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Introduction

Like most groups of people, professional athletes run the gamut, from Ivy Leaguers and teetotalers to dullards and sociopaths. Whether people who play professional sports get in trouble more often than other members of society is debatable, but there is no question that when they do, their mistakes get a disproportionate amount of media attention. When you mess up, a few people who are close to you may hear about it. When an NFL quarterback does something scandalous, it can be the lead story in the news.

Open the sports section, turn on ESPN, or access a sports app and you are likely to find, along with the latest scores and trades, a story about a scandal. The list of possible transgressions is long—steroids, financial irregularities, spousal abuse, DUIs—but there is a good chance that, at any given time, some athlete somewhere is doing something wrong. If his mistake becomes public, the player won’t be the only one forced to address the problem; his team and his league will be forced to deal with it too.

This book examines how organizations respond to scandals by reviewing some of the biggest crises in the history of American sports. Some involve individuals and some involve entire teams. Most deal with professional organizations, although two occurred at the collegiate level. Each story begins with an analysis of the transgressions made by the athletes at the center of the scandal and then looks at how the administrators at the top echelon of the sport reacted—what they did and, more specifically, how they communicated their decisions to the various publics. This book is not designed to disparage the fallen athletes, but to evaluate how effective the men in charge of the sport were in addressing the immediate problems and developing long-term solutions to reduce the possibility that the problems would occur again. When appropriate, the analysis includes discussion of ethical considerations—the degree to which the administrators acted in the best interests of all parties involved: the athlete, the team, the league, the media, the fan base, and various other publics. It is not always easy to act ethically in the midst of crises, when dealing with conflicting information, competing agendas, and the pressure of addressing embarrassing topics in a public forum. Some organizations do it well, some do it poorly, but all must live with the consequences of their decisions.

I have many people to thank for assisting me with this book. My family comes first, my wife, Mary, and sons, Daniel and Brendan, who have encouraged me throughout the research and writing process. There is a limit to how often you can deliberate the 1920s decisions of Kennesaw Mountain Landis at the dinner table, but they always stayed interested, or did a great job of acting that way. My thanks also go out to Ms. Paige Kowal, the undergraduate communication studies major at West Chester University who assisted me with my research. She was, at all times, professional and meticulous, and she brought passion to this project. Our conversations about sports scandals ranged from ethics to law to organizational policy. They not only strengthened the chapters but also provided me with the perspective of another generation, which is always helpful when the subject is history.

I must also thank various friends who stimulated my interest in sports scandals. Dr. Michael Boyle, my longtime officemate, not only has been extremely supportive about the project but is always prepared to debate the ethics of a sports topic. Little did he know how much he was adding to this book. On racquetball courts and golf courses, at poker tables and on annual trips to the Poconos, friends have argued passionately about the stories that are covered here. Their positions tell me more than how they feel about the games—they reveal their values and tell me how they view important concepts such as justice and forgiveness. Some of our debates are old, unresolved, and, seemingly, irresolvable: Does it matter if a sports league has an overwhelming percentage of black players and an overwhelming percentage of white fans? Did Shoeless Joe’s batting average prove that he didn’t throw the World Series? Is it fair to hold athletes to a higher standard? Others come right from today’s news: What is Joe Paterno’s legacy? How can the NFL protect its players from concussions? There is no real end to the debate, but that is not a bad thing.

And finally, this book is dedicated to Janet Lordan Iacono, who had minimal interest in the topic but a wonderful influence on our lives.


Chapter 1

Anatomy of a Scandal

University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) basketball coach John Wooden once noted that “sports do not build character. They reveal it.” The same can be said of sports scandals.

Athletes, like other members of society, make mistakes. But what happens next, when the individual and the organization that he or she represents respond to a scandal? Do they continue down the same path, making additional errors that exacerbate the problem? Or do they take the necessary and often difficult steps to address key audiences, bring closure to the scandal, and reduce the chances that the problem will happen again?

