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Abstract 
 
The nature of sport inherently requires athletes to exert their body and mind in pursuit of 

excellence. As part of this pursuit athletes must endure a necessary level of sport-related 

suffering, including sore muscles, fatigue, and managing pain, fear, and stress. However, 

within the context of elite sport this required suffering is often accompanied by 

extraneous, unnecessary suffering. Suffering becomes unnecessary when it no longer 

serves to propel the athlete in the direction of their goals or inhibits their ability to 

flourish as a human being. Contemporary examples of the unnecessary suffering within 

elite sport are highlighted in the cases of Clara Hughes, Mary Cain, and most recently 

Naomi Osaka. While each athlete expects and accepts the necessary forms of suffering 

inherent to sport, not all athletes are equipped to cope with the breadth of suffering that 

exists within today’s elite sport systems. As such, this study utilizes a philosophical lens 

to both examine the understanding of suffering within the context of sport and suggest 

that elite sport organizations and governing bodies consider implementing mindfulness as 

an “internal support mechanism” that may help athletes reduce the impact of their 

experiences with sport-related suffering—particularly that which is unnecessary— and 

thereby cultivate flourishing both in and outside of sport. This is not to position 

mindfulness as an alternative to the systematic changes required to eliminate exploitive 

and abusive practices in the sporting world; rather the practice of mindfulness may help 

athletes maintain their ability to flourish and achieve excellence despite suffering being a 

necessary component of sport participation.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

Today, mindfulness and mindfulness-based practices are used widely as an intrapsychic 

strategy to help both alleviate suffering and restore an individual’s ability to cultivate 

contemporary elements of flourishing. Ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle argues that 

flourishing, or the good life, is achieved when one dedicates one’s life to the cultivation 

of the best parts of themselves, human excellences (Breivik, 2010). Due to the 

fundamental structure of sport and–in particular elite sport–which inherently requires 

athletes to cultivate human excellences, society today almost unequivocally accepts that 

sport participation as an integral part of living a good life (Arnold, 1992; Connor, 2009; 

Breivik, 2010; Grix & Carmicheal, 2012; Hurka & Tasioulas, 2006; Reid, 2012a; Mutter 

& Pawlowski, 2014). However, an individual’s ability to cultivate excellences associated 

with flourishing may be hindered by experiences that allow suffering to go unmitigated 

(Carel & Kidd, 2020).  

It is commonly argued throughout Western society that we have a moral duty to 

reduce, mitigate, and ameliorate the human experience of pain and suffering (Carel and 

Kidd, 2020; Jollimore, 2004; Pullman, 2002). Daniel Callahan (1997), a bioethicist, said 

the following with regards to human suffering “No one wants to suffer…Suffering not 

only brings pain, physical and mental (just as pain can bring suffering), it can in its 

extreme form seem to rob people altogether of their humanity” (p. 69). However, within 

the context of sport, suffering is considered a necessary and inherent mechanism that is 

instrumental in allowing athletes to develop the mental and physical capacities required 

to overcome sports-manufactured obstacles and achieve excellence. Regardless of level 
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of participation, athletes view the risk of experiencing necessary sport-related suffering 

and associated pain (e.g. fatigue) as “part of the game” (Parry, 2006, p. 157). For 

example, cyclist Lance Armstrong describes the experience and value of necessary sport-

related suffering in the following way: “Everything hurts. Your back hurts, your feet hurt, 

your hands hurt, your neck hurts, your legs hurt, and of course, your butt hurts”, however, 

“Each time I encountered suffering, I believed that I grew, and further defined my 

capacities…” (Armstrong & Jenkins, 2000, p. 5; Armstrong and Jenkins, 2003, p. 222-

252).  

Unfortunately, provided socio-cultural ethos within today’s elite sporting leagues 

(e.g. Olympics, Major League Baseball (MLB), National Football League (NFL), 

National Hockey League (NHL), Women’s National Hockey League (WNHL), Canadian 

Hockey League (CHL), National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA), University 

Sports Canada (USports)), there is a level of suffering experienced by some elite athletes 

that is beyond that which has been deemed by the sport literature as inherent and 

necessary to the functioning of sport itself. Unnecessary sport-related suffering, as 

illustrated within the literature, is rooted in practices that are hyper-focused on cultivating 

athletes who are able to perform optimally and achieve the desired outcome valued most 

by the elite sport system: winning (Connor, 2009; Cléret & McNamee, 2012; Bertling & 

Wassong, 2016; Gairdner, 2019; Reid, 2017; Sarremejane, 2015). As a result, elite 

athletes such as Clara Hughes, Daniel Carcillo, Mary Cain, and Kevin Love have spoken 

out about the unnecessary mental and physical suffering they have experienced within the 

elite sport environment (Arnold, 2018; Cain, 2019; Hall, 2017; Love, 2018). Similarly, 

stories such as that of Olympic track cyclist Kelly Catlin—who died by suicide at the age 
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of 23—have highlighted the experiences of unnecessary suffering while trying to 

complete at an elite level (Liu, 2019; Macur, 2019). 

 Each of these current anecdotes point to a need for an understanding of the 

paradoxical nature of elite sport and its potential to devolve into unnecessary sport-

related suffering. Firstly, the paradoxical nature of sport participation is such that 

achieving excellence and flourishing within sport necessarily requires an athlete to 

endure and accept sport-related suffering. As Armstrong relates, pushing your body and 

mind to its maximum capacity brings pain during and after effort, sore muscles, and 

requires enduring extreme heat, cold and various other unfavourable conditions. As a 

result of this facet of sport, elite sporting organizations often, whether intentionally or 

not, pressure athletes into further embracing an unnecessary level of sport-related 

suffering while attempting to achieve the desired performance excellence outcomes (e.g. 

Olympic medals, championships, and world records). It is important to note that 

unnecessary suffering is extraneous to the sport-related suffering that is required to 

achieve the desired outcome. Examples of this unnecessary suffering in the pursuit of 

excellence are distress, anxiety, depression, acute and chronic physical injury, eating 

disorders, insomnia, and substance misuse (Gairdner, 2019; Gouttebarge et al., 2019; 

Morris 1996; Murphy & Waddington, 2007; Rice et al., 2016; Roderick, 2006). These 

forms of suffering are rampant at the highest levels of sport, and, given their detriment to 

the overall flourishing of an athlete, are immoral.  

The scope of this study is to identify the point at which suffering in sport becomes 

unnecessary and immoral, and highlight mindfulness as the mechanism by which athletes 

may skillfully navigate the experience of all sport-related suffering. To be clear: this is 
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not to suggest that mindfulness be used as a tool to manage suffering stemming from 

abuse or uncontrollable structures within sport, only that the practice of mindfulness may 

be useful in helping athletes become more aware of the distinction between various forms 

of suffering. Again, the use of the term “unnecessary” in this study pertains specifically 

to the point at which suffering is no longer advantageous to the athlete’s pursuit of 

excellence and does not suggest that an athlete’s experience of suffering that is invalid in 

any way. 

Mindfulness may be defined as “the awareness that emerges through paying 

attention on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally to the unfolding of 

experience moment by moment” (Kabat-Zinn, 2003, p. 145). From both a traditional and 

contemporary standpoint, mindfulness is an innate mental skill which, when cultivated, 

may subsequently help alleviate experiences of suffering (physical and psychological) 

and develop elements of flourishing (health, wellness, and eudaimonic well-being) (Baer, 

2003; Malinowski, 2013; Reiner, Tibi, & Lipsitz, 2013; Teasdale & Chaskalson 

(Kulananda), 2011). Research surrounding contemporary Mindfulness Based Intervention 

(MBIs) programs (e.g. Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR)) has suggested that 

the cultivation of a mindful state of mind or being helps alleviate unnecessary suffering 

by developing the awareness necessary to understand and change one’s relationship with 

pain sensations and unpleasant mental disruptions (Kabat-Zinn, 1982; Monteiro, Musten, 

& Compson, 2015; McClelland, 2020; Reiner, Tibi, & Lipsitz, 2013). However, the 

current state of mindfulness in the elite sport literature does not utilize the practice of 

mindfulness in this way. Rather, like most practices within elite sport, mindfulness is 
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instrumentalized primarily for the purpose of maximizing an elite athletes’ ability to 

perform optimally and achieve the desired performance outcome. 

The purpose of this thesis is to employ a philosophical methodology (1) to 

examine the understanding of suffering and flourishing within the context of elite sport, 

(2) to address the immorality of elite athletes suffering unnecessarily, (3) to provide a 

non-essential and non-naturalistic conceptualization of sport-related suffering, and (4) to 

formulate an argument suggesting that sport organizations and governing bodies consider 

implementing mindfulness as an adequate and essential practice for helping elite athletes 

skillfully navigate the potentially harmful nature of the elite sport environment. 

 This study is divided into five chapters: Chapter 2 establishes an understanding of 

the current literature surrounding flourishing, suffering, and mindfulness as it pertains to 

sport and the athlete experience. Chapter 3 outlines the philosophical method that I 

employ to answer research questions outlined in Section 2.4. Chapter 4 delineates my 

examination of sport-related suffering within today’s elite sport systems and the role 

mindfulness may play in helping athletes skillfully navigate sport’s relationship with 

suffering and subsequently cultivate elements associated with flourishing. Finally, 

Chapter 5 recommends and concludes that elite sport governing bodies can improve the 

athletic experience via the implementation of the theoretical foundation of mindfulness 

outlined within this study.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This chapter establishes an understanding of the current literature surrounding 

flourishing, suffering, and mindfulness as it relates to sport and the athlete experience.  

The first section (2.1) suggests that Aristotle’s ethical theory of flourishing or 

eudaimonia is mirrored in both contemporary health, wellness, and well-being literature, 

and in the sport philosophy literature. The second section (2.2) outlines how the basic 

structure of sport requires athletes to accept and endure a level of sport-related suffering 

as an instrumentally necessary mechanism towards flourishing and cultivating 

excellence(s). Finally, the third section (2.3) acknowledges what mindfulness is and how 

mindfulness-based practices are currently being used by athletes within the elite sport 

context. 

2.1 Flourishing  

2.1.1 Aristotle’s Philosophy of Flourishing 

Philosophy has long argued that the cultivation of human excellence is an intrinsically 

valuable and a worthwhile aspect of the “good life”. In the Nicomachean Ethics, ancient 

Greek philosopher Aristotle seeks to determine the elements of a good life by asking: 

“What is the chief or primary good for man [humanity]?” (Broadie, 2002, p. 9). The 

response Aristotle provides is rooted in a teleological view of human nature: the belief 

that the chief good is an “ideal” that is (1) not shared with other goods (e.g. honour or 

respect) and (2) is not attained by acquiring the highest number of goods (Broadie, 2002; 

Evrigenis, 1999, p. 405). But rather, the chief good is (1) valuable in itself, (2) a means 

by which all other goods (e.g. health, wealth, and friendship) become worthwhile, and (3) 



 

7 

 

that which requires self-responsibility or autonomy on behalf of the individual (Broadie, 

2002). When referring to the chief good in the Nicomachean Ethics and other writings, 

Aristotle uses the Greek term eudaimonia. Of specific interest to this study is 

understanding eudaimonia as Aristotle’s ethical framework for cultivating excellence and 

living a good life. This understanding is outlined first by clarifying Aristotle’s use of 

“happiness” to describe eudaimonia, and second by illustrating how reason acts as the 

unique human function that allows humans to flourish, while finally offering Aristotle’s 

delineation of how eudaimonia is cultivated and expressed by both the rational and non-

rational parts of the soul (psyche).    

The standard English translation of eudaimonia is happiness (Waterman, 1990b). 

While Aristotle used “happiness” in reference to the ‘chief good,’ he did not appear to 

use it in the same way it is commonly used today (Ibid., p. 39). For Aristotle, happiness is 

more than a momentary experience of bodily pleasure. He insists that a life devoted to 

pleasure as happiness is the “most vulgar” and reduces humans to a “life for grazing 

animals” (Nicomachean Ethics, 1095b17-23; Salem, 2010). Instead, Aristotle uses the 

term “happiness” interchangeably with eudaimonia to describe “the act of flourishing” 

which encapsulates a “full range of human life and action” done in accordance with one’s 

daimon1 or innate human potential (Crespo & Mesurado, 2015, p. 935; Nagel, 1972; 

Toner, 2006, p. 225; Waterman, 1990b, 1993). As such, eudaimonia is ascribed to 

someone who is cultivating or fulfilling human excellence.  For the remainder of this 

study, I will refrain from referring to eudaimonia as happiness due to potential confusion 

 
1 Etymologically, daimon is the second component of the Greek composite eudaimonia, and is translated as 
spirit (Reeve, 2012). Ancient philosophers theorized that one’s daimon or spirit acted as a guiding force or 
principle for humans to actualize their potential (Ibid.).  
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with hedonism. Instead, I will refer to eudaimonia interchangeably as “flourishing”, 

“wellness”, “well-being”, or “human excellence” (Marangos & Astroulakis, 2010; Reeve, 

2012). 

In alignment with his teleological view of human nature, Aristotle suggests that 

what constitutes a eudaimonic life depends upon the “proper ergon [function] of a man, 

by which human excellence is measured” (Nagel, 1972, p. 253; Ransome, 2010). Ergon 

(function) is that which is a thing’s specified good, making it that specific thing and not 

some other thing (Nagel, 1972). Another way of illustrating this, is to understand what 

makes a human being a human being. Aristotle uses the analogy of a craftsperson or 

instrumentalist to describe the role of proper ergon and to explain why it is necessary to 

cultivate the excellence associated with human flourishing (eudaimonia): 

For just as the good, i.e., [doing] well, for a flutist, a sculptor, and every 

craftsman, and, in general, for whatever has a function and [characteristic] action, 

seems to depend on its function, the same seems to be true for a human being, if a 

human being has some function (NE, 1097b27-30).  

Aristotle argues that in addition to nutrition, growth and reproduction, the human soul 

(psychē) maintains a cognitive capacity for reason (logos) as its “characteristic function 

[ergon]” (McCready-Flora, 2013; Ransome; 2010, p. 44). As a result, human beings, 

unlike objects or animals, have the capacity to control “perception, locomotion, and 

desire” and can act “in accordance with virtue” (McCready-Flora, 2013; Nagel, 1972, p. 

256). Virtue (arête2) according to Aristotle’s philosophy are the innate excellences’ or 

 
2 The Greek word for virtue, arête, is translated or often referred to as excellence (Fowers, 2012b).  
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human potential (daimon) that is expressed when humans choose to function (ergon) 

properly (Fowers, 2012b; Waterman, 1993).  Thus, suggesting that through reason one 

may cultivate a eudaimonic life.   

Furthermore, according to Aristotle’s metaphysics, the soul (psychē)—a source of 

bodily motion (kinesis)—is divided into rational and non-rational parts (Reid, 2002; Reid, 

2012a). As a result, each part of the soul associates itself with different virtues or “firm 

and unchanging dispositions” (Broadie, 2005). For the majority of the Nicomachean 

Ethics (Bk. 1-10), Aristotle associates eudaimonia with the practical virtues cultivated by 

the non-rational part of the soul (Yu, 2001). Although not rational by nature, the non-

rational part of the soul is capable of listening and obeying the rational part through 

habituation (Lear, 2013; Reid, 2010a). Just as athletes train to develop specific skills and 

abilities (e.g. strength and swiftness), Aristotle insists that practical virtues are curated 

through the training of the soul (psychē) (Reid, 2010a). Specifically, he uses the analogy 

of gymnastic trainers (gymnastikoi) and coaches (paidotribēs) who “bring their [athletes’] 

bodies into a certain condition” and “teach them to do certain physical tasks” as an 

example of how one must use habitual training to bring the non-rational parts of one’s 

soul under rational control (Politics 1338b3-8; Reid, 2010b). Only then – under rational 

control – is one able to develop the practical virtues of character (ethos) (e.g. courage 

(angreia), moderation (sephrosme), and open-handedness (eleutheriotes)), which are 

required for one to live a eudaimonic life and flourish as a human being (Broadie, 2002; 

Reid, 2010b). 

Additionally, the cultivation of practical virtues is subject to Aristotle’s doctrine 

of the mean (Crisp, 2010; Reid, 2012a). Through this doctrine, Aristotle makes clear that 
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his understanding of the mean cannot be found between two or more things, but instead 

found in relation to the specific individual and his or her environment (Evrigenis, 1999; 

Hwang & Kretchmar, 2010). He again returns to sport and the example of Milo, a popular 

wrestling athlete, to illustrate his point.  

For if ten pounds [of food], for instance, are a lot for someone to eat, and two 

pounds a little, it does not follow that the trainer will prescribe six, since this 

might also be either a little or a lit for the person who is to take it – for Milo [the 

athlete] a little, but for the beginner in gymnastics a lot; and the same is true for 

running and wrestling. In this way, every scientific expert avoids excess and 

deficiency and seeks and chooses what is intermediate – but intermediate relative 

to us, not in the object (NE, 1106b32-39).  

Like food, feelings or actions of anger or generosity (for example) are “continuous and 

divisible” and can consequently lead to “excessive pleasures and pains” (Evrigenis, 1999, 

p. 395, 400). Aristotle argues that one can avoid excessive pleasures and/or pains by 

exercising reason and acting in accordance with the mean (Crisp, 2010). In doing so, one 

can know when, for example, to give “money to the right person, at the right time, for the 

right reasons, and in the right way” (Aristotle trans., 2010; Crisp, 2010, p. 29), thus, 

allowing one to flourish according to practical virtues. 

For the second part of the soul, considered as the rational part, Aristotle associates 

eudaimonia with theoretical virtue, which stems from the intellectual act of 

contemplation (Yu, 2001). Due to its supposed divine nature, Aristotle suggested that a 

“life according to intellect is best and pleasantest” (NE 1177a11-78a11 as cited in 

Colaner, 2012, p. 211). By exercising one’s intellectual rationality, one can transcend 
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oneself and reach a “godlike” state of excellence or primary eudaimonia (Hawhee, 2002; 

Nagel, 1972, p. 259; Yu, 2001). 

