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Know Your Role


Since the beginning of time, creatures have examined others and observed their behavior.  If the creature found this behavior to be more functional and efficient than their own, it would modify its own to fit the behavior of the model that it observed.  Humans are born with the natural tendency to emulate another human being.  As Bruno Bettelheim, a famous Australian-American child psychologist put it, “The question for the child is not ‘Do I want to be good?’ but ‘Whom do I want to be like?’ ” (“Quotes”). This tendency serves as a very useful tool as a baby when picking up on human mannerisms, but this innate feeling continues to stay with people throughout the course of life.  People want to model their lives after others, as it is a great way to learn and grow as a human being.


Growing up, everyone needs another person to admire and emulate.  The mother fills this role for her new born child, providing many of the baby’s first lessons.  The baby spends almost all of its waking moments in the company of his/her mother, soaking up the mother’s habits and behavior like a sponge.  The child learns the basic mannerisms of humans and starts to develop interests. These interests often center around a few select characters, whether it be superheroes on a favorite TV show or an entertainer such as a superstar basketball player.  A child sees how successful these people are at pulling off amazing feats, and wishes to attain that same unreachable status.  As this child matures into a young adult, often a relationship is formed with an older and wiser individual that shares many of the same passions as the growing teenager.  This mentor serves as a guide for the teenager as he/she dives into the real world and provides unlimited support as he/she attempts to succeed in life. 

My own personal experience with role models mirrors this basic outline.  As far back as I can remember my mother was a goddess to me.  Being an only child I had her all to my self and could not stand even the briefest of separations.  Everything my mother did, I desired to do, and knowing this my mother almost always set great example for me, and I cataloged these actions as being “right”.  Once I learned that I was independent of my mother and started to make some of my own decisions, my image of a role model changed from a goddess to more of a hero.  With my love of basketball just starting to blossom, Michael Jordan fit this role perfectly.  After all he was the perfect “hero”; he never lost, had a flare for the spectacular, and had this “happy-go-luck kid next door” off court image.  I spent countless hours everyday as a small kid shooting and dunking outside on my mini-goal, reenacting all the games and highlight videos I could remember.   I also obtained in piece of Michael Jordan memorabilia that I could get my hands on, whether it be a jersey, sports cards, or magazines. 

