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Growing up in a government run orphanage in Ukraine, I was always living a life of

seeing the difference between those children that had the opportunities in life due in part by

having a stable family unit to be a part of and those who are not afforded privileges that come

with expendable money and family status. The one thing I had growing up that allowed me to

escape the dreaded cycle of “The Haves” and “The Have Nots” was my passion for athletic

competition. I love sports!  Sports have always been a major influential segment of my life.

Especially my love for Futball or what Americans effectionately call Soccer. No one could

compete with my burning passion to excel at the highest level of completion on the pitch, my

growing knowledge of the game and tactics, and my devotion to carrying on the tradition of

Futball greats like Diego Maradona, Pele, Johan Cruyff, Ferenc Puskas, Christiano Ronaldo, and

of course Lionel Messi, except for maybe one thing…inequality in sports.

What I had stacked against me is similar to what many children around the world deal

with in their pursuits to compete at the highest level. Sports were an outlet for me to deal with

my traumatic past growing up in an orphanage. But for others, sports are an avenue to a better

life and more opportunities to change the narrative of their story. Sports to some are a life or

death situation. In 2018, the global sports market was valued at approximately 471 billion U.S.

dollars with the U.S. holding 32.5 percent of the share of the global market.  The median salary

for all athletes are as follows: NFL players is $860,000, NBA players is $3,737,520, and MLB

players is $4.17 million. When athletes on the professional level making are making

astronomical figures, sports serve as an answer to the plight many face in life.



For me, inequality in sports looked like the disenfranchisement of having stability in a

family that would allow me the opportunity to be trained more than a recreational league level

and access to financial resources to put me in connection with those who had the capability to

shape and form me into the athlete I needed to be to be even looked at for recruitment.

Namely, when you don’t have family support that is willing to sacrifice for the potential that was

in me and the financial resources to get me into the door, my dreams of competing was

doomed to exist.  Yet, this inequality in sports comes in many different facets, shapes, colors

and sizes.  Sociology Dictionary defines inequality as this, “The uneven and unfair distribution of

opportunities and rewards that increase power, prestige, and wealth for individuals or groups.”

There is a false thinking in many individuals’ minds that the best athletes get rewarded with the

best opportunities to perform and compete.

The sports world has become a system that gives uneven and unfair advantages to some

intentionally and unintentionally.  Doing so creates a barrier for others that are on the

disenfranchised segments of life getting a fair opportunity for wealth and prestige that can

propel them into positions to create generational wealth and opportunities for their families

and others.  For some, sports and their abilities to compete are the options between living in

substandard housing or living the “American Dream, from standing in the commodities line to

feed their children or being able to provide 3 healthy meals daily to their family, or falling into a

life of crime or being productive citizens of society. Discrimination or inequality has occurred for

quite some time throughout American History.  Discrimination or inequality has looked like

refusing to allow individuals to play sports because of their race, gender, or sexual orientation,

or the exclusion from opportunities due to your physical characteristics, i.e. height, weight, or



looks, or creating socio-economic barriers that can keep minority athletes away, as people of

color are overrepresented among America’s poor in certain sports.

For the entire history of modern sport, race has been a critical dividing concept,

particularly between people with black and white skin color. According to Ronen Ainbinder,

Author of The History of Racism in Sports, “During the early 1900s, the vast majority of black

athletes were excluded from participating in organized sports internationally and in professional

competitions such as the Olympics. Society forced African-Americans to establish their

segregated, independent teams and leagues in football, basketball, baseball, cricket, and rugby.

Nevertheless, even with an integrated competition, discrimination frequently happened. The

National Negro League (Baseball) collapsed in 1931 due to financial instability and inadequate

working and living conditions of the league’ members, who additionally suffered the public

indignities of being part of the black community.” African-American athletes have customarily

used their platform to raise awareness and make a stand against the plight of racial

discrimination in our society which generally comes at a cost.  Athletes like Muhammad Ali, Bill

Russell, Tommie Smith, John Carlos, and Colin Kaepernick are all African Americans that have

protested the inequality of African Americans and have had to roadblocks to their careers for

their active participation of standing against injustices. An example of the roadblocks to the

careers of African Americans who step out of line to those in power and wealth, Tommie Smith

and John Carlos raised fists, as icon symbols of black power after winning the gold and bronze

medals in the 200 meter run at the 1968 Summer Olympics in Mexico. They were rushed from

the stadium, suspended by the U.S. team, and kicked out of the Olympic Village for turning their

medal ceremony into a political statement. They went home to the United States, only to face



serious backlash, including death threats.  Colin Kaepernick, a NFL quarterback, simply took a

knee during the singing of the National Anthem to raise awareness of victims of police violence

and discriminatory practices of interactions of law enforcement and people of color. Because of

his active of peaceful protest, Kaepernick was dropped from his NFL contract in 2016 and was

unable to be picked up by another team even though he was rated in the Top 20 for

Quarterbacks in 2016 and ranked 24th in yards per attempt and 17th in passer rating, both

numbers indicating his play was in line with that of a starting NFL quarterback.