Researchers have analyzed and debated Aristotle’s declaration of a primary 

(theoretical) and secondary (practical) eudaimonic life (Cooper, 1986; Kraut, 1989; Lear, 

1994). Some suggest compatibilism (the experience two fundamental goods in one single 

life), while others incompatibilism (the experience of either one of the goods, but not 

both) (Colaner, 2012). These details are beyond the scope of this work; therefore, I will 

not indulge the details of each theory nor determine which is best. Instead, what is most 

important is to understand what lies at the root of both theories: a eudaimonic life 

whereby flourishing is experienced when the activities of one’s soul (psychē) function in 

“accordance with virtue” (NE 1098a17-18). Thus, the ethical framework laid out by 

Aristotle establishes a philosophical understanding of flourishing as an innate human 

experience that includes the cultivation of human excellence. This concept of flourishing 

as a life that includes the cultivation of human excellences is not limited to philosophy 

literature. Within the following section I argue that Aristotle’s understanding of 

flourishing as eudaimonia is mirrored within the contemporary health, wellness, and 

well-being literature. 

2.1.2 Contemporary Understanding of Flourishing 

2.1.2.1 Health 

While the question of the good life remains philosophical in nature, our contemporary 

understanding has evolved and is rooted in the empirical study of how to “measure and 

build human flourishing” or excellence (Seligman, 2011, p. 29; Tiberius & Plakias, 2013; 
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Tiberius, 2015). However, empirically prioritizing the best of what it is to be human has 

not always been the case (Foster et al., 2011; Ryff & Singer, 1998). For much of human 

history, flourishing has been associated with the mere “absence of disease and infirmity” 

(World Health Organization, 1948). Born from the philosophy of Descartes, the 

biomedical model of health came to understand the human by its mechanistic-like 

physical properties (Kimiecik, 2011). Thus, treating the human body as a “biological 

machine which can be kept in running order by removing or replacing defective parts” 

(Lalond, 1974, p. 25).  

As the science of health (vaccines and antibiotics) advanced over the 1800s and 

early 1900s, society’s understanding of what it meant to flourish changed (Kimiecik, 

2011). Most Western societies, including Canada, have brought many of the top ten 

infectious or infectious-related diseases under control (e.g. tuberculosis, gastroenteritis, 

chronic nephritis and diphtheria) (Foster & Keller, 2007). As a result, the leading causes 

of death came as a consequence of one’s environment and/or lifestyle (e.g. cancer, 

diabetes, stroke), not uncontrollable diseases (Statistics Canada, 2013). Understanding 

the need to expand society’s view of flourishing, the World Health Organization 

(1948/2006) offered an expanded definition of health as: “a state of complete physical, 

mental, and social well-being not merely the absence of disease and infirmity” (para 1). A 

by-product of society’s change in health needs and understanding was the larger wellness 

movement that began to focus on prevention and optimization of the whole person (mind, 

body, and spirit) (Donatelle, Snow, & Wilcox, 1999; Foster & Keller, 2007).  
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2.1.2.2 Wellness 

Within health and wellness literature (Kimiecik, 2011; Mackey, 2009), Dr. Halbert L. 

Dunn is often regarded as one of the fathers of the wellness movement (History of 

Wellness). In his now well-known book High-Level Wellness, first published in 1961, 

Dunn proposed wellness as being a positive state and defined high-level wellness as “an 

integrated method of functioning which is oriented towards maximizing the potential of 

which the individual is capable” (Dunn, 1972, p. 4). He dismissed the popular notion at 

that time – wellness as a single homogeneous state – in favour of a continuum which 

requires the individual to maintain a “balance and purposeful direction within the 

environment where he[/she] is functioning” (Ibid, 1972, p. 5).   

Since Dunn’s pioneering work, some researchers have offered varying forms of 

wellness definitions and conceptualizations (Bouchard, Shephard & Stephens, 1994; 

Larson, 1999; Neilson, 1988; Witmer & Sweeney, 1992), while others have explored and 

defined wellness as a framework (Adams, Bezner & Steinhardt, 1997; Anspaugh, 

Hamrick & Rosato, 2004; Crose, Nicholas, Gobble & Frank, 1992; Durlak, 2000; Hales, 

2005; Helliwell, 2005; Leafgren, 1990; Ryan & Deci, 2001; Ryff & Singer, 2006) which 

focuses on various dimensions or factors that “interact in a complex, integrated, and 

synergistic fashion” (Roscoe, 2009, p. 216). For example, the Six Dimensions of 

Wellness is a commonly used model for research on various populations (e.g. Strout, 

David, Dyer, Grey, Robnett, & Howard, 2016; Strout & Howard, 2012; Gieck & Olsen, 

2007). Conceived initially by Hettler (1976), wellness was defined as “an active process 

through which people become aware of, and make choices toward, a more successful 

existence” (National Wellness Institute, para 3). Hettler believed that for one to 
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experience wellness as a prosperous existence, one must realize that it is a 

multidimensional state continuously influenced by six interconnected dimensions: 

physical, emotional, social, intellectual, occupational, and spiritual (Hettler, 1976). 

Unfortunately, little empirical research specific to sport has been done using a 

dimensional understanding of wellness. The only article found thus far was co-authored 

by von Guenthner & Hammermeister (2007) and titled “Exploring Relations of Wellness 

and Athletic Coping Skills of Collegiate Athletes: Implications for Sport Performance.” 

Within the article, wellness was defined by the five dimensions of Renger and 

colleagues’ (2000) Total Person Concept (emotional, social, spiritual, intellectual and 

physical) and measured by its subsequent Optimal Living Profile. The results from their 

survey of 142 Division 1 athletes suggest that those who score higher in wellness also 

score higher on the athletic coping skills related to increased performance, consequently 

implying a potential relationship between wellness and athletic performance. 

Even when expanding the scope to include physical activity (PA), the research 

utilizing a dimensional understanding of wellness remains narrow. For example, much of 

the empirical research reviewed (1) either used wellness in reference to health and health-

related outcomes, or (2) measured only a few specific dimensions of wellness (e.g. 

physical, psychological/emotional, social) (Janney et al., 2017; Käll et al., 2015; Wooten 

et al., 2018). Nevertheless, one article by Rachele and colleagues (2014) used the Five-

Factor Wellness Inventory (Myers & Sweeney, 2005) to determine whether there was an 

association between PA and wellness. However, unlike the five dimensions of Renger 

and colleagues’ (2000) Total Person Concept and Hettler’s (1976) Six Dimensions of 

Wellness, the Five-Factor Wellness Inventory (Myers & Sweeney, 2005) takes 17 
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dimensions of wellness and groups them into higher-order factors (creative, coping, 

social, physical, and essential).  

Within the field of Kinesiology (the study of human movement) Donatelle and 

Kolen-Thompson (2014) offer a wellness framework which consists of seven dimensions: 

social, emotional, physical, intellectual, spiritual, occupational, and environmental. The 

same seven dimensions of wellness were used in Canada’s first atlas of wellness, titled 

British Columbia Atlas of Wellness (Foster & Keller, 2007). The atlas was created in 

response to the province’s 2005 initiative ActNowBC. Of the five goals established by 

this government-lead initiative, one was to make the province of British Columbia the 

“healthiest jurisdiction to host the modern day Olympic and Paralympic games” in 2010 

(Hazlewood & Mitic, 2006). To aid in such goals, the BC Atlas of Wellness (2007) was to 

serve as a road map by bringing attention to the “good” that can be experienced if 

patterns of wellness (as opposed to patterns of illness) are followed (Foster, & Keller, 

2007, p. 6).   

Despite the demonstration of variance within the wellness literature, researchers 

have identified a number of agreed-upon core elements of wellness (Foster & Keller, 

2007; Roscoe, 2009). First, in alignment with the WHO’s definition of health, wellness 

may be understood to be more than the absence of disease. Second, wellness is the sum of 

all dimensions, which interact in a “complex, integrated, and synergistic fashion” 

(Roscoe, 2009, p. 216). Third, wellness requires a balance between the different 

dimensions. Fourth, wellness is a continuous, self-directed action towards optimal human 

flourishing. Lastly, wellness is seen as a continuum, not an end state. As a result, the 

health and wellness industries (e.g. family doctors or general physician, wellness 
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facilities) have begun to embrace the larger positive health movement, which also focuses 

on promoting states of well-being and not only fixing states of ill-being (Ryff & Singer, 

1998).  

2.1.2.3 Well-being  

Much of today’s literature links the notion of flourishing to well-being, which is now 

understood to be “a complex, multi-faceted construct” often used interchangeably with 

wellness (Keyes, 2006; Foster & Keller, 2007; Pollard & Lee, 2003, p. 60; Ryan & Deci, 

2001; Waterman, 1993). While no one definition of well-being has been agreed upon 

(Dodge et al., 2012; Forgeard et al., 2011), the literature alludes to the emerging of two 

main approaches: the hedonic approach3 (Bradburn, 1969; Diener, 1984; Kahneman, 

Diener, & Schwarz, 1999; Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999) and the eudaimonic approach 

(Rogers, 1961; Ryff, 1989a; 1989b; Waterman, 1993). While both hedonic and 

eudaimonic well-being have been studied in relation to sport (see Lundqvist, 2011; Ryff, 

1995 for review), this study has chosen to use Aristotle’s philosophical framework for 

cultivating excellence as the foundation for providing a contemporary understanding of 

flourishing as eudaimonic well-being.  

Though the framework of societies contemporary understanding of eudaimonic 

well-being differs from Aristotle’s, it remains aligned with the belief that “we do well 

 
3 Hedonic well-being is a state of mind theory influenced by 3rd century B.C.E. philosopher Aristippus, who 
held “that pleasure is the sole good, but also that only one’s own physical, positive, momentary pleasure is 
good, and is so regardless of its cause” (Tatarkiewicz, 1976, p. 317; Tiberius, 2015). Today, hedonia is 
associated with subjective well-being (SWB), which is the experience of “a high level of positive affect, a 
low level of negative affect, and a high degree of satisfaction with one’s life” (Deci & Ryan, 2008, p. 1). 
Furthermore, to experience hedonic well-being the literature (Ryan & Deci, 2001; Diener, Suh, Lucas, & 
Smith, 1999) suggests that life satisfaction and happiness are both necessary and sufficient conditions.  
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when we do what is in our nature to do” (Tiberius, 2015, p. 175). Today, there is a 

multiplicity of theoretical definitions and methodological approaches to studying 

eudaimonic well-being (Disabato et al., 2016). The following is a brief overview of the 

current state of eudaimonic well-being research and how the field has implemented 

Aristotle’s eudaimonia4 within an empirical context (for a more extensive review, see 

Brandel, Vescovelli, & Ruini, 2017).   

As one of the first to conduct empirical eudaimonia research within the context of 

well-being, Ryff (1989a, 1989b, 1995, 2014, 2018) recognized the potential Aristotle’s 

2300-year-old philosophy of a life well-lived could have in aiding flourishing. In addition 

to Aristotle’s eudaimonia, Ryff drew on developmental, humanistic, and clinical 

psychology literature to conceptualize well-being as six distinct dimensions: self-

acceptance (a positive attitude towards oneself and an honest evaluation of one’s actions, 

motivations, and feelings), positive relations with others (an ability to develop empathetic 

and affectionate interpersonal relationships), personal growth (an openness to develop 

one’s potential and achieve self-actualization), purpose in life (one’s life is driven by 

one’s goals, intentions, and deep sense of direction), environmental mastery (an ability to 

change or create an environment that supports one’s needs), and autonomy (an ability to 

evaluate oneself based on one’s own personal standards) (Ryff & Keyes, 1995; Ryff & 

Singer, 1998; 2008). Today, the six dimensions are included within Ryff’s Psychological 

Well-Being Scale (PWBS), one of the most frequently used instruments for assessing 

eudaimonic well-being and its associated traits (e.g. whether or not eudaimonic well-

 
4 Italicized to indicate philosophical reference.  
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being increases or decreases with age, or the role heritable characteristics play in 

predicting levels of eudaimonic well-being) (Huta & Waterman, 2014; Ryff, 2014; Ryff 

& Singer, 2006). 

Different from Ryff, Waterman’s (1981, 1984) understanding of eudaimonic well-

being stemmed from his philosophical examination of individualism and interdependence 

within the field of psychology. Despite criticism, Waterman (Ibid.) believed the theories 

of optimal human functioning could be better understood through a framework of 

normative (ethical) individuals (italic emphasis given by author). Specifically, he 

suggests that eudaimonia is one of the four elements of normative individualism, along 

with freedom of choice, personal responsibility, and universal involvement with regards 

to the integrity of others (Ibid.). To both clarify and promote the inherent link between 

individualism and interdependence, Waterman (1990a, 1990b, 1993, 2008, 2010, 2011) 

moved to study eudaimonia empirically as a theory of personal expressiveness5. To 

assess the differences between eudaimonia and hedonic enjoyment, Waterman (1993), 

developed the Personality Expressive Activities Questionnaire (PEAQ). As a result, 

Waterman was able to acknowledge empirically the distinctive differences between the 

concept of personal expressiveness (eudaimonia) and hedonic enjoyment. For example, 

he found that personal expressiveness has a stronger association with “feeling challenged, 

feeling content, investing a great deal of effort, having a high level of concentration, 

 
5 Waterman (1990) roots his understanding of personal expressiveness in Aristotle’s eudaimonic 
philosophy. However, he extends the meaning of eudaimonism by integrating additional concepts, such as, 
“(a) a sense of personal identity, (b) self-actualization, (c) an internal locus of control, and (d) principles 
moral reasoning” (Ibid., p. 47). Thus, Waterman (1993) suggests that “activities giving rise to feelings of 
personal expressiveness will be those in which an individual experiences self-realization through the 
fulfillment of personal potential in the form of the development of one’s skills and talents, the advancement 
of one’s purposes in living, or both” (p. 679).  
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feeling assertive, having clear goals, and knowing how well one is doing” (Ibid., p. 689), 

whereas hedonic enjoyment has a stronger association with “feeling relaxed, excited, 

content, happy, losing track of time, and forgetting one’s personal problems” (Ibid., p. 

689). More recently, Waterman and colleagues (2010) developed the Questionnaire for 

Eudaimonic Well-being (EWB) so that eudaimonic well-being could be measured in a 

manner more consistent with its eudaimonistic philosophy roots.  

Unlike Ryff (1989a) and Waterman (1993), Deci and Ryan’s (1985, 2000) Self-

Determination Theory (SDT)6 did not originate with Aristotle’s philosophy of 

eudaimonism. Instead, after SDT became an established theory, Ryan, Huta, and Deci 

(2008) proposed a model of eudaimonic living that is based within SDT. The model 

consists of three contributing elements that acknowledge the similarities between 

Aristotle’s philosophy of a life well lived and the empirically verified SDT (Ibid.). The 

first element, “pursuing intrinsic goals and values for their own sake…rather than 

extrinsic goals and values” is reflective of Aristotle’s prioritization of a virtuous pursuit 

of human excellences (e.g. courage, generosity, and friendship) which are themselves 

inherently valuable but also valuable because they make extrinsic experiences (e.g. 

wealth) valuable (Broadie, 2002; Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2008, p. 139). The second element, 

 
6 Research into what is now known as the Self-Determination Theory (SDT) began in 1980 with a 
particular focus on intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1980). By 1985 the focused shifted to the 
internalization of extrinsic goals (e.g. winning a national championship) (Deci & Ryan 1985). Today, the 
Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is defined as “an empirically based, organismic theory of human 
behavior and personality development. SDT’s analysis is focused primarily at the psychological level, and 
it differentiates types of motivation along a continuum from controlled to autonomous. The theory is 
particularly concerned with how social-contextual factors support or thwart people’s thriving [or human 
flourishing] through the satisfaction of their basic psychological need for competence, relatedness, and 
autonomy” (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Additionally, within SDT there are mini theories, including: (1) 
Cognitive Evaluation Theory (CET), (2) Organismic Integration Theory (OIT), (3) Causality Orientations 
Theory (COT), (4) Basic Psychological Needs Theory (BPNT), (5) Goal Contents Theory (GCT), and (6) 
Relationship Motivation Theory (RMT) (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000; “Theory”, 2019).  
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“behaving in autonomous, volitional, or consensual ways, rather than heteronomous or 

controlled ways,” is aligned with Aristotle’s belief that an eudaimonic life requires a 

sense of self-responsibility, whereby the individual alone decides to voluntarily pursue a 

life dedicated to the development of excellences (Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2008, p. 139). 

Lastly, Ryan, Huta, and Deci (2008) include the act of “being mindful and acting with a 

sense of awareness” (p. 139). Although Aristotle never specifically mentions 

mindfulness, he does consider the contemplative life to be the most eudaimonic (Ibid.). 

Through reflection and practical reasoning, one is able to consciously choose actions that 

are associated with the virtuous characteristics that lead to a eudaimonic life (Ibid.). Thus, 

in providing a theoretical argument for the inclusion of eudaimonia within SDT, Ryan, 

Huta, and Deci (2008) are able to suggest that a eudaimonic life not only satisfies one’s 

basic psychological needs (competence, relatedness, and autonomy) but also allows one 

to experience well-being, vitality, physical health, and a greater sense of meaning, 

morality, interconnectedness, and social responsibility.  

