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'If you can't win, don't play'

is an unhealthy attitude, says psychologist
How healthy is an elitist sports culture that encourages only its top athletes to participate in competitive sports? Not very, contends psychology professor John Furedy.
Since most of us are not Bobby Hulls or Nancy Greenes, the North American attitude that you can't play if you can't win excludes the majority of Canadians from participating competitively in sports. For the individual with ordinary arhletic ability who can't take part in serious competition, there is no real incentive to keep fit, says Furedy.
The solution lies not in pouring money into government fitness programs like Participaction, he says, but in adopting a system similar to the British and Australian model in which the oppor​tunity to compete is given to everybody.
Born in Hungary and educated in Australia, Furedy says he is an example of how that system works.
" At the University of Sydney, I played on the 12th ranking tennis team. The number one team was just short of Davis Cup standards, while those on the 16th and bottom team could hardly get the ball over the net.
"If I had been at U of T, with its one or two teams, I could never have thought of playing tennis competitively."

In a healthy culture, says Furedy, less skillful competition should be as serious as top quality competition.
"If, in every sport, people can compete against others of similar abilities, the results are a more motivated population and a higher level of fitness."
Just compare Australia's Olympic record with Canada's, says Furedy.
"Australia has half the population and yet its Olympic performance over the last 20 or 30 years has been much better than Canada's."
Another implication of encouraging competitive sports at all levels of ability is that people learn how to lose, as well as to win, says Furedy.
"In Australia, the loser is called a runner-up and there is honour in this position. In North America, a loser tends to drop out of the activity.
"Also, the concept of a continuous loser becomes less probable when you extend the activities a person can compete in."
In Australia a person's athletic life is longer than in this country, says Furedy.
"In an elitist sports culture, once you pass a certain age(usually fairly young), you retire. With graded teams, you don't have to retire until you drop dead."
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