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Introduction



The recent BALCO (Bay Area Laboratory Co-Operative) controversy is widely regarded as the worst doping scandal in history. We believe so because it impacts the most powerful and popular organizations in sports (the NFL, Major League Baseball, and Olympic track and field). BALCO also proved just how far science has slipped behind the cheaters in this race. This alone makes this book’s critical message extremely timely and interesting to so many. But the comprehensive analysis of BALCO, as well as steroids in baseball, and the record-breaking doping violations uncovered at the Athens Summer Games are only a part of the crisis that faces modern sports.


Children in single-parent homes and those kids being raised with TV and video games as the most significant influences instead of moms and dads are reaching adolescence with far fewer role models and less respect for authority figures, rules, or the values of sportsmanship and fair competition. The problems facing sports today—trash-talking; violence toward officials; taunting celebrations; drug use to enhance performance; drugs, alcohol, and sex as status symbols for kids and recruiting tools for colleges; and cheating in every imaginable form—are getting worse, not better.


There are solutions, however. And with experience perfectly suited to identify the problems, understand their severity, and develop realistic plans to attack them, we have invested years of research and critical thinking to present what is truly a revelation of how dire the condition of competition has become.


Is it really that bad? Is it necessary to approach issues in sports so seriously? Consider the following:


• Competition for scholarships and financial rewards is causing deaths to young people at higher rates than ever. From June to September 2004, three athletes from the Houston area and one from Dallas died suddenly during or after workouts:


[image: Images] September 9, 2004—A Houston drill team member, Sara Krauss, age 16, dies minutes after the end of practice inside the school’s gymnasium.


[image: Images] Aug. 30, 2004—A Houston high school football player, Ivan Okafor, age 15, collapses and later dies after practice.


[image: Images] Aug. 2, 2004—A Dallas high school football player, Eric Brown, age 17, dies after suffering heat-related symptoms following football practice.


[image: Images] June 8, 2004—A former Houston high school football player, McCollins Umeh, age 18, dies in Tucson, Arizona, after he faints 15 minutes into his first off-season workout at the University of Arizona.


• The FDA banned the weight-loss supplement ephedrine in March 2004 after 80 related deaths.


• Andro sales were also banned after sales of Mark McGwire’s choice of steroid precursor sharply increased when the world learned it was the reason behind his home-run power. McGwire even stopped using it because he recognized the damage it could do to kids who could buy it over the counter.


• We know more than ever about the permanent damage caused by concussions in football, including never before understood depression, thanks to Dr. Bailes’ research. We also know that NFL, college, and high school football coaches are underdiagnosing these life-threatening brain injuries.


• Despite higher levels of death and disease among Italian soccer players, American professional wrestlers, European cyclists, and bodybuilders worldwide than are normal for men in similar age groups, athletes continue to use steroids, blood-doping drugs, and supplements that are as dangerous as ephedrine. Kids know these athletes and imitate their every move. Kids are also more susceptible to the dangers of these chemicals because their bodies have not fully developed.


Doping is a deadly serious problem. And it still does not stop there. Serious social problems can also be attributed to sports:


• Rape by athletes who are conditioned to feel entitled, even untouchable.


• Violence toward girlfriends, officials, or fans at bars or in ballparks.


• Academic fraud.


• Offering extra benefits to prize recruits.


• Authority figures abusing their positions to seek self-satisfaction instead of setting honorable examples. (See, for example, one out of every 20 college coaches, a number that could be higher or lower depending on whether you believe every basketball coach who parties with co-eds from the opposing school is caught, whether every football coach who has sex with strippers is busted, whether every player who receives cash under the table eventually has a falling out with the coach and reveals the NCAA violation, or whether every tutor hired by an athletic department to write an athlete’s papers eventually comes forward with the truth. This list literally could fill its very own book.)


• Little League coaches and parents setting terrible examples—losing their tempers, lying about eligibility, overusing a 10-year-old’s pitching arm, or caring more about winning games than teaching lessons and building character.


• Christian schools bending rules and boundaries to recruit the best players.


• Figure skating and boxing judges who are bought or otherwise influenced.


• Olympic committee members who take bribes to award athletes at the sacred Olympic Games.


Every parent knows it is a challenge to raise children in a world where ethics and morality are considered an option or a right rather than a vital component to a healthy and productive society. Many parents, if they were shown this ugly reality, would still think little of changing their behavior or the way they monitor their child’s development. This puts the onus on coaches, other parents, older kids they look up to, league administrators, legislators, and everyone along the way to play some role in shaping kids who are being neglected. Those playing by the rules need to make sure cheaters are held accountable. Those who truly care need to aggressively pursue solutions and celebrate the successes with future leaders and role models.


With a frank discussion of the facts, this book makes its case based on a compilation of evidence and extensive primary research. The power of this book can be found in the exclusive, problem- and solution-seeking interviews with highly acclaimed sports figures and experts, including:


• Several Olympic gold medalists and other Olympians;


• The heads of the nation’s most highly regarded youth sportsmanship organizations;


• The head of the National Association of Sports Officials;


• The world’s most renowned experts in the fields of medicine (specifically steroids, heatstroke, and brain injury), ethics, and youth sports education;


• The head of the NCAA’s drug testing and education programs;


• The creator of one of the most successful antidrug and steroid education programs in the country;


• Members of the world’s antidoping agencies;


• One former NFL player;


• One former NCAA major-college basketball coach and athletic director;


• One five-time steroid-free world powerlifting champion;


• One legend of professional wrestling who now speaks out against the steroids he once abused;


• One legendary golfer who owns the record for most major victories in a sport where ethics are a way of life, not an option; and


• One legendary NBA star who challenged parents to be role models for their children and not to place such responsibility in the hands of others.


In an interview for this book in April 2004, world-renowned steroids expert Dr. Charles Yesalis said he was still informing a mostly uninformed army of journalists about steroids. He said he’d logged close to 200 interviews in less than two months with those seeking insight into baseball’s “shocking” revelation during the BALCO investigation—that elite athletes were using steroids to boost their performance. This is despite the fact that athletes have been using steroids since the 1950s. And while steroids have been, since the time of their discovery, the subject of in-depth and investigative pieces by the world’s news organizations, the media’s watchdogs have been largely asleep in terms of alerting the public about the prevalence and dangers of steroid use and its spread to kids in high school and junior high.


Finally, Dick Pound, founding chair of the World Anti-Doping Agency, says of the struggle with performance-enhancing drugs: “The fight against doping in sport . . . is the single greatest danger that faces sport today.” We agree and have compiled, in the pages that follow, an unprecedented collection of evidence behind that statement, as well as evidence of the overall erosion of ethics in sports. We also offer a comprehensive analysis of the solutions society can focus on so that one day all that is good about sports can again far outweigh that which man has meant for evil. This has not been the case these days. If this is not already clear to the reader, it should soon be.