As the academic interest of eudaimonia and its impact on flourishing grew, so did 

the public’s interest. For example, the Manuel D. and Rhoda Mayerson Foundation7 

provided funding for Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) Values in Action (VIA) Institute, 

which focuses on the scientific study of character strengths and their impact on living a 

good life. Although not explicitly grounded in Aristotle’s understanding of eudaimonia as 

“activity of the soul [psychē] in accordance with virtue [arête]” (NE 1098a17-18), 

 
7 The Manuel D. & Rhoda Mayerson Foundations’ mission is to “invest, not only financial resources but 
human resources as well, in efforts that are effective, broad-reaching, and that are driven by people with a 
passion for making a significant difference in the areas of interests to the Trustees” (“The Mayerson 
Foundation”, n.d.). The VIA Institute on Character aligns with the foundations interest in helping society 
respond to today’s health and well-being needs (Ibid.).  
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Peterson and Seligman (2004) suggest that by developing the character strengths which 

are characteristic of a specific virtue, one is able to positively influence one’s experience 

of hedonic and eudaimonic well-being (Peterson, Park, & Seligman, 2005; Peterson et al., 

2007). However, unlike Aristotle who is reluctant to specify which characteristics lead to 

a good life, Peterson and Seligman (2004) provide a Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders (DSM)8 – like classification of twenty-four-character strengths grouped 

into six virtues: wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence. The 

Values in Action Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS) has been developed to identify which 

characteristics play a more significant role in cultivating human flourishing than others 

(Peterson & Seligman, 2004).  

Differing from Peterson, Seligman, and colleagues, Fowers (2001, 2005, 2008, 

2012a, 2012b) focuses on highlighting the inherent moral necessity to flourish as a 

human being. The basis of his argument is aligned with Aristotle’s understanding of goal 

orientation (Fowers, 2012a; Fowers, Mollica, & Procacci, 2010). Aristotle (1094a 1-22) 

viewed constitutive goals “where the means and ends are inseparable” as superior to 

instrumental goals where the “end is a product separable from the means” (Fowers, 

Mollica, & Procacci, 2010, p. 140). While instrumental goals may contribute to a 

flourishing life, constitutive goals are necessary because they enact the pursuit of one’s 

highest human potential: a life of virtuous actions (e.g. justice) (Fowers, 2012a). To 

 
8 The DSM, now known as the DSM-5 is a health care manual sponsored by American Psychiatric 
Association since 1952 (Paterson & Seligman, 2004). Not only does DSM-5 provide a common language 
among researchers, it contains the descriptions, symptoms, and other criteria for diagnosing various mental 
disorders (American Psychological Association, n.d.).  



 

22 

 

measure the impact of constitutive goal orientation versus instrumental goal orientation, 

Fowers and colleagues (2010) developed the Goal Orientation Scale.   

As a result of the examination of the health and wellness movement and of 

eudaimonic well-being theories one may conclude that, like Aristotle’s ethical theory of 

eudaimonia, society’s contemporary understanding provides an additional framework 

from which to understand flourishing as the cultivation of human excellences. Inasmuch 

this section also reiterates the fact that the experience of flourishing and the striving for 

excellence appears to be an innate component of what it means to be human. Of specific 

interest for this thesis is the level to which the elite sport system allows athletes to 

cultivate excellences that contribute to flourishing and living a good life. Or in other 

words, what is the good that comes from elite sport participation? The following section 

addresses this by identifying the inherent relationship between elite sport participation 

and flourishing.  

2.1.3 Elite Sport and Flourishing  

From an etymological standpoint, the word sport—originally disport (Anglo-Normal) or 

desport (Old French)—referred to non-serious acts such as relaxation and recreation 

(Torress, 2014). However, today the term “sport” is used more broadly to describe many 

physical acts such as hunting, jogging, or chess. This study has chosen to focus 

specifically on elite sports which uphold the characteristics of being an “institutionalized 

rule-governed contest of human physical skill” whereby the athlete’s primary occupation 

or source of income is competing in a high-performance setting (e.g. Olympics, MLB, 

NFL, NHL, WNHL, CHL, NCAA, USports) (Parry, 2019, p. 4). Like Aristotle, sport 
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philosophers Weiss (1969) and Hurka (1993) have identified the cultivation of excellence 

as intrinsically valuable and a worthwhile aspect of a good life (Arnold, 1992; Breivik, 

2010, p. 87; Hurka & Tasioulas, 2006; McNamee, 2006; Reid, 2002). Specifically, Weiss 

and Hurka suggest that excellence in sport is perfected “in and through the body” (NE 

1098a17-18; Weiss, 1969, p.36). At its core, sport through movement is believed to be 

humanizing. As a society, it appears that we are drawn to value sport participation and its 

inherent relationship with excellence out of an innate desire to live a good life and 

“become complete human beings” (Anderson, 2001; Fairchild, 1987, p. 30). As such, 

sport (including elite sport) may act as a vehicle through which athletes are tested with 

and against their ambiguity, with the telos being the realization of their human capacity 

for excellence (Breivik, 2010, p.89; Fairchild, 1987; White, 2013).  

Despite the fundamental structure of elite sport requiring athletes to “cultivate and 

celebrate human excellences,” the way that sport defines excellence has differed 

throughout history (Reid, 2002, p. 248). The earliest mention of sport excellence is traced 

to the epics of Homer, an eighth-century BCE Greek poet, who is presumed to be the 

author of the Iliad and the Odyssey (Reid, 2012a). Throughout both texts, sport was 

suggested to be a ritual through which sport excellence functioned “primarily as a 

political tool for demonstrating a leader’s divine favour and worthiness to lead” (Reid, 

2012a, p.1; 2017). In winning the contest and receiving divine favour, the athlete was 

metaphysically viewed as a “godlike hero” and as a result, most suitable to rule (Hawhee, 

2002; Reid, 2017). There are two primary examples of sport excellence provided within 

Homer’s texts. The first is found in the twenty-third book of the Iliad, where King 

Agamemnon is able to win the Funeral Games’ javelin contest and prove his worthiness 
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to lead without even competing (Reid, 2010a). While the example of King Agamemnon 

is true to how ancient Greek excellence was viewed, the second example, found in the 

Odyssey is more representative of today’s sporting contests. In the story of Odysseus, 

there is an element of doubt, causing excellence through sport to be less guaranteed than 

it was with King Agamemnon (Ibid.). Disguised as a “lowly businessman” dressed in 

“rags,” Odysseus used both a boxing match and an archery contest to prove to his 

subjects that he indeed was their king (Reid, 2010a, p. 117; Dombrowski, 2012, p. 41). 

Regardless of the differences, both examples demonstrate that at the time, sport 

excellence was considered a birthright, meaning only those born of the highest social 

status were eligible to use sport as a vehicle to display their worthiness of divinely 

favoured leadership.  

Over time sport became a focal point for ancient Greek culture, and the display of 

sport excellence was not restricted to only men of the highest social status or capricious 

divine favour (Young, 2005). This evolved sense of sport excellence began with a foot 

race at the Panhellenic sanctuary of Ancient Olympia in 776 BCE and grew into what is 

now referred to as the Ancient Olympic Games (Olympiakoi Agones) (Reid, 2012a; 

Young, 2005). The foot race allowed for men from each city-state to be given the 

opportunity to prove their worthiness of lighting the sacrificial flame in honour of the god 

Zeus through a display of athletic feat or excellence (Ibid.). By the fifth century BCE, the 

ancient Olympic Games included 14 events (e.g. 200m, 400m, wrestling, boxing, and 

pentathlon) and over 300 competitors (Young, 2005). To achieve the glory and social 

recognition that came with winning the Olympic Games, training became a necessity 

(Bertling & Wassong, 2016; Reid, 2012a). At one point during the peak of the ancient 
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Olympic Games, it was a requirement that the athletes train for at least ten months out of 

the year (Bertling & Wassong, 2016). Training allowed each athlete the opportunity to 

develop the physical and mental capacity (dunamis) needed to overcome the struggle 

(agôn) sport put forth by way of outcome-driven competition (agonism) (Hawhee, 2002). 

The Olympic Games were consequently where ancient Greek men displayed, through 

action, the level of sport excellence they developed in training (Reid, 2012a). However, 

excellence for the ancient Greeks included more than physical excellence; it included 

achieving a “perfected, divine soul” (Reid, 2017, p. 166). Their belief in an inexplicable 

link between physical and moral excellence was symbolized in both the erection of 

statues of the winning athletes and the noun, kelokagathia, which was used to describe 

one that is atheistically beautiful (e.g. rounded deltoids, sculpted pectoral, six-pack 

abdomen, pronounced quadriceps, and protruding buttocks) and good (e.g. morally 

virtuous) (Reid, 2012b). As a result of sporting events such as the ancient Olympic 

Games, Athenian men regardless of social class, could display what one is (moral 

excellence) through what one does (physical excellence) (Hawhee, 2002).  

This idea that sport could be used to develop both physical excellence and moral 

excellence continued when the ancient Olympic Games were restored into what is now 

considered the modern Olympic Games. Pierre de Coubertin is considered to be the 

primary driver behind the rebirth, which began in 1896 in Athens, Greece9 (Wamsley & 

 
9 There were 311 athletes from 13 countries competing at the first modern Olympic Games, which 
officially began Sunday, April 5th, 1986 in Athens, Greece (Lucas, 1974).  
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Young, 2005). Influenced by ancient Hellenism10 and nineteenth-century English 

athleticism11, de Coubertin outlined his understanding of sport excellence within the 

Olympic Charter’s philosophy of Olympism (Chatziefstathiou & Henry, 2007). The 

philosophy read:  

Olympism is a philosophy of life, exalting and combining in a balanced whole 

qualities of body, will, and mind. Blending sport with culture and education, 

Olympism seeks to create a way of life based on the joy found in effort, the 

educational value of good example and respect for universal fundamental ethical 

principles (Olympic Charter, 2018, p. 11) 

de Coubertin believed that excellence bred excellence, and that sport could act as a 

pedagogical tool through which democratic societies around the world could educate 

citizens to embody a secular “philosophy of life” that leads to “mens fervida in corpore 

lacertoso” (“a fervent soul in a trained body”) (Cléret & McNamee, 2012, p. 187; 

Bertling & Wassong, 2016). Educating the masses was thus a byproduct of the movement 

created by amateur athletes competing to win the modern Olympic Games (Bertling & 

Wassong, 2016).  

de Coubertin famously argued that for every five athletes capable of “astonishing 

feats,” there needed to be at least one hundred engaged in some sort of physical activity 

 
10 The ancient philosophy of Hellenism (333 BCE – 63 BCE) viewed the ideal human to be one who has 
achieved a threefold harmony of body, mind, and soul (Chatziefstathiou & Henry, 2007). Central to ancient 
Greek life and sport, Pierre de Coubertin’s writing suggests that he believed that Hellenism was also a “part 
of the future…suitable for and adaptable to modern existence” (Ibid., p. 30).   
11 Through the school system and its value of muscular Christianity, the British Empire established a strong 
physical culture as a reflective ideal (Chatziefstathiou & Henry, 2007). de Coubertin’s writings suggest that 
he was motivated to adopt this athletic ideal and spread it throughout France so that France would be better 
prepared, should it encounter another war (Cléret & McNamee, 2012).    
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(Ibid., p. 436). He believed that through the striving for sport excellence, the athletes 

would become role models or social examples of those who had developed the 

characteristics necessary to reach one’s “full potential and not give up before having 

reached that point” (Cléret & McNamee, 2012, p. 188). For example, it was believed that 

in striving to achieve physical sport excellence one would also foster characteristics of 

moral excellence (e.g. “leadership, loyalty, courage, honesty, fair play, self-reliance, and 

self-discipline”) (Arnold, 1992, p. 238; Bertling & Wassong, 2016). As such, Pierre de 

Coubertin viewed excellence as more than the personal athletic feat of being able to 

develop the physical and moral excellence necessary to win the modern Olympic Games. 

Instead, through his philosophy of Olympism, he believed that sport excellence is not 

only for oneself but for the purpose of inspiring excellence (physical and moral) in all of 

humanity.  

While the philosophy of sport excellence offered through Olympism has remained 

the same since the death of Pierre de Coubertin in September 1937, the Olympic Games 

and professional level sport (e.g. NHL, NBA, WNHL) in general has evolved (Lucas, 

1974). For example, de Coubertin’s ideal of amateurism12 lasted until 1988, when the 

first professional athletes competed in the sport of tennis and table tennis (Bertling & 

 
12 At its etymological root amateurism means “those who love” (Morgan, 1993; Dombrowski, 2012). 
However, when describing amateur sport, the word amateurism has come to refer to those athletes who 
choose to play the game for intrinsic value versus extrinsic means such as financial compensation (Morgan, 
1993). Suits (1988), chose to replace “amateurism” with “autotelic event or activity”, believing it better 
related to the words original etymological meaning. Pierre de Coubertin believed that the ideal of only 
allowing amateurs compete at the modern Olympic Games was a way to (1) set a precedence for “equal 
starting conditions” for all athletes, (2) assure that all athletes committed themselves to always “aim a little 
higher than the level he must achieve”, and (3) safeguard the “educational process of developing noble and 
uplifting characters” (Bertling & Wassong, 2016, p. 437).  
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Wassong, 2016). The act of professionalizing13 the Olympic Games was primarily driven 

by countries who saw sport as a political platform from which they could demonstrate 

their national strength through sport excellence (Ibid.). Ensuring the success of their 

athletes, national training programs were created to financially subsidize the athlete for 

their athletic abilities and successes (Ibid.). Today, Canadian Olympic athletes may 

receive financial assistance through the Athlete Assistance Program (AAP) designed to 

both recognize the athlete’s commitment to the National Team and “relieve some of the 

financial pressures associated with preparing for, and participating in, international sport” 

(Public Works and Government Services Canada [PWGSC], 2015, p. 1-1). Additionally, 

Canadian National Team athletes who either place in the top five at World 

Championships or earned a gold, silver, or bronze medal at the Olympic Games are 

rewarded monetarily through the Canadian Olympic Committee Athlete Excellence Fund 

(AEF) (n.d.).  

Differentiating themselves from the Olympics, professional sport organizations 

(e.g. WNBA, MLB, NFL) compensate an athlete’s athletic abilities and successes with 

financial contracts. However, researchers including Bertling and Wassong (2016) and 

Morgan (2006) have suggested that the professionalization of both the Olympic Games 

and elite sports in general have been driven and further influenced by commercialization 

and the role of market forces. Morgan (2006) points explicitly to the role of companies 

who pay Olympic and professional athletes for the use of their social “status,” and for 

 
13 The term “professionalism” originally meant “those who profess” (Morgan, 1993). Today, society uses 
the term as the antagonist to amateurism, meaning it describes someone who participating in an event or 
activity for external or instrumental means (Suits, 1988). Suits (1988), provides both monetary 
compensation and awards like an Olympic gold medal as examples of external rewards professionals 
devote their livelihood to achieving.  
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athletic persona to endorse their products to the public. Not only have changes such as 

professionalism and commercialization become integral parts of today’s sporting 

environment, but they have also influenced society’s understanding of sporting 

excellence through elite sport.  

One of the most noteworthy differences between contemporary understanding of 

sporting excellence and that of the past is the prioritization of physical and mental 

excellence over moral excellence. Today’s understanding of sport excellence is often 

referred to as performance excellence (Miller & Kerr, 2002). Defined as “an episode of 

superior functioning,” performance excellence is conventionally measured in terms of 

observable outcomes like Olympic medals, championships, and world records (Miller & 

Kerr, 2002; Privette, 1983, p. 1361). To maximize an athlete’s potential and achieve 

performance excellence, elite sport environments have adopted a dualist scheme (Loland, 

2012), meaning the physical body and the immaterial mind are seen as separate, and 

mechanistic-like training is used to develop the minds’ ability to control the body as an 

instrument (Ibid.).  

Within the last two decades14, athletes, coaches and sport organizations have 

begun to also focus on the impact (positive and/or negative) psychological states may 

have on an athlete’s ability to use his or her body and reach “optimum levels of 

functioning and produce outstanding performance outcomes” (Anderson, Hanrahan & 

 
14 Triplett (1897) was the first to study the psychology of athletes in relation to sport performance. 
However, the formative years of this discipline did not take off until the 1950s (Landers, 1995). Today, 
governing bodies such as the Association for Applied Sport Psychology (AASP) and Division 47 (Exercise 
and Sport Psychology) of the American Psychological Association (APA) have been created in an effort to 
oversee the development of both the theoretical advancement of sport psychology and training of 
professional practitioners (Aoyagi et al., 2012).  
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Mallett, 2014, p.318-9). In today’s elite sporting environment sport psychologists and 

sport consultants are tasked with helping elite athletes cultivate psychological states (e.g. 

self-confidence) that are positively correlated with peak performance while 

simultaneously limiting the effect of negatively correlated psychological states (e.g. 

cognitive anxiety) (American Psychological Association Division 47, 2016; Woodman & 

Hardy, 2003). To do so, they utilize various training methodologies, such as the 

cognitive-behavioural approach of psychological skill training (PST) techniques (e.g. 

goal setting, imagery, or arousal control) or the more appropriate method of emotion 

regulation through mindfulness-based interventions (MBI) (e.g. Mindfulness-Acceptance 

Commitment Approach (MAC), Mindful Sport Performance Enhancement (MSPE), or 

Mindfulness Meditation Training for Sport (MMTS)) (Baltzell & LoVerme-Ahktar, 

2014; Fortin-Guichard et al.,  2018; Gardner & Moore, 2004; Hardy, Jones, & Gould, 

1996; Kaufman, Glass, & Arnkoff, 2009). Thus, despite priority being given to physical 

excellence, mental excellence has quickly become a secondary element necessary to 

achieve performance excellence in today’s elite sporting environment.  

Our contemporary elite sport environments showcase the prioritization of 

developing athletes who can mentally and physically function optimally when called to 

complete and achieve performance excellence. Consider for example NBA star Lebron 

James and Olympian Haley Wickenheiser, two prominent examples of elite athletes who 

have utilized elite sport as a vehicle for the cultivation of performance excellence. As an 

elite athlete, Lebron James has excelled within the NBA. Throughout his career he has 

demonstrated an ability to cultivate superior physical and mental skills necessary for 

repeatedly achieving sport performance excellence in the form of three NBA 
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Championships, four Most Valuable Player (MVP) awards, three Olympic medals and 

ultimately becoming third all-time in points. Like James, Haley Wickenheiser was able to 

utilize the vehicle of elite women’s ice hockey to cultivate a level of physical and mental 

prowess which allowed her to achieve national and international levels of excellence. 

