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INTRODUCTION 

College and university campuses across America are showing an 
increased recognition of the importance and value of uniting all aspects of 
campus life in the t0tal de,·elopment of the student. But one group of 
students on the campuses which is often limited in, if not deprived of, its 
opportunity 10 experience the normal growth and development which oc­
curs during this four-year period are the athletes, men and women, who 
represent the universities in athletic competition. Is the price they pay worth 
the experience they have? 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Athletic personnel have historically extolled the virtues of their pro­
grams and the positive contributions made not only to the curricula of their 
institutions. but also to the participants. Palmieri (1973) believed that 
athletic participation made significant positi,·e contributions to athletes 
socially emotionally, mentally, and psychologically. Among these benefits 
were the development of appropriate coping skills for adversity in life and 
the formulation of positive approach to life. 

In recent years the role of athletic participation as a positive force in 
the li,·es of athletes has been under a considerable amount of scrutiny. The 
iegitimacy of the values mentioned above as well as others which have tradi­
tionally been placed on athletic participation is being questioned in several 
arenas and. indeed, by society in general. Problems with drug use, 
recruiting violations, and the abuse of academic standards have caused 
national organizations and local universities to reevaluate their programs 
and to begin looking at creative ways to address many of these concerns. ln 
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addressing the issues voiced by those who would support change in the cur­
rent structure of sport, Snyder and Spreitzer (1983) offered the following 
perspective: 

Sport tends to be a reflection of a materialistic society; it 
thus legitimates the existing system. It induces a false 
consciousness and is an opiate that encourages satisfac­
tions with the status quo. . .. play and informal sport 
are potentially liberating, but formal sport teaches 
values that are exploitative, inhumane, and pathological 
because of the inordinate stress on competition. Pro­
blems among athletes are seen as the result of alienation 
from an inhumane, exploitative, and elitist system ... 

Orlick (1974) also recognized the darker side of sports participation 

when he said: 

For every positive psychological or social outcome in 
sports, there are possible negative outcomes. For exam­
ple, sports can offer a child group membership or group 
exclusion, acceptance or rejection, positi\'e feedback or 
negative feedback, a sense of accomplishment or a sense 
of failure, evidence of self-worth or a lack of e\·idence 
of self-worth. Likewise, sports can develop cooperation 
and a concern for others, but they can also de\elop in­
tense rivalry and a complete lack of concern for others. 

Snyder and Spreitzer (1983) further state: "The big rnllegiate sports 
establishments are not primarily concerned with building character. Rather, 
they are highly bureaucratized business organizations that sometimes resort 
to unethical practices to achie\·e the goals of \rinning and 1he resultant gate 
receipts." Scafer (cited in Snyder and Spreitzer. 1983) expressed concern for 
the way in which sport particularly 'scripts' young men 10 be successful, 
strong, objective, and unemo1ional. He belie\·ed 1hat the pressure to take 
charge, to come out on top, and not to show pain could lead to dysfunc­
tional behavior such as difficulty in expressing sentiments as ,,·ell as the in­
ability to be in touch with feelings and to transmit affection and feeling­
level communication. 

THE PROBLEM 

These subtleties, present in the structure of many athletic programs, 
give rise to problems for student athletes and manifest themselves in 
negative behaviors. For example, some students who, ha\·ing not made the 
team or having missed a season because of an injury, seem 10 give up on 
themselves as persons and on life in general. Many of them drop out of 
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school. Others become involved with negative persons and/or acl1v1t1es 
which lead them in unhealthy directions. Their grades suffer, and they allow 
themselves to physically deteriorate. These behaviors result from a pro­
found loss of purpose and self-worth which is tied to their membership on 
that team. Many athletes become so depressed after the season that they 
withdraw into themselves from a lack of a social support system outside of 
the team. Numerous athletes' lifestyles are so limited that they eat, sleep, 
and live only for the sport. Academics take second place on their list of 
priorities. because it is seen as a means to their athletic goals. Often no 
third, fourth, or fifth places exist. 

