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Professionalism

The transition from amateur to profes-
sional is an area where the athlete re-
quires speci� c help, both mentally and 

physically. The ability for individuals to see 
their sport as a job rather than a pastime 
(albeit one in which they�ve committed a 
huge personal, emotional, physical and 
� nancial investment) is at the heart of the 
trade-off.

It is at this point that the culture and 
environment in which the athlete is working 
and their scope of responsibilities begins to 
change. As one football manager famously 
said: �the name on the front of the shirt [the 
club�s] is more important than the name on 
the back [the player�s].� This will be a dif-
� cult transition for most, as they must move 
from effectively being their own boss to 
working for another body. 

One of the best examples of this di-
chotomy between individualism and accept-
ance of an enforced set of rules is the Ryder 
Cup. In the last two matches, an apparently 
technically inferior team (the Europeans), 
has overcome a team of individuals in disar-
ray (the USA). This was a result of the USA�s 
unease with the concept of why they were 
there. Evidence for this includes con� icting 
references from members about team USA 
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and their feelings on how the management 
of that team affects their individual status.

This lack of understanding is evident in 
con� ict between elite athletes, or between 
business people and their perceived bosses. 
In both instances, it is common for individu-
als to misdirect their aggression and unhap-
piness. The logical target for a grievance 
may be the company 
itself or the national 
governing body of a 
particular sport; anger is 
often directed at anoth-
er individual who is per-
ceived to represent these 
institutions, but in truth is 
just doing their job.

Within a business or 
sporting sphere, certain 
aspects of con� ict can 
be seen as positive and 
necessary and should be 
nurtured, however, in the case of minor-
ity-majority con� icts where social con� ict is 
prevalent there is a need for resolution and 
mediation, if not avoidance.

The �realistic� group con� ict theory 
argues that as long as the two groups 
have incompatible goals the con� ict will 

remain unresolved. Intergroup con� ict can 
be resolved only when external conditions 
change, or when the two groups rede� ne 
their relationship in such a way that �super-
ordinate goals,� goals that can be achieved 
only through the co-operation of the two 
groups, become apparent or perceivable. 
If this happens, the two groups will begin 
working together to accomplish these goals 
and inter-group hostility will be replaced by 
inter-group friendship.

For international competitors, there 
must be an understanding or contract be-
tween the athlete and the governing body 
and team. This is not as simple as a set of 
accepted rules that determine how an indi-

vidual will receive opportunities 
and funding; it also incorpo-
rates a change in outlook and 
even the athlete�s ethics. An in-
dividual is measured not only 
by the results they achieve 
but also their behaviour and 
how they think. The days of 
the gentleman amateur are 
gone for ever in most inter-
national sport and this is 
generally viewed as a good 
thing as talented athletes 

no longer have to self-fund, 
or waste valuable time on organising the 
minutia of clerical details. Instead, � nancial 
and administrative support is now available, 
allowing the athlete to concentrate on their 
performance. This structure comes at a cost, 
however, as it removes the athlete�s oppor-
tunity to think and function on an entirely 
independent level. 
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‘As one football 
manager said, “The 
name on the front of 
the shirt [the club’s] is 
more important than 
the name on the back 
[the player’s]”’

Once an individual 
becomes a member 
of a national team, 
their opinion is of 
greater value to 
those around them
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