Specifically, throughout her career Wickenheiser achieved performance excellence in the 

form of five Olympic Medals (four gold, one silver) and thirteen World Championships 

(seven gold, 6 silver). She also remains the all-time leading scorer for the Canadian 

National Women’s Hockey program. 

In addition to the cultivation of performance excellence, the literature also 

suggests that elite sport’s internal demand for excellence may result in the cultivation of 

personal excellence (Loland, 2012; Miller & Kerr, 2002). Within the context of this 

study, personal excellence is defined as the lifelong cultivation of contemporary elements 

of flourishing. Based on the delineation above one may infer that performance excellence 

requires elite athletes to transform physically and mentally. Physical, and mental 

transformation through sport and the cultivation of performance excellence has been 

shown through empirical research to be connected with experiences of flourishing 

associated with personal excellence (Khan et al., 2012; Simon & Docherty, 2016; 

Waddington, 2000). Thus, the following provides delineation of the personal excellences 

that may be cultivated as a result of sport participation.  

Physical health is defined as an ability “to perform physical activities and carry 

out social roles that are not hindered by physical limitations and experiences of bodily 

pain, and biological health indicators” (Caprio, Sit, & Abernethy, 2014, para 1). 

Achieving sporting excellence inescapably requires a base level of physical health and 
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well-being.  Without some level of physical health elite athletes would not physically be 

able to compete and perform certain physical skills (e.g. strength, speed, and stamina) in 

a “superior way” (Arnold, 1992; Suits, 1988, p. 2; 2007). As a consequence of the 

literature, which has established a positive link between physical activity (through sport) 

and physical health, elite athletes, as a whole, are often presumed by society and the 

media to be physically well (Sorenson et al., 2014; Warburton, Nicol, & Bredin, 2006). 

Physical benefits of sport participation may include but are not limited to a decrease in 

one’s risk of chronic diseases, such as cardiovascular disease, diabetes, certain types of 

cancer, hypertension, obesity, osteoporosis and premature death, as well as improved 

cardiorespiratory endurance, muscular strength, muscular endurance, body composition, 

and flexibility (American College of Sport Medicine, 2014; Haskell et al., 2007; Faulkner 

et al., 2008; Warburton, Nicol, & Bredin, 2006). 

According to the World Health Organization (WHO, 2014), mental health is a 

state “in which every individual realizes his or her own potential, can cope with the 

normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a 

contribution to her or his community” (para. 1). As a consequence of the well-established 

positive link between physical activity and mental well-being, elite athletes are also often 

presumed by society and the media to be mentally well (Hamer, Stamatkakis, & Steptoe, 

2009; Maher et al., 2013; Netz & Lindor, 2003; Parschau et al., 2013; Stathopoulou et al., 

2006; Wang et al., 2012). Psychological benefits of sport participation may include a 

reduction in symptoms related to depression, anxiety, substance abuse, and eating 

disorders (Stathopoulou et al., 2006), as well as an increase in mood, self-efficacy, life 

satisfaction, and hedonic happiness (Netz & Lindor, 2003; Parschau et al., 2013; Maher 
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et al., 2013; Wang et al., 2012). Mental wellness is also exhibited in elite athletes’ 

portrayal of mental toughness15, a coveted mental trait defined as the ability to 

consistently perform optimally despite the mental and physical demands of high-

performance sport (Gucciardi et al., 2019). 

In addition to the empirical evidence which links sport participation to the 

experience of health and wellness there is additional literature which suggests that the 

striving for and achievement of performance excellence also allows athletes to cultivate 

eudaimonic well-being. In her 2011 article “Well-being in Competitive Sports – The 

Feel-Good Factor? A Review of Conceptual Considerations of Well-being”, Lundqvist 

(2011) alludes to a lack of literature on well-being within sport when compared to general 

psychology research. At the time of Lundquist’s work, well-being within sport had been 

studied from a multitude of perspectives, including achievement of goals, dealing with 

high-pressure situations, spirituality, life-satisfaction, and retirement (Lundquist, 2011). 

Research into athletic well-being has mirrored contemporary positive psychology, and 

despite the hedonic approach being a central focus, there has been a greater 

understanding into how sport participation may contribute to flourishing (Bloodworth, 

McNamee, & Bailey, 2012). Moreover, philosophers Bloodworth, McNamee, and Bailey 

(2012) have supported this idea arguing for the inclusion of sport as a necessary condition 

for flourishing.  

The following provides an overview of the current state of literature surrounding 

the experience of eudaimonic well-being as a result of elite sport participation. First, 

 
15 Despite some researchers viewing mental toughness as contradictory to mental health (Bauman, 2016), 
others view it as a mental trait that can positively contribute to an individual’s overall experience of mental 
well-being (Gucciardi, Hanton, & Fleming, 2017) 
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Ashfield, McKenna & Backhouse (2012) conducted qualitative research into how elite 

athletes conceptualize flourishing within and outside of sport. Through the collection and 

transcription of qualitative interview data from full or part-time national level athlete, 

researchers identified five positive characteristics of flourishing: future focused, being 

confident, happy, achievement, and important life areas (e.g. friendship and family). 

Second, Lundqvist & Sadin (2014) sought to explore athletic flourishing as well-being 

from both a global (i.e., subjective well-being (SWB), psychological well-being (PWB) 

and social well-being (Social WB)) and sport-specific standpoint. The results suggested 

that to understand the dimensions of athletic well-being within the context of sport, a 

holistic approach (hedonic and eudaimonic) is necessary. Third, Ferguson, Kowalski, 

Mack, and Sabiston (2014, 2015) choose to specifically focus on the impact self-

compassion on in an athlete’s experience of eudaimonic well-being. In their first study, 

Ferguson, Kowalski, Mack and Sabiston (2014) conducted a mixed-method research 

study (survey, semi-structured interviews, and small focus groups) and found a positive 

correlation between self-compassion and eudaimonic well-being. This relationship was 

reinforced during the qualitative portion of the study, whereby the athlete-participants 

described self-compassion as advantageous in helping increase one’s positivity, 

perseverance, and responsibility, and decreasing rumination. In their follow-up study, 

Ferguson, Kowalski, Mack, and Sabiston (2015) focused on the impact self-compassion 

and eudaimonic well-being could have on an athlete who is experiencing emotionally 

difficult times during sport. Through a collection of self-reported measures (self-

compassion and eudaimonic well-being) and hypothetical situational questions, their 

findings supported their previously found positive correlation between self-compassion 
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and eudaimonic well-being. Additionally, Ferguson, Kowalski, Mack, and Sabiston 

(2015) were able to acknowledge a significant correlation between “self-compassion and 

autonomy, meaning and vitality in sport, and body appreciation” (p. 1263). Finally, 

Brown, Arnold, Reid, & Roberts (2018) conducted a qualitative exploration of thriving, 

sustained high-level performance, and well-being within elite sport. Through semi-

structured interviews of athletes, coaches, and sport psychology practitioners, researchers 

identified eight characteristics of thriving including sustained high-level performance, an 

optimistic outlook, a feeling of focus and control, an active awareness of areas for 

improvement, high-quality motivation, a display of upward progression, holistic 

development, and a sense of belonging. Despite the use of the word “thriving” instead of 

flourishing, Brown, Arnold, Reid, & Roberts (2018) suggest that the resulting 

characteristics of the study are akin to the experience of eudaimonic well-being as a life 

well-lived. From this overview, one may conclude that despite the limited focus on 

eudaimonic well-being within elite sport, there is both anecdotal and empirical evidence 

to suggest that good may come from elite sport participation. Elite sport may act as a 

vehicle through which elite athletes may flourish by subsequently cultivating both 

performance excellence and personal excellence. I have illustrated this ideal of sport as a 

vehicle for flourishing in Figure 1 below. However, despite the good associated with elite 

sport participation, it does not encapsulate the full reality of today’s elite athlete 

experience. Therefore, to challenge the widely held ideal that sport is indiscriminately 

beneficial, the following provides an account of how suffering within today’s sport 

environment is understood and experienced. 
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2.2 Suffering 

Humans may suffer in many ways, both physically and psychologically. For example, 

one may suffer from the pain of a broken bone, or one may suffer from grieving the loss 

of a loved one. The Oxford English Dictionary describes suffering as the act of 

experiencing “something unpleasant, such as an injury, defeat or loss” (Suffer, 2020). 

Within sport literature (McNamee, 2006; Smith, 2019a), the most widely recognized and 

accepted conceptual definition of suffering is advanced by Cassell (1982; 1991; 2004) 

and rooted within the context of Western medicine (Bueno-Gómez, 2017). However, 

unlike the classical evidence-based medical understanding of suffering in solely 

psychological terms, Cassell (1991; 2004) defines suffering as “the state of severe 

distress associated with events that threaten the intactness of the person” (p. 32). A key 

component of Cassell’s (1991; 2004) understanding of suffering is demonstrating how it 

is a phenomenologically distinct experience. Unlike "other objects of science", Cassell 
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(2004) argues that people cannot be broken down into individual parts. Suffering knows 

no bounds and can permeate the entirety of a person by compromising the integrity of 

their personhood or wholeness (Cassell, 2004; Smith, 2019a). According to Cassell 

(1991; 2004), an individual’s personhood is by nature highly interconnected and 

interdependent and consists of among other thing “the lived past, the family's lived past, 

culture and society, roles, the instrumental dimension, associations and relationships, the 

body, the unconscious mind, the political being, the secret life, the perceived future, and 

the transcendent-being dimension” (p. 42). Thus, human suffering is ultimately a personal 

matter, wherein only the person suffering can truly know and articulate their experience 

(Cassell, 1991).  

In addition to establishing suffering a phenomenologically distinct feature of the 

human condition, Cassell (1991; 2004) also disregards the often-oversimplified dualistic 

explanation of the inter-related nature of pain and suffering. Instead, he argues that pain 

is a neurophysiological experience that may contribute to suffering if it compromises or 

threatens an aspect or aspects of an individual’s personhood (Carnevale, 2009; Cassell, 

2004). Often, suffering is present when pain is experienced as out of control, 

overwhelming, unknown, unending, or dire (Cassell, 2004). However, because suffering 

is both temporal and epistemically based, pain is not a necessary nor sufficient condition 

for suffering (Carnevale, 2009; Cassell, 2004). Therefore, Cassell (2004) insists that the 

integrity of an individual’s personhood can be ameliorated through a shift in meaning or 

transcendence. 
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2.2.1 Sport’s Understanding of Suffering 

From the perspective of sport participation, the study of sport-related suffering is 

relatively new, limited, and often positioned in relation to the well-established pain and 

violence literature (Curry, 1993; Hughes & Coakley, 1991; Loland, 2006; Safai, 2003; 

Schyfter 2008; Young 1993; 2004; 2008; 2012; Young, White, & McTeer, 1994). In an 

article, Smith (2019a), a sport sociologist, recognizes the interconnected nature of these 

concepts by outlining the Human Suffering in Sport Triangle (see Figure 2 for an 

illustration of Smith’s (2019a) Human Suffering in Sport Triangle), whereby pain and 

violence are presented as “forms of suffering” (Smith, 2019a, p. 122).  

 

Like Cassell’s understanding of suffering, sport’s understanding of pain is primarily 

rooted within the biomedical literature (Waddington, Loland & Skirstad, 2006; Smith, 

2019b). In simple mechanistic terms pain, acute or chronic, may be defined as an 

“unpleasant sensory and emotional experience associated with actual or potential tissue 
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damage, or described in terms of such damage” (Howe, 2001; International Association 

for the Study of Pain, 2015). However, Melzack and Wall (1965) recognized through 

their research on Gate Control Theory that pain is not entirely physical, suggesting an 

additional psychological dimension (thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and values) may 

influence one’s experience of pain (Smith, 2019b). Violence within sport, is understood 

as a physical form of aggression whereby the individual uses “excessive physical force, 

which causes or has the potential to cause harm or destruction” (Coakley & Donnelly, 

2009, p. 187-188). Although Smith (2019a) does not provide a phenomenologically 

distinct definition of sport-related suffering, her framework recognizes Cassell’s (1991; 

2004) conceptualization, while also focusing on understanding how the “interwoven 

meshwork” of social and cultural factors contribute to an athlete’s experience of suffering 

within sport (p. 134). Theoretically, supporting her argument with research by Wilkinson 

(2005) and Ingold (2007, 2011), Smith (2019a) suggests that because an athlete cannot be 

separated from their environment, they may suffer ideologically from issues that relate to 

race and ethnicity, sexuality and gender, class, age/early specialization, mental health, 

disability, and religion. 

Unlike Smith (2019a), philosopher Mike McNamee (2008) chooses to provide an 

understanding of sport-related suffering that is phenomenologically distinct from pain 

and the pain caused by sport-related violence. Despite counter arguments from academics 

like Mayerfeld (1999), McNamee (2008) propositions “human suffering as a felt 

emotion” (p. 170). With this assumption, he argues that athletes suffer emotionally when: 

(1) our perceptions about something within our condition are significantly bad, (2) when 

the emotion is experienced for a significant duration, (3) when the intensity of the 
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emotion meets a certain threshold, and finally (4) when the relationship to which we are 

suffering from is rooted in “attachment and value”, not indifference (p. 171). 

2.2.2 The Experience of Sport-related Suffering  

Regardless of how suffering within sport is currently defined, the literature also suggests 

that irrespective of the level of participation (e.g. recreational, amateur, professional), 

sport-related suffering is considered inherent, voluntarily embraced, and necessary within 

sport. The level of sport-related suffering that is considered necessary is rooted within 

sport’s basic structure. As previously outlined, sport provides a vehicle for humans to 

voluntarily accept the struggle (agôn) brought forth by outcome-driven competition 

(agonism) in order to realize the human capacity for excellence (Breivik, 2010, p.89; 

Fairchild, 1987; Hawhee, 2002; Reid, 2002; White, 2013). To overcome sport’s 

manufactured obstacles, athletes, especially elite athletes, not only use their body 

instrumentally, but they engage in highly technical training regimes to develop their 

physical and mental capacities (Loland, 2006; Phoenix & Sparkes, 2006, 2007; 

Waddington & Skirstad, 2006). Thus, athletes subsequently view the risk of experiencing 

sport-related suffering and associated pain as a necessary “part of the game” or the price 

they must pay to develop a “high-performance body” and mind required to realize their 

performance goals (Atkinson, 2019; Brady, 2019; Barker-Ruchti et al., 2019; Gairdner, 

2019, p. 185; Parry, 2006, p. 157).  

William James (1962), an American philosopher and psychologist, argued that a 

strenuous life is valuable because without it individuals may never actualize their human 

potential. Sociologist Craig Lambert (1999) echoes James, arguing that human “Growth 
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is uncomfortable…[and] takes place at the perimeter of possibility” (p. 12; 118). This 

idea of utilizing suffering as a transformative mechanism is also central to Nietzsche’s 

philosophy (Nietzsche, 1974). Like in sport, Nietzsche argues that the experience of 

suffering is instrumentally necessary as human growth and well-being is dependent on 

one’s ability to overcome the resistance created by said suffering (Janaway, 2017; 

Johnston & Johnston, 1999). Furthermore, Carel and Kidd (2020) elaborate on 

Nietzsche’s philosophy and suggest that a negatively valanced experience such as 

suffering may be transformative because it is characterized by “intensity, novelty, and 

attentional focus” as well as the desire for one’s situation to change (p.174). Therefore, it 

may be suggested that the manufactured obstacles within sport that require athletes to 

voluntarily experience suffering act as a mechanism for athletes to achieve performance 

excellence. 

Endurance sports, such as triathlon, rowing, (ultra)marathon, road cycling, may 

serve as a prime example of how success in sport necessarily requires the mechanism of 

suffering well. Due to the nature of these sports, athletes must be willing to overcome 

considerable obstacles by suffering for long periods of time. The Tour de France, for 

example, is a 21-day bicycle race where the athletes ride approximately 3,500 kilometers. 

Lance Armstrong16, a Tour de France winner, has referred to cycling as “a sport of self-

abuse” when describing the amount of pain and suffering, he had to endure to be 

successful: “Everything hurts. Your back hurts, your feet hurt, your hands hurt, your neck 

hurts, your legs hurt, and of course, your butt hurts” (Armstrong & Jenkins, 2000, p. 5). 

 
16 Despite providing valuable insight into the mechanism of necessary sport-related suffering, Armstrong 
was ultimately stripped of all seven of his Tour de France titles after admitting to using performance 
enhancing drugs (Botelho & Levs, 2013).  
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However, despite the pain and inter-related suffering, Armstrong does not denounce the 

experience, rather stating: “The experience of suffering is like the experience of 

exploring, of finding something unexpected and revelatory… Each time I encountered 

suffering, I believed that I grew, and further defined my capacities…” (Armstrong and 

Jenkins, 2003, p. 222-252). Thus, reiterating the fact that the experience of sport-related 

suffering may bring value to an athlete both instrumentally (e.g. a first-place finish) 

and/or intrinsically (e.g. self-knowledge or understanding) (Fry, 2006). 

Nonetheless, suffering of any form may pose serious consequences and ultimately 

leave an individual “permanently shattered” (Carel & Kidd, 2020, p. 168). When 

specifying athletes who complete at an elite level the literature suggests that despite their 

display of physical and mental prowess, elite athletes are highly vulnerable to 

experiencing a level of suffering that may become detrimental to their ability to flourish 

(Adams & Kavanagh, 2020; Murphy & Waddington, 2007; Smith, 2019a). 

Consequentially, participating in sport and especially at the elite level, may result in 

physical ill-health and injury (Bloodworth, 2014; Prien et al., 2017; Russell et al., 2018). 

In fact, when compared to the general public, elite athletes are at an increased risk of 

experiencing acute and chronic physical injury (Gairdner, 2019; Morris 1996; Murphy & 

Waddington, 2007; Roderick, 2006). Young (1993), for example suggests that no other 

professional workplace (e.g. miner) experiences the same level of injuries as professional 

team sports (e.g. football).  

