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Abstract
This study examines the factors that can be associated with social justice advocacy 
in the field of sport and explains why the activists get involved in the social justice 
advocacy. The authors implemented a phenomenological research approach, 
interviewing 12 active social justice activists. In drawing from Moeschberger et al.’s 
model for awareness and engagement, the authors suggest a congruent definition of 
social justice advocacy, explain how the participants learned about social injustice 
(direct experience, indirect experience, and indirect contact), identify three major themes 
(increased awareness, atypical experience, and emotional response) for the involvement 
in social justice advocacy, and describe what activities the participants get engaged in 
(raising awareness and changing attitude, engaging in activity, and encouraging others). The 
results of this study provide more in-depth understanding of social justice advocacy 
in the field of sport.
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Introduction

Individuals continue to face numerous social injustices on the personal, group, institu-
tional, and societal levels (Rothenberg, 2007). This is why many people desire that 
more emphasis to be placed on social justice (Pitkin, 1981). In fact, over the past sev-
eral decades, scholars from various fields including economics, education, law, phi-
losophy, psychology, social work, and sociology have paid increased attention to 
social justice (Cohen, 1986; Miller et al., 2009). Moreover, as globalization has dra-
matically influenced society, people now need to socialize, execute their work, and 
live with the diverse individuals who are encountered daily. Therefore, it is not surpris-
ing that many scholars and practitioners have realized that there is a need for promot-
ing diversity and social justice, focusing on equity and social change (Sleeter, 1996).

Unfortunately, there are still many different types of injustices in this society, and 
there is no exception for the field of sports. Sports have reflected and reinforced vari-
ous hegemonies of oppression and inequality in our society such as racial, gender, 
sexual orientation, and social class prejudices (Eitzen & Sage, 2009). Those prejudices 
and inequalities have negative influences on sport as a whole. Many empirical studies 
have supported that there are still numerous inequalities and prejudices in the context 
of sport, such as injustices on race (Hylton, 2009; Singer, 2005), gender (Acosta & 
Carpenter, 2014; Schmitt, Ellemers, & Branscombe, 2003), sexual orientation 
(Cunningham, Sartore, & McCullough, 2010; Thomas, 2013), social status (Greenya, 
2013), politics (Douglas, 2012), and money (Parker, 2012).

Moreover, this pattern of inequality has stimulated many researchers and athletes to 
realize that social change effort within their field of interest is critical. In responses, 
many athletes have used their positions of fame and popularity to ask their fans to get 
involved in social justice advocacy. Now, it is not difficult to see athletes and scholars 
deeply committed to social justice advocacy in the field of sport. Most recently, San 
Francisco’s starting quarterback, Colin Kaepernick, refused to stand during the 
national anthem to protest the racial discrimination in the United States (Cooky, 2017). 
His protests received tremendous attentions from media and other football players and 
precipitated a discussion in the United States about athlete activism, nationalism, and 
the role of athletes in sports. Along with Colin Kaepernick, even Michael Jordan 
recently published an article for The Undefeated. He indicated that he can no longer 
stay silent against shootings of African Americans and the targeted retaliatory shoot-
ings of police officers (Jordan, 2016). Michael Jordan, without a doubt, is considered 
as the greatest basketball player of all time and his voice can have huge impact on 
people.

These social justice advocates have influenced our society and changed social 
injustices. Given that, it is crucial to understand why such individuals get engaged in 
social justice advocacy and how we can encourage more people to commit to social 
change and participate into social justice advocacy. However, the factors that influence 
one’s attitude toward social justice advocacy have not been fully examined. Therefore, 
by understanding those social justice activists’ experience, how they first got engaged 
in social justice advocacy, and what factors encouraged them to tackle social issues, 
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we could understand ways to inspire more people to get engaged in social justice advo-
cacy. Thus, the purpose of this study was to describe the psychological processes asso-
ciated with activists’ interest in and commitment to social justice and why they get 
involved in social justice advocacy.

