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To the memory of Ernie Barnes—a
uniquely perceptive artist whose drawings
and paintings capture the movement and

spirit of athletic bodies in ways that inspire

people worldwide.
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ABOUT THE COVER ARTIST

"The cover image, His Effort, is a painting by the late Ernie Barnes (1938-2009),
an internationally known artist, a former professional football player, and an
unforgettable friend.

Barnes is best known for his unique figurative style of painting, and he
is widely recognized as the foremost African American artist of his genera-
tion. His paintings first became known to millions of people when used as
the cover theme for the hit television show Good Times and as the cover art
on such popular albums as Marvin Gaye’s I Want You, Donald Byrd’s Donald
Byrd and 125th Street, NYC, and B. B. King’s Making Love Is Good for You.

Barnes’s ability to capture the powerful energy and movement of sports
earned him recognition as “America’s Best Painter of Sports” by the American Sports Museum. In 1984
he was appointed official artist for the Summer Olympic Games in Los Angeles. His sports commis-
sions include paintings for the Los Angeles Lakers, Carolina Panthers, New Orleans Saints, Oakland
Raiders, and New England Patriots, as well as a painting displayed at the Naismith Memorial Basketball
Hall of Fame to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the National Basketball Association.

One of the remarkable features of Barnes’s work is his use of elongation and distortion to represent
energy, power, grace, intensity, and fluidity in his art. His sports background provided a distinct vantage
point for observing bodies in movement, and he used his unique understanding of the human anatomy
to portray not only athletes but everyday mannerisms in delayed motion. As a result, his images com-
municate an intimate sense of human physicality.

For many people, Ernie Barnes captures the spirit and determination of athletes as they express
themselves through movement. His images present to us the kinesthetic soul of sports.

This is the sixth consecutive cover of Sports in Society that presents the art of Ernie Barnes. When
Ernie spoke to students in Los Angeles, he usually brought copies of the book with him to show that
art, sport, and academic learning could come together in their lives. This particular cover image was
chosen to represent Barnes’s legacy based on bis effort to represent the wonder and endurance of the
human spirit.

Much of Barnes’s work can be viewed at ErnieBarnes.com. My thanks go to Ernie’s longtime friend
and assistant, Luz Rodrigues, and his family for sharing His Effort for this edition of Sports in Society.
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PREFACE

PURPOSE OF THIS TEXT

The eleventh edition of Sports in Society: Issues
and Controversies provides a detailed introduc-
tion to the sociology of sport. It uses sociological
concepts, theories, and research to raise critical
questions about sports and explore the dynamic
relationship between sports, culture, and society.
The chapters are organized around controver-
sial and curiosity-arousing issues that have been
systematically studied in sociology and related
fields. Research on these issues is summarized so
that readers can critically examine them.

Chapter content is guided by sociological
research and theory and based on the assump-
tion that a full understanding of sports must take
into account the social and cultural contexts in
which sports are created, played, given mean-
ing, and integrated into people’s lives. At a time
when we too often think that a “website search”
provides everything we need to know, I intend
this text as a thoughtful scholarly work that
integrates research on sports as social phenom-
ena, makes sense of the expanding body of work
in the sociology of sport, and inspires critical
thinking.

FOR WHOM IS IT WRITTEN?

Sports in Society is written for everyone taking
a first critical look at the relationships between
sports, culture, and society. Readers don’t need
a background in sociology to understand and
benefit from discussions in each chapter; nor do

they need detailed knowledge of sport jargon
and statistics. My goal is to help readers iden-
tify and explore issues related to sports in their
personal experiences, families, schools, commu-
nities, and societies.

The emphasis on issues and controversies
makes each chapter useful for people concerned
with sport-related policies and programs. I've
always tried to use knowledge to make sports
more democratic, accessible, inclusive, and
humane, and I hope to provide readers with the
information and desire to do the same.

WRITING THIS REVISION

As soon as the tenth edition of Sports in Society
went to press I began research for this edition.
"This involves reading six newspapers each day,
including USA Today, The New York Times, The
Wall Street Journal, and The Financial Times. 1
also read two sports magazines—Sports 1lus-
trated and ESPN The Magazine—and three or
four other magazines that often carry articles
about sports. But most of my research involves
reading every abstract for every article published
in the major journals dealing with sports as
social phenomena. I regularly survey the tables
of contents of a few dozen journals in sociology
and related fields to find articles on sport-related
topics. Although I do not read every article or
every book in the field, I read many and take
notes as I do.

Finally, I track photos that I might buy for the
edition, and I take thousands of photos myself,

xi



xii SPORTS IN SOCIETY: Issues and Controversies

always hoping to have ten to twenty new ones for
each new edition. I regularly ask friends to take
photos if they are in unique sport settings. In the
final photo selection I usually review 250 photos
for every one I choose to include in the book.

