367420.stm
http://www.guardian.co.uk/football/2009/nov/19/thierry-henry-handball-ireland-world-cup
http://www.guardian.co.uk/football/2009/nov/19/thierry-henry-handball-ireland-world-cup
http://www.metro.co.uk/sport/extra/739049-crashgate-briefing-f1-in-crisis-again
http://www.independent.co.uk/sport/motor-racing/piquet-briatore-ordered-me-to-crash-1785278.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/sport/2009/sep/01/bloodgate-harlequins-rob-andrew-professionalism
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/sport/rugbyunion/club/6047832/Dean-Richards-ban-how-Bloodgate-saga-unfolded.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/7477154.stm
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