Theoretical Framework

Social Justice Advocacy and Activism

According to Toporek and Williams (2006), social justice bears the implication that 
the spreading of advantages be fair and equitable to all people, regardless of race, 
gender, sexual orientation, physical ability and appearance, social class, or religious 
beliefs. The notion of social justice can be extended into almost all of the contexts of 
society and life. Generally, social justice endeavors to ensure that opportunities are 
distributed fairly to as broad a group of people as possible. Once disparity of opportu-
nity is recognized, people become committed to change social injustices and ensure 
equity to correct the perceived lack (Toporek & Williams, 2006).

Although society has undergone great strides toward mitigating social injustices, 
many scholars from various fields reported that social injustice continues to exist (Benn, 
Pfister, & Jawad, 2011; Grossman, 2014). Also, Tatum (1997) identified the seven cat-
egories of underrepresented groups, including race/ethnicity, gender, religion, sexual 
orientation, socioeconomic status, age, and physical/mental ability. Underrepresented 
groups may experience mistreatment, marginalization, powerlessness, cultural imperi-
alism, and violence, although the degree and form of these aspects of oppression may 
differ across different groups (Young, 1990). In the context of sports, Frey and Eitzen 
(1991) argued that mainstream sport reflects and reinforces dominant hegemonies of 
oppression and inequality such as racial, gender, sexual orientation, disability, age, and 
other social prejudices. These inequalities and prejudices are quite harmful to sport and 
generate many negative effects on various aspects of sports.

As a result, many researchers and athletes realized that social change effort within 
their fields of interest is necessary. Therefore, many social justice advocates attempt to 
eliminate social injustices and try to achieve justice in the society. Individuals may 
take on the role of activists in a variety of ways. Some begin through small involve-
ment, such as helping with a street stall or attending a public meeting. Gradually, they 
become more engaged over the years, becoming regular participants or even full-time 
activists. In fact, the terms activism and advocacy are often used interchangeably, and 
they overlap. But, they also have different meanings. An activist is a person who 
makes an international action to bring about social or political change. In the field of 
sports, an athlete activist can be defined as an amateur or professional athlete’s prac-
tices that promote progressive social change. One of the great examples would be 
Nancy Hogshead-Makar. She is a former competition swimmer who represented the 
United States at the 1984 Summer Olympic. She is also a lifelong advocate for access 
and equality in athletics and is an internationally recognized legal expert on sports 
issues. Like Nancy, there are numerous social justice activists in the field of sport. 
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Their efforts have impacted our society and community and have tackled many social 
issues. Whereas an advocate is one who speaks on behalf of another person or group. 
Indeed, advocacy can be considered as something that is done by or on behalf of the 
oppressed people in an effort to win concessions from a dominant group (Bundon & 
Clarke, 2015). One of the great examples is Peter Roby who has been advocating on 
behalf of people who are less fortunate. Therefore, it is crucial to understand why such 
individuals, both advocates and activists are interested in and engaged in promoting 
social change to encourage and inspire others to become involved and create an injus-
tice-free society. Moreover, we argue that social justice advocates may define social 
justice advocacy differently. Thus, the first research question guiding this examination 
is the following:

Research Question 1 (RQ1): How do activists define social justice advocacy?

A Model for Awareness and Engagement

In this study, we were interested in describing the psychological processes associated 
with activists’ interest in and commitment to social justice and the reasons why they 
get involved in social justice advocacy. To achieve this, we draw from Moeschberger, 
Ordonez, Shankar, and Raney’s (2006) model for awareness and engagement. They 
identified movement through four components. These four components were the fol-
lowing: (a) contact with a reality of oppression in which one group abuses the power 
it wields over another group and conflict results as an outcome of the oppression; (b) 
increasing awareness, formulating an efficacy to create change, and understanding the 
role oneself holds in relation to this change; (c) developing a deeper understanding of 
the historical and social contexts in the situation; and (d) actively engaging and partici-
pating in the processes necessary for change. Also, Moeschberger et al. (2006) indi-
cated that the components of the model were not linear in nature, and rather than an 
individual experiencing awareness and engagement to facilitate social change in a 
progression, the components continually interact with each other influencing the deci-
sions an individual makes.

