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Sport and Equality
Racial and gender inequalities and social injustices are among the social problems that have persisted in the United States for the last three centuries. Despite the policy and legal interventions, inequality has continued to spread widely across the different aspects of society, from political to socioeconomic. However, the problem has started to receive the attention of the members of the society and the social organizations are leading in this front to help prevent a perennial problem. Sports, in the United States, are going beyond their expected roles of entertaining society. Sports have started reflecting the diversity of American society by trying to bridge the gap in gender and racial inequalities. This paper examines how sports in the United States have turned from entertaining events to social justice advocates through promoting better pay for sports participants and demonstrating their shared value and solidarity with the activities seeking to promote equality.
Sport as a Mouthpiece of the Modern Age
Despite that many people ignore the problems that still exist in the modern era, especially regarding the social and economic inequalities, sporting events and organizations have taken a different approach. According to Impey (2020), the sport has become the mouthpiece for the modern age. Sporting organizations are demonstrating a high level of consciousness and awareness of the social problems that exist in society. Even though this is not their primary responsibility, but they have taken the space to help resolve some challenges that have proven difficult to eradicate in the past three centuries.
As a mouthpiece, sporting arenas are providing a platform and stage that enables social justice activists to express their outlooks. Impey (2020) further asserts that the sporting arena is becoming an important tool that supports social justice activists’ initiatives to inform society and bring about changes needed to resolve the problem of social injustice. Ranging from athletes to political class rallying public support for a social justice process, the sporting arena has offered the best and suitable stage that enable these groups to express their opinion. Through this, the sporting arena does not only support democracy but also supports the very foundation of diplomacy (Impey, 2020).
Social Equity
American society is more divided today than ever in history. Despite several achievements and interventions to help resolve social inequity and inequality in the country, various social injustices have continued to be perpetrated against minority groups. Achieving social equity has become not only challenging but almost impossible to realize. Issues of inequality have become the center of political and economic debates, but no significant results have come out yet. These inequities include widened income gaps, unequal access to social services such as education and healthcare, and even tensions between racial and social groups in the society (Wooldridge & Bilharz, 2017).
Social equity is a concept that has evolved over the past centuries. From the time of the great philosophers like Aristotle and Plato, social equity has evolved to take the center stage in debates across different sectors and platforms. It is a concept that has received attention as a type of justice among people that goes beyond the written laws and policy frameworks. Most theories, in the past, have emphasized the role of political administrators in resolving the social problems in society. This discussion has changed today as more players come into the arena to help not only understand the problems but also assist in addressing them. This informs the social responsibility of the business, sporting organizations, and other stakeholders.
Social equity is a concept that promotes the “spirit and habit of fairness, justness, and the right dealing” which defines the interactions between members of the society (Wooldridge & Bilharz, 2017, p. 3). Even though this concept has been defined differently by different organizations in different fields, the underlying meaning remains the same-that it describes the equal treatment to which everyone is entitled by virtue of being a human (Wooldridge & Bilharz, 2017). In sports, social equity is understood as an approach that seeks to eliminate the social injustices in society as well as promoting social development. Sporting organizations have demonstrated their commitment to fairness, justice, and equality not only in the distribution of their resources and expanding their participation but also in the implementation and management of public policies.
Expanding Participation and Inclusion
Recently, California became the first state to sign in a bill that would see athletes benefiting from their participation in schools. This has not been the case in the past. California lawmakers passed the bill that was vehemently opposed by the National Collegiate Athletic Association, which has defined college athletics as amateur athletic. The adoption of this bill, as Bauer-Wolf (2019) explains, will bring contention between the lawmakers and the NCAA as the governor is expected to sign it into law. The bill has demonstrated how sports can be used to bridge the socio-economic gap that has only widened further in the past recent decades. The current political play out between the Californian lawmakers and the NCAA is expected, especially in a diverse society like the United States, and specifically California. There are conservatives who would want to see things continue the way they have been in the past century and, on the other side, there are those who want to evolve and make real changes to address real problems that are eating through society. The NCAA position has been clear since the bill was passed that they do not intend to see any progress in the sports or even advancement towards addressing the social injustices including social equity. The NCAA threatened that they would exclude California institutions from the championships if the bill is signed into law by the governor. These are all political events and reactions that would be expected, but the lawmakers have only demonstrated how social institutions that have been forgotten and neglected for many years can be used to address some of the challenges in society. The Californian bill, The Fair Pay to Play Act or SB 206, is expected to change the way sports compensate the players. Aside from the politics played by the NCAA, the law is a clear indication that social institutions in society play an important role.
