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Abstract
The college athletics environment within the USA is ethically complex and often controversial. From an academic standpoint, 
athletes are often viewed as a privileged class receiving undue benefit. Yet closer inspection reveals that student athletes 
are at risk psychologically, physically, and intellectually in ways that undermine development and flourishing. This reality 
stands in troubling contrast to the prosocial, virtue-based goals expressed by university mission statements. Given the role 
of sport in many university business models, college athletics invites scrutiny from a business ethics standpoint. Using a 
humanistic leadership perspective (Pirson in: Humanistic management: protecting dignity and promoting well-being, Cam-
bridge University Press, Cambridge, 2017), we organize our analysis around three challenges facing the college athletics 
system: (1) navigating the tension between claiming college athletes are amateurs rather than professionals; (2) defining the 
ethical edge between winning and winning fairly; and (3) moderating the insatiable drive to win while protecting student 
athlete well-being. We then articulate three strategies for successfully addressing these challenges: leadership role modeling, 
putting structural supports in place and holding people accountable. We argue that humanistic leadership and a ‘balanced 
motivational drive mindset’ (Lawrence and Nohria in: J Bus Ethics 128:383–394, 2002, https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s10551-​
014-​2090-2; Pirson 2017) could help move college athletics from an economistic model toward a more humanistic model 
that prioritizes the dignity and well-being of its participants, particularly student athletes.

Keywords  College athletics · Moral failure and moral success · Humanistic leadership · Dignity · Well-being and 
flourishing

The Opportunity

During times of great change, ethical leaders have the oppor-
tunity to help those impacted navigate the emerging reality 
with clarity and wisdom. The world of college athletics is 
currently undergoing such a sea-change. The challenge for 
leaders is that previously unaccepted behaviors (for exam-
ple, athletes getting paid for their image) are now deemed 
ethical; clear guidelines have yet to be established for imple-
menting new practices. Choosing a moral path forward will 
require discerning the array of behaviors that best harmonize 
values in tension within the community.

College athletics now faces three key challenges to its 
value priorities, challenges which mirror values in tension 
within many organizational settings. The first challenge is 
navigating the tension between generating revenue for the 
universities and athletic organizations by defining college 
athletes as amateurs or blurring definitional lines through 
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compensating athletes and treating them more as profession-
als. With new rules on the horizon, governing how college 
athletes can monetize their name/image/likeness (NIL), the 
prevailing economic model is in flux. The second challenge 
is defining the perennial ethical edge between winning and 
winning fairly where power dynamics between leaders and 
athletes shape ethical expectations and can either support 
or thwart the moral development of the athlete. The third 
challenge is moderating an insatiable drive to win, which 
results in winking at the mistreatment of student athletes in 
the process.

The humanistic leadership perspective is a promising 
guide for navigating these challenges as it reflects both the 
desire to achieve and the desire to be ethical. Michael Pirson 
(2017) explains, “[a]ccording to the humanistic perspective, 
the key reason for the survival of humans is their relational 
nature, for which dignity and morality are crucial. Their 
highest aspiration is to achieve a level of well-being and 
to flourish” (p. 62). The humanistic leadership perspective 
stands in contrast to the prevailing economistic perspective 
that often drives the culture of college athletics programs 
and that risks compromising the well-being of student 
athletes.

The purpose of this paper is to examine how the human-
istic leadership perspective can promote systems in which 
athletes are treated with respect and care for their well-being 
even as they are coached to win. To this end, our paper pro-
ceeds as follows. We begin by elaborating upon the princi-
ples of humanistic leadership that can help leaders focus on 
harmonizing the tension among the conflicting values pre-
sent in college athletics (Lawrence & Pirson, 2015; Pirson, 
2017). We highlight the difference between the humanistic 
and economistic perspectives and describe the implica-
tions of each for the culture, decision-making, and student 
experience within college athletic programs. Next, we pro-
vide examples of the three challenges in light of practices 
embedded in the current system that detract from the safety 
and well-being of student athletes. These examples are not 
exhaustive but were rather selected to illustrate a core set 
of concerns that bear on the moral subculture within col-
lege athletics. Then, operating from the lens of humanistic 
leadership (Lawrence & Pirson, 2015), we suggest strategies 
for successfully re-aligning intercollegiate athletics with the 
values of higher education in order to keep the promises that 
higher education makes to all students. We conclude with 
our discussion and identify directions for future research.

This work contributes to the literature in three ways. First, 
although elements of the student athlete experience have 
been studied in the sport management literature (Cole & 
Martin, 2018; Fransen et al., 2020; Gearity & Murray, 2011; 
Lopez et al., 2020), we are unaware of any publications in 
the mainstream business ethics literature that examine the 
intercollegiate athletics system as a setting for the dynamics 

of organizational ethics from the lens of humanistic leader-
ship to ensure the goals of athletic programs align with the 
mission of colleges and universities (Cortés-Sanchez, 2018).

A second contribution is to bring humanistic leadership 
to bear on the issue of motivation strategies in high-perfor-
mance environments such as competitive sport. In highly 
competitive industries like intercollegiate athletics, high 
tech services and investment banking, leaders mistakenly 
assume fear is the most effective way to get the best out of 
people (Elison & Partridge, 2012; Yukhymenko-Lescroat 
et al., 2015). However, a more supportive humanistic lead-
ership approach, which respects the dignity of participants, 
has strong motivating potential (Jenny & Hushman, 2014). 
Adopting a humanistic leadership lens does not mean lower-
ing standards; instead, participants in the athletic enterprise 
can strive for excellence in ways that respect the dignity of 
all and draw on a broad range of needs underlying human 
motivation, thereby achieving a higher level of well-being 
than what currently exists (Lawrence & Pirson, 2015; Law-
rence & Nohria, 2002; McDonald, 2012; Nohria et al., 2008; 
Waddock, 2016).

Third, this article fills a gap in the literature as little aca-
demic work explores how adopting humanistic leadership 
throughout the intercollegiate sports system might consist-
ently create environments that provide student athletes better 
opportunities to flourish and how this approach to leadership 
supports the mission of universities and higher education 
as a whole. Next, we begin by defining moral community, 
moral failure and humanistic leadership.