The first factor in Moeschberger et al.’s (2006) model is contact, which may be 
either direct or indirect, with a situation deemed to be unjust. In other words, individu-
als may learn about the injustice through direct experience or through listening to 
another person’s experience, hear a news report about an incident of racism, or have a 
friend who has been passed up for a promotion at work because of her or his gender. 
Others may experience such injustices firsthand. The sheer amount of injustice and 
conflict in the world is overwhelming and it can easily cause individuals to feel power-
less to react once they have been made aware of them. Therefore, it is crucial to under-
stand social justice activists’ first contact with injustices. As such, the second research 
question guiding the examination is the following:

Research Question 2 (RQ2): How do activists learn about social justice?
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The second factor in the model is the increased awareness. Once individuals learn 
about the social issue, their awareness could be increased (Moeschberger et al., 2006). 
Increased awareness can be accomplished in a variety of ways. The most common way 
for awareness to take root is usually via an encounter with a social situation that is 
deemed unjust or unfair. Some kind of personal investment is felt during this encoun-
ter meaning that the victim of this injustice was either the person in question or some-
one he or she cares about. Because of the emotional connection, the injustice cannot 
be ignored. Also, the individual’s motivation can be lifted by an optimistic sense that 
change is possible, that engagement in working toward the change is worthwhile, and 
that involvement makes sense from a certain standpoint, such as personal or cultural 
beliefs regarding what is considered fair, regardless of the amount of social pressure 
against working toward such change (Corner, Warren, Close, & Sparks, 1999). 
Furthermore, the chance of engagement in working toward social justice increases if 
an individual feels a sense of responsibility for being part of a society that has been 
allowing the injustice to persist (Zelezny, Chua, & Aldrich, 2000). In addition, indi-
viduals who recognize and understand their own abilities and resources will feel a 
greater sense of empowerment, which allows them to contribute toward social causes 
(Fetterman, 2001).

Following an individual’s contact with an issue of injustice, the next step is often 
the search for understanding from a historical and/or cultural context regarding the 
origins of the injustice. Contexts are the key to understanding the dynamics of a situa-
tion where there is conflict or oppression. An individual or group may choose to par-
take in behavior that appears on the outside to be self-defeating, counterproductive, or 
even incomprehensible in nature. Rather than providing such negative labels to such 
behavior, it is important to conceptualize the person or group in context, identifying 
the underlying structural sources and differentiating them from individual sources of 
the problem. Therefore, the third research question is the following:

Research Question 3 (RQ3): How do activists get involved in social justice 
advocacy?

The final piece of the model proposed by Moeschberger and colleagues (2006) 
involves identifying and engaging in participation. Current and former athletes and 
scholars have been involved in social justice advocacy in many different fashions. 
This can be accomplished through enhancing their knowledge and ability to coop-
erate with others while actively changing the targeted injustice to a just situation. 
The end result of this process is that members of oppressed groups gain greater 
control and influence over their present and future circumstances (Martin-Baro, 
Aron, & Corne, 1994). Thus, the fourth research question guiding this investigation 
is the following:

Research Question 4 (RQ4): What activities advocates are involved?
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Method

Research Design and Setting

The purpose of this study was to examine the factors that can be associated with social 
justice advocacy in sports, and therefore, using the purposeful sampling approach is 
appropriate to achieve the goal, as Morse (1990) insisted. It is crucial to select samples 
deliberately in the initial stages of the study. As this study is aimed at examining why 
and how individuals engage in social justice advocacy in sports, we selected potential 
interviewees purposefully.

