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Reflections on the Rose Table Dialogue on
Sportsmanship in Sports Journalism and Sportscasting

June 13, 2023

Charlie Firestone, President
Rose Bowl Institute

The Rose Bowl Institute convened its second annual Rose Table Dialogue among 15 sports journalists, editors, analysts, sportscasters, and executives in the Rose Bowl Stadium June 13, 2023. This is the reflection of the moderator. As the format was a moderated exchange of views, not everyone at the meeting agreed with every point made below.
Premises. The Dialogue began with the premises, discussed during the sessions, that within our “attention economy” where information is abundant, but attention is scarce, sports gain attention from widely diverse audiences. Second, people watch and admire sports figures, so sports figures and journalists have the opportunity to reach those audiences with positive messages of good sportsmanship, even if it is not the job of journalists to advocate. This is especially important at this time of polarization in society. Showing models of respect for others can have large societal benefits.
Sportsmanship. In focusing on sportsmanship within sports coverage, the group began with their own definitions of sportsmanship. There are cultural and philosophical differences as to what constitutes sportsmanship, who gets to define what is good or bad sportsmanship, and whose sportsmanship we should be addressing. For example, while the inclination is to look at sportsmanship on the field of play, the behavior of executives and coaches also deserve scrutiny. And not to be forgotten is the behavior of fans and parents, which can be the most concerning.
Nevertheless, participants cited ways that sportsmanship manifests itself, such as in (1) by helping others, lifting others at times of adversity, (2) recognizing that the team or the sport is bigger than the individual, i.e., how “can I help the team rather than expecting the team to help me,” (3) playing with personal integrity, or morality, and, most of all, (4) showing respect for others, whether teammates, opponents, referees, fans or support people.  The Rose Bowl Institute has summarized these traits into its own definitional elements: appreciation for the game, respectful competition, fair play, teamwork, and personal integrity. 

Journalism and Sportsmanship. When it comes to how journalists look for sportsmanship stories, one editor suggested that to serve the audience, the story needed to be authentic and bring an element of uniqueness or surprise worthy of the viewer or reader’s time. Another suggested that positive stories of sportsmanship have been on the rise recently, citing examples such as “Ted Lasso’s” popularity, or Nikola Jokic’s shaking his opponents’ hands before celebrating his own team’s NBA championship. 
As another participant explained, journalists have the opportunity to give context and perspective to stories, which often makes the difference in whether a story comes across as a negative instance of bad sportsmanship or an understandable moment in sports. For example, with context, Angel Reece’s gestures mocking Caitlin Clark at the conclusion of the 2023 Women’s NCAA basketball tournament goes from one player taunting the other to Reece’s ironically gesturing back what Clark had done throughout the tournament. Sports commentators could exacerbate the problem or mollify it by providing context. Similarly, participants pointed out, there are cultural differences in how people think about sportsmanship. Celebrations that are common to one culture can seem excessive to the other. Our definitions of good sportsmanship stories need to take that into account.
Issues. Still, problems of airing stories of good sportsmanship abound. Among the issues that arose in the Dialogue were 
(1) the impact of social media which creates immediacy in a story that may otherwise take time to develop, but which also create viral or other audiences in a world where viewership numbers rule; additionally, anonymous critics on social media can amplify minor flaws or exacerbate conflicts;
(2) the fact that many media entities have dual roles as journalists and rights holders, creating a kind of conflict of interest at times and creating negative incentives to air negative stories about a team (of course, sportscasters are not journalists, and some are hired by the team);
(3) the continuing reduction of newsroom staffs, resulting either in little time to cover a non-immediate or non-essential story, and/or the need for the reporter to get noticed;
(4) dilemmas of gaining access to sports figures who are guarded by team officials or reluctant to speak to media because of some previous incident of unpleasant coverage.
Social media, particularly, pose several problems. Young people consume media differently from before, mainly looking to social media in one form or another. Traditional media such as newspapers and broadcasters are no longer the sole intermediaries between the sports story and the audience. Almost everyone has a voice today, and many express their views anonymously and at times venomously. Players and teams have direct access to their audiences, which allows them greater control over the story than through journalists. And the business need for audience views has led to pressures at more traditional media for clickbait stories.  
But pro-social clips can go viral as well as bad sportsmanship ones. One example was the Nikola Jokic hand-shaking of opponents, which went viral before most media picked up on it. 

Suggestions and Recommendations. So, what can be done to encourage more coverage of good sportsmanship in sports stories and broadcasts? Among the items mentioned were:
1. Consciousness/searching for story-telling moments: Sports have impact – people of all backgrounds and persuasions watch sports, root for teams, and have respect for some on the field. However, one defines sportsmanship, reporters can pursue stories that bring out the human element, the passion, the fairness, and mutual respect that audiences, particularly young ones, will emulate. As one participant observed, the question is not who is impeding such stories, but who is encouraging them? Participants at the Dialogue cited planning meetings before games as a great place to discuss this as camera operators, producers, and editors can be on the lookout for such incidents, just as the announcer, analyst, or reporter can. Just being on the lookout for good sportsmanship stories, as part of the sports journalist’s story-telling, is a first step. One participant pointed out that during the Covid pandemic there was more inclination to look for such stories. Perhaps that attitude can continue into the post-Covid period.