Gender discrimination plays a role in sports as well. “In 2015, the FIFA Women’s World

Cup Final between the US and Japan became the most-watched soccer game in US history with

25.4 million viewers. Since 1991, when the first Women's World Cup was held, the U.S. has now

won four titles, with one second-place finish in 2011 and three third-place finishes. The men

have just one quarterfinal appearance and three trips to the Round of 16 in that span. They did

not qualify for World Cup in Russia. Despite this, female athletes still face harassment and

discrimination in sports at all levels of play. Women’s professional sports teams earn much less

than their male counterparts, as their wages are revenue-based. According to the NY Times,

both the US Men’s Team (USMNT) and the US Women’s Team (USWNT) play 20 games a year.

On average the USWNT player will make $4,950 for each game won and a USMNT player will

make $13,166 for each game won.  For a world cup bonus, a USWNT player could expect for 3rd

place finish - $20,000, a 2nd place finish - $32,500, and a 1st place finish - $75,000. A USMNT

player could expect a world cup bonus for a 3rd place finish - $52083, a 2nd place finish -

$260,417, and a 1st place finish - $390,625.  Even though the Women’s national team are better

competitors and have a proven track record of success, the men team still outranks them in pay



by 62%. This is due in part because their games are scheduled for less desirable times and are

barely discussed in the media and when you are paid based on revenue and not performance,

the system creates unequal wealth for women in sports.

One would think sexuality wouldn’t play as much of a role in sports, but it does when it

comes to equal treatment or fair play to athletes. “The USA ranks worst in homophobia in

sports according to Out On the Fields, the first-ever international study on the subject. LGBTQ

athletes often face physical abuse, verbal threats, cyberbullying and exclusion from team social

activities. Teammates, opponents and spectators may also make homophobic jokes or use

slurs.” Professional sports circles have traditionally been hostile to LGBTQ athletes with some

players stating that they would be uncomfortable sharing a locker room with a gay teammate.

Others have viewed transgender as sub humans and will not allow them to participating in

sports that they identify.  “In 2005, former Penn State Women’s Basketball player Jen Harris,

sued Coach Rene Portland and the school’s athletic director for discrimination. Portland went on

to verbally abuse players who did not act “feminine enough” and who she suspected were

lesbians.” Harris won her lawsuit and Portland was fined and given diversity training.

Discrimination and inequality doesn’t always come at the hands of administration of sports

teams, but from players as well.  “More than half (54%) of male athletes admit to using

homophobic slurs in the past two weeks, and most (69%) have heard teammates use slurs.”

As Christians who are committed to mercy and justice in our road to discipleship it is not

enough for us to just realize that there is a problem, but seek to find ways to bring fair and

equitable solutions to those that are underrepresented and underserved in our society. The

reality is that we can no longer turn a blind eye to the discrimination that has historically been



built into the ethos of the global sports markets as well as the present ways that God’s creation

is being harmed by and put into places of injustices in our world.  We must learn to speak out

and create action for equity to exist.

If we are to turn the tide of discrimination and inequality to God’s creation we must

address these four points immediately. First, we must name the pain that exists in the sports

arena towards inequality due to race, gender, sexual orientation, etc.  We can no longer ignore

it, but call it out for what it is.  We must use our voices as allies and our positions of influence to

name it when we see it. We must use our voices as allies and our positions of influence to

acknowledge the pain and trauma this has caused individuals for many generations.  We must

use our voices as allies and our positions of influence to seek solidarity with those who are

continuing to fight to break the barriers and glass ceilings in their pursuit to athletic excellence.

Second action item is that we must make a conscious decision to no longer support with

our presence, our prestige, or our wealth athletic competitions that are not actively working to

bring fair and equitable ways to their athletes. It is one thing to have diversity inclusion and

words on a program that describes ethical, equitable, anti-discriminatory practices, but there is

another to put action to thought.  We no longer can be ok with lip service, but demand practical

integration into the institutional systems of the sports sector.  If we don’t find living actions, we

need to let our values speak with our individual actions. We cannot and should not support

financially  athletic programs that don’t stand with moral and ethical treatment of humanity.

We should no longer purchase apparel and other items that benefit teams, clubs, or

organizations until real work is done.



The third action item is that we need to find ways to plug into organizations that are

seeking to bring equity and fairness for players that are disenfranchised in the sports sector and

partner with them with the resources that we remove from discriminatory teams, clubs, or

organizations.  Organizations like the Black Players for Change with the Major League Soccer,

Black Women’s Player Collective, Black Players Alliance of the USL and Independent Supporters

Council are examples of this.  We must find ways to support those on the front line for change.

Individually we may not be able to create change, but collectively we are stronger than ever

before.  We should promote our efforts, resources, and time to helping those in positions of

power.

The fourth action item is partnering with local agencies to help children that are

members of minority communities and underrepresented segments of society.  By partnering

with local nonprofits that are creating new systems for our future generation to give them an

opportunity and chances to excel can lift those populations to places of equity.  Maybe is

volunteering our time to support those nonprofits or sponsoring kids by purchasing shoes,

uniforms, or extra training could make the difference in a child being passed over to being

selected for premiere teams.  Premiere teams customarily have a higher rate a selection and

recruitment into professional sectors.  By providing tools for our next generation could be all

they need to set their life up for a better life.