Furthermore, despite sport’s biomedical understanding of the athlete, the 

experience of a physical injury is more than “a matter of nerves and neurotransmitters” 

(Waddington & Skirstad, 2006, p. 3). As articulated by Cassell (1991; 2004) and others 
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(Smith, 2019a; McNamee, 2008) pain and suffering can be inter-related, and by accepting 

the risk of physical pain, elite athletes are also accepting the associated experiences of 

psycho-emotional suffering (Atkinson, 2019; Gairdner, 2019; Smith, 2019a; Waddington 

& Skirstad, 2006). Recent research has determined that regardless of appearing mentally 

well, elite athletes are just as vulnerable as the general public, if not more so, to the 

experience of psycho-emotional suffering (mental ill-health or disorders17) (Gorczynski, 

Coyle, & Gibson, 2017; Gucciardi, Hanton, & Fleming, 2017; Poucher et al., 2019; Rice 

et al., 2016). Specifically, the research suggests that when compared to the general 

population, elite athletes may be more vulnerable to experiences of distress, anxiety, 

depression, post-traumatic stress, eating disorders, insomnia, and alcohol misuse 

(Gouttebarge et al., 2019; Rice et al., 2016). Current meta-analysis research by 

Gouttebarge and colleagues (2019) determined that among current elite athletes included 

19% reported symptoms of distress, 26.4% reported symptoms of sleep distress, 33.6% 

reported symptoms of anxiety/depression and 18% reported symptoms of alcohol misuse. 

Whereas former elite athletes’ experience of psycho-emotional suffering included 15.8% 

reported symptoms of distress, 20.9% reported symptoms of sleep distress, 26.4% 

reported symptoms of anxiety/depression and 21.2% reported symptoms of alcohol 

misuse (Ibid.).  

Additionally, research has suggested that elite athletes are even more vulnerable 

to experiencing psycho-emotional suffering when injured, facing early retirement, 

 
17 Mental health disorder is defined as “a syndrome characterized by clinically significant disturbances in 
an individual’s cognition, emotion regulation, or behavior that reflects a dysfunction in the psychological, 
biological, or developmental processes underlying mental functioning” (American Psychiatric Association, 
2013, p. 20).  
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already retired, or experiencing a performance slump (Appaneal et al., 2009; Rice et al., 

2016). For example, a 2007 study by Guskiewicz and colleagues found that retired 

professional football players who had experienced one or more concussion during their 

playing career were more likely to suffer from depression18 than those who had no 

concussion injuries. Nevertheless, risk exists in many forms and in addition to physical 

and psycho-emotional risks elite athletes may experience social, material, or existential 

harm that may cause suffering by threatening their sense of personhood (Atkinson, 2019, 

p. 16). 

 In summary, from the literature presented here and within the previous section 

one may conclude that the very nature of sport participation is paradoxical. Sport, on the 

one hand may be a vehicle for individuals to flourish through the cultivation of personal 

and professional excellence. However, flourishing within sport requires the athlete to 

accept a level of necessary sport-related suffering that may be detrimental to the 

experience of flourishing itself. The literature also suggests that this paradoxical nature is 

especially apparent within elite high performance sport environments where there is a 

greater pressure to embrace suffering as a necessary mechanism to achieve performance 

excellence outcomes. Given the complex nature of sport participation, especially at an 

elite level, the following section will provide an overview of how mindfulness and 

mindfulness-based practices are currently being used by elite athletes within the context 

of elite sport, thus determining whether mindfulness may be a practice that can help elite 

athlete navigate high performance sport’s paradoxical nature.  

 
18 Depression in sport may either be defined as a depressed mood, which is the experience of feeling “sad 
or down”, or as a major depressive disorder as diagnosed by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders (DSM-V) (Appaneal et al., 2009, p. 61; Hitshew, 2019). 
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Mindfulness  

The previous two sections (2.1 and 2.2) have illustrated that through elite sport athletes 

are able to cultivate elements associated with flourishing and living the good life. 

However, to flourish within sport (achieve personal and/or performance excellence) it 

requires the athlete to accept and ensure a level of sport-related suffering as necessary. In 

an effort to suggest that mindfulness and mindfulness-based practices may help some 

athletes skillfully manage their experience(s) of sport-related suffering, the following 

outlines what mindfulness is and how mindfulness-based practices are currently being 

used by athletes within the elite sport context.  

Despite being relatively new to Western society, the etymological history and 

religious roots of mindfulness dates back over 2,500 years (Bodhi, 2011; Husgafvel, 

2016; Nilsson & Kazemi, 2016). At the time, the English word of “mindfulness” was 

known by the Indian Sanskrit word smrti (in Pali sati) (Bodhi, 2011; Rapgay & 

Bystrisky, 2009). Despite not agreeing on a single traditional definition, some Buddhist 

scholars (Nyaniponika, 1973; Tsoknyi, 1998; Uchiyama, 2004) suggest that smrti (sati) 

should be understood as a “presence of mind”.  

Our contemporary, secular understanding of traditional mindfulness (smrti/sati) 

began in the 1970s when researchers such as Jon Kabat-Zinn and colleagues started 

studying it as a viable form of medical therapy (Alsubaie et al., 2017; Williams & Kabat-

Zinn, 2013). Under the umbrella of behavioral medicine, Kabat-Zinn (2003; 2015) 

viewed mindfulness as an “innate quality of the human mind” or a way of being not 

limited to practitioners of Buddhism (p. 1482). Borrowing from the traditional roots of 

Theravada Buddhism, Kabat-Zinn (1982; 2003) hypothesized that mindfulness 
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meditation could be used as a “intrapsychic strategy” for patients suffering from chronic 

pain. As the core mechanism used to help patients develop an “attentional stance of 

detached observation” towards the primary pain sensation, mindfulness meditation can be 

defined as the practice of self-regulating or restricting one’s moment-to-moment attention 

to one object (Baer, 2003; Kabat-Zinn, 1982, p. 35; Reiner, Tibi, & Lipsitz, 2013). 

Ultimately the practice of cultivating a mindful state of mind or being allows the patient 

to change their relationship with physical pain by non-judgementally observing the 

sensory experience of pain while self-regulating one’s cognitive, emotional and 

behavioral reactions that contribute to unnecessary suffering (Kabat-Zinn, 1982; 

Monteiro, Musten, & Compson, 2015; Reiner, Tibi, & Lipsitz, 2013). As a result of his 

research, Kabat-Zinn (2003) came to define mindfulness as “the awareness that emerges 

through paying attention on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally to the 

unfolding of experience moment by moment” (p. 145). Mindfulness-Based Stress 

Reduction (MBSR), which originated as the Stress Reduction and Relaxation Program 

(SR-RP), has become one of the foremost researched and applied forms of secular 

Mindfulness-Based Interventions (MBI)19 (Alsubaie et al., 2017; Baer, 2003; Kabat-Zinn, 

1982; 1990). Today, the group based MBSR program is viewed as a proven treatment for 

patients suffering from both physical (e.g. back pain, arthritis, cancer, heart disease, 

chronic illnesses) and psychological conditions (e.g. stress, depression, anxiety, panic, 

post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and sleep disturbances) (Alsubaie et al., 2017; 

Ivtzan and Hart, 2016).  

 
19 For a full outline of each specific Mindfulness-Based Intervention (MBI) program including 
Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR), Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT), Dialectical 
Behavioral Therapy (DBT), and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) see Baer (2003).  
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Since the 1970s, other Mindfulness Based Intervention (MBI) programs such as 

Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT; Segal, Williams, & Teasdale, 2013), 

Acceptance Commitment Therapy (ACT; Hayes, Strosahl, & Wilson, 1999), and 

Dialectical Behavioral Therapy (DBT; Linehan, 1993a, 1993b) have been developed. 

Mindfulness Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) is an MBI program originally designed 

as a preventative therapy for patients who are suffering from recurring episodes of major 

depressive disorder (Segal et al., 2013). The program combines cognitive therapy (CT) 

with mindfulness meditation practice, which allows the patient to develop the awareness 

necessary to change their relationship (decentering20) to thoughts and emotions 

associated with the cultivation of suffering (Keng, Smoski, & Robins, 2011; Teasdale et 

al., 2000). Recent empirical research has shown that in addition to having a positive 

effect on patients who suffer from major depressive relapse (Segal et al., 2010), MBCT is 

also a proven treatment for those suffering from anxiety, coronary heart disease, diabetes, 

and cancer (Alsubaie et al., 2017). Different from MBSR and MBCT programs, DBT and 

ACT programs are not centered on teaching mindfulness and mindfulness-based practices 

(Baer, 2003). Rather, DBT and ACT incorporate elements mindfulness skill development 

within other behavioral and cognitive methodologies to help patients suffering from both 

psychological and physical conditions (Baer, 2003; Chiesa, & Malinowski, 2011).  

In addition to utilizing MBIs to mitigate the experience of physical and psychological 

suffering, research has shown that the cultivation of mindfulness may positively affect 

 
20 Within the Mindfulness Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) program decentering allows one to shifts 
their relationship with their thoughts and emotions by viewing them as momentary passing events (e.g. like 
clouds passing in the sky) and not necessary a reflection of one’s reality (Szabo, Long, Villatte & Hayes et 
al., 2015).  
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one’s experience of contemporary elements of flourishing (health, wellness, and 

eudaimonic well-being) (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Brown, Ryan, & Creswell, 2007; Brown 

et al., 2009; Chang, Huang & Lin, 2015; Murphy et al., 2012). Research, for example, has 

suggested that the cultivation of mindfulness helps facilitate the experience of 

eudaimonic well-being by helping one develop the awareness necessary to consciously 

self-regulate behaviors and emotional reactions (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Hodgins & Knee, 

2002; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Thus, as Ivtzan (2016) and others (e.g. Garland, Gaylord, & 

Fredrickson, 2011) point out, there has been a shift in our contemporary understanding 

and practice of mindfulness, wherein it is now understood to be valuable beyond 

remedying human suffering. 

2.3.2 Mindfulness in Sport  

As mentioned previously within section 2.2.3., mindfulness is often associated with 

mental excellence within sport. Athletes primarily utilize it as a tool or mental framework 

to help their mind reach “optimal levels of functioning” associated with producing 

“outstanding performance outcomes” (Anderson, Hanrahan & Mallett, 2014, p.318-9).  

The use of psychological skills training (PST) techniques to optimize elite athletic 

performance began, like contemporary mindfulness, in the early 1970s (Josefsson et al., 

2019). PST is based on social cognitive theory and cognitive behavior interventions 

(Hardy, Jones, & Gould, 1996). This training uses goal setting, imagery, arousal control, 

self-talk or pre-competition strategies to help the athlete decrease negative or 

dysfunctional emotions and bodily states and increase positive cognitions and confidence 

(Hardy, Jones, & Gould, 1996; Josefsson et al., 2019). The desired outcome for PST 
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techniques is an ideal performance state, whereby the athlete in in control of any 

unwanted internal states (e.g. rumination, frustration, anger) (Hardy, Jones, & Gould, 

1996).  

In the late 1990s, research by Hayes and colleagues (1999) suggested that PST 

techniques were limited and lacking in empirical support (Moore, 2009). Known as the 

ironic process of mental control, they realized that the act of suppressing or controlling 

unwanted thoughts or emotions triggered a meta-cognitive process that would scan for 

negative or unwanted cognitive activity (Hayes, Strosahl, & Wilson, 1999). 

Consequently, by teaching the athlete to control for unwanted internal states the athlete 

was paradoxically becoming more aware of the thoughts and emotions they didn’t want 

to experience (Purdon, 1999; Wegner, 1994).  

Given the inconsistent empirical efficacy of PST research, Moore and Gardner 

(2001) set out to develop a new model for enhancing sport performance and general well-

being through emotion regulation. They integrated Hayes and colleagues’ (1999) 

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) and Segal and colleagues’ (2002) 

Mindfulness Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) into what is now known as the 

Mindfulness-Acceptance-Commitment (MAC) approach (Gardner & Moore, 2004). 

Unlike PST techniques, the MAC model does not teach athletes to control for unwanted 

internal states (Ibid.). Instead, the practice of mindfulness helps the athlete to develop an 

ability to be nonjudgmentally aware of and accepting of mental events (cognitive, 

emotional and sensory) as momentary and inherent to the human experience (Gardner & 

Moore, 2004; 2012). In doing so the athlete decenters oneself from reacting negatively to 

internal mental events while subsequently consciously choosing a behavioral response 
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that is in service of achieving optimal performance excellence (Moore, 2016; Moore & 

Gardner, 2011).  

Like contemporary MBI programs, MAC is presented as a psychoeducational 

program whereby athlete(s) complete seven-modules in either a group or one-on-one 

setting (see Gardner & Moore, 2007 for a full outline of the MAC program). Empirical 

support for its efficacy can be found in a recent article by Josefsson and colleagues 

(2019). The randomized control study (RCT) found that elite athletes within the MAC 

intervention group experienced greater improvements in dispositional athletic 

mindfulness, emotional regulation and perceived performance than athletes utilizing PST 

(Ibid.).  

In addition to MAC, additional mindfulness-based sport programs, such as 

Mindful Sport Performance Enhancement (MSPE; Kaufman et al, 2009), and 

Mindfulness Meditation Training for Sport (MMTS; Baltzell & LoVerme-Ahktar, 2014) 

have been developed. Regardless of which mindfulness-based sport practice is used, 

Baltzell and Summers (2016) suggests that the cultivation of mindfulness helps athletes 

perform better by: (1) developing an ability to regulate their emotions into an ideal state 

of equanimity, (2) focus their attention on beneficial performance-related cues, (3) let go 

of disruptive internal mental events, and (4) act as a primer for flow (the optimal 

psychological performance state of mind). Thus, despite the positive impact mindfulness 

may have in mitigating unnecessary forms of suffering and cultivating elements of 

flourishing, the evidence in this section suggests mindfulness is being used narrowly 

within the elite sport environment as a performance enhancing tool. 
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2.4 Research Questions  

In summary this chapter provided a review of the empirical and philosophical literature 

surrounding flourishing, suffering, and mindfulness as it relates to sport. Specifically, it 

outlines (1) a philosophical framework from which to understand flourishing within 

sport, (2) the paradoxical nature of sport participation itself, and (3) how despite 

mindfulness being used as an intrapsychic strategy to mitigate unnecessary suffering in 

settings external to sport, its use within elite sport is narrow and primarily focused on 

performance enhancement. Given both the paradoxical nature of elite sport participation 

and the limited use of mindfulness within sport, the following research questions have 

been developed for this study:  

(1) Is elite sport’s relationship between performance excellence and human suffering 

morally problematic? How do elite sport systems contribute to elite athletes’ 

experiences of suffering? 

(2) Should elite sport organizations be held morally responsible for ensuring an 

environment whereby elite athletes are able to flourish and live a good life?  

(3) How might the cultivation of mindfulness through mindfulness-based practices 

help elite athletes skillfully navigate elite sport’s relationship with human suffering 

so that they might simultaneously flourish as human beings and achieve athletic 

excellence?  
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Chapter 3: Methods 

Philosophy may be understood as the act of reflecting upon or reasoning about 

fundamental questions surrounding topics such as existence, knowledge, truth, meaning, 

and value. It allows for understanding or knowledge to be described through objective or 

subjective inquiry on topics like sport (Kretchmar & Elcombe, 2015). However, the value 

of the philosophical method goes beyond description, and through the use of “logic and 

other reflective techniques” philosophic research may critically address problems or 

issues, challenge culturally accepted values or behaviours, and “initiate inquiry into how 

we ought to live and act” (Ibid., p. 245). Known as prescriptive normative inquiry, this 

methodology allows the morality of one’s actions to be contested and/or justified through 

the distinguishing of right or appropriate ways to live and act from wrong or 

inappropriate ways to live and act (Ibid.).  

Despite the dominance of a naturalistic biomedical approach to the understanding 

and study of flourishing, suffering and mindfulness as it relates to sport and the athlete 

experience, the complexity of these phenomena warrants an interdisciplinary approach, 

which includes a non-essential and non-naturalistic lens. For example, Bueno-Gómez 

(2017) argues that “Naturalistic and essential conceptualizations of pain and suffering are 

not adequate” and due to their limitations may have “undesirable epistemological, 

ontological and moral consequences.” (p. 8-9). Thus, this study will provide insight into 

these topics by using both descriptive and prescriptive philosophical methodologies to 

answer the research questions outlined in Section 2.4.  

Using the results of the peer-reviewed, evidence-based literature that arose from 

the descriptive inquiry presented in Chapter 2 and existing anecdotal evidence to 
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challenge sport’s relationship with suffering, I suggest in the following chapter that 

practices that cause some athletes to suffer unnecessarily are immoral and ought to be 

addressed by today’s elite sport organizations. Furthermore, in an effort to argue that elite 

sport organizations should be responsible for ensuring that elite athletes flourish, I apply 

an existing normative ethical viewpoint which suggests that we have a moral duty to 

reduce, mitigate, and ameliorate the human experience of unnecessary pain and suffering. 

Finally, to suggest a solution to the current ethical implication of allowing elite athletes to 

suffer unnecessarily I formulate a philosophical, prescriptive argument to illustrate how 

and why elite sport organizations ought to engage mindfulness as a practice that may help 

elite athletes navigate the paradoxical nature of sport and mitigate their experience of 

unnecessary sport-related suffering. 

There are three main limitations associated with this philosophical study. My 

research is limited to understanding the experience of suffering and the impact of 

mindfulness within the professional elite sport context. My narrow focus should not 

discount the unnecessary suffering of athletes who compete in sport outside of the elite 

professional level (e.g. amateur, recreational, elite youth). Additionally, mindfulness’ 

ability to address unnecessary suffering within sport is also limited. While the practice of 

mindfulness may help athletes who suffer identify the point at which suffering in sport 

becomes unnecessary and immoral, it does not account for the suffering that is occurring 

outside of an athlete’s control (e.g. abuse). Provided the immoral nature of practices used 

within the elite sport environment and their hyper-focus on cultivating athletes who are 

capable of achieving performance excellence, structural change within sport is needed. 