In evaluating organizational responses to sports scandals, it is important to determine which are specific to a particular event and which provide lessons that are applicable to any situation. Fortunately, the history of scandals in American sports provides plenty of examples of both. Scandals are almost as old as the sports themselves. The causes of the crises transcend sports and eras—human foibles such as drug and alcohol abuse, marital infidelity, greed, envy, and, most important within the context of sport, cheating. But other elements of sports scandals, such as the amount of money in athletics and the number of media covering them, have changed significantly over time, altering the frequency and extent of scandals and the organizational response when they occur.

The Codependence of Sports and Media

In 1900, baseball was a regional game that barely garnered coverage in the small local papers that constituted “the press.” As the 20th century progressed, however, both sports and media expanded rapidly in America, each contributing to the growth of the other.

Today, hundreds of millions of fans use an immense network of local, regional, and national media to follow America’s four major sports (football, baseball, basketball, and hockey), which are organized into professional leagues that generate tens of billions of dollars annually. Media coverage of sporting events created additional public interest, fueling revenues that led to higher salaries for players. The economic relationship was reciprocal: sports provided media with the perfect kind of stories: they occurred on a predictable schedule, were relatively easy to cover, and provided a compelling narrative. Media companies carrying sports programs earn billions of dollars in advertising revenue every year by delivering the eyes and ears of fans to the companies that pay enormous sums to reach them through advertising. Live sports coverage is one of the most profitable forms of media content in America today: sports fans, unlike consumers of other programming, want to see these events as they are happening, and advertisers will pay a premium to reach potential customers in real time.

Increased media attention brought more than money to athletes—it brought them fame as well. Prior to major media coverage of games, the best player on a team was, at most, a local hero, known primarily to regular supporters who attended home games. The print media expanded this exposure to a degree, but it was the broadcast media, radio and then television, that really made athletes famous. Prior to the introduction of major media, politicians and entertainers were the most recognized figures in society. Today, professional athletes are equal to or, in many cases, surpass these figures as the most closely followed icons in society. Michael Jordan, despite his retirement in 2003, and Tiger Woods, despite his off-the-course personal problems, are two of the most recognizable figures in America. All of this exposure has made it possible for many modern professional athletes to make far more money in product endorsements than they make through their league contracts.

The modern athlete’s combination of wealth and fame has altered the relationship between the player and the fan. The vast majority of athletes from a century ago were workaday members of the community, living in the same areas as the people who attended the games and often working jobs in the off-season to supplement the income from their sports. The top athletes today live in gated communities and often shun interaction with the general public. The increased distance between the athlete and the fan base amplifies the media’s role in defining the athlete. For many sports enthusiasts, everything they know about their heroes comes through the media. It canalso have a detrimental effect on the athletes themselves, who are frequentlyunprepared for the attention that comes with their newly elevated, media-fueled positions. The extraordinary ego and sense of entitlement that often accompany the professional athlete can be exacerbated by media attention, increasing the possibility that his hubris will lead him into trouble.

The media’s role in fostering athletic scandal is an unintended consequence: they are doing their job, and if their coverage encourages an athlete to shun fans, become even more egomaniacal, and make stupid mistakes, media defenders would argue that’s the athlete’s problem. But once a scandal does emerge, the same media that helped create the image of the athlete are quick to report and comment on the problem, from the initial revelation through each step in the process (team and league responses, legal proceedings, rulings by team officials, league offices and judges, impact on the player’s career, etc.). This is simply good business, capitalizing on consumers’ interest in scandal to sell more papers, generate higher ratings, or garner more clicks on a Web site.

Again, however, there are ramifications, intended or otherwise. The evolution of media has shortened the reaction time of organizations confronted with scandal: when media moved from a 24-hour news cycle, in which a story that happened today would be revealed to the news consumer in the next morning’s paper, to 24/7 cable news coverage, in which stories break in almost real time, the amount of time organizations had to consider their actions and communications was reduced significantly. With the modern media system, the fan and the league sometimes find out about a scandal at the same time. The proliferation of new and more immediate media also lengthens the amount of time that the public spends focusing on the story—there are more opportunities to discuss it. Increased media coverage fuels public perception about the size and importance of a scandal, making it harder for the athlete and his organization to resolve the problem out of the public eye.