Supporting the Political Process
Another incident that occurred recently is the move by MLB to relocate the All-Star Game out of Atlanta in response to the controversial Georgian voting law. The commission, Rob Manfred, said that the move was necessitated by the fact that they needed to demonstrate their values as a sport (Jones & Segers, 2021). The statement was very clear and it sought to separate the discussions from the political sphere.
The discussions to move the game out of Atlanta started when Georgia passed the new voting law which has been criticized by opponents who argue that the law seeks to disenfranchise voters of color (Jones & Segers, 2021). The law limited the locations for drop boxes as well as the time voters would need to request an absentee ballot. With the coronavirus pandemic, more voters in America voted through the absentee ballots. In Georgia, it is estimated that more than 1.3 million Georgia voters voted through the absentee ballot (Jones & Segers, 2021). However, the move to make policies and laws that seek to limit the democratic space and opportunities for the marginalized and already disenfranchised groups like the people of color do not support the democratic space and achievements gained in the last decades since the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s.
The discussion about the move to relocate the games out of Atlanta, Georgia has been highly politicized and the commissioner’s statement came at a time when the political environment was heated up with the presidential election. It may be difficult to separate the discussions from the political arena, but it is clear that sporting events are serving an important role in helping address the challenges that are affecting society. The decision was also politicized after President Biden also expressed his endorsement for the decision of the MLB to move the games out of Atlanta. Furthermore, the sporting organizations are also demonstrating high levels of consciousness and awareness of the existing problems even if others would want to ignore their existence. While there are genuine concerns to the political class who argued against the move by the MLB to remove the games out of Atlanta, it also demonstrates that the sporting organizations are not only operating independently but are also fully aware of the steps they need to take when there is a problem like this. As Jones and Segers (2021) explain, opponents of the MLB’s decision argued that the move will leave Atlanta will result in more than a $60 million loss that would have been an economic boost to Atlanta (Jones & Segers, 2021). But, everything has a consequence and this decision was a result of the passage of a bill that was believed to aim at disenfranchises already marginalized groups. Political leaders in Georgia expressed their dissatisfaction with the decision, but, it happened.
Access to Resources and Opportunities
Sport is also acting as a tool that promotes equality and social equity through the provision of a myriad of opportunities and resources. While policymakers have mainly focused on other social reforms including education, sport is also coming in to bridge the remaining gap that is yet to be bridged. President Biden during his campaign promised a subsidy in the higher education tuition fees. While this initiative is good and will impact most Americans, it mainly focuses on the students with academic capabilities. Sport is opening up opportunities for the minority groups to explore their potential and become competitive just like the other races by providing them with access to resources, structures, and leadership opportunities (Lee, 2012). While the focus in education is mainly academic, sports also emerge as an opportunity that can ensure success and even a career path for many who do not have the academic capabilities but have athletic potential. Through sponsorship and scholarship programs, sport is becoming another platform that enables children from poor backgrounds to access education opportunities through their talents.
Also, through participation in leadership programs in sports like captain positions, sport prepares young Americans from minority to acquire leadership skills that will enable them to become leaders in their communities. Farias (2019) explains that sports involve various events including sporting education which promotes and inculcates the development of positive responsibility and inclusive learning contexts. Minority racial groups, especially the blacks are still underrepresented in different platforms, ranging from political participation to the economic income gap. Even though sports equality is about fairness in sport, it also extends beyond the sporting arena as it sought to address issues that surround society in general. The commitment of sporting organizations in the United States to quality continues to be implemented through the creation of more opportunities as well as encourage increased participation in different levels and roles in the society.
Apart from providing opportunities for the athletes to succeed, sport also increases awareness of equality in employment, which further reduces the income gap problem. The Fair Pay to Play Act or SB 206 is one such way that sport would increase awareness of equality issues in employment. The Act seeks to bridge the unemployment gap in California, especially among the minority groups. As such, sport is also showing that talents can be a form of employment to those who can choose to earn income with their talents. Some sporting organizations like Active Lancashire offer training opportunities and demonstrate a balanced representation of participants. The sporting arena is also offering a unique employment opportunity and partnerships that provide economic incentives for the athletes and their communities. As Impey (2020) reports, sports require specialized and trained staff to meet the desired goals. These are employment opportunities, which further contribute to reducing unemployment rates, especially among the minority. Therefore, added incentives are required to continue supporting and providing opportunities for the minority groups in society.