Finally, as the researcher conducting the philosophical analysis, I hold my own biases 
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which may impact the objective quality of my research. Competing in sport at an elite 

level, including varsity and national competitions, I have an intimate relationship with the 

elite sport environment and have experience physical and mental suffering. I also came to 

the topic of mindfulness through my own sporting experience. Through the practice and 

understanding of mindfulness as an athlete I experienced its value on my ability to 

mitigate unnecessary suffering and subsequently flourish within the elite sporting 

environments. While I may not be able to remove my bias entirely, I do my best within 

the following chapter to provide an objective philosophical examination elite sport, its 

relationship with suffering and the role of mindfulness may play.  
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Chapter 4: Philosophical Examination of Elite Sport and                       
the Role of Mindfulness 

 
This chapter utilizes both descriptive and prescriptive philosophical methodologies 

(outlined in Chapter 3) to address the research questions stated in section 2.4 which were 

established following a review of the current literature surrounding flourishing, suffering 

and mindfulness as it relates to sport and the athlete experience. Specifically, I will (1) 

examine the understanding of suffering and flourishing within the context of elite sport 

systems, and (2) to formulate a philosophical argument which suggests that sport 

organizations and governing bodies consider implementing mindfulness as one possible 

practice for helping elite athletes skillfully navigate the potentially harmful nature of 

today’s elite sport environment. I accomplish this by addressing each of my research 

questions in the following three sections. The first section of this chapter addresses 

sport’s inherent relationship with suffering and determines whether the sport-related 

suffering that exists specifically within today’s elite sport systems is morally problematic. 

Within the second, I argue that elite sport organizations should be held morally 

responsible for ensuring an environment whereby unnecessary suffering is limited and 

athletes are able to cultivate elements associated with flourishing and living a good life. 

Finally, within the third, I outline why mindfulness-based practices could be used within 

the context of elite sport as one possible practice that may help athletes skillfully navigate 

elite sport’s relationship with human suffering. 



 

56 

 

4.1 Suffering and the Nature of Elite Sport Participation 

It is commonly argued throughout Western society that we have a moral duty to reduce, 

mitigate, and ameliorate the human experience of pain and suffering (Carel and Kidd, 

2020; Jollimore, 2004; Pullman, 2002). Mayerfeld (2002), for example, goes so far as to 

suggest that our duty to relieve suffering is a prima facie21 one. However, this normalized 

societal view of suffering is counterintuitive to how sport both views and utilizes the 

human experience of suffering. As outlined previously, suffering within the context of 

sport is considered a necessary and inherent mechanism that may be instrumental in 

allowing athletes to develop the mental and physical capacities required to overcome 

sports manufactured obstacles and achieve performance excellence. As a result, an 

athlete’s ability to endure suffering, especially at the elite level, is viewed as a 

competitive strategy and often celebrated by sportsnet22 personal (Atkinson, 2008; Parry, 

2006). However, regardless of the instrumental value sport-related suffering may bring an 

athlete, suffering and interrelated pain is an experience that when left unmitigated may 

“threaten the intactness of the person” and ultimately hinder an athlete’s ability to 

flourish (Cassell, 2004, p. 32). Consequentially, I will utilize this section to address the 

first research question: Is elite sport’s relationship between performance excellence and 

human suffering morally problematic? How do elite sport systems contribute to elite 

athletes’ experiences of suffering? I will do this by first identifying the role elite sport 

systems play in causing some athletes to suffer beyond what has been deemed necessary 

 
21 The term prima facie was coined by W. D. Ross and used to establish a “presumption (which may be 
overridden by rival moral consideration) that a certain class of behaviors is wrong” (Mayerfeld, 2002, p. 9).  
22 Sportsnet is a collective term used when referring to the network of elite sport personal who contribute to 
the elite sport environment but are not themselves elite athletes (Connor, 2009; Murphy & Waddington, 
2007; Roderick, 2006). 
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by the structure of sport. I will then use Dieterle’s (2008) unnecessary suffering principle 

to argue that the suffering experienced specifically by elite athletes as a result of activities 

or practices associated with today’s elite sport systems is unnecessary and immoral.  

Researchers have argued that certain practices within today’s elite sport ethos 

suggest that it is no longer acceptable to participate in the activity of sport for the sole 

intrinsic value of competing against opponents as a form of self-discovery and/or self-

transformation of one’s human talents and capacity for excellence (Anderson, 2001; 

Arnold, 1992; Breivik, 2010). The once widely accepted ideal put forth by de Coubertin, 

“The important thing is not to have won, but to have fought well,” has been replaced by a 

hyper-focus on the cultivation of athletes who are able to consistently perform optimally 

and achieve the desired outcome valued most by the elite sport system: winning (Cléret & 

McNamee, 2012, p. 190). Therefore, unlike much of the general public and those who 

participate in sport recreationally, elite athletes engage within a unique sport system 

whereby performance excellence is their primary focus (Bruner, Munroe-Chandler, & 

Spink, 2008; Noblet, Rodwell, & McWilliams, 2003; Ströhle, 2019). In addition to 

personal stressors (e.g. death in family) experienced by most people, elite athletes are 

exposed to sport-specific stressors such as performance pressure, poor performances, 

injuries, body-weight requirement, media scrutiny (including social media), sponsor 

expectations, and/or tense relationships among personnel within the sportsnet (coaches, 

managers, physicians, club owners, etc.) (Bruner et al., 2008; Noblet et al., 2003; 

Ivarsson et al., 2015; Reardon et al., 2019; Verner-Filion & Vallerand, 2018). While the 

values of winning and performance excellence are both internal to sport and themselves 

not inherently harmful, the following delineates three prevalent practices (the practice of 
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efficiently and effectively developing athletes capable of superior performances, the 

practice of instrumentalization and commodification of the athlete, and the practice of 

risk transfer or harmful risk acceptance on behalf of the athlete) that I have identified 

within the literature that are contributing to elite athletes’ experiences of additional 

suffering and interrelated pain. These practices will be used as evidence to reason that 

sport’s inherent relationship with suffering is morally problematic.  

The first practice that is pervasive within the elite sport system is the practice of 

efficiently and effectively developing athletes capable of superior performances. Rooted 

within dualism and the biomedical paradigm, athletes, like all humans, are believed to 

consist of two substances: “res extensa or extended substance [body], and res cogitan or 

thinking substance [mind]” (Kimiecik, 2011; Loland, 2012, p. 158). Applying the 

principles of traditional medicine and science, sport scientists (e.g. biochemists, 

biomechanics, ergonomics, physiologists, psychologists, dietitians) are tasked with 

understanding how to maximize the various components of the body and mind through 

measurable training protocols (Cléret & McNamee, 2012; Reid, 2017; Sarremejane, 

2015). Reid (2017) uses the Sub2 Project as an example of what she refers to as the 

“Efficacy Ethos” of modern-day elite sport. The overall aim of the estimated $30-million 

project is to achieve the elusive 1:59:59 marathon time23 by utilizing world-leading 

scientists, technology, and training modalities (Longman, 2016). For example, the Sub2 

Project outlines its use of bioenergetics to explore “the relationship between maximal 

aerobic capacity and running economy and the influence of body size, anthropometry and 

 
23 Eliud Kipchoge has since broken 2-hour marathon barrier with a time of 1:59:39 on October 12th, 2019 
(Gregory, 2019).  
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running form on thermoregulation, running economy and fuel use” of an athlete (“The 

Science,” 2019). As a result, they have predicted the “optimal” physiology (running 

economy, VO2 max and sustainable oxidative metabolic rate) necessary for an athlete to 

effectively and efficiently develop in order to run a sub-2-hour marathon time (Ibid.).  

In spite of allowing society to push the limits of human performance, academics 

such as Reid (2017) and others argue that the practice of efficiency and effectiveness may 

dehumanize the athletic experience (Cléret & McNamee, 2012; Sarremejane, 2015; 

Schinke et al., 2018). It can mechanistically reduce the human athlete to an athlete 

machine with an efficient body and an efficient mind (Gairdner, 2019; Sarremejane, 

2015). Moreover, this practice may be detrimental to an athlete’s ability to flourish. For 

example, Mary Cain – regarded as the fastest female middle-distance runner in America 

at 17 years-old – has recently spoken out about the suffering she experienced as a result 

of Nike Oregon Project’s “win-at-all cost” culture (Cain, 2019, para 3). Specifically, she 

points to the overwhelming pressure she felt to conform to her coach’s (Alberto Salazar) 

athletic standards which were primarily based on “how men and boys develop” (Ibid., 

para 9). By engaging in sport practices designed to efficiently and effectively develop her 

capacity for superior performances, Mary Cain not only ceased menstruating for three 

years and fractured five bones, but she went from being “a once-in-a-generation Olympic 

hopeful to having suicidal thoughts” (Ibid., para 9). Mary Cain’s case exemplifies the real 

consequences of an often-singular explanatory model of “how” to achieve performance 

excellence, especially one which often neglects the overall well-being of the athlete.  

The second practice existing as a result of the elite sports system’s cultural ethos 

is the practice of instrumentalization and commodification of the athlete. By reducing the 
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athlete to an efficient machine, the body and mind fundamentally become objects that can 

be optimized and utilized as a commodity or means towards the goal(s) of elite sport 

participation (Morgan, 2006; Sarremejane, 2015). According to researchers, this practice 

has been exacerbated by the professionalization and commercialization of elite sport 

(Connor, 2009; Bertling & Wassong, 2016; Morgan, 1993, 2006; Sarremejane, 2015). 

Unlike amateur sports which focus primarily on goals internal to sport participation, 

today’s professional elite sports (e.g. Olympics, MLB, NFL, NHL, WNHL, CHL, 

NCAA, USports) are heavily influenced by capitalism and external market norms 

(Morgan, 1993, p. 482; Sarremejane, 2015). The result is subsequently one where 

performance excellence has become a means to external rewards such as financial 

compensation and social recognition (Morgan, 1993; Murphy & Waddington, 2007). For 

example, Green Bay Packers (NFL) quarterback Aaron Rodgers’ was financially 

compensated (salary and performance bonuses) $75.9 million in 2018 (Badenhausen, 

2018). Additionally, his commercialized social “status” and athletic persona brought in 

$9 million through product endorsements with companies such as Adidas, State Farm, 

and Prevea Healthcare (Ibid.).   

Insofar as being paid to play a professional sport is not inherently destructive, the 

consequence of a commercialized professional environment may be one where the health 

and well-being of the athlete is often disregarded, and the athlete is treated as “fragile 

cog” or “widget” in the larger commercial sport-machine (Connor, 2009; Sarremejane, 

2015). The U.S.A. Gymnastics scandal,24 for example, has shed light on a sport system 

 
24 First reported in 2016, the “U.S.A. Gymnastics scandal” centers on the team’s medical doctor Larry 
Nasar who was, in 2018, found guilty of sexually abusing more than 200 female athletes (Levenson, 2020).  
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“that for so long was trained on the commodification of young bodies” (Jenkins, 2020). 

In the HBO documentary titled At the Heart of Gold: Inside the USA Gymnastics 

Scandal, journalist Rebecca Davis O’Brien speaks to the detrimental effects of a 

commercialized professional sport environment:  

These women have to perform so that USA gymnastics brings in sponsorships, so 

that US Olympic Committee can be proud of them and trot them out every four 

years for all of us to watch so that NBC viewers can...you know…it's a money 

machine, and at the heart of it are teenaged girls and their bodies…it seems like 

an arrangement that is bound to create abuse (Ulich & Ungerleider, 2019). 

Unfortunately, this portrayal of the exploitation of elite gymnasts’ health and well-being 

is not isolated to U.S.A. Gymnastics. In a recent Wall Street Journal article (Jenkins, 

2020), former skeleton World Cup champion Katie Uhlaender and Michael Phelps (most 

decorated U.S. Olympian with 28 medals) spoke about the lack of care the United States 

Olympic & Paralympic Committee (USOPC) has for the mental health of their elite 

athletes. Both athletes describe experiences where they felt their serious mental health 

afflictions (depression, suicidal ideation, and panic attacks) were pushed aside or not 

dealt with in a serious manner (Ibid.). For Phelps specifically, the experience of feeling 

like a “widget” was real, describing only feeling like his health and well-being was cared 

about when he was “swimming well” (Jenkins, 2020, para 14). For these athletes, and 

others, the experience of neglect has created an environment whereby they feel exploited 

and often treated by the system’s sportsnet as individually irrelevant and interchangeable 

unless they are meeting set performance standards (Connor, 2009; Murphy & 

Waddington, 2007). 
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Finally, the third practice prevalent within the elite sport system is the practice of 

risk transfer or harmful risk acceptance on behalf of the athlete. Research surrounding 

this practice has pointed to the role the sportsnet or elite sport system plays in creating a 

culture that requires athletes to view pain and injury as requisite to achieving 

performance excellence (Frey, 1991; Malcolm & Sheard, 2002; Murphy & Waddington, 

2007; Nixon, 1992; 1994; Roderick, 2006; Young, 1993). Sociologist Howard L. Nixon 

(2004) uses the term “risk transfer” when describing how this practice is socialized 

within broader sport networks:  

When they learn sports roles as athletes and become part of one or more 

sportsnets, [athletes] are confronted with a culture of risk that is further reinforced 

by an institutional rationalisation process in the more organised realms of sport. I 

have theorised that within sportsnets, a ‘risk transfer’ process occurs to reduce 

uncertainty among those who control the sportsnet…That is, administrators and 

coaches minimise their own financial, commercial, status-related, or career-

related risk (of failure or losing) by getting athletes to be willing to sacrifice their 

bodies ‘for the good of the team.’ Unable to define the boundaries of acceptable 

risk themselves, athletes assume substantial physical risks as ‘part of the game’ 

and absolve management of its responsibility to assure the safety of athletes (p. 

85). 

An example of risk transfer practice is portrayed in the recent uproar from former 

National Hockey League (NHL) players, and in particular, “enforcers,” whose health and 

well-being have deteriorated as a result of participating in hockey’s culture of risk. 

Specifically, many of these players are suffering from post-concussion symptoms 
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resulting in some being diagnosed with a neurodegenerative brain disease known as 

chronic traumatic encephalopathy25 (CTE) (Arnold, 2018; Peluso, 2015; Singla et al., 

2019). Including Mike Peluso, a defenseman and enforcer who played nine seasons (458 

games) in the NHL (Peluso, 2015). As an enforcer, Mike Peluso suffered ten documented 

concussions while fighting other players as a way of protecting his teammates (Ibid.). In a 

2015 Globe and Mail article, Peluso describes how he feels the NHL ‘sportsnet’ 

institutionalizes the risk of fighting, first by how “enforcers were rewarded with cheers 

and support from the fans, the general managers and our teammates in exchange for 

slugging it out game after game” (Ibid., para. 2).  Peluso also acknowledges that:  

At no time in my NHL career did anyone – a doctor, trainer, coach or league 

representative – ever tell me that I could be at risk for seizures or other long-term 

neurological diseases…after some fights, I went to the wrong penalty box, only to 

be treated by doctors or trainers who asked me to name the President of the 

United States, provided a few aspirin, and sent me right back into the game (Ibid., 

para. 3, 7).  

Thus, unlike the voluntary or elected risk associated with necessary sport-related 

suffering (outlined above), athletes who suffer as a result of risk transfer may do so 

involuntarily, or not fully informed of the harmful practices that exist within today’s elite 

sport system (Atkinson, 2019; Parry, 2006). Research by Young (1993, 2012) and 

 
25 Chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE) is the result of receiving multiple unrecovered concussions 
(Singla et al., 2019). Research has depicted CTE as “abnormalities in cognition, including memory loss, 
dysfunction of such higher executive functions as decision making, planning, and organization, and such 
personality changes as impulsivity, aggression, and “short fuse” behaviors” (Ibid., p. 311). Furthermore, as 
a result of the research surrounding concussion and CTE, this injury has become a major concern for elite 
collision sports (Alla et al., 2011).  
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colleagues (1994) echo Peluso’s experience arguing that elite professional sport is a 

“violent and hazardous workplace” where the “pressure placed on the player to return to 

action before full recovery is in one sense intended to enhance the team’s ability to win, 

but in the process, the long-term health of the athlete is often given little consideration” 

(p. 373; p. 190).  For example, NHL Allstar and Olympian Ryan Kesler recently spoke 

out about the long-term suffering he experiences as a result of feeling pressured to take 

the pain killers, offered by team medical staff, in order not to let his team down (Cade, 

2020). As a consequence of abusing the anti-inflammatory drug Toradol, Kesler (who is 

now retired) has been diagnosed with Crohn’s disease, which will require lifelong 

treatment and hinder his ability to flourish (Ibid.). Therefore, the practice of risk transfer 

or risk acceptance contextualizes how elite sports’ hyper-focus on performance 

excellence is not solely the result of an athletes’ intrinsic desire for the self-discovery 

and/or self-transform of one’s human talents and capacity for excellence. Furthermore, 

because elite sport is hyper-focused on performance excellence outcomes (e.g. 

championships, Olympic medals, world records), elite athletes are competing within a 

socio-cultural ethos that may jeopardize some athlete’s ability to flourish by causing them 

to experience a level of sport-related suffering that goes beyond what is necessary. For 

this reason, I propose that despite there being positive outcomes from elite sport 

participation, the empirical and anecdotal evidence provided here suggests that sport’s 

inherent relationship with suffering is morally problematic, especially within the context 

of elite sport systems. Allowing athletes to suffer to a level that is detrimental to their 

ability to flourish as human beings is unnecessary and immoral.  
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To argue that sport’s inherent relationship between performance excellence and 

human suffering is morally problematic, I will apply the moral principle outlined within 

Dieterle’s (2008) article titled Unnecessary Suffering. Rooted within Peter Singer’s 

(1972; 2016) philosophical understanding of what is morally important, Dieterle (2008) 

proposes a moral principle which addresses the immorality of causing unnecessary pain 

or suffering. Specifically, Dieterle’s (2008) unnecessary suffering principle proposes that 

“pain or suffering is unnecessary if and only if it can be prevented without sacrificing 

anything of comparable moral importance” (p. 54). Furthermore, the principle also states 

that “pain or suffering is necessary, then, if and only if it cannot be prevented without 

sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance” (Ibid.). Central to Dieterle’s 

(2008) principle is Singer’s (1972; 2016) belief that our actions which contribute to the 

experience of pain and/or suffering must be morally justified, and based upon the 

outcome of the justification some actions may be evaluated as necessary whereas others 

unnecessary. In other words, the infliction of suffering is necessary only if it is promoting 

some “moral good” and unnecessary if it is not (Ibid, p. 6). To determine whether or not 

an action is morally justified, Dieterle (2008) utilize the following argument:  

(1) It is wrong to cause unnecessary pain or suffering.  