1



Reality Check: Kids Are Using Steroids


Aggressive is a word sports fans love to hear. They love a baseball team that is aggressive at the plate, on the mound, and on the base paths. Fans want sports heroes to tackle aggressively, drive the lane aggressively, and attack the pin on the golf course aggressively, regardless of the hazards involved. But aggressive does not describe the way most parents and coaches of high school and college athletes educate these young stars about the dangers of steroids and so-called dietary supplements. Likewise, school leaders are not aggressive in urging parents and coaches to teach teenagers about this critical information; they do not break through the wall of perceived invincibility that young athletes build as they march toward sports fame. Most importantly, too many adults are not aggressively mentoring and monitoring today’s youth. Or worse, they are taking the opposite approach—aggressively pursuing any means necessary to turn their elite athlete into the next superstar. This may involve giving up whatever it takes—time, money, or ethics—in order to obtain the best training, the latest supplements, or even the “safest” steroids, all three of which are discussed in the pages ahead.


Clear evidence of steroid use by teens has been successfully discovered and unsuccessfully disseminated for too many years. And while it may be bad for America’s pastime, the recent steroid controversy in baseball has been good for America because it revealed the prevalence of the problem. Penn State professor and world-renowned steroids expert Dr. Charles Yesalis first uncovered the magnitude of this drug abuse by reporting that 300,000 people—athletes and nonathletes—used steroids per year in the late 1990s.1 (See sidebar 1.1, “Survival of the Fittest?”). In his 2002 book, Yesalis estimated that “500,000 to 600,000” kids in the United States had used steroids in the previous year.2 And in a December 2004 phone interview with Dr. Yesalis, he said that number has nearly doubled to 1,000,000, citing the most recent Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System (YRBSS) study conducted by the National Institute on Drug Abuse. “And that’s one million high school athletes who are cycling [steroids], because no one takes just one pill or one shot. Now if that’s not enough to seriously raise our level of concern, what is?”3


But the abuse exceeds these statistics. A problem that is much larger and more disappointing is the number of children U.S. athletic programs fail to properly educate on this subject each year. Most experts agree, education is the key to truly reaching the greatest number of kids and to having the strongest impact on their future choices. The premise of this book goes a step further: An athlete properly educated by loving parents, caring coaches, and involved administrators—all of whom aggressively and persistently discourage the use of steroids, deplore other forms of drug abuse, supervise the sketchy world of supplement use, condone good sportsmanship, and encourage the overall pursuit of exemplary citizenship—is an athlete already on the road to success in life, not just competitive sports. Opening a newspaper or turning on SportsCenter these days brings the latest news about the most recent bad apple in professional or college sports. The only way to reverse this trend is to convince the next generation of stars that success does not have to be stolen. Winning does not have to come at a cost of losing our moral and ethical obligations. Aggressively pursuing sports dreams does not require the reckless endangerment of what matters so much more than sports—health, happiness, and human triumph attained without cheating.


Unfortunately, eliminating doping in sports has been a historically challenging task. Steroid use is not a new enemy. U.S. Olympic weightlifting coach Bob Hoffman accused the Soviet Union of doping at the 1952 Olympic Games in Helsinki, Finland, after the Russians won three gold medals, three silver medals, and one bronze medal. Hoffman told the Associated Press, “I know they’re taking the hormone stuff to increase their strength.”4 But those claims would not be proven definitively until 2003, when former leading Soviet Union sports scientist Michael Kalinski provided evidence of a well-documented, state-supported steroid research program in his country, which recommended that its elite athletes in many sports use anabolic steroids.5


And long before the acronym BALCO6 became familiar in the nation’s newspapers, the letters GDR (German Democratic Republic) caused a stir in the 1970s. Dr. Steven Ungerleider, a sports psychologist, began to learn of the dangerous effects of steroids in the late 1970s when his clients told him stories of East Germany’s enormous female swimmers. “They were huge,” wrote Ungerleider, relaying one of the descriptions given to him. “They had shoulders like Dallas Cowboys, hair growing all over their bodies.”7 Former West German Olympic swimmer Brigitte Berendonk and her husband, Werner Franke, a molecular biologist, have been instrumental in uncovering East Germany’s state-sponsored program that may have involved the doping of as many as 10,000 athletes. Their efforts helped convict the former Eastern Bloc country’s top sports official and sports doctor in 1998 for causing bodily harm to its athletes. Many of the victims were minors when they were made to swallow what they believed were vitamins.8 In 1997 Berendonk and Franke reported that Manfred Höppner, deputy director and chief physician of the East German Sports Medical Service, claimed, “many, if not all, medal-winning GDR athletes in strength- and speed-dependent events at the Olympic Games of 1972 in Munich had been treated with Oral-Turinabol.”9




Sidebar 1.1: Survival of the Fittest?


“ ‘SURVIVOR’ WANNABE” reads the headline over the photo on the front page of the Houston Chronicle on January 14, 2003. It’s a shot of a smiling, good-looking young man with a tight tank top stretching to cover his fit physique. The caption beneath the photo reads: “Houstonian Daniel Lue, a tax accountant and business owner, is a member of the cast of Survivor: Amazon. Lue, 27, says his greatest achievement is transforming himself from a 98-pound weakling.” There is nothing new about guys like Lue. He is one of countless other body-building, muscle-manufacturing stories. He’s this week’s episode—another illustration of a growing segment of society that is driven to look better. And in most cases, looking better means looking bigger and stronger. There is nothing wrong with that. In fact, there is everything right with lifting weights. If done naturally, it’s incredibly healthy and is proven to actually make you live longer, or at least look younger.


No form of exercise more powerfully turns back the markers of age than weight training. It increases strength, retards osteoporosis, speeds up metabolism, enhances mobility, improves posture and dramatically increases energy.1


It’s important to note the flipside—the other growing segment of society that is not nearly as driven as Lue. These people are driving to McDonald’s right now with no plans to exercise in the near future. This increasingly larger portion of the population—growing in numbers and waist size—is in far greater danger of suffering severe health problems, as are their future generations. The potential athletes among them will have a harder time getting as fit as and keeping up with guys like Lue. That competition is becoming a greater reason for young athletes to choose a shortcut to transform from a “weakling” into something much more. While Lue may not have taken performance-enhancing drugs, the evidence worldwide suggests that many in his shoes are seeking the easy way instead of the better way—a bigger, stronger or leaner, meaner body and the self-confidence that comes with it.


The sooner-the-better mentality applies to so much of what we do these days; thus it certainly seems this way of thinking would easily apply to bodybuilding and not just to professionals. Chris Redden, a medical school student who lives in Houston, Texas, and was interviewed by the Shreveport Times in 2002, has a lot in common with Lue, only Redden readily admitted to using steroids to gain the improved physique so many of us strive for. Not only does Redden share the same city with Lue, he no doubt shares some of his reasoning for wanting to get bigger—to be more attractive to the opposite sex. Redden began lifting weights as someone who “wasn’t really serious about it.”2 Ultimately, however, he gained a purpose for pumping iron that would take him to Mexican pharmacies during two years worth of weekends in order to buy anabolic steroids legally in a foreign country and then to work on his synthetically enhanced body in a Texas gym.