Moral Community, Moral Failure 
and Humanistic Leadership

Broadly stated, a social system is comprised of a group of 
actors and entities who share a common interest that con-
nects them through social interactions, structure and influ-
ence. Every social system is comprised of various moral 
communities, each with a set of behavioral expectations 
informed by the values and ideals of dominant actors within 
the system. Moral communities are associated with a set 
of formal and informal rules. Moral failure occurs when 
stakeholders fail to comply with these social expectations 
or engage in behaviors that they or others consider unethi-
cal (Shadnam & Lawrence, 2011, p. 700). The system’s 
internal and external drivers of change are equally impor-
tant when a moral community constructs, or reevaluates, the 
governing set of moral rules (Shadnam & Lawrence, 2011). 
The greater the divide between the ethical expectations of 
various members of the community and the community at 
large, the more likely change will occur within that social 
system (Shadnam & Lawrence, 2011). In our analysis we 
address the moral community of college athletics, and how 



605Navigating the Ethically Complex and Controversial World of College Athletics: A Humanistic…

1 3

humanistic leadership can help to shift the norms and behav-
iors of this community further toward supporting the well-
being of student athletes.

The two pillars of humanistic leadership are dignity and 
shared well-being (Lawrence & Pirson, 2015; Pirson, 2017). 
Further, the humanistic leadership perspective builds upon 
four drive motivation theory (Lawrence & Nohria, 2002; 
Lawrence & Pirson, 2015; Pirson, 2017). Based upon evi-
dence from the fields of evolutionary biology, anthropology, 
neuroscience and neuropsychology, these four motivational 
drives include: the drive to acquire; the drive to defend; the 
drive to bond; and the drive to learn (Lawrence & Nohria, 
2002; Nohria et  al., 2008). A key principle underlying 
humanistic leadership is the importance of the balanced 
drive mindset: that each of these drives is important and 
influential in its own right in motivating human behavior 
and that no subset of the drives should be overemphasized 
indefinitely. By contrast, the economistic perspective places 
heavy emphasis on profit and winning, thereby drawing out 
the motivational drives to acquire and to defend. Over time 
this lack of balance risks undermining the well-being and 
ethical health of individuals and communities (Lawrence & 
Pirson, 2015; Pirson, 2017). As later sections of the article 
will illustrate, each motivational drive has moral implica-
tions for leadership (Lawrence & Nohria, 2002; Lawrence 
& Pirson, 2015).

In the case of intercollegiate athletics, practicing human-
istic leadership—upholding the dignity of all participants 
and seeking the shared well-being of all—is supported by 
accrediting bodies who expect the dominant actors within 
higher education to organize people and processes around 
the ideals currently present within most university mission 
statements (Cortés-Sanchez, 2018). This goal is difficult 
to achieve under the best of conditions but impossible to 
achieve within an unbalanced social system focusing on the 
drive to acquire and the drive to defend while subordinat-
ing the drive to bond and the drive to learn. To fully live 
into dignity and well-being, humanistic leadership requires 
motivational drive balance.

Viewing collegiate athletics through a humanistic leader-
ship lens, we argue that moral failure happens when human 
dignity is breached, rights are violated, or development is 
hindered in the unrelenting quest for acquiring resources 
and adulation and defending one’s status within the larger 
community. From the humanistic leadership perspective 
“any…constraint upon freedom and deprivation of power 
which either insults or humiliates is normatively unaccep-
table” (Morriss as cited in Haugaard & Clegg, 2009, p. 6). 
Implicit in this expectation is the notion that a community 
needs to ensure that the existing power structures support 
tolerance and self-agency, which flow from having dignity 
and respect for every human being with the ultimate goal of 
shared well-being (Bazerman & Tenbrunsel, 2011).

In the balance of this paper we analyze three key chal-
lenges facing intercollegiate athletics today using a human-
istic leadership lens and balanced drive mindset. We turn 
next to an overview of the context in which these challenges 
emerge on university campuses.

Intertwined and Complex Challenges

The challenges we discuss do not arise in isolation but are 
deeply intertwined and complex. Due to the structure of 
intercollegiate programming and the structure of college ath-
letics within universities, college athletic departments tend 
to operate in isolation from the rest of the university. Often, 
they predominantly function as an entity within the inter-
collegiate athletic system, which defines their operational 
structure more so than the university (Schroeder, 2010, pp. 
101–102). An athletics program subculture often forms and 
is driven by the values of those entities that directly support 
college athletics (National Collegiate Athletics Association 
[NCAA], media associations, boosters, alumni and fans) 
rather than by the mission of the broader university. While 
supportive in various ways, these athletics-related entities 
may have different ideals and expectations than those of 
higher education. Student athletes are then caught up in the 
athletic subculture, which potentially undermines the student 
component of their role and creates ongoing distress (Hwang 
& Choi, 2016).

The economistic model governing college athletics 
often leads to a focus on winning at all costs and generat-
ing revenue for the universities and the athletic programs. 
This orientation increases the potential for morally flawed 
decision-making within the intercollegiate athletics system. 
Psychological abuse may become prevalent among coach-
ing staff and ignored by dominant actors within the system 
(Davis, 2020; Dodgson, 2020; Evans, et al., 2018; Myer-
berg, 2021; Vainisi, 2016; Williams, 2019). The athletes are 
treated as a means to an end for the university programs to 
generate revenues through increased commercialization of 
the sport to retain position, salary level, and power of domi-
nant actors within the intercollegiate system.

This system of embedded moral flaws within intercol-
legiate athletics is particularly impactful given the devel-
opmental stage of student athletes (Perry, 1999). When 
athletes are immersed in a toxic subculture driven by an 
economistic model prioritizing winning at all costs, their 
moral development can be stunted (Chen et al., 2019). 
These findings are particularly disconcerting in that many 
small and medium-sized well-led and well-managed col-
lege athletics programs do provide excellent opportunities 
for students to develop many positive attributes including 
perseverance, courage, collaboration, unselfish commit-
ment to others, time management, teamwork, sensible 
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risk-taking, fair competition and physical endurance. 
With this backdrop, we now turn to the three specific 
challenges facing collegiate athletics today and analyze 
these issues from a humanistic leadership perspective.

Challenge 1: Tension Between Amateur/Professional 
Status of Athletes

According to the NCAA, a defining feature of collegiate 
athletics is that athletes are amateurs rather than profes-
sionals. (NCCA Amateurism, 2021). However, as exten-
sively explored in NCAA v. Alston (2021), the reality is 
that the NCAA and the university members are engaged 
in business that generates billions of dollars of revenue 
for the participants, and they are effectively a monopoly. 
For example, in 2019 the revenues from March Madness, 
the annual Division I collegiate basketball championship, 
were $1.1 billion (2021). The NCAA tries to maintain its 
identity and market advantage through naming the pri-
mary participants, the athletes, as amateurs, defined as 
those who are not “paid to play” but who are primarily 
students.