In all, this amounts to thousands of hours of
research, writing, and discussing issues with peo-
ple from many walks of life in the United States
and other parts of the world I've had opportu-
nities to visit.

CHANGES TO THIS ELEVENTH EDITION

This edition is new in many respects, and most
sections of the book, including tables and fig-
ures, have been updated. However, as new mate-
rial was added, other material had to be deleted
or put in the Online Learning Center. New
chapter-opening quotes, photos, and examples
maintain the timeliness of content. This edition
also is more carefully and clearly linked with
the corresponding website (www.mhhe.com/
coakleylle), and the Online Learning Center
contains additional substantive materials related
to each chapter topic.

New research and theoretical developments
are integrated into each chapter. There are about
1400 new references included in this edition—
nearly 2200 references in all—to assist those
writing papers and doing research. Most new
references identify materials published since the
manuscript for the previous edition left my hands.

"The sociology of sport has expanded so much
in recent years that Sports in Society is now an
introduction to the field more than a compre-
hensive overview.

Revision Themes and New Materials

"This edition presents reorganized chapter open-
ers consisting of a photo, provocative quotes
from popular sources, a brief Chapter Outline,
and Learning Objectives. At the end of each
chapter are new lists of Supplemental Readings

www.mhhe.com/coakley11e

that are featured in the Online Learning Center
(OLC), along with selected sport management
discussion issues related to the chapter content.

The most significant change in this edition is
a new chapter on age and ability. Research and
knowledge about variations in sport participa-
tion patterns by age and abilities have increased
dramatically over the past decade. This serves
as a foundation for discussions of how and why
participation declines after early adolescence and
is consistently low among people with specific
physical or intellectual impairments. There are
detailed discussions of age- and ability-segregated
events, such as Masters competitions for older
people and the Paralympics and Special Olympics
for people with impairments currently defined as
performance-limiting in sports. The chapter con-
cludes with a discussion of the use of movement
enabling technologies in sports.

Another major change is that the chapter
on gender is rewritten so the coverage of ideo-
logical issues and structural inequities (for girls
and women) matches the sequence used in the
chapters on race and ethnicity, social class, and
age and ability. This continuity enables readers
to see similarities in the dynamics of exclusion
and inclusion across these socially significant
attributes.

Chapter 1 now introduces “the great sport
myth”—the widespread belief that all sports are
essentially pure and good, and that their purity
and goodness are transferred to those who par-
ticipate in or watch sports. This concept helps
readers understand how and why sports are per-
ceived in such positive terms worldwide and why
it is difficult to promote critical thinking about
sports in society. References to the great sport
myth appear in most of the chapters. Chapter 1
also has a new explanation of ideology to give
readers a clearer idea of how sports are cultural
practices linked with our everyday lives and
other spheres of society.

Chapter 2 contains new figures on the
knowledge production process and the primary
data collection methods in sociology of sport



research. There is a new explanation of gender
as meaning, performance, and organization in
social worlds, and new discussions of the dif-
ferences between quantitative and qualitative
research and the use of the telephone for con-
ducting interviews. There is a new section, “The
Impact of Sociology of Sport Knowledge,” that
explains why we do research and produce knowl-
edge about sports in society. A new Reflect on
Sports box focuses on “Ciritical Feminist Theory
Today: From the Margins to Mainstream.”

The history chapter from the tenth edition is
now accessible through the OLC, and the chap-
ter on socialization is now Chapter 3, following
the knowledge production chapter. It contains a
new section on “Family Culture and the Sport
Participation of Children,” which examines fam-
ilies as the immediate contexts in which socializa-
tion into sports is initiated and nurtured. There
also are new discussions of the transition out of
competitive sports careers, of recent research on
the sport experiences of gay and lesbian athletes,
and current approaches to sports and socializa-
tion as a community process.

Chapter 4, on youth sports, presents a new
discussion of how the culture of childhood play
has nearly disappeared in most segments of
post-industrial society. There’s also an expanded
discussion of the possibility that in the United
States some upper-middle-class parents use
youth sports as a way to create mobility opportu-
nities and reproduce privilege for their children.
Finally, there is a discussion of how and why
youth sports in the United States are program-
matically fragmented and exist independently
of any theory-based approach to teaching age-
appropriate physical skills and promoting life-
long involvement in sports and physical activities.

Chapter 5, on deviance, contains a new dis-
cussion of the relationship between deviant
overconformity and injuries, concussions, and
repetitive head trauma in sports. There’s also
an explanation of how widespread acceptance
of the great sports myth leads people to deny or
ignore certain forms of deviance in sports and

Preface xiii

use punitive social control methods that focus
on individuals rather than the systemic prob-
lems that exist in various forms of sport. This
is followed by a discussion of new surveillance
technologies being used to police and control
athletes, especially in connection with the use of
performance-enhancing substances.