Redden said that although he has since been examined by doctors, and has escaped almost all of the possible side effects of steroids, his experimentation with the drugs was abuse. “I was a healthy 18-year-old. There was really no need for me to do this. I was doing it for cosmetic uses only. I would say, yes, I probably abused them.”3 Redden was told by a casual new acquaintance which types of steroids he should take. His friend said, “ ‘it’s going to get you strong and get you big and get you abs.’ It was everything I was interested in having. . . . Right off the bat, I could see that my abs were starting to come out really easily. I always had those love handles, and they just disappeared.” Redden told the Times that he’d gained 18 to 20 pounds of muscle in the first month, while his bench press increased by 130 pounds. He was so impressed with the results and lack of immediate side effects that he told himself, “If I added on different types of steroids, I could get bigger.”4 That’s how quickly these dangerous drugs can take control, especially in an increasingly harsh world that measures its men as buff or weak, and its women as fine or flabby. Redden weighed 202 pounds and couldn’t bench press 225 pounds before using steroids. His weight reached 242 pounds on his 6-foot-2 frame, and his bench press ballooned to 365 at the height of his steroid use. “I was extremely amazed. I had been in the gym a year and a half previously, and I hadn’t seen anything. It’s just like a complete surprise, and you just want more. They hook you. You look good, and you want to look better.”


But at what cost?





Similar large-scale drug scandals have since been confirmed in other countries, including the United States. The cheating has been persistent and continues today:


• John Ziegler, a doctor who worked with scientists at Ciba Pharmaceuticals (now Novartis) in Summit, New Jersey, created Dianabol in 1958. He later supplied the drug—the first mass-produced anabolic steroid—to the 1960 U.S. Olympic weightlifting team.10


• During the 1967 Tour de France, British cyclist Tom Simpson died with high levels of methamphetamine in his system, and a vial of the drug was found in his pocket. It was the first doping death to be televised.11


• At the 1972 Munich Games, U.S. track and field athlete Jay Sylvester unofficially polled all the track and field competitors and reported that 68 percent had used anabolic steroids to prepare for the Olympics before testing for steroids began.12


• Eight out of 275 athletes who were tested at the Montreal Games were disqualified after testing positive for steroids in 1976.


• Nineteen athletes were disqualified for testing positive for banned substances at the 1983 Pan American Games, the first event in which testosterone levels were tested.


• California physician Robert Kerr admitted to providing steroids for 3,000 to 4,000 patients (although other reports give a much higher number13), many of whom he said were celebrities and many others who were Olympic athletes. He claimed under oath to have prescribed androgenic steroids to 20 medal winners in the 1984 Olympic Games in Los Angeles.14


• One of the most widely publicized steroid scandals involved one man, Canadian sprinter Ben Johnson. Because American rival Carl Lewis was awarded the 1988 gold medal that was stripped from Johnson after his positive steroid test, and because of the high-profile nature of the hotly contested 100-meter dash, this doping story sparked much suspicion about these and other Olympic Games.


• In 1988 South Carolina’s football program was rocked by an article in Sports Illustrated by former player Thomas Chaikin, who uncovered an organized steroid distribution scandal at the school. His story eventually resulted in three coaches pleading guilty to lesser charges. The case also produced multiple convictions from outside the program.


• Martti Vainio, a long-distance runner who forfeited an Olympic medal in 1984 after failing a drug test, said the use of banned substances by top Finnish athletes was common in the early 1980s.15


• Another doping scandal with effects reaching across the globe surfaced in 1998. A large cache of banned substances (including the endurance-boosting hormone EPO) was discovered during the 1998 Tour de France, cycling’s Super Bowl. Shortly afterward, the World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) was created. Adham Sbeih became the first U.S. athlete to test positive for EPO at the U.S. cycling championships in August 2003.


• The high likelihood that a systematic doping program is at work in China’s swimming program was uncovered in 1998 by FINA (La Fédération Internationale de Natation), the sport’s governing body. Six drug-related suspensions occurred at the world championships in Australia in January (four swimmers in Perth tested positive for Triamterene, a steroid-masking diuretic, and a fifth swimmer and her coach were suspended for attempting to smuggle 13 vials of the human growth hormone, Somatropin, into Australia). Most of the 28 Chinese swimmers who have been suspended for drug offenses during the 1990s train at the same regional and military training centers, implying systematic use of drugs.16


• The most damaging contemporary doping scandal—one that has yet to fully unravel as of the writing of this book—involves the illegal manufacturing and distributing of a “designer steroid” known as THG (tetrahydrogestrinone), which, according to a UCLA scientist who helped develop a test for the previously unknown substance, is similar in structure to the banned steroid gestrinone.17 British sprinter Dwain Chambers, Europe’s 100-meter record holder and one of his country’s best hopes for a gold medal at the Athens Olympics, has been permanently barred by UK Athletics, the nation’s track and field governing body, from ever competing for Britain in the Olympics. He is banned from any competition for two years, and he is the first athlete who has been punished for testing positive for THG. He leads a list of elite athletes—one that is sure to grow—who have tested positive for the drug.18 (See chapter 4, “BALCO and Beyond: The Biggest Doping Scandal in Sports History,” for more on THG).


• Six U.S. athletes tested positive in 2003 for modafinil, a stimulant related to substances banned by the IAAF (International Association of Athletics Federations): sprinter Chryste Gaines, hurdlers Sandra Glover and Eric Thomas, and hammer thrower John McEwen tested positive at the U.S. track championships in June; hurdler Chris Phillips tested positive at the World Championships in Paris in August; and sprinter Kelli White tested positive at both the U.S. and world championships. White and Gaines are coached by Remi Korchemny, one of the four men charged in the BALCO drug ring.


• U.S. sprinter Jerome Young receives a lifetime ban by the U.S. Anti-Doping Agency on November 11, 2004, following the former 400-meter world champion’s second positive test for an illegal steroid. The significance of Young’s second violation is that it came only five days after the International Association of Athletics Federations ruled that the 2000 U.S. men’s 4×400-meter relay team, which included Young and superstar Michael Johnson, should lose all of its gold medals because Young should not have been allowed on the team after testing positive for steroids in 1999. And two other members of the same 4×400 team—twins Calvin and Alvin Harrison—were each busted for doping prior to the 2004 Athens Games (Calvin tested positive for modafinil at the 2003 U.S. Championships, and Alvin was implicated in the BALCO controversy, having been found guilty of a “non analytical positive” after the USADA found credible evidence that he used THG in June 2004). Three members of a high-profile U.S. sprint relay team brought shame to their country.