This economic tension has been part of the athletic con-
versation for at least 125 years as the reality of sports, 
particularly college football and basketball as tremendous 
revenue generators, is in tension with the mission of uni-
versities to provide opportunities for learners to partici-
pate in sports as part of a well-rounded education (Kirk, 
2019). College athletics programs often operate accord-
ing to a highly economistic model and become distinct 
communities isolated from the broader university environ-
ment (Schroeder, 2010, pp. 101–102). When that isola-
tion occurs, risk for moral failure increases as the athletic 
department develops a subculture with values and micro-
social norms in conflict with those of the broader uni-
versity (Shadnam & Lawrence, 2011, p. 395; Schroeder, 
2010). That is, the economistic paradigm risks creating 
conditions that lead to moral failure (Shadnam & Law-
rence, 2011) in terms of the values associated with higher 
education and the treatment of student athletes.

In a culture driven by the economistic perspective, 
healthy balance is not the priority. The athletes’ drive to 
learn, which is critical to the mission of higher educa-
tion, and the drive to bond, which is critical to human 
connection giving purpose and meaning to life (Brown, 
2010), are thwarted as university leadership explicitly or 
implicitly demands that the drives to acquire and defend 
take priority (Lawrence & Pirson, 2015, p. 384). This state 
of imbalance increases the likelihood of people engaging 
in, ignoring, or not even recognizing behaviors that are 
harmful to the well-being of student athletes (Whitehead 
& Senecal, 2020).

Consequence: Conflict Between Demands as an Athlete 
and Scholar

The realities created by a dominant economistic model break 
both spoken and unspoken promises made to student athletes 
in terms of the quality and value of their education. The first 
broken promise comes in terms of work–life balance. The 
NCAA routinely conducts surveys of student athletes whose 
schools are members of the NCAA. One routine survey, the 
Growth, Opportunities, Aspirations, and Learning of Stu-
dents in College (GOALS) survey, reports on the well-being 
of student athletes. A summary of the NCAA’s GOALS sur-
vey (2016) based on 2015 survey results indicates that the 
median number of hours (h.) per week spent on sport (across 
divisions) was about 32 h. Division I football was reported 
as having the highest median of 42 h per week spent on 
their sport. From that same report, the median number of 
hours spent on academic work across divisions was about 
39 h. Moreover, “[s]eventy-five percent or more of student 
athletes in baseball, football and men’s and women’s track in 
Divisions I and II reported spending as much time on their 
sport in the off-season as they do in-season” (NCAA, 2016, 
p. 2). What that means is that student athletes are working 
10 h a day seven days a week with little time to do anything 
else. For example, according to the NCAA’s Mind, Body 
and Sport handbook, student athletes require 8–10 h of sleep 
to remain functional (Grander, 2014, p. 51). GOALS study 
findings indicate that the median number of hours of sleep 
per night across all divisions during on season is 6.25 h.

The expectation for athletes to perform well in multi-
ple areas causes them significant stress (Hwang and Choi, 
2016; Whitehead & Senecal, 2020; Yang, et al., 2007). In a 
recently published word cloud showing responses to what 
student athletes would most like to change about their expe-
rience, NCAA’s (2014) Research Extra Point reports ‘time’ 
as the most frequently cited word and most of the accompa-
nying student athlete comments related to time management 
difficulties and time demands. From student athlete surveys 
(Lu et al., 2018), one student athlete stated:

Coaches are pushing us in practice and demanding 
more out of us, but the team is exhausted from class all 
day and have stress because we have homework, group 
meetings and other commitments after practice that the 
coaches ‘understand’ but it doesn’t change. (p. 230)

Tracking the consequences of the drive to excel in athletics 
and academics, NCAA survey results and student athlete 
studies demonstrate increases in general stress levels as a 
result of having inadequate time to do well in both roles 
(Hwang & Choi, 2016; Lu et al., 2018; Parker et al., 2021). 
Madison Holleran was a freshman track runner for Penn 
State who committed suicide in 2014. In an interview with 
her father (Holleran, 2015), James Holleran attributed the 
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suicide to the stress of performing two jobs, that of student 
and athlete. For lack of time, student athletes report more 
stress in the area of social relationships, academics and 
finances than do non-athlete students (Papanikolaou et al., 
2003; Stevens et al., 2000). According to the NCAA GOALS 
Study (2016), “NCAA student-athletes generally reported 
that their expectations about college academics and time 
demands were accurate. However, expectations about ath-
letics and social experience were more often reported as 
being less accurate” (p. 1), indicating both an opportunity 
and a responsibility for system actors to more clearly convey 
expectations in both of these areas.

Consequence: Racial Disparities

Amira Rose Davis, assistant professor of history and Afri-
can American studies at Penn State University, identifies 
the problem of racial disparities in college sports succinctly 
as she writes,

In recent decades the college sports industrial complex 
has grown with TV deals, new stadiums, corporate 
sponsorships and ballooning salaries for everyone — 
except the players. College sports is a billion-dollar 
industry built on the back of unpaid labor that is dis-
proportionally Black. (2020, para 15)

While Blacks participate in many different sports, the spec-
tator sports of football and basketball, which are the greatest 
source of revenue for universities, have predominately Black 
players. During the 2014–2015 season, Black men com-
prised 56.3% of players in football and 60.8% of players in 
basketball (Gayles, et al., 2018). Furthermore, the revenues 
earned by spectator sports are often used by universities to 
fund the remaining sports programs where players are more 
affluent (Maas, 2020). Finally, because of the pressures asso-
ciated with athletics, the graduation success rate (GSR) for 
Black students in 2018 was 75% as compared to the White 
GSR of 91% (Jackson, 2018). Although Black players are 
given the opportunity to play in these sports based upon 
their athletic prowess and then promised a college education, 
the dissatisfaction around these perceived inequities has led 
them to lobby for legislative changes.

Resolving the Tension: Including Athletes in Revenue 
Sharing

A critical change to policies governing the overall well-
being of athletes was signaled in the Supreme Court deci-
sion, NCAA vs. Alston (2021), in which the Court affirmed 
that the NCAA is a monopoly and subject to antitrust laws. 
The Court explicitly found that “relaxing the restrictions 
[on paying certain academic expenses] would not blur the 
distinction between college and professional sports and thus 

impair demand (Alston, 2021, p. 4). Even though the ruling 
was narrow, the proverbial shot across the bow was fired as 
more cases concerning guaranteeing the respect and well-
being of athletes wend their way through the lower courts.