Chapter 6, on violence in sports, contains
new discussions of the NFL’s investigation of
players’ and coaches’ alleged use of bounties as
incentives to injure opponents and why violent
sports have become commercially successful in
certain cultures. The issue of concussions and
head trauma is also discussed in connection with
the culture of violence that is widely accepted
in heavy-contact sports. The highly publicized
violent sexual assault involving members of the
high school football team in Steubenville, Ohio,
is also discussed relative to issues of gender and
violence. Finally, there is an expanded discussion
of how the threat of terrorism is perceived and
how it influences the dynamics of social control
at sport events.

Chapter 7, on gender and sports, introduces
the concept of orthodox gender ideology to help
readers understand the cultural origins of gen-
der inequality and why sports are one of the
last spheres of social life in which the two-sex
approach is accepted in a way that normalizes
gender segregation. The term orthodox is used
to show that this view of gender represents a
way of thinking that many people have inter-
nalized as unchanging “truth” and often link to
their religious beliefs or an overall sense of right
and wrong. This chapter also contains a new
section on “Progress Toward Gender Equity,”
which identifies girls’ and women’s increased
participation as the single most dramatic change
in sports over the past two generations. There
is an updated Reflect on Sports box that examines
Title IX compliance and “what counts as equity
in sports.” A new Reflect on Sports box deals
with how football impacts policies and prog-
ress toward gender equity. A new table pres-
ents data on female and male athletes at recent
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Paralympic Games, and a new section, “The
Global Women’s Rights Movement,” discusses
the belief that girls and women are enhanced as
human beings when they develop their intel-
lectual and physical abilities. New discussions
of the media coverage of women in sports and
the impact of budget cuts and the privatization
of sports are presented to show that programs
for women and girls remain vulnerable to cuts
because they lack a strong market presence and
have not been profit producing.

Chapter 8, on race and ethnicity, presents a
revised discussion of how racial ideology influ-
ences sports participation. There is a new Reflect
on Sports box dealing with “Vénus Noire: A legacy
of Racism After 200 years,” and a new discussion
of the isolation often experienced by women of
color participating in or coaching college sports.
New research is presented to show the ways that
some Japanese parents use youth sports leagues
to establish relationships with other Japanese
families and connect their children with Asian
American peers. Finally, there is a new section
on race, ethnicity, and sports in a global perspec-
tive in which efforts to control the expression of
racism at sport events is discussed.

Chapter 9, on social class, has expanded dis-
cussions of whether building a new stadium trig-
gers new jobs for the surrounding community
and how the economic downturn has impacted
sports participation in the United States. There
is a new discussion of research on whether local
boxing gyms help participants bond with one
another and acquire forms of social capital that
alter their structural position in society, as well
as a new discussion of data on the impact of
wealth, as opposed to income, on sport partici-
pation patterns.

Chapter 10, written with Elizabeth Pike, my
colleague from the University of Chichester in
England, is new and focuses on issues and con-
troversies related to age and ability in sports. The
framework of this chapter is built on research
showing how social definitions of age and abil-
ity impact the provision of sport participation

www.mhhe.com/coakley11e

opportunities and the decisions made by people
to become involved and stay involved in sports.
The sections on masters events, the Paralympics,
the Special Olympics, and related forms of sport
provision illustrate the complexity of sports
when they are viewed in a general social and cul-
tural context in which age and ability influence
how people are perceived and they include phys-
ical activities in their lives.

Chapter 11 deals with the commercialization
of sports. It contains a new section on how the
NFL and other major sport organizations have
used their nonprofit status to avoid paying taxes
while they generate billions of dollars in income
and pay executives up to $30 million per year.
There also is a discussion of how the great sport
myth is used to appropriate public money to
build sport venues and subsidize sport teams.
Labor relations in sports are discussed in more
depth, with explanations of collective bargaining
agreements, lockouts, and the role of players’
associations.

Chapter 12, on sports and the media, contains
much new material on the changing media land-
scape and how it is related to sports. There is a
new discussion of fantasy sports as an arena in
which participation is influenced by gender and
the quest to sustain white male privilege. There’s
also new material on how social media are used
by established sport organizations and by ath-
letes practicing parkour and other emerging
sport activities around the world. A new section
focuses on the rapid escalation of media rights
tees and how they are driving up the costs for
cable and satellite TV providers and consumers.
Changes in media coverage are discussed, with
attention given to how masculinity and sexuality
are presented in sports media. Finally, there is a
new discussion of how entertainment journalism
has replaced investigative journalism in sports
media.