This list includes only the more memorable doping controversies in history, spanning several generations and many sports. Inevitably, similar scenarios involving athletes abusing illegal performance-enhancing drugs have spread to all levels of sports and athletes—from elite to average. But whereas the historical origins of this drug use include an East German laboratory and a California doctor’s office, today’s steroid use most likely begins in a simpler but more stunning place—in the impressionable mind of a child or teenager. Whether it is through their connections to the Internet, friends at school, or secondary acquaintances at local gyms and health clubs, kids are learning about steroids and leaping into the fire. The proof is everywhere, including the NCAA’s 2001 drug-use habits survey, which reported that most ergogenic substance use—which includes anabolic steroids—starts in high school.19


Almost every modern survey conducted on steroid use arrives at the same conclusion: anywhere from 3.5 percent of teenagers (athletes and nonathletes) to 12 percent (athletes only) are using these drugs. That number drastically increases when you study only high school football players. A survey of football teams at nine schools conducted in 2000 by two University of Louisiana–Lafayette professors in 1999 and 2000 revealed that 28 percent of football players used steroids.20 This percentage is nearly identical to that of the Shreveport Times’ subsequent survey of 125 male athletes at seven Shreveport-area high schools in July of 2001 in which 27.2 percent admitted to taking anabolic steroids and 60.8 percent claimed to have known a local player who had tried them.21 More evidence of the proliferation of steroids in our high schools includes the following:


• A survey of California high school students, results of which were made public on March 24, 2004, found more than 52 percent of boys and 33 percent of girls know someone who takes steroids or supplements. Five percent of girls said they had used such substances. More than 13 percent of boys and 10 percent of girls reported they used anabolic steroids or knew someone who took them.22


• The University of Michigan’s well-regarded “Monitoring the Future” survey showed that 3.5 percent of high school seniors used anabolic steroids in 2003. The percentage had hovered between 2 and 3 percent for the first 10 years of this annual study before shooting up to 3.7 percent in 2001 and 4 percent in 2002.23


• The use of androstenedione (Andro), the direct precursor to testosterone, by high school seniors was reported at 4.7 percent in the 2002 “Monitoring the Future” survey. The substance has since been banned by most professional leagues and legislation is pending to make Andro and other steroid “precursors” illegal by making them subject to the Controlled Substances Act.


• According to a 2002 study led by Randall R. Wroble, teens feel pressure to take steroids and they believe the drugs are easily available. In a survey of 1,553 pre-adolescent (10- to 14-year-old) athletes from 34 states, over 2 percent felt the need to take steroids to improve performance and would consider taking them. Wroble compared his team’s results to a study conducted in 1989. These athletes stated that they know where to obtain steroids (88 percent at this time versus 87 percent in 1989). These athletes also say that they are still being offered steroids (3 percent today compared to 4 percent in 1989). And those who are offered steroids often accept them (11 of 49 students, 22 percent).24


• A 2001 survey by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention showed that 11.2 percent of Louisiana high school boys surveyed reported using steroids, and 5.7 percent of Tennessee high school girls acknowledged such use.25


• A survey of 45,000 high school students conducted by the University of Michigan Institute for Social Research in 2000 offered frightening estimates about the growing steroids problem:


[image: Images] “The rates of steroid use reported among boys in grades 8, 10 and 12 were 2.2 percent, 3.6 percent and 2.5 percent.”


[image: Images] “The rate of use among 8th- and 10th-grade boys rose 50 percent between 1999 and 2000—from 1.2 percent to 1.7 percent.”


[image: Images] “The rate of use among girls has remained steady since 1998.”26


Most experts agree there is likely some level of underreporting that occurs in these surveys. Dr. Robert Voy, the chief medical officer for the U.S. Olympic Committee from 1983 to 1989, goes as far as estimating that one in six high school players use steroids to compete. What’s more interesting, however, is that Dr. Voy believes that number increases to one in four in college and one in three in professional sports.27 Though some may argue these numbers to be high, it makes sense that the prevalence of steroid use correlates with the increasing level of competition. As the stakes rise, so do the pressures of winning. The tendency to turn to steroids also rises. Perennial state championship contenders, whose top players go on to play at major Division I universities, and whose bench warmers still play on less-heralded college teams, are almost unquestionably going to have more steroid users in their locker rooms. When the rewards of a college football scholarship or a professional baseball contract begin to surface, they are very attractive, much more appealing than the risks are discouraging.


As troubling as the above research may be, the more distressing fact remains: not enough high school coaches and their principals have accepted these facts or are taking dramatic steps to effect change in young athletes. The “Monitoring the Future” survey has warned of increasingly high numbers of steroid users since 1991. That was a year after the NCAA implemented a steroid-testing plan, clearly a sign by the governing body of collegiate athletics that this was a problem in need of addressing. Consider that 14 years ago there was substantial proof that 14-year-olds were taking steroids. Yet during those years, the many improvements athletes made on the field did not coincide with the improvement coaches, parents, and others made in their obligation to prevent steroid use.


The story of three teens from Clearfield, Utah, a small city about 30 minutes north of Salt Lake City, is proof that kids are doing whatever it takes to get steroids. The three were arrested in May of 2002 after they made a run to Mexico to buy $15,000 worth of steroids. The 16- and 17-year-old boys took money from as many as 12 other students28 and drove to Tijuana, Mexico, to purchase the drugs. Kids barely old enough to drive had the guts to drive more than 800 miles, enter a foreign country, buy drugs they knew were illegal, and transport them into the United States.29 The incidents of kids actually getting caught are few, but only because law enforcement officials admit they cannot devote more resources to policing steroid use and trafficking, especially when they are struggling to fight the abuse of other illegal drugs that affect so many more young people. In 2003, 76.6 percent of high school seniors reported having used alcohol; 58.1 percent said they had been drunk in their lifetime; 46.1 percent had tried marijuana; 14.4 percent had used methamphetamines; and 7.7 percent had done cocaine.30 The drug problem in the United States is obviously still rampant. These statistics give coaches responsible for the strength and conditioning of athletes even more reason to be the first to recognize when kids bulk up too quickly (see chapter 7, “Solutions to the Out-of-Control Drug Problem in Sports,” for visible signs of steroid use from which parents and coaches can benefit).