A second sea-change concerns allowing athletes to 
receive compensation for use of their name/image/likeness 
(NIL). As of July 1, 2021, several states will allow athletes at 
universities in their states to receive compensation for NIL. 
Several other states have passed laws that will be phased 
in over the next several years (Clifton & Long, 2021). The 
NCAA responded by enacting a NIL policy also effective 
July 1, 2021, allowing universities to either follow the leg-
islation in their state or adopt their own policies consistent 
with existent NCAA rules (Berkowitz, 2021). In addition, 
pending federal legislation concerning NIL would provide 
uniform NIL regulations within college athletics (Murphy, 
2021).

The power is now with the athletes for the very first time 
since amateur athletics started over 125 years ago with the 
founding of the Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) in 1888 
(Editors, Encyclopedia Britannica). How that power gets 
used, how the rest of the stakeholders are folded into the 
conversation, can be done either through a humanistic lens 
with the system opportunities and pressures considered, or 
through the economistic lens where the athletes only con-
sider their own financial well-being.1

As these legislative resolutions emerge, the key to having 
these changes help rather than hinder higher education and 
student athletes is to find ways to move toward a humanistic 
leadership approach to receiving and distributing revenue 
and resources. Those engaging in the drafting and imple-
menting of new strategies have the opportunity to commit 
to a humanistic leadership model and use their imagina-
tion in fashioning new ethical guidelines to achieve greater 
work–life balance for student athletes rather than just putting 
band-aids on the economistic lens. If a new approach is not 
envisioned and implemented, the spiral of events that led to 
the current situation will continue, become more complex, 
requiring an ever-heavier legislative hand. Finally, if univer-
sities and the NCAA can find ways to regulate themselves 
fairly and effectively within the new context, additional laws 
and court intervention will not be needed.

Challenge 2: Tension Between Winning and Winning 
Fairly

Student athletes face a strong performance-centric set of pres-
sures (Whitehead & Senecal, 2020). Given the intensity of 
their dual roles within the university, elite student athletes 

1  All recently passed and pending legislation concerning NIO is 
being tracked and updated daily by Business of College Sports, 
https://​busin​essof​colle​gespo​rts.​com/​track​er-​name-​image-​and-​liken​
ess-​legis​lation-​by-​state/

https://businessofcollegesports.com/tracker-name-image-and-likeness-legislation-by-state/
https://businessofcollegesports.com/tracker-name-image-and-likeness-legislation-by-state/
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continually face barriers to healthy balance and well-rounded 
success (Derakshan & Eysenck, 2009; NCAA, 2016). Moreo-
ver, the highly competitive culture of college athletics creates 
ethical tensions around the boundaries of fair play. Because 
of imbalance of power and relationships, college athletes are 
particularly sensitive to being pressured to win at all costs.

Consequence: Receiving Pressure to Perform 
from Significant Others

In sociology, ‘significant others’ are those noted to have great 
influence on an individual’s life and self-esteem (Woelfel & 
Haller, 1971). Student athletes have a number of significant 
others in their lives including family, team members, coaches, 
athletic trainers, faculty and friends who exert strong pres-
sure for them to perform. The commitment to pleasing others 
presents an ongoing stressful situation that clouds judgment, 
reduces productivity in all areas, reduces reaction time and 
increases the probability of sustaining injuries (Hamlin et al., 
2019; Sampson et al., 2019). In turn, injuries result in athletes 
being benched and facing more stress related to the possibility 
of losing their scholarship (should they have one) and losing 
future playing opportunities.

Perceived failure in meeting the expectations of any sig-
nificant other leads to lower levels of self-esteem (Woelfel & 
Haller, 1971). Although only an estimated 3% of NCAA play-
ers will go pro or on to the Olympics (Cohn, 2017), parents 
often have unrealistic expectations of Olympic team involve-
ment and playing professionally, and these dreams are con-
veyed to student athletes (Cohn, 2017). Team members want 
to win to enhance the team’s visibility and every member’s 
opportunity to advance in the sport (Rowatt as cited by Swin-
doll, 2014). Coaches and trainers want wins to avoid being 
fired and to enhance their visibility and future career oppor-
tunities, which are measured by how many NCAA champion-
ships they have won (Elsberry, 2010; Longman, 2012). Faculty 
want student athletes to do well academically as they do not 
want to feel pressured to give better grades than what student 
athletes earn or be pressured to change their grades (Miller, 
2016). Finally, student athletes often feel isolated from student 
non-athletes and from co-curricular activities such as intern-
ships, academic competitions and study abroad experiences. 
In a survey exploring identity salience and role conflict, one 
student athlete states:

I was chosen as a finalist for an entrepreneurial competi-
tion…[but] I leave for California for a meet…I am now 
forced to pick one or the other and jeopardize my place 
on the team or my start-up that I am working on. It is an 
absolute head spin. (Lu et al., 2018, p. 230)

Consequence: Leveraging Power to Neutralize Athletes’ 
Sense of Integrity

Notably, coaches have significant power over student ath-
letes. Consider the following quote taken from a presentation 
by the National Sports Law Institute (Greenberg, 2018).

. . . the extraordinary power of a coach in athletic 
settings, with control over access to skilled-instruc-
tional time, the granting and renewal of athletics 
[sic] financial aid, and decisions related to playing 
time creates a student/coach power differential that 
is far greater than the differential between student 
and professor, potentially leading to “quid pro quo” 
situations. (slide 44)

The appropriate use of power becomes critical in highly 
competitive environments with a strong power imbalance, 
such as within intercollegiate athletics. The rivalry and 
rewards for winning increase the temptation to engage 
in unethical/immoral behavior by placing more focus on 
winning and less focus on the means of winning (Kilduff 
et al., 2016). That pressure increases with increased rivalry 
heightened by teams that compete repeatedly and histori-
cally have had closely decided contests, as is typical in 
intercollegiate athletics (Kilduff, et al, 2016). Consider the 
following narrative from a former student athlete enrolled 
in one of the author’s ethics classes.

. . . when I was playing football in college, I played 
offensive lineman as left guard. We were playing 
against a team with whom we had a long rivalry his-
tory [emphasis added] at a semifinal game. . . By third 
quarter we were tied; my coach called me. We need 
to slow this guy [defensive lineman] now! The coach 
told me to cut block him—that will for sure lower his 
confidence or put him out of the game. I could not hide 
my moral contradiction when I heard the request. He 
noticed it, and immediately asked, “tell me if you can 
do it or not, so I can put someone in who can do it.” 
Within a blink of an eye, I said ‘yes coach’!