It was until Jordan’s second retirement from the game of basketball and I was forced to find a new role model that I began to reconsider what qualifications he should have.  At a basketball camp that I attended every year throughout school starting in elementary school, a specific coach had been preaching to us about choosing a role model wisely, not necessarily allowing an athlete to fill this role.  He explained that athletes don’t love you, or even like you for that matter, because they have no relationship with you.  Your parents and other loved ones are the people who are always there for you no matter what, and that’s something you certainly can’t say about a professional athlete.  I looked at my uncle, and saw many of the qualities that I wished to possess as I matured into an adult.  The love he had for his career, the way he treated his wife and child, and the passion for which he lived life I found amazing.  The weeks that I spent with him during the summer left such a positive imprint on my life, which I think is so important to a great role model.  Athletes have such an impersonal relationship with their admirer, because it exists mostly through a TV screen.  In addition, even the best examples of athlete role models (Michael Jordan) have many flaws that become exposed through the media, which diminishes their “positive” character. However, today’s athlete’s influence on their adoring fan base is not what many would consider “positive”. It is because of this influence of these entertainers that I believe athletes should not be considered true role models.
The main groups of entertainers targeted by the public as role models are today’s athletes. They perform at the highest level in front of the entire American audience every night, and carry on with the greatest of ease despite the constant attention from the nagging media.  These athletes are adored by millions, adding a cumulative affect to their fame, where more attention from the public leads to more fame because people are attracted to individuals that are loved and admired by many.  Not only do athletes reach such fame because of their natural talent to perform, but also because of the larger than life image displayed by advertising.  Youths see this image and are fooled by the tricks of marketing, as companies give these athletes superhuman status. Due to the globalization of the media, the impact of the most famous entertainers can be seen world wide, with American athletes attracting much attention overseas.  With so many youths world wide looking up to these players, never have they been able to have such a widespread impact.  However, these athletes receive just as much media coverage for their extra curricular activities as they do for their profession.  Often sports news involves drug abuse, spousal abuse, rape, assault, greed, bad sportsmanship and egotistical behavior, hardly the characteristics that come to mind when describing a role model.  As Mark Drought states in his article on athletes, “it’s plain that the average person would have to stand in a pretty deep hole to look up to the typical pro ballplayer.”
The materialistic world that surrounds the young, rich, successful athletes leads to the poor decisions that make them bad choices as role models.  As the money starts to pile in from new found success of an up and coming athlete, it is all spent their new lavish lifestyle.  From several exotic cars to a mansion that could house an entire village, today’s athletes send the wrong impression to youths by the way they manage their money.  Few and far between does one see a famous icon giving back to the community or investing money in charity.  What a better example than MTV’s cribs, where cameras invade an entertainer’s house to show how greedy and ego-driven they really are.  Along with the money and material goods that come with a career in professional sports are the hundreds of women that are lured by fame.  In 1998, Sports Illustrated reported that there is more than one illegitimate child per NBA player (Drought).  This astonishing figure represents a lack of self-control and responsibility, two very important attributes of a role model for kids. In the NFL, America’s most popular sport, the trend of irresponsible athletes continues, with over 21% of the players having a criminal record in 1997 (Elder).  Not included in this percentage are athletes who have faced harmful public legal battles such as Ray Lewis or Rae Carruth, who were both charged for murder during the 1999 NFL season (Elder).   This negative publicity greatly affects the image of the league, leading the public to assume the NFL is a league of thugs with no morals.  With the NFL attracting so many young fans these athletes place a horrible impression on America’s youth. With hockey struggling through a lockout and cancelled season and baseball resting under a cloud of doubt created by steroid use, it seems there are very few places to turn for a role model in popular professional sports. 
Many would argue the case that there are still a select group of “good guys” in sports that avoid much of the negative press that is associated with the rest of the league.  However, even these “poster boys” often have many flaws revealed when placed under the intense microscope created by the adoring public and media.  Magic Johnson, the face of the NBA for a decade by winning five championships during the 80’s, took a sever hit when he contracted the HIV virus (Drought).  All of a sudden the player known for his happy-go-lucky attitude on the court and his friendly nature with his large fan base was now known for poor sexual lifestyle, having unprotected sex with several women almost every night (Drought). The most famous athlete of all time, Michael Jordan, has also fallen victim at times to his own fame.  As his status reached an all-time high after winning his first championship in 1991, people began to see Jordan in a different light as he underwent a transition from tongue wagging wonder boy to a much more serious and competitive athlete.  Books were written about his cruel competitive nature, which led to ugly confrontations with opponents and teammates (McCallum).  This competitiveness also led to gambling problems, which culminated when it was reported in the early nineties that he had a gambling debt in the millions (McCallum).  These attacks combined with the marriage problems he was undergoing at the time lead to a tarnished image that was no longer worthy of role model status.  Michael Jordan, hands down the most well liked athlete of all time, still had flaws and proved that no matter how magical his basketball ability was, he could not be the role model that so many wanted him to be.
When searching deep enough it is possible to find an athlete that lives an admirable lifestyle, but with so few examples to chose from, it seems to be a much better decision for a youth to look elsewhere for a role model.  The competitive, hard nosed, uncompassionate attitude that make so many athletes great ballplayers does not translate to becoming a good model for kids to look up to.  A famous athlete can provide a wonderfully entertaining two to three hour experience, but they will not be the person taking care of their admirer when he/she is sick, putting the food on the table, providing them an education, or teaching them about spirituality. It is up to the parents, brothers, sisters, teachers, clergy-men, and friends to play the roles of role models, and teach the youth the ability to distinguish the admiration they have for a specific athlete from the individual they model their life after.
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