Roland Eveland is the offensive coordinator for Carencro High School’s football team in Lafayette, Louisiana, and he was, for years, the school’s strength and conditioning coach. Bob Gobel is a high school football coaching legend in West Virginia with more than 20 years of experience, including experience as head coach for two West Virginia colleges. Charles Breithaupt is the athletic director for the University Interscholastic League, the governing body of Texas high school sports. These men, who are not unlike thousands of coaches, medical trainers, and athletic administrators across the country, are losing the war on steroids. These men, in positions of authority, are not acting on the evidence before them:


• “In 20 years” of supervising young athletes, Eveland told the Shreveport Times in 2001, “I’ve probably had 5,000 athletes that have been through the weight training program. I wouldn’t think but maybe one or two of them in the whole group probably abused something else than creatine.”31


• “The superintendents believe there’s not a significant problem,” said Breithaupt, who said a survey he facilitated to Texas superintendents showed no need or willingness to begin statewide steroid testing of high school athletes. “They think it can be dealt with through education.”32


• “From what I’ve seen, I really don’t think it’s a big issue as far as abuse at the prep level,” said Gobel, who told the Charlestown (W.Va.) Gazette that he has been suspicious of very few players taking steroids. “A lot of young men are aware that it’s a shortcut, but it’s not gonna do you any good when you go to college, because you will be tested. It seems like they’re pretty much aware of that.”33


Eveland does not think his young athletes are using steroids, but the statistics above and many more below prove that they are. Breithaupt believes the current education system is working. The coaches who were polled may be correct in thinking education is a better alternative to testing, but clearly their education programs are not effective enough. Gobel has the notion that young athletes seeking an edge in an increasingly competitive sports world have “pretty much” come to the realization that they can’t use steroids, not the same steroids being used by professional, international, and collegiate athletes in every sport and at every level. The overwhelming evidence confirms that these impressionable, daring, and sometimes desperate athletes are “aware” of the testing, but they are even more aware of the ways to avoid being caught using them. These athletes are also aware of the artificial muscle gains that can be made and of the very high numbers of athletes across the globe who are breaking the rules and taking these steroids and other banned substances—a number they can presume is certainly much higher than the number of athletes who are caught and punished every year, which is addressed in chapter 3, “Athletes to Kids: Do as We Say, Not as We Do.”


Evidence of America’s steroid problem should provoke those in charge of our children to take more aggressive action in dissuading steroid use—namely through effective education. The “Monitoring The Future” study actually shows that young athletes are becoming less wary of the dangers of steroids each year. In 1998, 68.1 percent of surveyed 12th-graders saw “great risk” in using steroids, but by 2003 the rate had dropped to 55 percent. Similar findings have been reported for disapproval rates. In 1997, 90.8 percent of the respondents (identical to the figure in 1990, the first year of the survey) disapproved of steroid use. That number had steadily dropped to 86 percent by 2003.


Part of this decrease in disapproval can be attributed to the influences in the lives of the kids who responded to this survey. If their peers use steroids, and if they are not being discouraged effectively by their parents and coaches, kids won’t fear the results of using steroids. Making matters worse is the fact that some parents and coaches actually encourage their young athletes to use unnatural means to become bigger and stronger, seeking athletic scholarships to make life better for the athlete or themselves. Doctors and expert researchers know how disappointing and real this situation is:


• “If you really believe in winning at all costs, and that’s how you raise your kids, drug use is not illogical,” Dr. Yesalis told USA Today in 2002. “I get about one call a year from one or two idiot parents who want my blessing to their use of growth hormone or anabolic steroids for a kid who is otherwise normal, but they want Johnny or Mary to be a superstar. The conversations are very short, and I’m not very polite. Use of these drugs by kids in sports is wrong. No discussion.”34


• “We get calls from parents with high school athletes all the time wanting to enhance their son or daughter’s performance,” says Dr. Frank Uryasz, president of the National Center for Drug Free Sport and the NCAA’s director of sports sciences. “Some of them are just questions about dietary supplements, but other calls are about growth hormones and other products. So we can’t always rely on parents to be the voice of reason.”35


• “I think part of it is that the coaches don’t really want to know how the athletes can come back 30 pounds heavier a few months later,” said Aynsley Smith, Ph.D., of Mayo Clinic’s Sports Medicine Center. “Where I suspect I am seeing signs of steroid use is during screening physicals for junior college teams. Many of those players are hoping they’ll still catch on at a four-year school. They look ripped, and I see lots of stretch marks, but not like they’ve been working hard in the gym.”36


• “A lot of the family practice, primary care docs, are the ones getting the pressure,” Dr. Edward Morgan, an orthopedic surgeon told the Shreveport Times in 2001. “We’ve really got a culture where every dad wants his son to be a professional athlete, and you’ve got this ‘We’re going to win at any cost,’ and unfortunately the kids kind of get wrapped up in it.”37


• “I see the kids in the office,” said Nicholas DiNubile, orthopedic surgeon and team doctor for the NBA’s Philadelphia 76ers. “The coaches look the other way; their parents want them getting that scholarship. A lot of people look away when it comes to steroids.”38


• When 125 football players in Shreveport were asked, “Who, if anyone, has talked to you about the good and/or bad effects of supplements/steroids?” only 22 respondents said their coach. Six others cited a parent, friend, or relative, while 97 either left the question blank or answered “no one.”39


• The 2004 California high school student steroid survey found that 18 percent of boys know coaches or other sports-related staff who promote the use of such substances.40


• “Who has more credibility with athletes than coaches?” asks Dr. Frank Uryasz. “When we speak on campuses, we’re always telling administrators to be sure that their staff members aren’t the pushers.”41


As sad as it is that leaders of young, impressionable athletes fail to realize how much of an impact they can have on steering their kids away from steroids, it is encouraging to know there are solutions that schools can adopt that succeed despite this problem. A program called ATLAS (Athletes Training and Learning to Avoid Steroids) empowers young athletes to lead drug-prevention education. With the help of coaches and administrators, this program, highly recommended by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and the National Institute on Drug Abuse, is a peer- and team-based program that works. Along with ATHENA (Athletes Targeting Healthy Exercise and Nutrition Alternatives), it is thoroughly detailed in chapter 7.





2



Follow the Leader: Kids Need Better Mentors, Heroes


Noted twenty-first-century philosopher Charles Barkley offers the following nugget of knowledge in his book I May Be Wrong But I Doubt It: “I just want guys to never ever take for granted how unbelievable our lives are, how much influence we have and how much impact we can have. I want to see guys maximize their impact after athletics, not throw it away.”1 Barkley, of course, is as wildly popular as he is abrasive and controversial, due as much to his outstanding ability as a player and his outspokenness as both a TV commentator and a leader/role model. He has seriously considered running for political office because he is genuinely concerned about social issues beyond the basketball arena. The quote from his book appears to be contradictory to his now famous proclamation in a 1993 Nike advertising campaign: “I am not a role model.” But most of us know by now that Barkley’s point in 1993 was an attempt to awaken a nation filled with parents who failed to be role models for their children. Of course, the commercials were also aimed at selling sneakers, deflecting criticism against professional athletes, and stirring the pot (as Sir Charles has always done in defiance of a world gone far too politically correct). Unfortunately, the public missed the intended point of the Nike ads and spent so much time “killing” Barkley because of it that they never embraced the validity of the message or the sincerity of the messenger. Without question we are in a worse situation today thanks to many parents who increasingly rely on television, video games, or someone or something else to babysit their children. The social injustice of neglectful parents ignoring the need to nurture their kids, as Barkley barked about in 1993, is a problem that continues to rage out of control and is very worthy of our time, discussion, and energy toward finding solutions. Solving the woes facing the world of sports includes identifying the larger, enveloping problems in society.