Chapter 13, on politics, government, and
global processes, is updated in its coverage of
sport and national identity in global relations,
and how the Olympics and men’s World Cup



have become tools for generating profits for the
International Olympic Committee and FIFA
at the same time that the countries hosting
these games incur increasing debt for debat-
able returns. Research on recent sport mega-
events is used to discuss the challenges and the
pros and cons of hosting such events. There
is an expanded discussion of the new political
realities of sports—where team ownership and
event sponsorship have become global in scope,
where athletes seek opportunities worldwide,
where global media make it easy to follow the
sporting events of teams from all over the world,
and where fans’ loyalties are no longer limited
to teams from their own regions or countries.
Research is presented to show that these realities
are linked with corporate expansion, the global
flow of capital, the business strategy of global
media companies, and processes of glocalization
through which global sports are integrated into
people’s everyday lives on a local level.

Chapter 14, on high school and college
sports, includes new research findings related
to issues such as the rising costs of sport pro-
grams, who benefits from the revenues gener-
ated by certain sports, the dramatic increase of
inequality between programs at both the high
school and college levels, and young people’s
perceptions of athletic and academic achieve-
ment in schools with high-profile sport pro-
grams. There also are new sections on budget
issues and the uncertainty that faces school
sports today, and the issues currently faced by
the NCAA as it tries to control a college sport
system that is increasingly unmanageable and
inconsistent with the goals of higher education.

Chapter 15, on religion and sports, presents
new information on world religions and how
they influence conceptions of the body, evalu-
ations of physical movement, and sport partici-
pation. There also is updated information about
the ways in which individuals and organizations
combine sport with religious beliefs, and how
this has spread beyond the United States in
recent years.

Preface XV

Chapter 16 has been shortened and now
focuses primarily on the process of making
change in sports rather than describing what the
future of sports might be. This is because there
is a need for us to acknowledge the power of
corporations in shaping sports to fit their inter-
ests and to develop strategies for creating sport
forms that directly serve the needs of individuals
and communities.

Supplemental Readings and New Website
Resources

Each chapter is followed by a list of Supplemen-
tal Readings that provide useful information
about topics in the chapters. The Supplemental
Readings have been expanded for each chapter
and can be found in the Online Learning Center

(OLQ).

New Visual Materials

There are 120 photos, 20 figures, and 31 car-
toons in this edition; 61 of the photos are new.
These images are combined with new diagrams,
figures, and tables to illustrate important sub-
stantive points, visually enhance the text, and
make reading more interesting.

Online Learning Center

The website www.mhhe.com/coakleylle is an
important feature associated with the eleventh
edition of Sports in Society. The site contains gen-
eral information about this edition, along with
links to supplemental materials associated with
each chapter. Those materials include

* Supplemental Readings that add depth and
background to current chapter topics

¢ Group projects

* Previous chapters on coaches, competition,
history (from the 10th edition), and social
theories (from the 9th edition)

* True/false self-tests for each chapter
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* A cumulative 230-page bibliography that
lists all references from this and the last six
editions of Sports in Society

* A complete glossary of key terms integrated
into the index

ANCILLARIES

Instructor’s Manual and Test Bank

An instructor’s manual and test bank are avail-
able to assist those using Sports in Society in col-
lege courses. It includes the following:

o Chapter outlines. These are full outlines that
provide a section-by-section topic list for
each chapter. They are useful for test reviews
and organizing lectures, and they may be
reproduced and given to students as study
guides.

o Test questions (multiple choice). These
questions are designed to test students’
awareness of the central concepts and ideas
in each chapter. For the instructor with large
classes, these questions are useful for creating
chapter and midterm tests, as well as final
exams.

*  Discussion/essay questions. These questions
can be used for tests or to generate
classroom discussions. They’re designed to
encourage students to synthesize and apply
materials in one or more of the sections in
each chapter. None of the questions asks
the students to simply list points or give
definitions.

Computerized Test Bank

A computerized version of the test bank for the
instructor’s manual is available in both IBM and
Macintosh formats to qualified adopters. This
software provides a unique combination of user-
friendly aids and enables the instructor to select,
edit, delete, or add questions and to construct
and print tests and answer keys.
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chapter

(Source: Jay Coakley)

THE SOCIOLOGY OF SPORT

What Is It and Why Study It?