Ultimately, media have simultaneously promoted American sports, created conditions that foster scandals, and capitalized on and magnified the importance of scandals when they occur. As these media continue to grow, their influence on sports scandals will increase as well.

Battling an Archetype

Professional athletes are rich, young, privileged, and famous, so it comes as no surprise to the media or the general public when they are involved in scandal. This is part of their problem. The athlete-in-trouble is an archetype, matching a preconception that makes it easier for the press to report and the fan base to believe, regardless of the facts. The athletes discussed in this book not only disgraced themselves, they also added to the negative stereotype of the scandalous athlete and the long-term decline in public respect for their peers. Each scandal reinforces the archetype and makes it more difficult for sports organizations to put scandals to rest.

Professional sports leagues are aware of this problem and have been taking steps to combat it using a multipronged approach. First, they have introduced support programs for athletes to help them avoid mistakes to begin with. Second, they have organized and publicized pro-social activities of their players, coaches, and management. In the early days of community relations, Babe Ruth would deliver an autographed baseball to a sick boy in a hospital, and the event would be dutifully recorded by a photographer from his team or a New York newspaper. Today, teams and organizations employ entire public relations and marketing departments to identify the values of key constituents, create strategic alliances with high-profile community groups, and monitor audience perceptions of players. These efforts can be effective, but they are significantly undercut when a player gets in trouble. An editor will always run a story about a player getting arrested before a story about a team painting a local playground, and news consumers want it that way.

As in political reporting, there has also been a change in the standards and practices of sports journalism when it comes to protecting the privacy of the people they cover. In the early 1960s, reporters were well aware that President John Kennedy had affairs with women other than his wife while living at the White House, but they failed to include that information in their reporting. During the same era, it was painfully clear to writers on the New York sports beat that all-star Mickey Mantle was battling alcoholism during his years with the Yankees, but sports reporters conspired to hide the popular player’s addiction. Today, such missteps by public figures would be front-page news. The culture of reporting has become so adversarial and the number of news outlets so numerous that it would be rare for a reporter to sit on a scandal for any length of time today.

Evolving Standards of What Constitutes Scandal

Sports administrators navigating the complexities of a scandal are also forced to deal with an evolving definition of the term: what, exactly, constitutes scandalous behavior? Age, education, religion, economic conditions, race, and gender all factor into perceptions of what is acceptable in society. A wealthy, suburban octogenarian might consider smoking marijuana a scandalous offense, while a teenager raised in a poor neighborhood might see it as an everyday occurrence. Media attitudes toward scandal have changed as well, a reflection of and a contribution to changing attitudes in society: over the past few decades, broadcast and print have relaxed their standards on the portrayal of a wide range of potentially scandalous issues, including obscenity, nudity, depictions of violence, interracial relationships, and drug use. They still report on them, but they often present them in less-scandalous terms.

Perceptions of scandal in the athletic arena have evolved as well. As recently as the late 1940s, the simple introduction of an African American player to professional baseball was considered an enormous scandal. Five decades later, African American running back O. J. Simpson not only starred in an integrated sports league, he married a white woman, with minimal societal response. In the 1960s, amphetamines were so ubiquitous in society that the fact that baseball players used them regularly was not even a story; in the modern era, such a revelation would be a major scandal. In 1973, the most significant trade to come out of the Yankees’ training camp did not involve players but spouses, as two pitchers informed a stunned press corps that they had exchanged wives. The announcement was an embarrassment to baseball, but imagine the sensation such an announcement would cause in today’s media-rich environment.