The play resulted in the cut blocked lineman having a 
severe knee injury and that team lost the game. While cut 
blocks are technically legal (Cubelic, 2017), the question is 
why a coach asked a player to deliberately injure another, 
especially when the chance of injury is higher with this 
play in a sport that already has the highest annual compe-
tition injury rate in college sports (Kerr et al., 2015). For 
this coach, winning was more important than ensuring the 
ethicality of the means of winning.

The coach missed an opportunity to strengthen the 
player’s sense of integrity and sportsmanship by stating 
that the player would be benched if he failed to execute 
the play. The team was then rewarded with a win—an 
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unfortunate lesson regarding ethical priorities. Rivalry 
makes college athletics a high risk environment, where 
maintaining an ethical mindset, one that does not infringe 
upon dignity, rights or holistic development, is difficult to 
achieve and maintain, particularly when operating from ‘a 
winning at all costs’ mentality.

The situation just described could happen because of the 
coach’s power—a critical tool in any leadership situation 
and particularly so when the power differential is large, such 
as in the relationship between coaches and student athletes. 
When appropriately used, power may be strategically ben-
eficial in achieving outcomes through coalition building, 
instilling motivation, and instilling self-esteem leading to 
positive self-worth and positive personal development. How-
ever, power misused becomes abusive, dehumanizing and 
debilitating, which leads to loss of dignity and well-being—
all forms of moral failure especially when abuse is evident 
and often ignored. With a mindset of winning at all costs, 
inappropriately using coercive power becomes an insidious 
tool in achieving wins.

To complicate the situation even further, as reported 
within the GOALS Survey (2016), student athletes identify 
the relationship between them and their coach as the most 
important relationship they have in their role as a student 
athlete. As one retired student athlete reported in an inter-
view, “We [the team] saw our coach more than we saw our 
parents. It sounds kind of weird, but he was like a quasi-
father figure... He probably knew stuff about some of us 
that our parents didn’t even know” (Stirling & Kerr, 2014, 
p. 231).

Relationship power is the most influential of all sources 
of power (French & Raven, 1959). This access to relation-
ship power gives coaches significant influence over student 
athletes in all areas of their lives (Stirling & Kerr, 2008) and 
an abuse of power by a coach will likely result in student 
athletes doing what the coach wants because they not only 
fear punishment (French & Raven, 1959) but they also want 
to maintain a close relationship with their coach to either 
protect or advance their position within the sport (Stirling 
& Kerr, 2008). And the coach who pressured his player to 
go against his own sense of moral integrity and fair play by 
demanding that the player execute a play that would likely 
cause injury to another player abused the power inherent in 
the relationship (Stirling & Kerr, 2008).

Resolving the Tension: Facilitate Positive Expressions of All 
Four Motivational Drives

Succeeding in academics and athletics simultaneously 
requires determination and hard work. The drives to acquire 
and to defend facilitate performance in both areas. Yet these 
drives (motivations) also energize problematic behavior in 
highly competitive environments (Lawrence & Pirson, 2015; 

Nohria et al., 2008) such as sport. For example, Psycholo-
gist Dr. Tamara Rowatt (as cited by Swindoll, 2014) states 
that student athletes may be happy for another team mem-
ber’s success, but it is often likely they will also be envious 
because they wish to acquire success in their sport career, 
which, in some instances, leads to undermining teammates’ 
success. The drive to bond might serve as a counterbalance 
to the drives to acquire and to defend, which is why many 
coaches who lean toward humanistic leadership encourage 
team members to bond. In fact, in the 2010 NCAA GOALS 
Survey, student athletes identified the best part of the student 
athlete experience as ‘teammates, bonds and friendships’. 
College coaches have an excellent opportunity to role model 
and reinforce this balanced drive mindset within their daily 
coaching.

The drive to learn is a reflective process that satisfies 
human curiosity or people’s need “to know, to comprehend, 
to believe, to appreciate, to develop understandings or rep-
resentations of their environment and of themselves” (Law-
rence and Nohria, 2002, p. 107). Within a balanced drive 
environment, student athletes will have ample opportunity to 
meet the drive to learn in the classroom and on the court or 
playing field learning from experts in both areas. However, 
research indicates that a lack of time for student athletes 
to take advantage of these learning opportunities increases 
anxiety and depression, which are highly detrimental to 
cognitive performance (learning) (Hwang & Choi, 2016; 
NCAA, 2014; Tyng et al., 2017).

Challenge 3: Tension Between Winking 
at the Mistreatment of Athletes and Ensuring 
Athletes are Treated with Dignity

On June 9, 2021, we conducted a Google search using the 
term ‘abuse in college sports’; 0.53 seconds later we had 
195,000,000 results, indicating a wide-spread interest in the 
topic from an array of perspectives. We share a few examples 
here. In a 2015 interview, Bennett Tepper from Ohio State 
University, an expert researcher on the topic of workplace 
abuse, reported that the level of abuse in college athletics 
is two to three times higher than that of industries such as 
the military, healthcare, education, financial institutions and 
manufacturing. Boston University women basketball play-
ers report that their coach told them they were “worthless,” 
“too shy and backward to get anywhere in life,” and “never 
should have been born” (Wolf, 2015, para 8). Yet the coach 
had a winning record and remained in her head coach role 
for ten years. After citing several recent college athletics 
tragedies, including years of abuse of student athletes occur-
ring at Michigan State and Ohio State, Jon Valant, a fellow 
from the Brown Center on Educational Policy, provides an 
insight into the problem as he writes:



610	 J. L. Caulfield et al.

1 3

. . . today’s premier college sports programs are largely 
composed of, and surrounded by, individuals with little 
incentive to uncover or address misconduct. And too 
often, those individuals have chosen to protect their 
programs before they protect victims of their pro-
grams’ abuse. (Valant, 2018, para. 2)

Consequence: Believing Abuse is a Condition 
of Participation

Considerable evidence indicates that student athletes face 
risks to their well-being due to patterns of emotional, psy-
chological and physical abuse (Lopez et al., 2020; Stirling & 
Kerr, 2008, 2014; Tepper, 2000, 2015). Periods of prolonged 
threat may lead to reduced performance and adverse health 
for student athletes who have been emotionally abused by 
coaches and feel threatened (Lopez et al., 2020). Even more 
insidious than the abusive coaching behavior itself is the 
prevalence of student athletes accepting and even promoting 
the behavior as ‘effective’ coaching because it creates the 
‘mental toughness’ needed to win. To illustrate, Tom Rice, 
the former Rutgers men’s basketball coach was fired for his 
explosive behavior on the court during the 2013 season. His 
behavior was so outrageous that a video of one episode went 
viral and drew wide-spread attention (BSOTV, 2013). By all 
accounts the behavior captured on video was not atypical 
of Rice’s coaching style. Yet subsequent to Rice’s removal, 
one Rutgers player was quoted as saying, "We don't want a 
white-collar, clean-cut guy. We want somebody who under-
stands us and will push us every day, like Rice did" (Associ-
ated Press, 2013). The player’s statement reflects the unfor-
tunate assumption that abusive coaching tactics are the only 
effective mechanism for challenging and improving player 
performance.