Former Oklahoma quarterback and U.S. Representative J. C. Watts connects these dots in his editorial in The Sporting News: “We live in a culture that has lost its way. . . . Sports at all levels, from high school to professional athletics, are being affected. . . . But no level of standards, rules, regulations or laws will prevent what we are witnessing. . . . The ultimate responsibility for instilling character in young athletes lies at the front door of their homes. Parents must take responsibility for developing the hearts and minds of their children before they send them out into the abyss of today’s culture.”2 (See sidebar 2.1, “Q&A with Jack Nicklaus.”)


Consider the following series of excerpts from various studies or related articles that depict the abyss Watts has accurately begun to describe, as well as a consistent, successful weapon in keeping kids from falling into the abyss—a strong, structured family:


• “In America today, [the] institutions [of marriage and family] are under attack. Social trends of the past four decades have seriously weakened marriage and family. Rampant no-fault divorce, unwed childbearing, cohabitation, single-parent families, absentee fathers, premarital and extramarital sexual relations—all have battered and weakened the American family. The crisis is real and its implications for America’s future are chilling. No civilization can long endure without strong, healthy families founded on the inviolable institution of marriage as the lifelong union of one man and one woman.”—Bridget Maher, policy analyst, Center for Marriage and Family Studies3


• “Parents in the U.S. spend less time with their children than parents do in any other developed nation in the world.”—President’s Council of Economic Advisors, 19994


• “Families have a huge impact on the values of their children. It’s not total, it’s not absolute; they don’t always mirror the values of their parents but it has a huge impact and parents concerned with spiritual things—and religion being the primary expression of that—generally are more concerned with ethical issues as well.”—Michael Josephson, founder and president of the Joseph and Edna Institute for Ethics5




Sidebar 2.1: Q&A with professional golfing legend Jack Nicklaus, winner of a record 18 major PGA championships, eight Champions Tour majors, and two amateur titles.1


Question: What role models influenced and monitored your respect for the rules?


Answer: As I grew up, my father was my role model. My father always played by the rules, he always competed hard, he had a great work ethic and he taught me to do the same. As I grew up, playing golf at Scioto Country Club in Columbus, I was, as a youngster, thrown in with adults, so I had to learn how to behave and treat my elders with respect and deal with being a young person in an adult world. I feel as if that experience made me grow up perhaps a little quicker and it also made me understand that most of these people, who have already experienced some of the problems that youngsters face, learned to cope with them. These people became mentors to me, and from many of them, I learned how I should conduct my life. And I believe that is one of the great aspects about the game of golf: Youngsters interact regularly with adults, and things that kids are tempted by and from in today’s society aren’t necessarily found in that atmosphere or environment. So I was a lucky one.


And then the teacher I had, Jack Grout, taught me much of the same thing—hard work, dedication, sportsmanship, playing by the rules. All the values I consider most important I learned from my dad and Jack Grout. These were important lessons for me in my life and lessons I wish would be pushed on to all kids as they grow up. Unfortunately, it doesn’t work that way. Not all sports are really involved around the adult world. And youngsters are under peer pressure. Sure, I had peer pressure and I succumbed to peer pressure in several ways. But, also because of the values I was taught from my other associations, the peer pressure wasn’t a major influence on my life; the adult atmosphere was. And the sport that I was playing, by virtue of conducting yourself under the rules of the game, one learns a code of ethics that virtually no other sport has.


Q: You put a great deal of onus on your role models and the adults you surrounded yourself with.


A: I don’t think a lot of kids have that. I think most of the kids today, if they had coaches and role models such as I had, those individuals would tell them what is right and what is wrong, and we wouldn’t have a lot of the things that we have today. I think too much emphasis today is put on winning at all costs, and as a result, coaches compromise themselves. If they don’t, they lose their jobs. The coach is put between a rock and a hard place. Frankly, there are coaches who don’t allow themselves to be put in that position and they have great programs and produce good athletes and good people. Unfortunately, a lot of coaches are about what’s in it for them, not the kids. The whole thing should be about the kids, not about the coaches.


Q: In your experience as a father and grandfather do you see a deterioration in the importance of sportsmanship at the sports events you watch?


A: I have 17 grandchildren—we just had our 17th—and at least 10 of them at this time are playing some sort of organized sport. I see the widest range of ethics that you could possibly see. I see some of my grandkids being taught sportsmanship; I see some of my grandkids playing a sport that is sometimes about the coach himself, which I obviously think is very disappointing. Me being a grandfather, it’s not my position to get in the middle. I try to keep my mouth shut as much as possible, and, you know, that can be pretty difficult for me (laughs). I do talk to their parents—my kids—and I think my five children understand the values of sportsmanship, because I think I tried to teach them the way I was taught. They are all smart and they understand when a coach is using kids. Of course, I see a coach who has given of his time to coach a little league team. But often, that coach’s son or daughter is the pitcher, or catcher, and the No. 3 batter, or they are the point guard or the quarterback. Is that the right message to send the other kids?





• “From my perspective as the executive director of the Citizenship Through Sports Alliance, our organization is deeply concerned about the deterioration of values today. It seems that there is a decline in basic fundamentals. And we’re concerned because sport plays such an important part in that it is such an incredible influence on young people.”—John Leavens, executive director, Citizenship Through Sports Alliance6


• “The number one predictor of the future friends, values and morals of children is the worship life of their parents and family—worship in the home and at church.”—1999 Gallup study7


• “Teens who do not consider religious beliefs important are almost three times likelier to drink, binge drink and smoke, almost four times likelier to use marijuana and seven times likelier to use illicit drugs than teens who strongly believe that religion is important. And teens who never attend religious services are twice as likely to drink, more than twice as likely to smoke, more than three times likelier to use marijuana and binge drink and almost four times likelier to use illicit drugs than teens who attend religious services at least weekly.”—2001 Columbia University study8


• “You would normally expect to see a higher percentage of religious families are going to exercise moral influence over their children. And that includes regular attendance at services, but to suggest that religion is therefore necessary in ethics is, I think, an inappropriate conclusion. . . . The children of ministers are not always good kids. The model is often as important as the preaching. So children will learn enormously from the way parents deal with situations, not just what they say. And children learn not just from how parents act when they know their kids are watching, but how they deal with temptation. A footnote to the religion issue is that kids in full-time religious schools cheat on exams at a higher rate—78 percent versus 72 percent. There are a lot of explanations for that—in private schools there’s more money; they may be more highly pressured by their parents—but the fact remains that the religious affiliation itself does not produce better behavior in all areas. The Archdiocese of Los Angeles just adopted a very comprehensive plan to institute character counseling. So we’ve got a Catholic school system acknowledging there are challenges developing character today that may require some different strategies and approaches than the traditional ones. That’s a pretty good indication that people in religious circles are in the same boat as everyone else in trying to cope with modern society.”—Michael Josephson, head of the world’s largest character counseling organization, the Josephson Institute of Ethics.9


(See sidebar 2.2, “A Word to Parents.”)