In some eras, American media have not only accepted antisocial behavior, they have embraced it. In the 1960s, films such as Cool Hand Luke (1967) and Easy Rider (1969) promoted social misfits as protagonists. In the early 21st century, television has offered up mobster Tony Soprano, high-school-teacher-turned-amphetamine-cooker Walter White, and vigilante Dexter, all as conflicted, morally ambiguous protagonists. Sports media have offered their own versions of the antihero. In 1970, major league pitcher Jim Bouton published Ball Four, an exposé that touched on the seamier side of baseball, including womanizing, alcoholism, and drug abuse. In 1979, North Dallas Forty explored the on- and off-field exploits of a thinly veiled version of the Dallas Cowboys, where coaches ignored the pill-popping, oversexed lives of their players. In a 1993 Nike advertisement, National Basketball Association (NBA) Hall of Famer Charles Barkley looked into the camera and said, “I’m not a role model. I’m not paid to be a role model,” a direct negation of the traditional hero worship associated with American athletes. Antisocial behavior is now deliberately woven into the branding of some athletes to enhance their marketability to audiences with similar values. While the behavior may have a negative impact on the league, it also can help a player attract attention and differentiate himself. Dennis Rodman was known as much for his scandalous behavior as he was for his basketball skills, with actions ranging from the dangerous—kicking a photographer—to the absurd—dressing in a wedding gown. In many ways, his scandalous behavior enhanced his image with some audiences.

The Complex Ethos of Sport

The ongoing evolution of morality in society is one complication in defining a scandal; the sometimes contradictory ethos of sport is another.

Cheating, by definition, is an immoral act. Within sports, however, it is evaluated on a sliding ethical scale, based on motivation and degree. For some players, cheating is just another reflection of the will to win, an admirable trait simply being expressed in a more creative form. “If you ain’t cheating, you ain’t trying” and “it ain’t cheating if you don’t get caught” are not simply mild attempts at humor, they are an ethos that is accepted, and occasionally even encouraged, by some administrators, coaches, and players at all levels of sports. Cheating is relative.

In baseball, a runner who gets to second base is rewarded with a view of the catcher’s hand signals, used to communicate the pitch selection. Runners are occasionally accused of stealing signals and tipping off batters, a trick of the trade for the offense. When done on an individual, ad hoc basis, the practice is, if not condoned, rarely challenged, but if sign stealing is raised to an institutional level, it is considered unethical.

In 2010, Major League Baseball (MLB) administrators quietly issued a warning to the Philadelphia Phillies after fielding reports that the team’s bullpen coach was using binoculars to steal signs from the Colorado Rockies catcher and communicating the information via the bullpen phone to upcoming hitters. Sports reporter Andy Behrens described the transgression as “a time-honored practice that isn’t formally forbidden by the rulebook,” and concluded that “if a team gets reprimanded for stealing signs, then generally they’re either doing it too brazenly or too well (or both).”1 Most of the coverage of the story had a similar tone: it was mildly amusing that the Phillies had been caught, mostly because they had been so blatant about it. The potential for scandal was minimal, reporters argued, because everyone was doing it and it’s part of the culture of the game.

The same lax ethical approach applies to the “it ain’t cheating if you don’t get caught” reasoning. Some sports figures are legendary despite—in fact, in some cases, because of—unethical practices that are connected to their names but never quite proven. National Football League (NFL) coach and team owner Al Davis was accused of ordering fields to be watered down the night before a game to slow opposing runners, footballs to be partially deflated before being handed to opposing kickers, and locker rooms to be bugged so that he could learn the halftime adjustments of opposing coaches. Most people would condemn such dishonesty, and some people in sports did. But many fans admired Davis for what was clearly unethical conduct because it reflected his craftiness and his intense desire to win. On the other hand, when New England Patriots coach Bill Belichick took Davis’s techniques one step further and was caught filming the practices of his opponents, it was not only society that disapproved: he was roundly criticized by the media and fined $500,000, the largest penalty ever levied on a coach, by NFL commissioner Roger Goodell, who noted that “this episode represents a calculated and deliberate attempt to avoid long-standing rules designed to encourage fair play and promote honest competition on the playing field.”2 Even in sports, it is possible to go too far.