In examining the systemic failure of the United States 
Olympic Committee (USOC), U.S.A. Gymnastics and Mich-
igan State University (MSU) to hold Dr. Nassar accountable 
for years of sexual assault of gymnasts, the MSU athletic 

department and the USOC regularly broke their own rules 
in order to avoid damaging their reputation in the commu-
nity (Associated Press, 2021; Evans et al., 2018). Likely 
one of the most difficult decisions occurred when coaches 
delayed reporting the misconduct because gymnastics scor-
ing is so subjective that they were afraid raising concerns 
would jeopardize their own students’ opportunities to win at 
meets, which could also jeopardize their coaching positions 
(2018). In response to this scandal and others, in May of 
2020, the NCAA put in place new regulations requiring both 
athletes and athletic programs to disclose any investigations 
or disciplinary actions concerning abuse (NCAA Board of 
Governors, 2020).

These examples illustrate how dominant actors within 
social systems fail to hold people accountable for their inap-
propriate acts because in the economistic model, the drive 
to defend (reputation, revenue, competitive advantage, etc.) 
is more important than exercising the moral courage to call 
out inappropriate behavior and hold violators accountable 
leading to the belief that abuse is a condition of practice.

Consequence: Risks to Student Athlete Well‑Being

Evidence indicates that participating in college athletics 
at the elite level (particularly within the NCAA Division 
I spectator sports of men’s football and basketball) puts 
student athletes at risk for unhealthy levels of emotional 
distress and psychological strain making them more prone 
to physical injury when practicing their sport (Putukian, 
2016). The Center for Disease Control (CDC) reports the 
number of injuries by sport that NCAA student athletes 
sustained during practice and competition over a five-year 
period, academic years 2009–2010 through 2013–2014, 
as 1,053,370 or 210,674 per year on average (Kerr et al., 
2015, Table 1). Nearly 22% of the injuries require seven or 
more days to return to full participation in the sport (Kerr 
et al, 2015). To compound the problem, nearly 20% of ath-
letic directors reported that a coach played a student athlete 

Table 1   Overview of tensions, consequences and tension resolutions

Tensions Consequences Tension Resolutions

Economic tension between amateur versus 
professional status of student athletes

Conflict between demands as an athlete and 
scholar

Racial disparities

With the goal of achieving and maintain-
ing equity for all student athletes, include 
student athletes in revenue sharing

Defining the ethical edge between winning and 
winning fairly

Receiving pressure to perform from significant 
others

Leveraging power to neutralize athletes’ sense 
of integrity

With the goal of supporting healthy moral 
development while encouraging fair play for 
student athletes, facilitate positive expres-
sions of all four motivational drives (life 
balance) at all levels within the system

Winking at the mistreatment of athletes (to 
extract performance) versus ensuring athletes 
are treated with dignity

Risks to student athlete well-being With the goal of achieving and maintaining 
student athlete holistic development and 
well-being, balance opportunities for com-
petition and education
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where it was medically determined that the athlete should 
not play due to an existing injury, thereby putting these 
student athletes at a higher risk for more severe injuries 
(Radelat, 2019, para 15). Psychological stress increases 
muscle tension and attention deficits, which can then lead 
to increases in physical injury. In turn, physical injury can 
lead to further anxiety and depression (Putukian, 2016). 
As a result of more serious injuries, some student athletes 
lose their scholarships the following year, and they may 
also lose their university provided health care insurance 
coverage (Radelat, 2019). Finally, student athletes lose 
their self-identity, which lowers their self-esteem when 
prolonged recovery from injuries occurs (Dean, 2018; 
Lockhart, 2010).

This spiral of events undermines student athletes' abil-
ity to benefit not only in their athletic role, but also in their 
academic role. In a study of stressors for student athletes, 
academic anxiety is reported as the highest stressor (Hwang 
& Choi, 2016). Moreover, several research findings on stu-
dent athletes point to a direct relationship between unhealthy 
emotional distress and risk to well-being; abusive environ-
ments also compromise well-being (Hwang & Choi, 2016; 
Lopez et al., 2020; Riemer et al., 2000; Stirling & Kerr, 
2014; Yukhymenko-Lescroat et al., 2015.) The many forms 
of abuse reported by student athletes (Tepper, 2015) further 
accentuate the risk of physical injury.

To date, GOALS Surveys have taken place in 2006, 2010, 
2015 and 2019. When compared to the previous GOALS 
surveys, with over 21,000 student athletes self-reporting 
from over 600 participating schools across NCAA divisions 
I, II and III, the 2015 NCAA GOALS Survey as reported in 
2016 revealed an increase in student athlete levels of anxiety 
and depression, with about 30% of respondents stating that 
“they have been intractably overwhelmed during the past 
month” (2016, p. 4).

The COVID-19 epidemic that impacted three academic 
semesters between 2020 and 2021 significantly increased 
self-reporting of student athlete mental health problems. 
Responses from NCAA’s Student Athlete COVID-19 Well-
Being Survey (n = 37,658) indicate that the rate of mental 
health concerns self-reported within the month of May 2020 
were 150% to 250% higher than what had been historically 
reported by NCAA student athletes in the American College 
Health Association’s National College Health Assessment 
(NCAA Student Athlete COVID-19 Well-being Survey, 
2020, slide 8).

Another area of concern is psychological abuse, which 
has been linked to mental health issues, including increased 
anxiety, depression and lowered self-esteem (Lopez et al., 
2020). Temper’s workplace abuse scale was used to meas-
ure self-reported abuse for student athletes because the 
criteria that define the relationship between organizations 
and employees are very much aligned to the relationship 

between student athletes and their coaches (Tepper, 2015). 
Given the number of recently reported instances of student 
athlete abuse featured in the media (Davis, 2020; Dodgson, 
2020; Evans, et al., 2018; Greene, 2021; Myerberg, 2021; 
Vainisi, 2016; Williams, 2019) and studied in current sports 
research (Adams & Kavanagh, 2020; Kavanagh et al., 2020; 
Kerr & Kerr, 2020; Lopez et al., 2020; McMahon & McGan-
non, 2020; Nite & Nauright, 2020; Roberts et al., 2020), the 
problem appears to continue.