According to Patton (1990), all types of sampling in qualitative research may be 
encompassed under the broad term of “purposeful sampling.” He argues that “qualita-
tive inquiry typically focuses in depth on relatively small samples, even single cases, 
selected purposefully” (p. 169). Patton (1990) laid out 15 strategies to assist in select-
ing cases. The strategies suggest researchers to purposefully select their samples that 
best fit the study at hand. Among 15 strategies, we specifically implemented snowball 
or chain sampling to gather names of potential participants who could provide rich 
information. Especially, in regard to social justice advocacy, selecting active social 
justice activists within field of sport would allow the participants to share their experi-
ence, thoughts, and strategies. These participants were subsequently asked to recom-
mend other activists for this study. In this manner, we were able to include potential 
participants who were endorsed by their peers. Therefore, snowball or chain purpose-
ful sampling was appropriate in this setting.

Participants

For this study, 35 social justice activists in the field of sport (e.g., Eli Wolff, Lawrence 
Cann, Nancy Hogshead-Maker, etc.), or scholars studying the sport industry (e.g., 
Mary Hums, Pat Griffin, Richard Lapchick, Ellen Staurowsky, etc.), were purpose-
fully selected and asked to participate in interviews for this study. Of this sampling 
frame, 12 activists agreed to take part in this study and were willing to share their 
experiences (see Table 1). These participants were subsequently questioned as to what 
factors influenced their social justice advocacy and the reasons behind their becoming 
involved in social justice efforts. The activists discussed their own experiences in their 
own words and offered some unexpected data.

Procedures and Data Sources

First, the interview guide was developed to capture the participants’ attitude and expe-
riences in regard to social justice engagement in the field of sports. Specifically, based 
on the theoretical framework, we developed an interview guide consisting of questions 
regarding social justice advocacy.

The initial contact of all of the potential participants was accomplished via email. 
In that first email, the selected activists were informed of the nature of the study and 
asked whether they would consider in participating. In addition, with subsequent 
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approval from Human Subjects Review Board, they were asked whether they would 
allow researchers to use their own name on our study. If they replied with an affirma-
tive answer, we determined a mutually agreeable time and date to conduct the inter-
view over the telephone and email. Admittedly, there are some immediate drawbacks 
to interviewing by phone and email as nonverbal cues, such as facial expressions and 
body language, cannot be observed by the interviewer. However, they also can be 
free-flowing and enriching as well as practical. The phone interviews were semi-
structured, and the participants were free to speak as much as they liked on any one 
question. These conversations were digitally recorded and then transcribed in their 
entirety. All the interviews were approximately 20 to 30 min in length, depending on 
the individual.

Moreover, a few participants were interviewed via email exchange. In fact, research 
has shown that an asynchronous email exchange encourages participants to discover 
and revisit their visions into their developing professional identities, allowing them to 

Table 1. Participant Demographic Information.

Name Profession Gender Race/ethnicity Social justice advocacy

Richard Lapchick Scholar and Author M White Racial equality and a 
human rights

Mary Hums Scholar advocate F White Ability issues
Ellen Staurowsky Scholar advocate F White Gender equality and 

native American 
mascot issues

Peter Roby Athletic Director and 
former athlete

M Black Racial equality issues

Pat Griffin Former athlete and 
scholar advocate

F White LGBT and gender issues

Tyler Spencer Student advocate M White AIDS awareness
Eli Wolff Former Paralympic 

athlete, scholar 
advocate

M White Ability issues

Nancy Hogshead-
Makar

Former Olympic 
athlete and advocate

F White Gender equality issues

Spencer Wood Former football 
player and student 
advocate

M White Violence against women

Blake Skjellerup Former Olympic 
athlete from New 
Zealand

M White LGBT issues

Courtney Szto Former athlete and 
student advocate

F Asian Race and gender equality 
issues

Lawrence Cann Founder of Street 
Soccer USA

M White Social class

Note. LGBT = lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender.
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move back and forth through their narratives, thinking about their responses, drafting 
and redrafting what they want to write (Mann & Stewart, 2000).

Also, to have a better understanding of the participants, their backgrounds, and 
their areas of interest, a document analysis was conducted. This allowed the researcher 
to know more about their previous achievements.

Data Analysis

Following the first interview, the analysis of the data commenced. This was accom-
plished in the following manner. We first re-listened to the interview to gain some first 
impressions and initial thoughts. Then, the interview was slowly transcribed verbatim. 
The transcript was carefully read, and doing so provided further thoughts concerning 
the interview. This process enabled researchers to become familiar with the details of 
the responses provided by the participants.