Our sports belong to us. They came up from Competitive cheer may, some time in the future,
the people. They were invented for reasons qualify as a sport under Title IX. Today, however,
having nothing to do with money or ego. Our the activity is still too underdeveloped and
sports weren’t created by wealthy sports and disorganized to be treated as offering genuine
entertainment barons like the ones running varsity athletic participation opportunities for
sports today. students.
—Ken Reed, Sport Policy Director, —U.S. District Judge Stefan R. Underhill
League of Fans (2011). (in Moltz, 2010)
HOW DO YOU distinguish sports from Sports is real. . . . Sports is Oprah for guys. . . .
entertainment, fakery from reality, when the two Sports is woven deeper into American life than
are so inseparable? you know. You may change religion or politics, but
—Selena Roberts , sports journalist, not sport teams.

The New York Times (2007) —Rick Reilly (2009)



Chapter Outline

About This Book

About This Chapter

Using Sociology to Study Sports

Defining Sports

What Is the Sociology of Sport?

Why Study Sports in Society?

Summary: Why Study the Sociology of Sport?

Learning Objectives

e Explain what sociologists study about e Explain what it means to say that sports are
sports and why sociology of sport social constructions and contested activities.
knowledge is different from information in e Explain why sociology of sport knowledge
sports media and everyday conversations. may be controversial among people

Understand issues related to defining
sports and why a sociological definition
differs from official definitions used by high
schools and universities.

associated with sports.

Understand the meaning of “ideology” and
how ideologies related to gender, race, social
class, and disability are connected with sports.
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ABOUT THIS BOOK

If you’re reading this book, you have an inter-
est in sports or know people who play or watch
them. Unlike most books about sports, this one
is written to take you beyond scores, statistics,
and sports personalities. The goal is to focus on
the “deeper game” associated with sports, the
game through which sports become part of the
social and cultural worlds in which we live.

Fortunately, we can draw on our emotions
and experiences as we consider this deeper
game. Take high school sports in the United
States as an example. When students play on a
high school basketball team, we know that it can
affect their status in the school and the treat-
ment they receive from both teachers and peers.
We know it has implications for their prestige
in the community, self-images and self-esteem,
future relationships, opportunities in education
and the job market, and their overall enjoyment
of life.

Building on this knowledge enables us to
move further into the deeper game associated
with high school sports. For example, why do so
many Americans place such importance on sports
and accord such high status to elite athletes? Are
there connections between high school sports
and widespread beliefs about masculinity and
femininity, achievement and competition, plea-
sure and pain, winning and fair play, and other
important aspects of U.S. culture?

Underlying these questions is the assump-
tion that sports are more than games, meets, and
matches. They’re important aspects of social life
that have meanings going far beyond scores and
performance statistics. Sports are integral parts
of the social and cultural contexts in which we
live, and they provide stories and images that
many of us use to evaluate our experiences and
the world around us.

Those of us who study sports in society are
concerned with these deeper meanings and sto-
ries associated with sports. We do research to
increase our understanding of (1) the cultures
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and societies in which sports exist; (2) the social
worlds created around sports, and (3) the experi-
ences of individuals and groups associated with
sports.

ABOUT THIS CHAPTER

"This chapter is organized to answer four questions:

1. What is sociology, and how is it used to
study sports in society?

2. What are sports, and how can we identify
them in ways that increase our understand-
ing of their place and value in society?

3. What is the sociology of sport?

4. Who studies sports in society, and for what
purposes?

The answers to these questions will be our
guides for understanding the material in the rest

of the book.

USING SOCIOLOGY TO STUDY SPORTS

Sociology provides useful tools for investigat-
ing sports as social phenomena. This is because
sociology is the study of the social worlds that people
create, maintain, and change through their relation-
ships with each other." The concept of social world
refers to an identifiable sphere of everyday actions
and relationships (Unruh, 1980). Social worlds are
created by people, but they involve much more
than individuals doing their own things for their
own reasons. Our actions, relationships, and col-
lective activities form patterns that could not be
predicted only with information about each of us
as individuals. These patterns constitute identi-
fiable ways of life and social arrangements that

Tmportant concepts used in each chapter are identified in
boldface. Unless they are accompanied by a footnote that
contains a definition, the definition will be given in the text
itself. This puts the definition in context rather than sepa-
rating it in a glossary. Definitions are also provided in the
Subject Glindex.



are maintained or changed over time as people
interact with one other.

Social worlds can be as large and impersonal
as an entire nation, such as the United States or
Brazil, or as personal and intimate as your own
family. But regardless of size, they encompass
all aspects of social life: (a) the values and beliefs
that we use to make sense of our lives; (b) our
everyday actions and relationships; and (c) the
groups, organizations, communities, and soci-
eties that we form as we make choices, develop
relationships, and participate in social life.

Sociologists often refer to society, which is a
relatively self-sufficient collection of people who main-
tain a way of life in a particular territory. In most
cases, a society and a nation are one and the
same, such as Brazil and Brazilian society. But
there are cases where a society is not a nation,
such as Amish Mennonite society as it exists
in Ohio, Pennsylvania, and other parts of the
United States.