(2) Pain or suffering is unnecessary if and only if it can be prevented without 

sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance. 

(3) Activity X causes pain or suffering.  

(4) The pain or suffering caused by activity X (can or cannot) be prevented 

without sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance. 
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(5) Therefore, activity X is (morally wrong or morally permissible unless other 

compelling moral reasons render it morally wrong) (p. 55)  

Thus, the moral weight (good or bad) of any human activity (X) may be determined by 

placing it into premise (3) of the argument.  

As outlined previously, regardless of the level (e.g. recreational, amateur, 

professional), sport participation requires athletes to endure sport-related suffering. The 

sporting activities or practices (e.g. instrumental use of body or highly technical training) 

associated with causing sport-related suffering have been deemed by the sport literature 

as inherent and necessary to the functioning of sport itself. Utilizing Dieterle’s (2008) 

moral principle and subsequent argument I will question whether or not the suffering 

caused by activities associated with all levels of sport participation could be avoided 

without sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance. 

I maintain that sport participation and its necessary level of sport-related suffering 

is morally permissible because it cannot be avoided without sacrificing something of 

comparable moral importance. Without the transformative mechanism of necessary sport-

related suffering, sport would not be able to act as a vehicle through which human beings 

may cultivate excellences associated with flourishing and living a good life. Thus, since 

an elite athlete’s ability to embody elements of flourishing is not only comparable but of 

arguably greater moral weight than the experiences of sport-related suffering associated 

with all levels of sport participation, such suffering is morally permissible and considered 

necessary.  Hence, sporting activities associated with all levels of sport participation do 

not violate Dieterle’s (2008) unnecessary suffering principle. See outline of argument 

below:   
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(1) It is wrong to cause unnecessary suffering.  

(2) Suffering is unnecessary if and only if it can be prevented without sacrificing 

anything of comparable moral importance. 

(3) Sporting activities associated with all levels of sport participation cause 

suffering.  

(4) The suffering caused by activities associated with all levels of sport 

participation cannot be prevented without sacrificing anything of comparable 

moral importance. 

(5) Therefore, activities associated with all levels of sport participation is morally 

permissible. 

Just as the activities associated with all levels of sport participation may result in 

suffering, evidence provided within this section showcases how the activities or practices 

(e.g. increased efficiency and effectiveness, instrumentalization of the athlete, and risk 

transfer) that are associated specifically with elite sport participation may cause some 

athletes to suffer beyond what is necessary. According to the literature outlined within 

Chapter 2, the cause of suffering associated with these sporting activities or practices is 

rooted within elite sports systems’ socio-cultural ethos that is hyper-focused on 

cultivating athletes capable of producing observable performance-based outcomes (e.g. 

Olympic medals, championships, and world records). Utilizing Dieterle’s (2008) moral 

principle and subsequent argument I will question whether or not the suffering caused by 

activities or practices associated with elite levels of sport participation could be avoided 

without sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance.  
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I argue that the suffering resulting from activities or practices associated with elite 

levels of sport participation is morally wrong because it can be avoided without 

sacrificing something of comparable moral importance. As argued by Aristotle and other 

philosophers, the ultimate goal or aim of human existence is to live out or come to 

embody excellences associated with flourishing and living a good life. Our contemporary 

understanding of flourishing external to sport includes the ability to experience health, 

wellness, and eudaimonic well-being. The value of sport participation is that it provides 

humans a vehicle through which to develop their physical and mental capacities 

necessary to subsequently cultivate both personal and performance excellence.  

As a result of elite sport’s hyper-focus on performance excellence, elite athletes 

are engaging is practices that appear to exploit sport’s inherent relationship with suffering 

and result in some athletes to endure a level of sport-related suffering (e.g. serious mental 

health afflictions) that is detrimental to their ability to cultivate contemporary elements of 

flourishing. It would suggest then that the ability to win and achieve the high standards of 

performance excellence (e.g. becoming an Olympic athlete, running a sub-2-hour 

marathon, or being paid for athletic achievements) associated with elite sport 

participation is not of comparable moral importance to the prevention of the suffering 

that is inhibiting athletes to experience contemporary elements of flourishing. Thus, since 

performance excellence outcomes fail to provide a morally weighty reason for the 

suffering caused by activities or practices associated with elite sport systems, such 

suffering is unnecessary. Hence, sporting activities associated with elite levels of sport 

participation do violate Dieterle’s (2008) unnecessary suffering principle. See outline of 

argument below:   
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(1) It is wrong to cause unnecessary suffering.  

(2) Suffering is unnecessary if and only if it can be prevented without sacrificing 

anything of comparable moral importance. 

(3) Sporting activities or practices associated with elite levels of sport 

participation cause suffering.  

(4) The suffering caused by activities associated with elite levels of sport 

participation can be prevented without sacrificing anything of comparable 

moral importance. 

(5) Therefore, activities associated with elite levels of sport participation is 

morally wrong.  

In summary, this first section of Chapter 4 addresses the sport’s inherent 

relationship with suffering and determines that within today’s elite sport systems this 

relationship (as exemplified by the three practices) may become morally problematic. 

Despite acknowledging the morally justified good that may come from sports' inherent 

relationship with suffering, I have argued that activities and practices, hyper-focused on 

performance excellence outcomes, exploit the relationship and entrap some athletes in a 

socio-cultural ethos that is causing them to suffer unnecessarily. Utilizing Dieterle’s 

(2008) unnecessary suffering principle I have determined that unnecessary sport-related 

suffering caused by elite sport systems ought to be viewed as immoral because these 

experiences may be prevented without sacrificing something of comparable moral 

importance.  With a plethora of moral justification and clear evidence of elite athletes 

suffering unnecessarily, it begs the question of who should be responsible for ensuring an 



 

70 

 

environment whereby elite athletes are able to flourish, achieve performance excellence, 

and live a good life?  

4.2 Moral Responsibility of Elite Sport Organizations  

As I have argued previously, sport has become a socially valued human practice due to its 

ability to act as a vehicle wherein humans may strive to cultivate the excellences that are 

associated with living a good life. However, due to how elite sport has come to define 

sporting excellence, the activities or practices within today’s elite sport systems have 

become hyper-focused on developing athletes who above all else are capable of achieving 

observable outcomes like Olympic medals, championships, and world records. As 

exemplified within the previous section, prioritizing performance excellence has become 

morally problematic and is resulting in immoral and unnecessary suffering on behalf of 

the athlete. Within the context of today’s elite sport systems, mitigating harm and 

ensuring positive outcomes through sport is most often the responsibility of elite sport 

organizations and their internal and/or external (e.g. World Anti-doping Agency 

(WADA)) regulatory bodies (Stewart, 2016). Thus, I will utilize this section to address 

the second research question: Should elite sport organizations be held morally 

responsible for ensuring an environment whereby elite athletes are able to flourish and 

live a good life? First, I shall argue that as a valued institutionalized social phenomenon, 

elite sport organizations have a societal responsibility to uphold certain moral values, 

including the mitigation of unnecessary sport-related suffering. Second, I put forth the 

position that because of sport’s unique relationship with suffering, elite sport 

organizations and governing bodies should allow athletes to endure necessary sport-
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related suffering, however, they ought to be held responsible for ensuring this form of 

suffering is achieved skillfully.  

During the Laureus World Sport Awards in 2000, Nelson Mandela proclaimed 

that “sport has the power to change the world” (found in Kent, 2016, p. 517). This same 

optimism is maintained by researchers (Kent, 2016; Mutter & Pawlowski, 2014; Smith & 

Westerbeek, 2007) who argue that as an institutionalized social phenomenon elite sport 

and elite sport organizations hold the transformative potential of making positive social 

contributions to both the athlete participating and society at large. Research suggests that 

the current social narrative of the value of elite sport participation has been driven by 

governments world-wide choosing to prioritize elite sport funding and policymaking (De 

Rycke & De Bosscher, 2019). The basis of their prioritization rests on the theory that 

elite sport engagement has a positive “trickle-down” or “demonstration effect” that 

benefits the whole of society (De Rycke & De Bosscher, 2019; Silva, Monteiro, & 

Sobreiro, 2019). Commonly applied within the field of economics (Aghion & Bolton, 

1997), the trickle-down or demonstration effect assumes that elite sport (persons and 

events) can either (1) increase the frequency of sport participation, (2) inspire 

engagement in a new sport, and/or (3) motivate someone to participate in sport for the 

first time (Mutter & Pawlowski, 2014; Sotiriadou, Shilbury, & Quick, 2008; Weed, 2009; 

Weed et al., 2015). These top-down theories, though questioned by some researchers 

(Annear, Shimizu, & Kidokoro, 2019), are utilized by others (Mutter & Pawlowski, 

2014) to suggest that elite athletes have become role models capable of inspiring or 

motivating others within society to cultivate positive outcomes associated with sport 

participation.  
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The idea of elite athletes acting as societal role models is not new. When 

establishing the modern Olympic Games, de Coubertin argued that the few athletes 

capable of “astonishing feats of prowess” would inspire the many to take part in physical 

activity and sport (de Coubertin, 1966, p. 132). One way the role model framework is 

used today is to promote the consistently established correlation between sport 

participation (as a form of physical activity) and an individual’s ability to cultivate 

contemporary elements associated with flourishing (health, wellness, and eudaimonic 

well-being) (Khan et al., 2012; Simon & Docherty, 2016; Waddington, 2000). Tokyo, 

Japan, for example, listed their country’s public health as one of the five overarching 

objectives for hosting the 2020 Summer Olympic and Paralympic Games26 (Tokyo 

Organizing Committee of the Olympic and Paralympic Games, 2016). Thus, like past 

host-countries, Japan is hopeful that their projected multi-billion-dollar investment in 

elite athleticism will not only result in their athletes winning Olympic medals and 

creating a sense of national pride, but will also — and arguably more importantly — 

create a lasting social value of sport participation for the cultivation of optimal health and 

well-being27 (Annear, Shimizu, & Kidokoro, 2019; Bonesteel, 2018; Grix & Carmichael, 

2012; Humphreys et al., 2018).This point is echoed by Grey-Thompson (2017) who 

argues that because sport is often funded by the private and public sectors, it is reasonable 

 
26 Due to the Covid-19 pandemic the 2020 Tokyo Olympic Games were postponed by the IOC in March 
2020 “to safeguard the health of, everybody involved in the Olympic Games and the international 
community” (Cohen, 2020, para 4). The 2020 Tokyo Olympic Games are rescheduled to begin on July 24th, 
2021 (Ibid.).  
27 This research was written pre Covid-19 pandemic. While the investment Tokyo has made in hosting the 
Olympic Games the outcome desired is likely to be skewed by pandemic related restrictions.  
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for there to be an expected return on the investment that goes beyond sporting 

achievement.  

This ideal of elite sport as a socially good and valuable activity has been 

exacerbated within the past year and a half due to the global Covid-19 pandemic. First 

discovered in Wuhan, People’s Republic of China on December 31st, 2019, Covid-19 is 

understood to be an infectious disease caused by a pathogen known as “severe acute 

respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2)” (“Coronavirus disease (COVID-19), 

2021; Grix et al., 2021, p. 2). As a result of the global spread of the virus, “normal life” 

as it was known was sidelined. By early March 2020 most social activities (e.g. shopping 

at non-essential businesses, learning in school classrooms, attending places of worship) 

including elite sporting events were either cancelled or postponed (Grix et al., 2021; 

Malcolm & Velija 2020, Parnell et al. 2020). For example, on March 11th the National 

Basketball Association suspended the season “until further notice” after a Utah Jazz 

player tested positive for Covid-19 following a 101-92 loss to the Toronto Raptors 

(Reynolds, 2020; Aschburner, 2020). However, despite the deadliness of this disease, 

which has killed over 4 million people thus far worldwide, elite sport organizations and 

leagues re-started just a months after the initial declaration of a worldwide pandemic 

(Grix et al., 2021; Nauright, Zipp, & Kim, 2020; “Weekly epidemiological update on 

COVID-19,” 2021). This exemplifies that the practices of elite sport and sport 

organizations are not only valued but have been deemed so essential to society to warrant 

elite athletes continuing to perform amidst a global health pandemic (Grix et al., 2021; 

Nauright, Zipp, & Kim, 2020). Therefore, because elite sport is a socially valued 

institutionalized phenomenon, elite sport organizations should be motivated to implement 
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regulations that mitigate unnecessary sport-related suffering because allowing them to go 

unmitigated is not only problematic for the athlete’s ability to flourish but also for the 

social value of elite sport itself.  

Unfortunately, recent empirical and anecdotal evidence (outlined previously) 

suggests that today’s elite sport organizations and governing regulatory bodies aren’t 

doing enough to protect athlete welfare and subsequently the social value of elite sport. In 

fact, there is research by Sant and Mason (2015) which suggests that elite sport 

policymakers “tend to overemphasize the positive social impacts and contest or turn a 

blind eye towards a range of potential negative impacts” (as cited in Rycke & De 

Bosscher, 2019, p. 486). Turning a blind eye on negative human experiences is not 

uncommon. Within the suffering literature, Mayerfeld (2002) argues that as humans we 

unconsciously suppress or minimize our awareness of other’s suffering in an effort to 

both avoid our own experience of unpleasantness, and also to relinquish ourselves from 

the moral duty to relieve the suffering. 

As I have illustrated throughout this study, sport maintains a unique relationship 

with suffering, one that is counterintuitive to how it is typically viewed by Western 

society. However, regardless of sport-related suffering being instrumentally good or 

valuable in enabling an athlete to cultivate excellences associated with flourishing, 

unmitigated suffering, regardless of the context, may be detrimental not only to the 

athlete’s ability to flourish but to their dignity as a human being (Pullman, 2002). 

Pullman (2002) outlines two conceptions of dignity as put forth by the United Nations 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The first is inherent or basic dignity, which is a 

“universal and inalienable moral quality” that each human automatically has and cannot 
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be taken away (p.76). While the second, personal dignity, is tied to each individual’s 

“personal goals and social circumstances” and provides a “sense of who one is as an 

individual in the social world” (Ibid.). When referencing our basic dignity as human 

beings, philosopher Immanuel Kant argues that it is influenced by our human capacity for 

rationality and autonomy (Ibid.).  

The idea of athlete autonomy or agency28 is brought forth within the sport 

literature by Young (1993). Young (1993, 2019a, 2019b) argues that an athlete’s agency 

or autonomy may be negatively impacted by naturalizing certain social practices within 

elite sport organizations. The research I have provided throughout this study suggests that 

unnecessary sport-related suffering may negatively impact athlete autonomy because 

today’s elite sport systems naturalize practices that have systematized an unnecessary 

level of suffering as a prerequisite for achieving performance excellence outcomes or 

goals (Connor, 2009; Murphy & Waddington, 2007; Waddington, Scott-Bell, Malcolm, 

2019; Young, 2019a). Therefore, given that unmitigated sport-related suffering may not 

only hinder an athlete’s ability the cultivate excellence (personal and professional) but 

rob the athlete of their human dignity all together, I argued that elite sport organizations 

should be held morally responsible for ensuring an environment whereby unnecessary 

suffering is limited and dignity is maintained. 

 
28 The terms agency and autonomy will be used interchangeably. Generally, the term autonomy refers to a 
“self-governing agent” or “one who acts” (Buss, 2014, para 1 & 4). However, in Ryan and Deci’s (2000, 
2017) work on Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (also referred to within literature review), autonomy is 
understood as “the experience of being the origin of one’s actions, integration and freedom, an absence of 
pressure, and a sense of engaging in voluntary actions” (Stenling, Hassman, & Lindwall, 2015, p. 52). 
 



 

76 

 

Finally, in addition to unnecessary sport-related suffering, which I suggest elite 

sport organizations have a prima facie moral duty to mitigate, sport participation 

inherently requires athletes to endure a necessary level of sport-related suffering. Unlike 

unnecessary sport-related suffering which is often imposed upon the athlete (the agent) 

without their choosing or awareness of, necessary sport-related suffering allows for “self-

directed agency” because the athlete voluntarily engages with the experience of suffering 

(Carel & Kidd, 2020, p. 174). Therefore, due to both the sense of autonomy that exists 

when an athlete experiences necessary sport-related suffering and its ability to act as a 

mechanism for athlete to achieve personal and performance excellence, elite sport 

organizations should not be held morally responsible to mitigate this experience of 

suffering. However, because any form of suffering (necessary or unnecessary) may have 

serious consequences when left unmitigated, elite sport organizations should be morally 

responsible for ensuring that necessary sport-related suffering is endured by athletes 

skillfully. The following provides prescriptive argument to illustrate a theoretical 

foundation for how elite sport organization may address unnecessary sport-related 

suffering by implementing the use of mindfulness as mechanism that allows athletes to 

navigate the landscape of sport-related suffering (necessary and unnecessary) more 

skillfully. 

4.3 Mindfully Navigating Sport-related Suffering  

As described within the literature review in Chapter 2, mental excellence has become a 

key component of ensuring that elite athletes are able to consistently perform optimally 

and achieve the desired outcome most valued by today’s elite sport systems: winning 
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(Anderson, Hanrahan & Mallett, 2014; Cléret & McNamee, 2012, p. 190). Today, 

mindfulness and mindfulness-based practices are widely used as a psychological training 

methodology to help athletes become aware of and mitigate unwanted mental states or 

emotions that may hinder their ability to function optimally and achieve performance 

related outcomes (e.g. Olympic medals, championships, and world records) (Gardner & 

Moore, 2004; Kaufman et al, 2009; Baltzell & LoVerme-Ahktar, 2014). Despite the 

benefits of utilizing mindfulness-based practices in this way, it often does not consider 

the positive impact mindfulness may have in helping athlete mitigate unnecessary forms 

of suffering and subsequently cultivate elements (health, wellness, and eudaimonic well-

being) that would help athletes flourish within and outside of sport.  