In addition some athletes get by academically by cheating and 
manipulating teachers for grades instead of applying themselves and study­
ing. Some coaches and athletic academic advisors have been guilty of 
devaluing the academic experience by placing athletes in courses that have 
no bearing on their majors or are reputed to be "easy" for athletes. Many 
athletes approach college with the idea that the next four years will be a 
training camp for the pros. Unfortunately, this attitude is often perpetuated 
by their coaches and other ahtletic personnel. It is easy to see \\'hy some 
athletes de\·eop lifestyle problems associated with a low self-esteem/self­
concept. 1 he lack of a sense of worthwhileness and purpose, the absence of a 
health~, socializa1ion process, insufficient academic achievement, and the 
development of a \'alue system based entirely on \,inning. 

These obsen·ations prompt one to ask: ls there really life after the 
season? Or better yet. is there really Ii f e as an athlete? 

THE SOLUTION 

Olwiou.1\. there are no easy solutions for the current situation in 
athle1ic ... -\thle1es and coaches find it difficult 10 lead a healthy lifestyle and 
continue to be competiti\·e. Practice, game preparation, and tra,·el are 
necessar,· to meet the performance expectations athletes ha\'e for themselves 
and that spectat0rs demand. These require time. In addition. the societal 
emphasis on wining and the tendency to associate successful programs with 
\\'inning programs causes a shift in priorities and \·alue systems and does. in 
fact, act as a de1errent to the development of positi\·e lifestyles. A more 
broad-based definition of success and a lifestyle stressing quality in all areas 
is needed by coaches, as well as a willingness to foster these ideals in 1heir 
athletes. 

The key for this type of existence lies in the ability of the participant 
(athlete, coach athletic director, etc.) to perceive a concept of life being 
balanced in six dimensions: physical, mental, emotional, social, spiritual, 
and occupational (Hettler, 1980). The payoff for this effort results in an in-



Page 24 rhe Academic Athletic Journal, Spring 1989 

creased ability of the individual to become all that he/she can become t 
reach his/her highest potential. Abraham Maslow (1968) defined this st~g~ 
of human development as self-actualization. It requires a daily commitme;t 
to reach out and explore the limits of one's potential and to move toward 
developing that potential. These concepts of balance and maximizing indi\'­
dual potential are synonymous with the wellness trust being felt across the 
country. Their inclusion in athletic programs is not only possible but is also 
highly desirable. A brief explanation of each dimension and its importance 
follows. 

Physical wellness contributes to increased levels of health-related 
fitness through exercise, proper nutrition, medical self-care, and avoidance 
of abusive substances. 

Mental wellness encourages the continued acqu1sll!on of knowled11e 
through creative and stimulating learning experiences to enhance ment~l 
potential and ability. 

Social wellness develops a sense of concern for environmental issues 
and the development of a personal environment which enables the pursuit 
of harmony within the family and the community. 

Spiritual wellness provides peace and contentment with the personal in­
terpretation of life's purposes and meanings through a relationship with a 
higher being or perhaps a life force. 

Emotional wellness increases awareness and acceptance of one's feel­
ings and self-image with improved self-express, self-control, self­
evaluation, and enthusiasm for life. 

Occupational wellness promotes preparation for an appropriate career 
which will provide positive enrichment and an enjoyable experience on the 
job. 

For a wellness lifestyle to provide all of the benefits of which it is 
capable, it must demonstrate balanced interrelationships \\·ithin each 
dimension and among all six of the dimensions. Characteristically, a person 
may be in excellent physical condi1ion and ma\· ha\·e sound nutritional 
habits; but if alcohol, drugs, or tobacco is abused, that person is not well­
balanced within the physical dimension. On the other hand, he/she may 
have a very well-balanced physical dimension but have a low self-concept 
and find maintaining relationships to be difficult. In this case an imbalance 
exists among the physical, social, and emotional dimensions. A unique rela­
tionship exists among the six dimensions in that anything that causes an im­
balance in one dimension will also affect the other five dimensions. The 
strength of the individual's lifestyle is determined by the balance within and 

___________ T~h~e~A=c~a~de~m~ic~A~th~l~e~ti~c_J_o~u_rn_a_l __ P_a~ge25 

among the dimensions-the more balance, the more strength and vice versa. 