The goal of sociology is to describe and explain
social worlds, including societies—how they
are created, re-created, and changed; how they
are organized; and how they influence our lives
and our relationships with each other. In the
process of doing sociology we learn to see our
lives and the lives of others “in context”—that
is, in the social worlds in which we live. This
enables us to identify the social conditions that
set limits or create possibilities in people’s lives.
On a personal level, knowing about these influ-
ential conditions also helps us anticipate and
sometimes work around the constraints we face
at the same time that we look for and take advan-
tage of the possibilities. Ideally, it helps us gain
more control over our lives as well as an under-
standing of other people and the conditions that
influence their lives.

Key Sociology Concepts

Sociologists use the concepts of culture, social
interaction, and social structure to help them
understand sports as social activities.
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Culture consists of the shared ways of life and
shared understandings that people develop as they live
together. Once a culture exists, it influences rela-
tionships and social interaction.

Social interaction consists of people taking
each other into account and, in the process, influ-
encing each other’s feelings, thoughts, and actions.
Through interaction we learn to anticipate the
thoughts and actions of others and predict how
others may respond to what we think and do.

Social structure consists of the established pat-
terns of relationships and social arrangements that
take shape as people live, work, and play with each
other. This is the basis for order and organization
in all social worlds.

These three concepts—culture, social inter-
action, and social structure—represent the cen-
tral interconnected aspects of all social worlds.
For example, a high school soccer team is a
social world formed by players, coaches, team
parents, and regular supporters. Over time every
team creates and maintains a particular cu/ture or
a way of life consisting of values, beliefs, norms,
and everyday social routines. Everyone involved
with the team engages in social interaction as they
take each other into account during their every-
day activities on and off the playing field. Addi-
tionally, the recurring actions, relationships, and
social arrangements that emerge as these people
interact with each other make up the social struc-
ture of the team. This combination of culture,
social interaction, and social structure comprises
the team as a social world, and it is connected
with the larger social world in which it exists.

Peer groups, cliques, and athletic teams are
social worlds in which participants are known
to one another. Communities, societies, concert
crowds, and online chat rooms are social worlds
in which participants are generally unknown to
each other. This means that the boundaries of
social worlds may be clear, fuzzy, or overlap-
ping, but we generally know when we enter or
leave a social world because each has identify-
ing features related to culture, social interaction,
and social structure.
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We move back and forth between famil-
iar social worlds without thinking. We make
nearly automatic shifts in how we talk and act
as we accommodate changing cultural, inter-
actional, and structural features in each social
world. However, when we enter or participate
in a new or unfamiliar social world, we usually
pay special attention to what is happening. We
watch what people are doing, how they inter-
act with each other, and we develop a sense of
the recurring patterns that exist in their actions
and relationships. If you’ve done this, then
you're ready to use sociology to study sports
in society.

Sociological Knowledge Is Based
on Research and Theory

My goal in writing this book is to accurately
represent research in the sociology of sport and
discuss issues of interest to students. At a time
when online searches provide us with infinite
facts, figures, and opinions about sports, I am
primarily interested in the knowledge produced
through systematic research. I use newspaper
articles and other media as sources for examples,
but I depend on research results when making
substantive points and drawing conclusions.
This means that my statements about sports
and sport experiences are based, as much as
possible, on studies that use surveys, question-
naires, interviews, observations, content analy-
ses, and other accepted methods of research in
sociology.

The material in this book is different than
material in blogs, talk radio, television news
shows, game and event commentaries, and most
of our everyday conversations about sports. It is
organized to help you critically examine sports
as they exist in people’s lives. I use research find-
ings to describe and explain as accurately as pos-
sible the important connections between sports,
society, and culture. I try to be fair when using
research to make sense of the social aspects of
sports and sport experiences. This is why over
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1700 sources are cited as references for the
information and analysis in this book.

Of course, I want to hold your attention
as you read, but I don’t exaggerate, purposely
withhold, or present information out of con-
text to impress you and boost my “ratings.” In
the process, I hope you will extend your critical
thinking abilities so you can assess what people
believe and say about sports in society. This will
enable you to make informed decisions about
sports in your life and the social worlds in which
you live.

DEFINING SPORTS

Most of us know enough about the meaning of
sports to talk about them with others. How-
ever, when we study sports, it helps to precisely
define our topic. For example, is it a sport when
young people choose teams and play a base-
ball game in the street or when thirty people of
various ages spend an afternoon learning and
performing tricks at a skateboard park? These
activities are sociologically different from what
occurs at major league baseball games and X
Games skateboard competitions. These dif-
ferences become significant when parents ask
if playing sports builds the character of their
children, when community leaders ask if they
should use tax money to fund sports, and when
school principals ask if sports are valid educa-
tional activities.