To locate the themes for this research, open coding was used. According to 
Schwandt (2001), open coding is “a procedure that disaggregates the data, breaks it 
down into manageable segments, and identifies or names those segments” (p. 26). This 
was accomplished by pouring over the details of the transcripts, interview notes, and 
supplemental information revealed by the search and analysis of documents of the 
participants work. We then used research questions as guides to come up with general 
themes, which were then broken up into more concrete concepts. If themes were simi-
lar and could not be used alone, they were combined in a process known as axial cod-
ing which relates initial themes to one another (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The resulting 
list of themes will be elaborated on in the “Results” section, where quotations of note 
will serve as credence. This method of reporting the results is known as selective cod-
ing as defined by Creswell (1998).

Trustworthiness

Lincoln and Guba (1985) outline four ideals that serve to illustrate the trustworthiness 
of a study. These ideals are credibility, confirmability, transferability, and dependabil-
ity. To ensure the first ideal of the four, a researcher may have to do a triangulation of 
the data and undergo peer debriefing and member checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
In this study, triangulation was accomplished by interviewing not only scholars, but 
also current and former athletes. Moreover, while interviewing the participants, we 
reiterated their response to make sure we understood correctly as a member checking, 
and once the transcription was complete, we sent the transcript to the participants to 
confirm their responses were correctly transcribed. Next, to ensure dependability, we 
detailed the methods and procedures section and asked third-party individuals to serve 
as auditors for this study. Then, to carry out confirmability, we kept a reflexive journal 
to understand my perspectives and opinions after each interview. Finally, according to 
Lincoln and Guba (1985), transferability can be achieved by providing a thick, rich 
description of the research setting and thus researchers can carry out similar studies in 
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different settings. Therefore, to satisfy this notion, we provided detailed information 
about the research procedure and settings.

Findings

Definition of Social Justice Advocacy

First, we asked participants to define the term “social justice advocacy” with their own 
words and two major themes were identified. The first theme emerged was the social 
conscience, which is a sense of reasonability or concern for the injustices and social 
problems. Courtney Szto believed that social justice advocacy is a responsibility that 
individuals need to try to make a better world, and Ellen Staurowsky defined social 
justice advocacy as follows:

Social justice activism means that if there is something that someone is inspired to change 
something. If they believe that there’s something that is unfair or something that 
negatively impacts others in a way that is unjust.

The other theme identified was the champions of a cause, which was related to the 
activists’ engagement in advocacy for people who are unable to stand up and speak for 
themselves. Activists such as Peter Roby, Richard Lapchick, and Nancy Hogshead-
Maker consider social justice activism as an action for underrepresented individuals 
who do not have power or voice. Peter Roby noted that

Trying to do whatever you can, whether it is in your professional life or your personal life 
to undo some of those injustices and advocate for people who may be feeling the effects 
of inequality in some way.

His statement was similar to former Olympian medalist, Nancy Hogshead-Makar’s 
idea, which she expressed in the following way:

Social justice activism means speaking truth to power for those that cannot speak for 
themselves. It means not just pointing out the problem, but holding decision-makers 
accountable. It means risk.

Given that, social justice can be defined based on the two themes that emerged in 
the study: the social conscience and the champions of a cause. We can define social 
justice activism as “advocating for people without power or voice, while also cogniz-
ing a sense of responsibility to combat the problems and injustices of society.”

Learning About Social Justice

The first research question was how the activists learned about the injustice, which 
inspired them to become activists in the first place. According to Moeschberger et al.’s 
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(2006) model for awareness and engagement, one of the four factors is a contact with 
injustice. However, the contact does not need to be direct contact. In this study, three 
themes were identified: direct experience, indirect experience, and indirect contact. 
Most of the participants indicated that they have experienced unjust and unfair treat-
ment based on their race, gender, and sexual orientation at early in their lives.