Resolving the Tension: Balance Opportunities 
for Competition and Education

Approaching college athletics with a balanced drive mind-
set is key to practicing humanistic leadership (Lawrence 
& Pirson, 2015) and to aligning with the goals of higher 
education. Notably, motivational drive imbalance leads to 
decreased well-being even for those who are most driven 
by the predominant drive in place. Because leadership is 
also critical in creating, supporting and role modeling 
issues of morality (Lawrence & Pirson, 2015; Melé, 2016; 
Ogunfowora, 2014; Shadnam & Lawrence, 2011; Waddock, 
2016), humanistic leadership provides a powerful learning 
experience for student athletes when those in leadership are 
consistently good role models. Measuring behaviors and 
strategies against the values and principles of a humanistic 
leadership model, which aligns with the ideals of higher edu-
cation, is one of the most viable ways to keep the promises 
made to student athletes during recruitment and as stated 
within the university mission and values statements.

In addition to supporting educational opportunities con-
nected to academic subject matter, college athletics pro-
grams can foster learning and development through athletic 
training methods that are consistent with humanistic leader-
ship. For example, although empirical research is limited at 
this time, some studies have shown that humanistic leader-
ship is effective in coaching behavior.

One qualitative case study conducted by Jenny and Hush-
man (2014) involved a men’s NCAA Division I distance 
running coach. The coach consistently practiced humanistic 
leadership (often described in the sports literature as athlete-
centered coaching versus coach-centered coaching) except in 
the area of planning interval and tempo workouts. As a result 
of the coach demonstrating democratic, interactive, collabo-
rative and empathetic behaviors, the players demonstrated 
self-agency and confidence in making decisions that were 
best for the team. In one area, interval and tempo workouts, 
the coach used a more authoritative approach. Notably, for 
these workouts, athletes became dependent on the coach for 
direction. The findings suggest that the more the coach used 
an athlete-centered approach, the more confident athletes 
became with independent decision-making, which is aligned 
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with the humanistic ideal of treating individuals with dignity 
by empowering them to achieve personal goals.

Two empirical studies (Falcão, et al., 2020; Falcão and 
Bloom, 2017) evaluated the influence that humanistic coach 
training had on athletes’ developmental outcomes. The 2017 
study trained athletic coaches in humanistic coaching prin-
ciples; the coaches then applied these principles to their 
coaching of youth basketball teams (players ages 12–17) 
whose players came from lower socio-economic communi-
ties in Canada. The coaches noted positive outcomes in the 
athletes in the areas of autonomy, communication, motiva-
tion and willingness to help teammates. In the 2020 study, 
applying an experimental design, 12–17 year old athletes 
from low socio-economic communities who were in the 
treatment group (applied humanistic coach training) showed 
stronger connection to the coach and engaged in less anti-
social behaviors than the control group (no coach training 
occurred).

The final study reviewed was a multi-case instrumental 
study conducted in the Philippines and New Zealand (Wal-
ters et al., 2018) where sports programs were implemented 
with a humanistic coaching philosophy with the goals to 
gain insight on how sport might be used to engage and 
build relationships with community and to enhance the self-
esteem and confidence of students who were at risk and/or 
in conflict with the law. The age of participants was pre-
dominantly 17–25. Prior to implementation of the human-
istic sports programming, the traditional paradigm was that 
sports were an outcome driven competition with a goal of 
winning at all costs. However, approaching sports with a 
balanced drive mindset that aligned with core humanistic 
principles led to a transformative change where sports par-
ticipants and non-participants began to view sports as inclu-
sive, fun and community oriented. Refer to Table 1 for an 
overview of tensions, consequences and tension resolutions.

Strategies for Success

We assert that humanistic leaders within college athletics 
could engage in three strategies for success in meeting the 
above-outlined challenges going forward: (1) role modeling 
and providing information about what behaviors comprise 
humanistic leadership within the moral community; (2) put-
ting structural supports in place to mitigate against unethical 
behaviors that are more likely to occur when perfect storm 
dynamics are embedded in the subculture of collegiate sports 
due to the nature of its operations and (3) holding those who 
violate ethical norms accountable for their actions.

Strategy 1: Be an Effective Role Model

Leadership behavior is one key influence on organizational 
culture. Leader actions and decisions communicate values 
and priorities more convincingly than any mission statement 
or formal set of rules (Schein, 2008). This role modeling 
helps to educate people about what behaviors will and will 
not be accepted (Henning, 2005). When we have subcultures 
(i.e., intercollegiate athletics) with norms that differ from the 
mainstream or preferred culture (i.e., inclusive higher educa-
tion), it opens the door for actors within those subcultures 
to be treated outside of the range of acceptable behaviors 
for the culture as a whole (Bazerman & Tenbrunsel, 2011).

Having dominant actors within higher education role 
model their commitment to others’ well-being through 
humanistic leadership also serves to positively influence 
students (Ogunfowora, 2014) who will have future opportu-
nities to lead within their communities and workplaces. In 
high stress environments such as college athletics, we sug-
gest that the beliefs and behaviors that flow from humanistic 
leadership hold promise for human flourishing and shared 
well-being. With clear identification and ongoing discern-
ment of humanistic values transpiring through healthy social 
interaction occurring at and between all levels, holistic stu-
dent well-being is more likely to occur.

