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Governing Sport Morally 

Under eighteenth century philosopher David Hume's premise that "moral 

distinctions depend entirely on certain peculiar sentiments of pain and pleasure, 

and that whatever mental quality in ourselves or others gives us a satisfaction ... is 

virtuous" {1739/1964, p. 574-575) Jeremy Bentham {1748-1832) established a 

thorough groundwork for utilitarianism and John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) shaped 

it into a more practical form, useful for daily interactions. 

Putting forth that utilitarianism is grounded in nature, Bentham (1789/1961} 

asserted that nature influences actions because people naturally select actions 

that bring about pleasure while avoiding pain and that the standard of right and 

wrong is secured in pleasure and pain. Utilitarianism, however, might 

explained by Mill's Greatest Happiness Principle: {(actions are right in proportion 

as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of 

happiness" (Mill, 1863/1969, p. 36). In other words, utilitarianism adheres to the 

notion that, 11The moral rightness or wrongness an act is a of 

pleasure or pain produced by the action" (p. 36) . 

A sport organization filled with pain and void of pleasure runs the 

succumbing to immorality. The governance of a sport organization 

utilitarian standpoint requires policy that brings actions 

most amount of possible happiness among as many persons as 

directly affects those dose to the sport organization and indirectly 

more distant from From a utilitarian standpoint, the ((rightness" 

amount it 

For example, if perceived to be equitable, a sport organization's employee 

compensation model will likely result in an overall climate happiness and thus 

hand, a model unfair will 

a unhappiness among employees and is deemed immoral 

a utilitarian standpoint. the sport 
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lack of MLB 

interest acquiring short term 

actions were as was the 

MLB. 
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a voluminous set of rules and bylaws that confuses 

. Bylaw after bylaw has been created to close loopholes 
by coaches whose interest was to gain a competitive 

policy not in the best .interest of those affected 

to have a good conscience is not 

before the Commission on Opportunity in 
IX interest surveys cannot in good conscience be 

equitable participation decisions (Lopiano, 

participation opportunities for men and women on 

teams. The interest survey is used by university 

if is sufficient on the part of women 

on on particular sports teams. The opposition expressed 

by in had to do with the notion that the surveys were being 

administered in a manner that did not accurately represent the interests of 

women to participate in athletics. Lopiano's conscience guided her actions in a 

manner would produce the most happiness. 

Sport managers must make a judgment as to the fairness of using interest 

surveys to determine participation opportunities for women on intercollegiate 

sports teams. In doing so one's good conscience will consider not only the best 

women but also best interests of the sporting community, 

including male participants, that reflects utilitarianism. The sport manager who 

has a good conscience will feel compelled to do what is in the best interest of all 

affected when he decides whether or not to support use of the survey. 

Common Sense 

a utilitarian standpoint requires common sense. It is 

govern in a manner everyday people can understand. 

should not complicate the process 

process of arriving at decisions and 

'"' ... "' .. ""'Bentham's hedonic calculus is an 

utilitarianism (Schneider, 

all possible pains and pleasures along with 

pains and pleasures brought on by an act 

Following Bentham's work, John Stuart Mill simplified 

into one that moved closer to common sense. 
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The NCAA policy manual serves as an example of policy that is beyond 

comprehension to the common person. Legislation in the manual was written 

with good intent and to satisfy everyone but fails because most of it is 

superfluous, going beyond commons sense. The manual has long ago reached a 

point where it is difficult for many to comprehend, not the least of whom are 

those required to adhere to or enforce its policies. Creating policy that is beyond 

the understanding of those for which policy is created does not support a 

utilitarian style of governance. 

Understanding Human Nature 

Understanding inherent behavioral characteristics of human beings is 

helpful when trying to predict actions they will take under known circumstances. 

Particular groups of people might share behavioral characteristics different than 

another group. Moreover, based on circumstances, behavior will differ 

between individuals. When governing based on utilitarianism, 

manager should gain an understanding of what naturally to 

human beings, particular groups, and different individuals. 

Given the similarity of all minds, people, to a certain degree 

susceptibility affections being similar (Hume, 

1739/1964). Thus it is of utmost managers create 

policy to know the passions their will share when on 

policy. sentiments will be based on the common object-the 

outcomes associated with the employees' policy Similar 

sentiments will follow and morality or 

it is 

the types of sentiments stirred actions resulting from policy must be 

accurately calculated before morally policy can developed. 

Understanding human nature is"",....,.,..,.,..,,. .... to accurately 

happiness can Mill indicated 

human 

particular groups consisting 

to in a way 

calculations. 

by 
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individual personalities of employees he will 

create policy that meets the of and brings about as much 

as possible to as many individuals as possible. 

nature can be demonstrated by sport 

a utilitarian foundation. In the NBA, 

behavior that provides overall happiness 

must have an understanding of (a) overall 

particular groups of persons in the league such 

general managers, and support staff, and (c) each individual 

requirements happiness. For the purpose of league morale 

whether it is human nature or something else that 

groups predictable, it is necessary that the 

to predict the extent of happiness resulting from elements in 

Sporting Community 

actions are affected by policy the manager are 

sporting community. Communicating various policy 

sporting community allows for feedback from its 

u,.;;,.;;u�..����... ..... will provide the sport manager with an anticipation of 

"" . .. .... . _ .. _. and unhappiness that will result from policies being 

decisions on the interests of the sporting community will 

bring about a sense of happiness reflective of utilitarianism. 

is the not so uncommon problem of budget shortfalls 
i"nrrof"lhor and 

helpful in 

unhappiness 

community. An understanding 

budget solution/policy 

most 

amount in 
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Discussion 

Using utilitarianism, to guide the moral governance of sport organizations, is 

a worthy challenge. Rare is the sport manager who has the collective traits of 

abundant experience, a good conscience, common sense, and an understanding 

of human nature to the extent he will be able to create policy that elicits actions 

bringing overall and long-term happiness to the sport organization. Add to the 

aforementioned collection of utilitarian traits, the skill of recognizing when to 

bypass short term happiness in the interest of long term happiness, the list of 

qualified sport managers apparently is reduced further. One might, however, 

recall the warning not to overcomplicate the process of utilitarian governance, 

which all sport managers should heed. Also, insights germane to utilitarian 

governance can be gained from within the organization senior 

employees, who are willing to contribute to the organization's happiness. That 

said, the pool of sport managers qualified to govern morally from a utilitarian 

base, might be more plentiful than first thought. Thus, the potential future 

moral governance in sport organizations, in fact, is optimistic. 
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