Direct experience. Peter Roby realized that injustices exist in the world based on race 
when he was young and that his parents also strongly influenced aspects of that real-
ization. He explained:

So, I guess being an African-American male, I think you are just more automatically 
sensitized to those issues in society because they impact you, maybe more personally.

Along with Peter Roby, many other activists experienced injustice based on race, abil-
ity, sexual orientation, and gender. Eli went on to say the following:

I was able to see the differences in the disparities and what little support and infrastructure 
was available for athletes with disabilities. So that was sort of a social justice issue that I 
first got interested in.

Indirect experience. Other participants, including Richard Lapchick, indirectly experi-
enced injustice in society. One of the social justice activists, Richard Lapchick, was 
strongly influenced by and learned from his father. Other participants also mentioned 
that family members, coworkers, friends, and environment had a strong influence on 
them when it came to shaping their awareness of injustice issues in this society. The 
following is from Richard Lapchick’s experience:

My earliest memories as a child were of people displaying their unhappiness with my 
father and there had been hateful ways because he had signed the first Black player in the 
history of the NBA in the 1950. So, I saw many people reacting negatively to him.

While family is important, the experiences of friends and coworkers can also pro-
vide the inspiration and provocation for a person to become an activist. Mary Hums 
had a heartbreaking episode that shaped her advocacy. She had a colleague who was 
one of her coaches and they used to ride a bike together. One day, they went for a ride, 
and unfortunately, there was a huge accident and her coach was hit by a truck. As a 
result, her coach was severely disabled for the next 20 years of her life. Thus, Mary 
Hums got engaged in social justice advocacy for people with disability.

While direct and indirect experiences could easily be separated and categorized, 
most of the participants indicated that they have experienced both indirectly and 
directly. The findings are consistent with Moeschberger et al.’s (2006) model in that 
contact played an essential part in developing awareness of social injustices. We also 
recognized that there was evidence of indirect contact, meaning that they learned 
about the injustice issues without having any direct or indirect experience. Spencer 
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Wood was influenced by someone involved in advocacy, showing that raising aware-
ness and encouraging others is a crucial part in creating new activists. Spencer went on 
to say the following:

When I was a sophomore, an older guy on our team was involved in male athlete against 
violence. . . . I was interested so I talked to him about it a little bit and then from there he 
recommended that I send in my application to replace him the following year.

Thus, just as direct contact with injustice could prompt people to be socially active, so 
too do instances of indirect contact.

Involvement in Social Justice Advocacy

The next research question focused on understanding how activists got involved in 
social justice advocacy. Three major themes were identified: increased awareness, 
atypical experience, and emotional response. Importantly, we found two more factors 
that expand Moeschberger et al.’s (2006) model.

Increased awareness. When activists experienced and/or learned injustice in our soci-
ety, they increased their own awareness of the injustice to have a deeper understanding 
of the issue, understand their role in the issue, formulate an efficacy to create change, 
and become motivated to engage in the activity. Peter Roby provided an example of 
how some activists become educated on an issue by stating that he received training to 
become more knowledgeable regarding issues that were influencing diversity and con-
flict resolutions. Along with Peter Roby, Tyler Spencer, Mary Hums, and Spencer 
Wood indicated that they educated themselves.

Other activists also started to get involved in ways that went beyond just educating 
themselves. They became motivated to formulate efficacy to social change, under-
standing their responsibilities to do so. Pat Griffin shared her first experience address-
ing a wider audience on the change she hoped to see:

I started getting braver and I wanted to have a bigger platform to effect sports in a much 
broader way. I know that the first time I spoke out publicly about homophobia and sports 
and women sports in particular, was in 1981 at a conference in D.C. It was very 
controversial and viewed a pretty crazy thing to do, because no one was talking and using 
the word lesbian in public in relationship to woman sports . . .