This final section will address the third research question: How might the 

cultivation of mindfulness through mindfulness-based practices help elite athletes 

skillfully navigate elite sport’s relationship with human suffering so that they might 

simultaneously flourish as human beings and achieve athletic excellence? I will argue 

that the current understanding of suffering within sport is flawed. Second, I will suggest 

an understanding of sport-related suffering that is rooted in mindfulness is more 

conducive to the sporting experience. Third, I will provide a non-naturalistic and non-

essential conceptualization of suffering that mirrors Buddhist teachings but is rooted in 

contemporary philosophy. Finally, I will outline how an athlete’s cultivation of 

mindfulness through mindfulness-based practices will allow them to skillfully navigate 

sport’s inherent relationship with suffering and cultivate elements associated with 

flourishing.  
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Mindfulness is rooted in a non-essential and non-naturalistic understanding of 

suffering or dukkha29 (in Pali dukkha), and contrary to how suffering within sport is 

currently understood (Bodhi, 2011; McWilliams, 2014; Teasdale & Chaskalson 

(Kulananda), 2011). As explained previously, our understanding of sport-related 

suffering is limited (Smith, 2019a, McNamee, 2008) and often refers to Cassell’s (1991; 

2004) definition which is rooted within the context of Western medicine (Bueno-Gómez, 

2017). Cassell (1991, 2004) suggests that suffering is experienced when the “intactness of 

the person” is threatened (p. 32). Cassell (1991; 2004) is correct insofar as the 

unnecessary suffering of athletes detracts from their ability to flourish in sport. However, 

as it has been previously established, athletes may experience both necessary and/or 

unnecessary forms of sport-related suffering.  

Bueno-Gomez (2017) argues that Cassell’s (1991; 2004) definition of suffering is 

restrictive in nature because it assumes our ability to know what an “intact” human being 

is (p. 5). Furthermore, I would argue that Cassell’s (1991; 2004) definition is limiting 

because it suggests that flourishing may only be experienced when there is no threat to 

one’s sense of personhood or wholeness. As I have illustrated throughout this study, 

flourishing within sport inherently requires athletes to accept and utilize the experience of 

sport-related suffering as a mechanism towards growth. Therefore, intactness as Cassell 

(1991; 2004) understands it is insufficient and lacking in nuance; Cassell (1991; 2004) 

would argue that the athlete cannot be fully intact by virtue of the inherent nature of 

sport-related suffering. However, the acceptance of this suffering does not, in fact, 

 
29 Although not unanimous among scholars, duhkha may be translated as unsatisfactoriness, 
unpleasantness, or suffering (Lindahl, 2014; Mitchell & Jacoby, 2014; Peacock, 2008). For the purpose of 
this study, I will use the English translation of dukkha as human suffering. 
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preclude the athlete from flourishing and instead propels the athlete towards excellence. 

Thus, I will suggest an understanding of sport-related suffering that is rooted in 

mindfulness be considered as it is more conducive to the true sporting experience.   

As I have illustrated previously, the experience and practice of mindfulness is 

rooted Buddhist teachings of suffering. The first of the Four Noble Truths objectively 

acknowledges that in life, “there is dukkha” or human suffering (Analayo, 2003; Teasdale 

& Chaskalson (Kulananda), 2011, p. 90). One of these forms of suffering is understood as 

explicit suffering, which is embedded within humanities corporeal existence of birth, 

aging, sickness, and death (Peacock, 2008). This is a form of suffering that is inescapable 

reality for all human beings. As I have depicted, athletes despite their mental and physical 

prowess, are still human and thus susceptible to explicit suffering. In additional to 

explicit suffering, Buddhist literature suggests there are two other forms of suffering: 

suffering of change (viparināma dukkha) and suffering of being conditioned (sankhāra 

dukkha) (Peacock, 2008; Harris, 2014). Unlike explicit suffering, which is rooted in the 

body and unavoidable, these additional forms of suffering are rooted in our mental 

systems30 that can be ameliorated or mitigated (Ibid.). Siddhartha Gautama (Buddha) 

used the following analogy of two arrows to depict the contrast between inevitable 

suffering from physical pain sensations (dukkha-dukkha) as a result of human existence 

and mental suffering (viparināma dukkha and sankhāra dukkha):   

When an untaught worldling is touched by a painful (bodily) feeling, he worries 

and grieves, he laments, beats his breast, weeps and is distraught. He thus 

 
30 Buddhist texts point to ignorance (ayidyā) and desire (tanhā) as mental structures at the root of these two 
forms of human suffering (Harris, 2014).   
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experiences two kinds of feelings, a bodily and a mental feeling. It is as if a man 

were pierced by an arrow and, following the first piercing, he is hit by a second 

arrow. So that person will experience feelings caused by two arrows. 

But in the case of a well-taught noble disciple, when he is touched by a painful 

feeling, he will not worry nor grieve and lament, he will not beat his breast and 

weep, nor will he be distraught. It is one kind of feeling he experiences, a bodily 

one, but not a mental feeling. It is as if a man were pierced by an arrow, but was 

not hit by a second arrow following the first one. So this person experiences 

feelings caused by a single arrow only. (Sallatha Sutta as cited in Teasdale & 

Chaskalson (Kulananda), 2011, p. 91-2). 

Sport necessarily requires an athlete to accept physical and mental suffering as a 

necessary component to achieving excellence. I have argued that athletes who compete at 

an elite level may experience an additional level of sport-related suffering due to the 

current socio-cultural ethos, which is hyper-focused on developing athletes who above all 

else should achieve performance outcomes. Ultimately, the naturalizing of certain social 

practices within elite sport has caused some athletes to suffer unnecessarily (i.e., beyond 

what has been determined as necessary to the function of sport) and when left 

unrecognized as unnecessary these experiences have impacted the athlete’s ability to 

flourish. The teachings of suffering within the context of Buddhism suggests that there 

are mental experiences of suffering, the second arrow if you will, that are within our 

control and can be ameliorated. In an effort to suggest that the cultivation of mindfulness 

as a quality of mind may help athletes both navigate the complex nature of sport-related 

suffering, mitigate unnecessary mental suffering by, and subsequently flourish, I now 
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turn to McClelland’s (2020) disruption model to provide a non-naturalistic and non-

essential conceptualization of suffering that mirrors Buddhist teachings but is rooted in 

contemporary philosophy.   

McClelland’s (2020) disruptive model suggests that suffering may be defined as 

the “disruption of one’s conscious mental life by a suffered mental state such that (a) the 

disruption is holistically unpleasant and (b) its unpleasantness meets a suitable threshold 

of severity” (p. 41). Within the context of elite sport participation this definition suggests 

that an athlete may experience unpleasantness, say for example physical pain from being 

tackled while scoring the winning touchdown of a football game. While the physical pain 

endured may cause a mental disruption, McClelland’s (2020) definition suggests that if 

the experience as a whole is pleasant, the unpleasantness is not holistic or pervasive31 

enough to cause a suffered mental state. However, say the athlete missed catching the ball 

when they were tackled in the endzone and as a result their team lost the championship 

game. While the initial mental disruption of unpleasantness may be the same physical 

pain, the athlete’s relationship to the physical pain along with the subsequent feeling of 

anguish from losing the game, may cause the athlete to experience a suffered mental 

state. To illustrate this experience McClelland (2020) often refers to the suffered mental 

state “like a rock dropped in a pond and suffering is the disturbance of the water” (p. 39). 

Like the teachings of Buddhism, McClelland (2020) suggests that the human experience 

of suffering is partially agential, and as a result one may ameliorate some experience of 

suffering by becoming a skilled sufferer. In fact, McClelland (2020) argues that a skilled 

 
31 A foundational tenant of McClelland’s understanding of suffering is that the experience of it disrupts the 
entirety of one’s mental economy, which is: “the total web of mental states that constitute your mental life” 
(p. 37). 
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sufferer is like a skilled tennis player who “will experience a landscape of possible 

actions and must navigate the landscape skillfully to achieve her optimal performance” 

(p. 49). The same applies to suffering: when we experience a suffered mental state there 

may be mental urges that direct us to act in certain ways (McClelland, 2020). For 

example, the athlete who wasn’t able to catch the football and win the game for their 

team may experience a mental urge to ruminate on what could have been done differently 

to change the outcome or how they let the team down. A skilled sufferer, like a skilled 

tennis player, is able to navigate the landscape of suffering skillfully by employing 

agential mental processes that allow one to resist (or allow if there is value) certain 

mental urges that lead to experiences of holistic unpleasantness. If we are to assume the 

football player who missed catching the ball is able to suffer skillfully, they may 

recognize that losing the game caused them to experience sadness or guilt. However, 

rather than ruminating on what could have been done, which could lead to additional 

suffering, the athlete may choose to alleviate themselves from the mental suffering by 

resisting through employing agential mental processes. While McClelland’s (2020) 

disruptive model of suffering reiterates the idea that mental suffering may be a second 

arrow that can be ameliorated if one chooses, their understanding lacks a full illustration 

of how to become a skillful sufferer, and these “agential mental processes” are not clearly 

delineated. To take McClelland’s (2020) argument further, I suggest that mindfulness 

should also be used within sport to help athletes skillfully navigate sport’s relationship 

with suffering and subsequently cultivate elements associated with flourishing. To 

employ mindfulness in the previous example, the “agential mental processes” would refer 
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to the active recognition of the potential harm of rumination and the choice to not engage 

with it.  

As described previously, mindfulness is understood as a presence of mind and 

defined as “the awareness that emerges through paying attention on purpose, in the 

present moment, and nonjudgmentally to the unfolding of experience moment by 

moment” (Kabat-Zinn, 2003, p. 145). When engaging in sport, especially at an elite level, 

mindfulness would allow athletes to be more aware of the unpleasant mental disruptions 

that they may be exposed to as a result of sport-specific stressors (e.g. performance 

pressure, poor performances, injuries, body-weight requirement, media scrutiny, sponsor 

expectations, and/or tense relationships among personnel within the sportsnet (coaches, 

managers, physicians, club owners, etc.) (Bruner et al., 2008; Noblet et al., 2003; 

Ivarsson et al., 2015; Reardon et al., 2019; Verner-Filion & Vallerand, 2018). With a 

greater sense awareness of the present moment, I would argue that athletes would be 

better equipped to “navigate the landscape [of sport-related suffering more] skillfully”, as 

described by McClelland (2020) (p. 49). It would allow the athlete to identify if a mental 

urge (e.g. rumination) that subsequently follows an unpleasant mental disruption is (1) 

instrumentally beneficial to furthering their growth as an athlete, or (2) causing additional 

mental suffering that will negatively impact their ability to flourish within sport. For 

example, ruminating about one’s pain is a maladaptive cognitive habit that is positively 

related to increased stress (and therefore holistically unpleasant) but negatively related to 

mindfulness (Schultz et al., 2015). This is not to say that mindful individuals are able to 

eliminate their maladaptive mental urges. McClelland (2020) assures of this fact through 

stating that we cannot “simply decide not to suffer” (Bain, Brady & Corns, 2020 p. 3). 
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Rather, mindfulness is negatively related to mental urges— such as rumination—because 

mindfulness is an innate quality of mind that allows the athlete to take an “attention 

stance of detached observation” towards the mental urge and thus allow it to be rather 

than deliberately engaging with it (Deci et al., 2015; Kabat-Zinn, 1982, p. 35) as one 

would when ruminating. Therefore, as per the research presented within the literature 

review in Chapter 2, providing the option for elite athletes to cultivate mindfulness 

through mindfulness-based practice will: (1) allow them to ameliorate or mitigate the 

sport-related mental suffering that does not positively serve them in their pursuit of 

performance excellence, while (2) helping them cultivate contemporary elements (health, 

wellness, and eudaimonic well-being) associated with flourishing and living a good life.  

Implementing mindfulness-based practices may also help elite athletes to 

maintain their sense of autonomy over the sport-related suffering they will inevitably 

experience as a result of sport’s paradoxical nature. In reference to sport-related pain, 

Smith (2019b) for example, suggests that not all pain is welcomed, citing Addison, 

Kremer, and Bell (1998) who found that sport-related pain was only perceived as positive 

when the athlete understood it to be under their voluntary control: “that is, they had direct 

agency over their bodies’ exposure to pain” (p. 27). I would argue that elite athletes may 

feel the same way when it comes to sport-related suffering.  

Research by Stenling and colleagues (2015) and Holding and colleagues (2020) 

suggests that the autonomy of elite athletes plays a key role in ensuring they are able to 

cultivate elements of flourishing (health, wellness, and well-being) within and beyond 

their athletic careers. However, until recently most of the research insisted that an 

athlete’s autonomy needed to be supported by “autonomy-supportive environments” that 
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are external to the athlete themselves (Stenling, Hassman, & Lindwall, 2015, p. 50). For 

example, an autonomy-supportive coach may provide an autonomy-supportive 

environment by acknowledging and providing feedback on the feelings an athlete may 

experience while competing at an elite level (Ibid.). Recent research by Shannon and 

colleagues (2020) suggests that having athletes cultivate mindfulness allows them to 

develop an “internal support mechanism” that may help an athlete maintain their sense of 

autonomy. Therefore, I am suggesting that in addition to helping an athlete navigate elite 

sport’s relationship with suffering, mindfulness may also help athletes maintain their 

autonomy and ability to flourish despite the paradoxical nature of today’s elite sport 

environment.  

Ultimately, sport’s current relationship to suffering is problematic due to the opaque 

necessary/unnecessary dichotomy. While elite sport organizations have a moral 

responsibility to ensure athletes are equipped to handle all forms of suffering, there is 

currently a gap in the way this is executed, if at all. As such, mindfulness-based practices 

will allow for athletes to maintain their autonomy in the face of organizational pressures 

while still prioritizing their pursuit of excellence and flourishing.  
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Chapter 5: Summary & Conclusion 

This thesis has explored the existing body of literature on mindfulness, human suffering, 

and the philosophy of flourishing as it pertains to the sporting experience. Specifically, I 

asked and answered the following questions: (1) Is elite sport’s relationship between 

performance excellence and human suffering morally problematic? How do elite sport 

systems contribute to elite athletes’ experiences of suffering? (2) Should elite sport 

organizations be held morally responsible for ensuring an environment whereby elite 

athletes are able to flourish and live a good life? And (3) How might the cultivation of 

mindfulness through mindfulness-based practices help elite athletes skillfully navigate 

elite sport’s relationship with human suffering so that they might simultaneously flourish 

as human beings and achieve athletic excellence?  

Through the first portion of this study, I establish, via a descriptive methodology, 

that because the very nature of sport participation is paradoxical (i.e., to cultivate 

excellences associated with flourishing requires one to endure suffering, an experience 

that may be detrimental to flourishing itself), some athletes may flourish while others 

may not. Within today’s elite sport systems there are many examples (some illustrated 

throughout this paper) of athletes who are suffering at a level that is beyond what is 

necessary for them to achieve excellence. I then argue via a prescriptive philosophical 

method that despite the unique nature of sport which utilizes suffering as a transformative 

mechanism, it is immoral for sporting organizations who are ultimately responsible for 

regulating sport practices to allow athletes to suffer unnecessarily. 

Not addressing the unnecessary suffering within sport is not only detrimental to 

the athlete but detrimental to the social value of elite sport itself. In the last few months, 
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multiple elite athletes have decided to not participate in elite sport competitions as a 

result of the additional suffering they experienced while completing at an elite level. 

Naomi Osaka (a four-time Grand Slam tournament winner at tennis and currently highest 

paid female athlete), for example, withdrew from this year’s French Open tournament 

after explaining on social media (Instagram) that she has been suffering from depression 

since her victory over Serena Williams in 2018 (Futterman, 2021). Additionally, Liz 

Cambage (WMBA All-star and Olympic medalist) announced on social media 

(Instagram) that due to her struggles with mental health currently and in the past, she is 

withdrawing from the 2020 Tokyo Olympics (Martin, 2021). Cambage does attribute 

much of her decision to the fear of being isolated within an Olympic “bubble” due to 

Covid-19 (Ibid.). While research by Bowes, Lomax, and Piasecki (2020) does illustrate 

that Covid-19 is negatively impacting athletes’ mental health, especially elite female 

athletes, I suggest that these examples also illustrate the overall extreme level of suffering 

that is taking place with today’s elite sport environments. Without the capacity to 

overhaul the entire structure of elite sport, employing mindfulness offers athletes a small 

but significant respite from the potential harm of suffering beyond what is necessary to 

achieve excellence. If given no other options, however, will elite athletes continue to 

choose not to participate, or leave sport altogether? Furthermore, if nothing is done will 

we lose altogether the social value that elite sport provides?  

Realizing the extent to which athletes are suffering with the elite sport 

environment, I spend the second portion of this study formulating an argument which 

outlines why sport organizations should consider implementing mindfulness-based 

programs to mitigate unnecessary suffering and ensure an athlete’s ability to flourish. 
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While theoretical in nature, I think that my explanation of mindfulness provides a 

foundation from which elite sport governing bodies can improve the athletic experience. 

Specifically, I suggest that the foundational teaching of mindfulness (rooted in Buddhist 

philosophy) may be used to help athletes develop a non-naturalistic and non-essential 

understanding of suffering; one that would allow them to realize that they have the 

agential capacity to learn to suffer skillfully when engaging within an elite sport 

environment. And thus, from a place of skillful suffering, athletes would be able to 

maintain their autonomy and ability to flourish despite the immoral nature of today’s elite 

sport environment. How elite sport organizations implement this understanding of 

mindfulness through mindfulness-based practices is beyond the scope of this study, but 

something that should be considered through future research.  
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