Strategy 2: Put Structural Supports in Place

This strategy starts with university leadership being aware 
of the likely imbalances that may occur in the subculture of 
intercollegiate sports, which is prone to isolation due to its 
operational differences. Although universities do a good job 
of putting information prohibiting inequalities and abuses 
in their handbooks, they may not provide the necessary 
anchors for reminding people in all areas of campus that 
these behaviors are unacceptable. While students “may not 
like to be judged or to feel judged, they do search for tools 
and frameworks to help them make good decisions about all 
sorts of things, including relationships, friendships, and sex, 
how they party, and even how they drink” (Freitas, 2018, p. 
138). The resolution is thus structural; drawing on its stated 
values, the university can employ an array of visible tech-
niques, including appropriate hiring, appropriate reporting 
structures and appropriate role modeling from dominant 
actors, to anchor the dignity and respect for all humans as 
a core moral expectation within every department of the 
university (Bazerman & Tenbrunsel, 2011). As the moral 
community incorporates multiple opportunities for social 
exchange into its culture that demonstrate respect for all enti-
ties within the system, holistic student athlete well-being is 
more likely to occur.
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Strategy 3: Hold People Accountable

The first step in holding people accountable is learning how 
to speak up when we see another acting inappropriately. 
Gentile (2010) talks about the importance of “building the 
confidence and skills and the scripts that enable us to do so 
effectively and with the least amount of angst” (p. 1). People 
often feel uncomfortable confronting unacceptable behavior, 
especially when they perceive differences in power, and so it 
continues until real damage is done. Student athletes often 
do identify abusive practices by dominant actors and it is 
critically important for leadership at all levels to act upon 
that information expediently. More insidious, however, is 
not holding someone accountable because a personal agenda 
will not be fulfilled. Such were the circumstances in the 
cases of Michigan State and Ohio State, which were identi-
fied as extreme examples earlier in this work. We are encour-
aged, however, by athletic organizations and the NCAA tak-
ing increasingly strong stands and putting in place strategies 
to protect athletes (NCAA Board of Governors, 2020). As 
the system’s leadership consistently holds people account-
able for violating ethical norms (e.g. student athlete dignity) 
even when that action may risk financial performance, holis-
tic student athlete well-being is more likely to occur. Please 
see Table 2 for an overview of strategies, strategic actions 
and potential benefits.

Discussion

The purpose of this work was to explore the social system 
of intercollegiate athletics through the lens of humanistic 
leadership and education to enhance the lived experience 
and holistic development of student athletes by lessening 
the inequalities and abuses occurring within the system. 
From that exploration, we suggest that a humanistic leader-
ship model rather than an economistic one might achieve 
a more equitable community where student athletes have 
more freedom to engage in holistic learning similar to that 
of nonstudent athletes, which supports the mission and val-
ues of higher education. We included examples of how a 
humanistic leadership approach has been successful in stu-
dent athlete settings.

Practical Implications

Dominant actors responsible for the shaping of the ethical 
climate and enforcing the moral norms on a university cam-
pus are encouraged to begin by understanding the ongoing 
dynamics within intercollegiate athletics and how those 
dynamics may easily lead to less than perfect decision-
making and the higher probability of moral failure. Legal 
and legislative interventions may have been avoided if the Ta
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NCAA and those in leadership roles within the universities 
consistently demanded that all student athletes be treated 
with dignity and respect (Mikula, 1986; Miller, 2001). 
Moreover, college students describe everyday injustices as 
violations of promises, cutting to the core of ethical leader-
ship that depends on a relationship of trust (Mikula, 1986; 
Mikula et al., 1990).

Because moral disengagement (Bandura, 2002) occurs 
at both individual and collective levels within social sys-
tems, in addition to demanding humane standards, safe-
guards should be built into systems to uphold compassion-
ate behavior and to renounce cruelty (p. 101). Importantly, 
defining, strengthening, and enforcing the expectations for 
ethical behavior within the moral community of intercollegi-
ate athletics from what it is to what it could be requires that 
the dominant actors within that community be convinced 
that the change is needed. It is far easier to persuade a moral 
community that corrective action is needed with pressure 
from society-at-large as well as demands from internal stake-
holders (Berkowitz, 2021). This dual source of pressure is 
seen in the changes within college athletics. For example, 
the breach in the dam awarding athletes rights to their name/
image/likeness came from state legislation and the judicial 
system. These changes were driven by members of the com-
munity bringing forward cases of ethical misconduct as well 
as those within the system who were dissatisfied with the 
treatment of student athletes persistently voicing their con-
cerns to politicians and the media regarding the ongoing 
problems (Dellenger, 2021). Consistent attention to rectify-
ing and preventing systemic sources of mistreatment from 
within college athletics would help to avoid the need for 
external judicial action in the future.

College athletics is an integral part of U.S. higher educa-
tion and U.S. culture. At its best, college athletics enhances 
the academic experience of athletes by promoting teamwork, 
time management and physical endurance. However, to 
advance and protect the higher education experience for all 
students, the system of intercollegiate athletics must be seen 
primarily as an educational endeavor (Mitten et al., 2009). 
We see the practice of humanistic leadership throughout the 
system of intercollegiate athletics as one way that this goal 
might be accomplished while retaining the benefits of inter-
collegiate athletics.

Future Research

The current situation within intercollegiate athletics as 
described within this work offers multiple opportunities 
for future research in business ethics. Impending regulation 
has already created a sense of urgency within the collegiate 
athletic system, which generally drives collaboration and 
commitment to change (Kotter, 2012). Considering ethics 

as part of the overall change process is vitally important 
(Gerdy, 2001; Lapchick, 2001; Seib, 2001; Teaff, 2001). 
In the context of college athletic departments, areas where 
critical ethical studies are necessary might be reflected in 
the following questions. “How does the change we are con-
sidering support the overall mission and values of higher 
education?” “How might the system enact regulatory change 
in ways that better unite college athletics with the university 
as a whole?” “What structural changes are needed within 
the intercollegiate athletics system to advise, support, com-
municate and enact change? “Who are the dominant actors 
that should be embedded within that structure in order to 
promote and sustain a balanced motivational drive mind-
set?” “How does the predicted short and long term effect of 
any intended change within intercollegiate athletics impact 
the well-being of student athletes?” and “How does such an 
intended change preserve the dignity and advance the health 
and well-being of the system and society as a whole?”.

Conclusion

Athletic systems will perennially face the challenges of har-
monizing values in tension based on the dual responsibilities 
they have for supporting student athletes while forwarding 
their overall education. As the three challenges explored 
in this paper, (1) navigating the tension between claiming 
college athletes are amateurs rather than professionals, (2) 
defining the ethical edge between winning and winning 
fairly, and (3) moderating the insatiable drive to win while 
protecting student athlete well-being, are reframed from 
solely individual problems to systemic issues, opportuni-
ties to meaningfully intervene come into focus.

Intervening in the face of moral failure requires thought-
ful intentionality. The positive impact that commitment 
would have on the lives of student athletes and the moral 
community of intercollegiate athletics makes the effort 
worthwhile. By so doing, the overarching moral obligation 
to create a holistic and safe learning environment for all stu-
dents, including student athletes, is met and universities can 
model strategies for moral excellence and human flourishing 
that will inform the lives of learners well past graduation and 
well past the height of their athletic prowess.
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