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What is Sport, and 
Why Does it Matter?



Video ClipVideo ClipVideo ClipVideo Clip

� Paul Merton Chess

� http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CjTujl1DAks



� Personal Identification with Sport
� Experience of competition

� Representing Scotland internationally

� Personal frustration with Sport
� Chess is not recognised as a sport in the UK

� Motivation for thinking about sport!



Which of the following best Which of the following best Which of the following best Which of the following best 
describes the essence of sport?describes the essence of sport?describes the essence of sport?describes the essence of sport?

 Physical
exercise

with a
purpose

 Recognised
, organised,

recorded
competition

 An
elaborate

way to
generate

good stories

 A rich
metaphor
for war,

religion and
family

25% 25%25%25%1. Physical exercise 
with a purpose

2. Recognised, 
organised, recorded 
competition

3. An elaborate way to 
generate good 
stories

4. A rich metaphor for 
war, religion and 
family



� From ‘Laziness’
� Fixed character trait

� “I’m just too lazy”

� To ‘Habit energy’
� More fluid, more malleable

� “Hello habit energy, I see you”

Key Q: How come 
most people don’t
do it, even though 
they typically enjoy 
it, and know it is 
good for them?

Thich Nhat Hanh



What does competition What does competition What does competition What does competition literally literally literally literally 
mean?mean?mean?mean?

 ‘To petition
for victory’

 ‘To fight to
the death’

 ‘To seek
together’

 Mutual
comprehen

sion
between at
least two
people.

25% 25%25%25%1. ‘To petition for 
victory’

2. ‘To fight to the death’

3. ‘To seek together’

4. Mutual 
comprehension 
between at least two 
people.



� Latin root is competere

� to seek or strive together.

� So what are you seeking or striving for together?

� Excellence?, PBs, or simply ‘a good time’

� Sport is 

� “Officially recognised, formally organised, 
systematically recorded competition”
� dates back to Ancient Greece (Mandelbaum 2004)



Sport and the Love of Good Stories

� “Sport is the most intensely physical thing that 
humans do...And yet the tales we tell are not of 
bodies but of hearts and minds and souls.”

� Simon Barnes (2006, p14)

� Elements of a good story:

� Trouble (!) 

� Heroes 

� Dramatic Tension

� What might have been (‘narrative negotiation’)



� “We live in a sea of stories, and like the fish who 
will be the last to discover the water, we have our 
own difficulties grasping what it is like to swim in 
stories. It is not that we lack competence in 
creating our narrative accounts of reality-far from 
it. We are, if anything, too expert. Our problem, 
rather, is achieving consciousness of what we so 
easily do automatically.” (Bruner 2002) 



Which of the following is the best Which of the following is the best Which of the following is the best Which of the following is the best 
metaphor for sport?metaphor for sport?metaphor for sport?metaphor for sport?

1. Family (belonging, 
teams, clubs, 
relationships)

2. War (compete for 
territory, fight)

3. Religion (shared 
values and 
purposes)

4. Different sports 
represent different 
metaphors



Video ClipVideo ClipVideo ClipVideo Clip

� Peter Cook/Alan Latchley

� Taking the metaphors too far…

� http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oeG9r6HxJgE

� (1.15-1.49)



� Sport can be tribal

� A vehicle for nationalism

� A thought experiment...

� From F.I.D.E to F.I.F.A

� UK-China Match, Liverpool Sept 2007

?



What would happen if F.I.F.A. voted to ban What would happen if F.I.F.A. voted to ban What would happen if F.I.F.A. voted to ban What would happen if F.I.F.A. voted to ban 
separate representation for England, Scotland separate representation for England, Scotland separate representation for England, Scotland separate representation for England, Scotland 

and Wales (etc)?and Wales (etc)?and Wales (etc)?and Wales (etc)?

1. It could never happen 
(legally)

2. It would never happen 
(politically)

3. It could happen but it 
wouldn’t matter much

4. If it did happen, 
Scottish Independence 
would swiftly follow



� In many ways like war, 

� although nothing is really like war...

� “...It is the mattering that matters...All sports 
represent the collision of wills: people or teams 
who want the same thing and have to cause 
somebody pain to get it. The more it matters to 
the athletes, the more vivid the experience for 
the spectator.” –Simon Barnes (2006, p57)

� The human spirit, manifest in willpower.



Video ClipVideo ClipVideo ClipVideo Clip

� The Lord of the Rings

� Sporting themes
� Impossible odds

� Battle between hope and despair

� Courage, Tenacity

� http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SAW2LxJRLqM



Summing Up:Summing Up:Summing Up:Summing Up:

� What is Sport?

� All of the following (and more):

� Recognised, organised, recorded competition

� An opportunity to play a part in good stories

� A way of creating and celebrating heroes

� A metaphor for war, family and religion

� An expression of human spirit

� A source of identity

� Why does it matter?

� It gives life structure, meaning, purpose and 
pleasure



What should the goalkeeper do What should the goalkeeper do What should the goalkeeper do What should the goalkeeper do 
when facing a penalty?when facing a penalty?when facing a penalty?when facing a penalty?

1. Dive to the left

2. Dive to the right

3. Stand in the centre

4. Wait for the ball to 
be kicked

Extra Time and Penalties



� 311 penalty kicks, 32 goalkeepers
� Chances of saving: 33%-centre, 14.2%-left, 12.6%-right

� Azar, Bar-Eli, Ben Gurion University, Israel

� But goalkeepers stay in the centre just 6.3% of the time
� Why?

� “The  goalkeepers feel worse about a goal being scored 
when it follows from inaction rather than from action.”
� (Azar)

� Sometimes it’s best to do nothing!
� But not always…



Video ClipVideo ClipVideo ClipVideo Clip

� The Best Penalty Ever?

� http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1XuEGH
HoZGM&feature=related
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