And what are the problems of modern society? In her book entitled The Family Portrait, Bridget Maher offers an extensive list. Maher’s comprehensive work describes society’s moral decline, which explains the disregard of morals and ethics by athletes at all levels in modern sports. Correcting society’s most serious problems obviously would have a residual effect on problems within the realm of sports, but in the absence of suddenly solving the world’s evils, knowing the roots of these evils at least gives schools, youth leagues, and other pertinent organizations more knowledge of the obstacles they face. The components and requirements of success in competitive sports, such as discipline, a strong work ethic, teamwork, respect for authority, respect for opponents and teammates, etc.—a lot of which we notice is disintegrating much as it is in society as a whole—can become a starting point to begin an improvement in a small but significant way. Leagues, coaches, and parents working together can take their understanding of society and its issues and target the problems with solutions that result in rewards—not just for their teams or their players but for the many other young players and fans who are involved in the same circle of influence.




Sidebar 2.2: A Word to Parents


One of the saddest and most tragic features of [our] “Civilization” is the awful prevalence of disobedience on the part of children to their parents during the days of childhood, and their lack of reverence and respect when they grow up. This is evidenced in many ways, and is general, alas, even in the families of professing Christians. In his extensive travels during the past thirty years the writer has sojourned in a great many homes. The piety and beauty of some of them remain as sacred and fragrant memories, but others of them have left the most painful impressions. Children who are self-willed or spoiled not only bring themselves into perpetual unhappiness but also inflict discomfort upon all who come into contact with them and augur, by their conduct, evil things for the days to come.


In the vast majority of cases the children are not nearly so much to be blamed as the parents. Failure to honor father and mother, wherever it is found, is in large measure due to parental departure from the Scriptural pattern. Nowadays the father thinks that he has fulfilled his obligations by providing food and raiment for his children, and by acting occasionally as a kind of moral policeman. Too often the mother is content to be a domestic drudge, making herself the slave of her children instead of training them to be useful. She performs many a task which her daughters should do in order to allow them freedom for the frivolities of a giddy set. The consequence has been that the home, which ought to be—for its orderliness, its sanctity, and its reign of love—a miniature heaven on earth, has degenerated into “a filling station for the day and a parking place for the night,” as someone has tersely expressed it.


Before outlining the duties of parents toward their children, let it be pointed out that they cannot properly discipline their children unless they have first learned to govern themselves. How can they expect to subdue self-will in their little ones and check the rise of an angry temper if their own passions are allowed free reign? The character of parents is to a very large degree reproduced in their offspring. . . .


—Arthur W. Pink, Christian author, based on his travels in the early 1900s1





No, it is not possible to decrease the teen pregnancy rate in America by teaching sportsmanship to Little League baseball players; nor will climbing divorce rates and their consequences be eliminated by coaches who successfully teach kids to respect officials. But there are small ways we can make a major difference. Here’s one example: If we know that “family disruption and lack of parental involvement during childhood correlate with increased lying, cheating, fighting and criminal activity in children,” and since we know that “children in single-parent families have a 77 percent greater risk of harm by physical abuse and an 87 percent greater risk of harm due to physical neglect,” and because we know “children in single-parent families have lower grades, lower expectations about college and poorer attendance records than do children in two-parent families,”10 we can positively influence children with divorced or disrupted families by being positive influences in fundamental areas for all the children on a particular team. If we know more about society’s problems, we understand the importance of being role models—not only those in charge (coaches, administrators) but those who participate (parents on the sidelines, team leaders, children of coaches, high school upperclassmen, and others).


Men coach the majority of youth sports today. One third of children who live exclusively with their mothers interact with their fathers in person once a year or not at all. These children can and often do find father figures among their coaches, and there is evidence that girls need fatherly influence as much as boys do. If what ails society also ails the sports world, the problems we are dealing with may appear too daunting, but a coach who is knowledgeable about these problems is at least armed to deal with the underlying issues that can lead to breakdowns within the context of a league or team. Using Maher’s The Family Portrait as a source, the following list is an attempt to summarize the youth’s biggest problems at present:


• Escalating drug and alcohol use and increased binge drinking.


• Increased parental adultery, a main reason for the increase in divorce and the rising cases of sexually transmitted diseases, including those that are present in nearly all cervical cancers.


• More births to unmarried women (nearly one in three), and the subsequent increase in children who will never have a father (one-fifth of white children and three-fifths of black children), and yet another high likelihood of divorce when single mothers do marry (twice as likely to divorce as were couples who did not enter marriage with children).


• Increases in cohabitation before marriage, which has a 46 percent greater risk of divorce than couples who do not live together before marriage, caused in part by increased infidelity because there is “less investment” in the sanctity of marriage.


• Increases in depression among children studied after divorces (more than one third of kids).


• An upsurge in divorce by children of divorced parents; increased suicide by these children; more abuse of children whose parents divorce; more sexual intercourse, teen pregnancies (twice as high in the United States than in any other advanced country), and STDs by these children.


• More high school dropouts who are pregnant; a higher risk of children born to teen mothers becoming juvenile delinquents and chronic criminals (males from these families are 1.7 times more likely to become chronic offenders, while the females were 2.8 times more likely).


• Increases in juvenile arrest rates for violent crimes (more than tripling from 1965 to 1992).


• Increases in teen abortions (9.5 million from 1973 to 1999 for women under age 20; one in 34 girls age 15 to 19 in 1996).


• Increases in teen suicide (between 1980 and 1998 the suicide rate among 10- to 14-year-olds doubled).11


Maher includes observations from a few public figures in her presentation:


• “From the wild Irish slums of the 19th century Eastern seaboard to the riot-torn suburbs of Los Angeles, there is one unmistakable lesson in American history: a community that allows a large number of young men to grow up in broken families, dominated by women, never acquiring any stable relationship to male authority, never acquiring any rational expectations about the future—that community asks for and gets chaos. Crime, violence, unrest, disorder—most particularly the furious, unrestrained lashing out at the whole structure—that is not only to be expected; it is very near to inevitable. And it is richly deserved.”—Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan12


• “Moral poverty is the poverty of being without loving, capable, responsible adults who teach you right from wrong; the poverty of being without parents and other authorities who habituate you to feel joy at others’ joy, pain at others’ pain, satisfaction when you do right, remorse when you do wrong; the poverty of growing up in the virtual absence of people who teach morality by their own everyday example and who insist that you follow suit. . . . And moral poverty, not economic poverty, is what marks some disadvantaged youngsters for a life of crime while passing over others in equal or greater material distress.”—William J. Bennett, John J. Dilulio Jr., and John P. Walters13


Distressing. Disheartening. Discouraging. But not cause for complete despair. There is plenty of hope. Most notably there is evidence that our efforts to strengthen the family, especially the bond and communication between parents and children, can make a difference, as the following research from Maher’s work suggests.


• In 2001, 79 percent of adults said parental supervision greatly affects whether or not a teenager tries illegal drugs.


• Teens’ connectedness to parents, including shared activities and high parental expectations, protects against serious emotional distress and suicide, according to the 1997 Adolescent Health study of 12,000 youth.