Sometimes a sport attempts to address a common cheating practice but still respect the efforts of those who have perfected it. MLB outlawed the spitball in 1919 but inserted a clause grandfathering protection to pitchers who were already using it. Hall of Famer Gaylord Perry used some variation of a spitball throughout his 22-year career; he went the first 20 of them without getting thrown out of a game for his dishonesty. The title of his autobiography is Me and the Spitter.

In contact sports, such as basketball and soccer, where a called foul can create scoring opportunities, players regularly “flop,” reeling their heads back or collapsing in pain at imaginary contact from an opponent in an attempt to deceive the referees into calling the infraction. The practice is so common in basketball that columnists create “Top Ten Floppers” lists and so ingrained in soccer that a player will writhe on the ground as if his leg has been broken, be carted off in agony on a stretcher, and then return to the game within minutes, and the sports’ fans find nothing unethical (or, oddly, unmasculine) about the practice. “Flopping” has become so common in soccer that leagues have instituted regular penalties against it, but there still remains no stigma attached to it, except for the mistake of being caught by a referee. These are all forms of cheating, but each is accepted, to some degree, by players, coaches, fans, and members of the media.

A critical ethical distinction in sports cheating is the objective: whether players are doing it to win or to lose. The former is relative—once intent is used as a legitimate rationale, the discussion becomes about how far is too far. But the ethos of sport is completely unambiguous if the cheating is done with the intent to lose. Here, sport is not only more absolutist than society, it places far greater weight on the transgression. A review of the halls of fame for major sports demonstrates that you can do, literally, anything—attack handicapped fans, threaten bodily harm to teammates, act with intent to injure, abuse drugs and alcohol, hit and rape women, even murder—and you can not only be forgiven but still be honored with the highest awards a sport can bestow. Cheat to lose, however, and you can be banished forever.

The critical, underlying assumption for all parties in every game is that the competitors are doing everything they can do at all times to win the game. If that assumption becomes suspect in any way, the bond between all participants is broken and the sport itself loses credibility. More than anything else, sports organizations fear and protect themselves against this taboo—you cannot cheat to lose the game.

Since league administrators fear this problem the most, they are proactive in protecting against other, lesser transgressions that can lead to it. This is why so many sports scandals center on gambling. If a person connected with the game—player, coach, referee—is involved in gambling, the theory goes, then eventually that gambler will owe a debt to a person connected to a bookie, who is most probably operating in the world of organized crime. And when that happens, the same theory holds, a fixer will inevitably offer the indebted individual a simple deal—coach, play, or referee in a way that will cause a team to lose or at least not beat the point spread—and your debts will be forgiven. The deal seems simple and undetectable enough, and the player may rationalize the decision in a variety of ways (“It’s only one game in an entire season,” “Other players are doing it,” “I have no other way out of these debts,” and, the most enticing rationalization of them all, “We don’t even have to lose, I just have to keep it close”); but at that moment, the integrity of the game collapses and the bond among all involved has been broken. Gambling leads to debt, debt to thrown games, and thrown games to the rapid corrosion of the integrity of the game.

Athletes and Scandals? Really?

Increased coverage of sports scandals is more symptom than cause: there are more scandals on the sports pages not just because they sell newspapers but because there are simply more people connected with sports making bad decisions.

The Black Sox throwing the World Series was the biggest scandal in thehistory of American sports, but there was little competition for that dubious achievement in the year that it took place. Compare 1919 to2010, when Washington Wizards teammates Gilbert Arenas and Javaris Crittenton pulled guns on each other in a locker room; the divorce proceedings of Frank and Jamie McCourt, the owners of the Los Angeles Dodgers, were so sordid that it threatened the future of the team; running back Reggie Bush returned his Heisman Trophy following revelations that he had received improper payments at the University of Southern California (USC); Pittsburgh Steeler quarterback Ben Roethlisberger apologized to his team and the city after being accused of sexual improprieties; and University of Louisville basketball coach Rick Pitino admitted to marital infidelity in an extortion case—all of which were buried on the inside sports pages when Tiger Woods
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