When I say that I study sports, people ask if
that includes jogging, double-dutch, weight lift-
ing, hunting, scuba diving, darts, auto racing,
chess, poker, ultimate fighting, paintball, piano
competitions, ballroom dancing, skateboarding,
Quidditch, and so on. To respond is not easy,
because there is no single definition that pre-
cisely identifies sports in all cultures at all times.

According to definitions used widely in
North America and much of Europe, sports are
physical activities that involve challenges or competi-
tive contests. They are usually organized so that
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Is “Competitive Cheer” or cheerleading a sport? The
answer to this question is important because it will
impact the budgets, participation rates, and gender
equity decisions in U.S. high school and college
sport programs. Sociologists study why certain
activities are considered to be sports in particular
social worlds, who has the power to make such
decisions, and how those decisions affect people’s
lives. (Source: Jay Coakley)

participants can assess their performances and
compare them to the performances of others or
to their own performances from one situation to
another. However, the organization, meaning,
and purpose of sports often vary from one cul-
tural context to another.

Some sports are organized to emphasize
free-flowing, playful action and exist primarily
for the pleasure of the participants. Examples
include 5K fun runs, spontaneous games of
Ultimate in open areas, and skateboarding in
the streets or local skate parks. In contrast, other
sports are organized to include scheduled and
regulated action with participants displaying
their skills for the pleasure of spectators. These
include professional and other elite sports that
people follow through media and pay to see in
person. NFL games, matches in professional
soccer leagues, and major golf tournaments are
examples.

Most sports, however, are organized in ways
that fall somewhere between these two extremes.

CHAPTER 1: The Sociology of Sport 7

They are formally organized and, even though
people may watch them, they exist mostly for par-
ticipants, who enjoy them, value the skills needed
to play them, and receive external rewards, such
as peer or family approval, social status, or formal
awards for playing them. Softball leagues, sched-
uled volleyball tournaments, and most organized
youth sports are examples.

Scholars who study sports as social phe-
nomena generally use a flexible and inclusive
definition of sport. Although past research
in the sociology of sport has focused mainly
on what you and I would describe as “orga-
nized sports,” current research often focuses
on physical culture, which includes all forms of
movement and physical activities that people in par-
ticular social worlds create, sustain, and regularly
include in their collective lives. This could be tai
chi done in a Beijing park, capoeira in a Sao
Paulo plaza, parkour in a Paris neighborhood,
or break-dancing in New York City’s Central
Park. Of course, organized sports are a cen-
tral and often dominant component of physi-
cal culture in many societies today, but it has
not always been this way and there continue
to be societies in which traditional folk games
and expressive forms of movement are more
important than formally organized, competitive
sports. Research on physical culture is impor-
tant because it helps us understand how people
think and feel about their bodies and how they
define movement and integrate it into their lives
(Dworkin and Wachs, 2009; Silk and Andrews,
2011). Additionally, it provides a foundation for
critically examining the deeper game associated
with sports in society.

Official Definitions of Sports

Defining sport in official terms and choosing spe-
cific activities that qualify as sports is an impor-
tant process in organizations, communities, and
societies. Being classified as an official sport gives
special status to an activity and is likely to increase
participation, funding, community support, and
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general visibility. For example, in Switzerland
and the Scandinavian countries, walking, bicy-
cling, and certain forms of general exercise are
considered to be “sports.” Therefore, those who
participate regularly in these activities often see
themselves as “sportspersons” and are treated
that way by their peers. Additionally, public
policies are likely to provide common spaces for
these activities and financial support for events
that include them.

The official definitions of sport used by orga-
nizations and officials in the United States are
more exclusive in that they give priority to for-
mally organized, competitive activities. There-
fore, even though walking is encouraged for
general health purposes, most people in the U.S.
would not consider walking a sport, nor would
they ever describe walkers as sportspersons. This
is important because it also may mean that walk-
ing trails and walking events will receive much
less financial and political support than stadiums
and arenas in which elite and professional sports
are played and watched—because these are seen
as the “real” or official sports.

According to most people in the United
States, Canada, and a growing number of other
societies, sports involve rules, competition, scor-
ing, winners and losers, schedules and seasons,
records, coaches, referees, and governing bodies
that set rules and sponsor championships. Addi-
tionally, organizations such as local park and
recreation departments, state high school ath-
letic federations, the National Collegiate Ath-
letic Association (NCAA), and the United States
Olympic Committee use their own criteria for
defining sport and selecting activities for official
recognition as sports for purposes of funding
and support.