• When compared to other strategies, Americans think that the best solution to youth violence is for married parents to stay together and to stay involved in their children’s lives.


• In a 2000 poll, 78 percent supported a proposal to require married couples with children who are considering a divorce to obtain counseling before a divorce would be granted.


• Data from a 1997 longitudinal health study of 11,000 adolescents found that teens were more likely to delay sexual intercourse when they felt emotionally connected to their parents and when their parents disapproved of their being sexually active or using contraception.


• Nearly all teenagers believe that teens should be given a strong message from society to abstain from sex until at least after high school.


• In 1995, 44 percent of girls age 15-19 who said they had never had premarital sex cited religious or moral values as their main reason for abstaining.


• A 1998 poll shows that 62 percent think a divorce should be harder to obtain than it is now.


• A 1999 poll found that 64 percent of Americans think the rise of single-parent households is a serious problem.


• A 1998 poll found that 82 percent of Americans believe that teen pregnancy is a serious healthcare problem.


• In 1988, 37 percent of male teens said it was all right for a female to have an abortion for any reason, compared to 24 percent in 1995.


• In 1998, 72 percent of Americans agreed that married parents are less likely to have children who are violent and commit crimes.14


At the risk of grossly oversimplifying a tremendous palate of problems, Barkley was right in 1993, and he spoke the same words in 2004 in an interview for this book: “That’s the solution—you gotta be better parents, plain and simple,” he said. “Stop looking for cop-outs.” But Barkley’s message, quoted at the beginning of this chapter, is also worth an in-depth look. Professional athletes are role models who have the tremendous capability to positively affect children and teenagers. And they don’t have to wait until after athletics to “maximize their efforts.” They can begin to set better examples now by cleaning up their respective sports—clearly and consistently taking strong stances against drug use, working harder to seek out and discourage teammates from using performance-enhancing drugs, handling disputes with officials more professionally, and placing a priority on being a good citizen (one kids will want to look up to). Too often, kids today recognize elite athletes more because of their tattoos and temper tantrums than their character and abilities. But these star athletes have and always will enjoy “unbelievable” lives. Kids will always covet those lives. The actions of professional athletes can influence future stars as well as kids who play sports without a chance of reaching the pros. Barkley is, essentially, imploring his fellow stars to recognize God’s blessings, understand how those blessings can work meaningfully in young lives, and then take action—with the same maximum effort displayed in competition—in order to help others. If it sounds as if Charles Barkley is a role model, it should. He still insists today: “I think all athletes are leaders and somewhat of role models, but the biggest role models are parents, not famous jocks and famous people. Most jocks and famous people are good people, but they make mistakes and the media and parents blame them [for being poor role models].”15


Again, Barkley is right in asking parents to do their job and for the media to minimize their influence. A majority of celebrities and sports heroes are good. But a majority of kids who watch celebrities and sports heroes consider them peers, and research has definitively proven the power peers have in influencing adolescent behavior. Kids want to emulate mediated peers just as they do their favorite teacher, their playground friends, or their parents. Since kids spend so much time watching television, and since TV networks strive to grab their attention, mediated peers like belly-button-baring Brittany Spears and “Be Like Mike” Jordan are as much an influence as any other peers children have. Dr. Johnette McCrery, a college professor currently studying the effects of violent video games on children, has come across this evidence in her teaching. “Many of the trends and values adopted by young people are coming from mediated figures they know only through television,” McCrery says. “I remember reading in one of my textbooks that we are more likely to mourn today the death of a celebrity—for example, Princess Diana—than we are to mourn the death of a neighbor living right next door. I warn my students about replacing authentic relationships with mediated relationships because our mediated relationships can never be truly fulfilling. You must remember they are one-sided. Had I died eight years ago in a car wreck instead of Diana, she wouldn’t have cried for me the way I did for her.”17 Evidence strongly linking today’s teens with their television role models leaves us at the same conclusion reached during Barkley’s “I’m not a role model” fallout: Athletes should not be primary role models for children, but many times they are just that. Michael Josephson, author of several books on character building, including Parenting to Build Character in Your Teen (2001), is qualified to offer an expert opinion on realizing how star athletes can impact young lives. The Josephson institute of Ethics makes the claim that all of its programs are “nonpartisan and nonsectarian, promoting a common language of core values called the Six Pillars of Character: trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, fairness, caring and citizenship.”17 While his organization does not seek professional athletes to be spokesmen or role models, Josephson says that athletes have an important, powerful responsibility to help lead those who follow their every move:


I think we put too much responsibility and too much blame on the high profile people. Having said that, I don’t agree with Charles Barkley’s statement—and I don’t know if he agrees with it anymore—that they’re not role models, that they didn’t sign up for it. It’s not a volunteer position. . . . The problem is when we make it an either or. Wherever you are and whoever you are you have to do your share. You’re either contributing to the improvement or to the dilution [of morality] by what you do. To acknowledge that is terribly important. To say they’re not the primary role model is also not to say they’re not a relevant or influential role model. But I am absolutely convinced that no matter how bad we might see role models from our politicians to business people to celebrities to athletes, that if [kids] have good grounding where they live, where they play, where they learn, that negative role model simply becomes an illustration of what’s unacceptable rather than a temptation. . . . People become celebrities because of a talent that has nothing to do with character.18


Dr. Linn Goldberg, professor of medicine and the head of the Division of Health Promotion and Sports Medicine at Oregon Health and Science University, has also come to the conclusion that while kids today may emulate their sports heroes, there is no indication they will listen to warnings from superstars to steer clear of drugs of any kind. Dr. Goldberg also understands drug testing and how punishing teenagers has failed to change their behavior. He has, however, found an alternative solution that has proven to work—using peers as leaders and role models for other young athletes. Goldberg’s ATLAS program is a peer-led, team-based program that has worked so well that the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services has recognized it as a “model program” in 2000, the highest award for an antidrug program. ATLAS will be discussed in detail in the drug solutions chapter of this book (chapter 7), but the premise is simple. Antidrug messages from authority figures have failed to correct the problem, but early results of the ATLAS program substantiate some often-controversial psychological research that peers can have the greatest influence in adolescents’ lives. Therefore, peers can deter their peer groups from doping as well as using recreational drugs, driving while intoxicated, and stumbling into many more potential hazards of youth.


In her award-winning book, Judith Rich Harris provides perhaps the best evidence to date that peers have a bigger-than-ever impact on adolescent development.19 And while her assertion that parents have little to no influence on certain aspects of a child’s life choices is inconclusive and highly debatable, her theories are well respected by experts in the field, including those with previously opposing views. Another study shows that adolescents are most influenced by the collective desires of their peer group (more than their individual desires),20 and yet another study reports that parents as a whole have become increasingly isolated from their children since the 1940s.21 Psychologist Gordon Neufeld and physician Gabor Mate agree—not without resistance—with Harris’s conclusions, but they urge parents to actively work to counteract the powerful peers’ impact in their new book, Hold on to Your Kids: Why Parents Matter.22
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