Surely, 1hen, having wellness-oriented athletes and being wellness­
oriented as coaches and athletic directors would seem to be desirable_ goal~. 

1 
fact it would seem that initially athletics was designed to accomplish this 

n ' . h 
objective. However, the reality of competit!on in to~a(s society 1s t at 
athletics does very little to promote balance in Jts partiCipants. 

What then can be done to enable athletes and other personnel to 
become more wellness-oriented, more balanced in their perspective of life? 
An ornanized approach to the problem is required. Within the framework 
~f tea~ meetings and activities, a place must be made to dev~te time _to 
critical issues involving lifestyles decisions. The help of profess10nals wnh 
expertise in panicular areas could be ~~listed t? lea? ~ea1:1, small g~~up,_ or 
individual discussion sessions. In add1t1on the 1dentJf1catJon and ut1hzatJon 
of special courses within the academic curricula could help the athlete in 
making a smooth transition academically and socially from high school to 

college. 

Topics which would be appropriate. for team meetings and discussion 
are: (a) self-image concepts that develop a value for the athlete as a pers?n 
as well as a performer; (b) time management concepts that emphasize 
positive, healthy ways to deal with stress and control ~f life;(~) ~ainta!ning 
individuality in the face of peer pressure; (d) developing a faith JD a higher 
being, in one self, and in others, which leads to a positive attitude to\\:ard 
life and Jivim.; (e) stress management; (f) building and maintaining relauon­
ships, comm~nication and assertiveness skills; (g) academic counseling and 
tutoring in special areas, study skill courses, and vocational counseling, and 
(h) fitness, nutrition, and other health-related topics. 

The campus wellness coordinator or a staff person in psychological ser­
vices could be consulted on the development and structure of a program of 
this nature. Either of these persons would also be excellent resources for ad­
ditional campu and community professionals \\ho could be utilized in pro­
gram deli\ery. A dean or vice-president for student life could suggest ways 
athletes could become more socially integrated as college students and could 
educate athletes about social opportunities/activities on the campus. The 
director of academic counseling could help \,·ith specific problems and 
scheduling needs unique to athletes as \\ell as with career planning and 

vocational counseling. 

Additional campus personnel who could provide valuable insight ~nd 
expertise would be health education professionals, sport psychologists 
and/or sociologists, professional education faculty who teach study ski_lls 
and reading improvement courses, campus chaplains, and the university 
medical staff. Finally, faculty and other colleagues could serve as mentors 
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for athletes, to provide a source of support and a listenin� ear wiih con�::�::, 
and problems which need to be verbalized. 

Having well-balanced coaches and a1hletic personnel has to be a p:-io:,. 
ty if a program of this nature is to succeed. These persons pro, ide 1he ;:,:-0-
per role modeling which is needed. They also have a ,,ell-de,·eloped �­
sitivity to individuals and are able to recognize the symptoms of po:en!.:i 
problems early enough to instigate preventive measures before the probi:.:I:i 
are enlarged. 

SUMMARY 

The question to be considered is this. Does participation in athk:b 
contribute to the positive development of the athlete? There is en� 
e,·idence to suggest nor necessarily. Bur, if a rationale for participa!>Ol! Si 
this positive individual development, then athletic personnel must talc Olt 
initiative to ensure that this result occurs. Incorporating wellness co� 
into the structure of the athletic experience is one way to begin to mM 
toward this objecti,·e. Wellness concepts are valid for athletes and a� 
programs. They provide an organized, methodical way to enable penDm 
be2.in to li,·e their lives to the fullest and to reco2.nize their person.&1 .,,j 
athletic potential. They provide a \\·ay for athletes �o experience fra:cf 
tegration in their total collegiate experience and begin to de1·elop 
transfer this integration beyond the college experience. They rno,�t I 
for practitioners to bridge the gap between the reality of what the 
e:,;perience is and the myth of what it is percei1·ed to be. 
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