Another element of this approach is to have a block on the newscast or program that aims to leave viewers with a positive reaction. Often these stories can be sports-oriented. The point is that if there is a slot in the program or news product for such stories, reporters will bring positive sportsmanship stories to their audiences.

2. Create a value proposition for sportsmanship: moving from the journalist to the subject, one participant suggested that those who guide sports figures should look at sportsmanship as an asset for building one’s brand. Citing Steph Curry and several others, he suggested that those who create a positive image, including a sportsmanship vibe, and embody an ideal, gain audience on social media and are desirable spokespeople for other brands. If building one’s own brand is a wave of the future, this should be an important element. 

The other side of this coin is the athlete who shuns the press. Often, one participant shared, this is due to an incident in the past involving the player, his or her family, or team being negatively portrayed in the press. The answer in one case was to reach the athlete on a more human level, hear the concern, and empathize with it.
Considerable discussion centered on the role of Sports Information Directors (SIDs) in advising their players and coaches.  While some want to protect their athletes from bad press, the group suggested that there are many ways they can create or improve a story about a collegiate athlete, e.g., by giving the media a head’s up on a feel-good story. They can and do also train the athletes to deal with media. One person who does this for athletes suggests they say something about the game, themselves, and the team. This will be even more important as media become more intrusive into game activity such as by having active players on microphones during games. Finally, on this point, one journalist/educator offered advice to sports organizations: make it easy on the journalist. If you have a story, develop it to the extent you can, and send it to the journalist. Don’t make them dig it out – they are overworked, have deadlines, and need tips. The more you build it out, the better.
3. Promote Solutions Journalism in Sports: There is a movement in journalism to provide more than just the who, what, when, where, and why of a story. It should also include “what now” and “how.” Called Constructive or Solutions Journalism, this approach identifies a problem but does not stop there. They go on to suggest what others are doing to address and solve the problem. Ideally, newsrooms would hire solutions journalism reporters, or at least ask their reporters to consider the solutions or “teaching moments” in the stories.

4. Institutional buy-in: All institutions have their values. If they include sportsmanship in some form, promote it. As stated above for athletes, it enhances the brand. Indeed, one participant suggested that commercial entities could sponsor “Sportsmanship Moments.” 

(The Rose Bowl Institute, meanwhile, is creating sportsmanship public service announcements for airing at stadiums and on-air, as well as a Sportsmanship Story Contest.) This also means that institutions that identify with sportsmanship need to be consistent and repetitive in doing so. (We could not find, for example, an NCAA Sportsmanship Award since 2018-19. If they’ve given one, they are doing an excellent job of keeping it secret.)

5. Audience Measures: The group suggested at least two measures aimed at the audience. First, some sportsmanship organization should sponsor a survey that asks what audiences want to see or read in this realm of sportsmanship? That could help media leaders, editors, producers and the like to assign stories that audiences will watch.  Second, a number of times participants referenced media literacy as a needed measure. This, of course, is important not just for sports and sportsmanship stories, but for today’s complicated media environment generally. 

6. Leadership sets the example: Finally, in the end, leadership needs to step up to the challenge. Unless leaders, whether coaches, team executives, or media executives, set a good example, how can we expect players and fans to do so? Ultimately, leadership means establishing good values for the organization and taking responsibility. Sportsmanship starts at the top! 








Participants in the Rose Table Dialogue at the Rose Bowl Institute, June 13, 2023
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Left to right: Milton Kent, Lisa Guerrero, James Hill, Lolita Lopez, Dan Fouts, Charlie Firestone, Sean Farnham, Patricia Mays, Mark Medina, Iliana Limon Romero, Cobi Jones, Laura Hughes, Kris Budden, Yogi Roth, Bonnie Bernstein, Tom Farrey.
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Bonnie Bernstein
Founder & CEO Walk Swiftly Productions

Kris Budden 
Reporter & Host, ESPN 

Sean Farnham
Lead Analyst, ESPN

Tom Farrey
Executive Director, Sports & Society Program, Aspen Institute 

Dan Fouts
Pro Football Hall of Fame Inductee, NFL Analyst 

Lisa Guerrero
Chief Investigative Correspondent for Inside Edition, Author 

James Hill
Associate Commissioner of Communications & Branding, Southland Conference




Paula Hughes
Head of Digital Media, Togethxr

Cobi Jones
US Soccer Hall of Fame Inductee, Sports Broadcaster 

Milton Kent
Sportswriter, College Professor, Radio Show Host 

Iliana Limon Romero
Assistant Managing Editor for Sports, LA Times

Lolita Lopez
Reporter & Anchor NBC4

Patricia Mays 
Executive Editor/News + Digital for The Hollywood Reporter

Mark Medina
NBA Writer, The Sporting Tribune 

Yogi Roth
College Football Analyst, Filmmaker, Author 
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