Racial hiring in sports is also becoming a major contributing factor that helps to address social inequalities in the sporting arena. According to Impey (2020), a report by the Institute for Diversity and Ethics in Sport in 2019 demonstrated that diversity and inclusion continue to be a significant factor that contributes to the growth and development in sports. When it comes to racial or gender hiring, the national leagues including the NBA have scored significantly high, which explains how the sport is promoting social equity in society. In other countries, sports continue to become a powerful tool used to influence social equity. For example, in Brazil, the Brazilian Football Confederation (CBF) in September 2020 announced its commitment to pay female and male players equally (Impey, 2020). Other countries like Norway, Australia, and New Zealand have also taken the same steps to promote social equity. Even though the U.S. district court judge in May 2020 dismissed the claim by the U.S. National Team soccer star Megan Rapinoe to continue fighting for equal pay citing gender discrimination in the compensation, other states have done, which means that it is possible. It is only that the right policymakers and goodwill to implement it in the United States is still lacking.
Sporting media has also widened the understanding and awareness of the need to bridge the inequalities and address the social injustices that have been ignored in the past. Various sporting media organizations have emerged to support the sport and also promote social equity in society. Leon Mann, the co-founder of the Black Collective of Media in Sport (BCOMs), sporting organizations are partnering and expanding their work relationships with the business organizations to provide an opportunity to rebuild away and create initiatives that reflect the contemporary society, where diversity is the heart of decision-making (Impey, 2020). Some of the conversations emerging in the media today, especially in sports media have been ignored for many years because people feel that there has been a lack of action in the past. However, as Leon Mann reported, the issue of social inequality is not about individuals, but rather the whole society. The United States is considered to be one of the most diverse societies, but it is not the only diverse society. Other societies with diverse groups have tried to make better initiatives to help address the social inequalities. The problem with the United States is the lack of proper supporting systems and policy frameworks. Different people will have their different opinions and perspectives, as noted in the case of NCAA with the California law that was recently signed to pay athletes in college, but it should not be the basis of denying the minority the opportunity to grow.
Apart from racial inequalities, sport is also addressing the issue of gender inequality. Whether income gaps or gender representation, sport is serving as a significant tool used to address the gender inequality problem. More women are today involved in sporting activities, not as players, but also in other departments including the administrative and managerial roles. Women and girls are actively engaged in sports today more than ever. Contrary to the belief that the sports arena is a male-dominated field, more women are emerging in sports including games that were previously known to be associated with men such as soccer. Organizations are emerging that promote sporting sponsorships for minority groups and gender. For example, Sporting Equals is working with other partners to address the barriers faced by people from minority ethnic groups. These groups are committed to promoting racial equality in sport, which consequentially brings about social, economic, and commercial benefits for these groups.
In conclusion, racial and gender inequality is still a major challenge that is facing the United States. The minority groups such as blacks and the female gender are still underrepresented in the employment sector and other sectors in the economy. This has widened the racial and gender income gaps across the states. While some states like California have taken the first steps towards addressing this problem by enacting the Fair Pay to Play Act, there is still a lot that can be done. Every student has an opportunity to succeed irrespective of racial or gender affiliations. The problem that has continued to extend the disparities in the United States is the lack of commitment to address the real challenges. They are often ignored by the political class and even the economic sector. However, sport is emerging as an effective platform to help address the disparity by providing opportunities, incentives, and platforms for the minority groups to grow and develop. Countries like Brazil, Australia, and New Zealand that have implemented equality pay for players have done it through a holistic approach. Therefore, sports programs in the United States can also promote social equity through coordinated and well-integrated systems that work with the community where the athletes come from.


References
Bauer-Wolf, J. (2019, September 11). “One Step closer to pay for California College Athletes.” Inside High Ed (online). https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/09/11/california-passes-bill-allowing-athletes-be-paid-name-image-and-likeness
Farias, C. (2019). Promoting equity and social responsibility within Sport Education. SAVE THE DATE, 35.
Impey, S. (2020, October 30). “Sport should reflect the society we live in-Social justice and the case of adapting the field.” Sports Pro (online). https://www.sportspromedia.com/from-the-magazine/social-justice-racial-gender-equality-black-lives-matter-diversity-sport
Jones, C. Z., & Segers, G. (2021, April 4). “MLB moves All-Star Game out of Atlanta in response to Georgia’s new voting law.” CBS News (online). https://www.cbsnews.com/news/georgia-voting-law-mlb-all-star-game-moved-out-atlanta/
Lee, S. P. (2012). Measuring and Leveraging the Contribution of Sport to Business and Society (Doctoral dissertation).
Wooldridge, B., & Bilharz, B. (2017). Social equity: The fourth pillar of public administration. Global encyclopedia of public administration, public policy, and governance, 1-10.