Official definitions of sport have impor-
tant implications. When a definition empha-
sizes rules, competition, and high performance,
many people will be excluded from participa-
tion, decide that they are not fit to play, or avoid
other physical activities that are defined as “sec-
ond class.” For example, when a 12-year-old is
cut from an exclusive club soccer team, she may
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not want to play in the local league sponsored
by the park and recreation department because
she sees it as “recreational activity” rather than
a real sport. This can create a situation in which
most people are physically inactive at the same
time that a small number of people perform
at relatively high levels for large numbers of
spectators—a situation that negatively impacts
health and increases health-care costs in a society
or community. When sport is defined to include
a wide range of physical activities that are played
for pleasure and integrated into local expressions
of social life, physical activity rates will be high
and overall health benefits are likely.

Sports Are Social Constructions

Understanding the sociology of sport is eas-
ier if you learn to think of sports as social
constructions—that is, as parts of the social world
that are created by people as they interact with one
another under particular social, political, and eco-
nomic conditions. This means that the kinds of
sports that exist and gain popularity in particular
social worlds often tell us much about the val-
ues and orientations of those who play, watch, or
sponsor them. They also tell us about who has
power in a social world.

Just as defining and identifying official sports
is part of a political process, with outcomes
that benefit some people more than others, so
is the process of creating and sustaining sports
in a social world. This becomes apparent when
we examine the struggles that often occur over
whose ideas will be used when making decisions
about the following sport-related issues:

1. What is the meaning and primary purpose
of sports, and how should sports be
organized to fit that meaning and purpose?

2. Who will play sports with whom, and under
what conditions will they play?

3. What agencies or organizations will sponsor
and control sports?

Heated debates occur when people dis-
agree on these issues. History shows that some



of these debates have caused bitter feelings
and led to lawsuits, government intervention,
and the passage of laws. For example, people
often disagree about the meaning, purpose,
and organization of cheerleading in U.S. high
schools. Most school officials say that cheer-
leading is not a sport because its primary
purpose is to support high school teams. But
others argue that the cheerleaders at many
schools are now organized as teams, they train
like other athletes, and they compete in cham-
pionships and bring recognition and rewards to
their schools. This debate over the purpose of
cheerleading will continue because the stakes
are high: being designated an official high
school sport brings funding and other support
that affects the organization of cheerleading
and the meaning it has in schools, communi-
ties, and American society.

Disagreements and struggles over the pur-
pose, meaning, and organization of sports occur
most often when they involve the funding pri-
orities of government agencies (Eichberg, 2008).
For example, if the primary purpose of sport is
to improve health and fitness for everyone, then
funding should go to sports that provide wide-
spread recreational participation resulting in
net positive effects on physical well-being. But
if people see sports as “wars without weapons”
with the purpose being to push the limits of
human ability, then funding should go to sports
organized to produce high-performance ath-
letes who can achieve competitive victories. This
issue is regularly contested at the national and
local levels of government, in universities and
public school districts, and even in families, as
parents decide how to use their resources to sup-
port their children’s physical activities.

These examples show that sports are con-
tested activities—that is, activities for which
there are no timeless and universal agreements
about what they mean, why they exist, or how
they should be organized. This is also illus-
trated by historical disagreements over who is
allowed to play sports and the conditions under
which certain people can play. Cases involving
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extended struggles are listed in the box, “Who
Plays and Who Doesn’t” (p. 10).

The third issue that makes sports contested
activities focuses on who should provide the
resources needed to play them and who should
control them. When people see sports con-
tributing to the common good, it is likely that
sport facilities and programs will be supported
by government agencies and tax money. When
people see sports as primarily contributing to
to individual development, it is likely that sport
facilities and programs will be supported by indi-
viduals, families, and private-corporate sponsors.
However, in both cases there will be struggles
over the extent to which sponsors control sports
and the extent to which sports are organized to
be consistent with community values.

Struggles over these three issues show that
using a single definition of sports may lead us to
overlook important factors in a particular social
world, such as who has power and resources and
how meanings are given to particular activities
at different times in a community or society.
Being aware of these factors enables us to put
sports into context and understand them in the
terms used by those who create, play, and sup-
port them. It also helps us see that the definition
of sports in any particular context usually rep-
resents the ideas and interests of some people
more than others. In the sociology of sport, this
leads to questions and research on whose ideas
and interests count the most when it comes
to determining (1) the meaning, purpose, and
organization of sports; (2) who plays under what
conditions, and (3) how sports will be sponsored
and controlled. Material in each of the follow-
ing chapters summarizes the findings of this
research.

WHAT IS THE SOCIOLOGY OF SPORT?

The sociology of sport is primarily a subdisci-
pline of sociology and physical education that studies
sports as social phenomena. Most research and
writing in the field focuses on “organized,