While activists endeavored to make a change on social injustices, they often find 
themselves encountered with great challenges and difficulties. Ellen Staurowsky and 
other activists explained that they suffered for a cause. Ellen Staurowsky narrated as 
follows:

I was also very fortunate because I never did lose my job. I do know of other women who 
have and who were kind of so threatened that they just stopped speaking up.
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Not all activists confronted threats to their life, property, or livelihood, but nonetheless 
may find themselves facing criticism. Along with Spencer Wood, Courtney Szto was 
criticized for using soccer to assist and provide opportunities for children living in 
poverty in Africa. Courtney Szto said the following:

Explaining to people how sport could be used as a tool for development was difficult and 
often drew criticism like, “these kids don’t have food or water but we’ll give them soccer? 
Or “why go to Africa and help when people need help here?”

However, not all reactions to activists are criticism. Courtney Szto stated that she has 
received recognition for her writing on social media sites. In addition, Eli Wolff indi-
cated that he received a lot of support as he stated:

I would say people have been generally supportive, especially on issues of inclusion. You 
know, trying to gain more access and more opportunities for people with disabilities and 
other things around this sport development. Social change in sports, human rights. 
Mostly, I’ve been supportive of a lot that.

Atypical experience. In addition to the increased awareness, other participants spoke of 
atypical experiences—a theme beyond that of Moeschberger et al.’s (2006) model. 
Although we realized that the atypical experience could have raised their awareness of 
the issue, the experiences are unique in and of themselves. Mary Hums’s atypical 
experience led her to see the efficacy of sport and physical activity for people with 
disabilities. As she noted,

I saw how sport played a role in and how sport helped her become sort of as complete a 
person as she could be given that she was severely disabled. Just little things like playing 
catch with a soccer ball or into a pool. So, I saw first-hand, what sport can do for persons 
with the disability.

This atypical experience led Mary Hums down a path that has become her lifelong 
work where she advocates the rights of physically challenged athletes. Along with 
Mary Hums, other activists also indicated that unusual experiences led them to become 
lifelong activists fighting against social injustices that people encounter.

Emotional reaction. Next, we found the importance of emotions in determining what 
created the desire to get involved in advocacy and social change. A strong emotional 
connection or reaction must be involved in one’s advocacy. Newspapers and other 
various media are full of events. These may evoke a surge of pity or momentary feel-
ings of outrage, but without a strong emotional connection, they are not likely to 
encourage anyone to take an action to make a difference. Pat Griffin used negative 
emotions as a motivation to fight for the cause of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgen-
der (LGBT) individuals. She relayed:
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There was a singer named Anita Bryant who was very popular and very out spoken 
against gay people having non-discrimination rights and so on and I can remember that 
was a real spur for me it really made me want to be more active in doing something to 
ensure that lesbians and gay men would have more rights and in particularly in sports 
because that was my area.

In short, we identified three factors, increased awareness, atypical experience, and 
emotional reaction, to explore how activists got engaged in social justice advocacy. 
This finding expand Moeschberger et al.’s (2006) model by adding two other factors, 
atypical experience and emotional reaction.

Social Justice Activities

RQ3 understands what activities participants are engaged. In fact, many social justice 
activists have engaged in social justice advocacy in many different ways. Some work 
as individuals while others work for an organization. The activities they are engaged 
can manifest in different manners. We found that activists raise awareness and change 
negative attitudes, engage in various activities, and/or encourage others to get involved 
in social justice advocacy.

Raising awareness and changing attitudes. Most of the participants stated that they raised 
awareness of injustice and tried to change the prevalent attitudes of society on the 
issues that they felt to be unjust. Some activists working at a university taught classes 
and gave lectures on the issues in various settings, while other wrote about the issues 
in printed and online forums. Mary Hums was one who highlighted the importance of 
media in providing inspirational role models in sports that could help enact social 
change. Mary Hums stated,

It’s representing a person with the disability of someone to be pitied as opposed to 
someone who is meant to be admired for athletic ability. So, that’s the kind of a discussion 
that we’re currently trying to frame with conventional media outlets. The feel good 
stories are nice. But, but what methods are they portraying, as opposed to portraying an 
athlete with the disability as an athlete, first? So, those are okay, I could probably go on.

Moreover, Courtney Szto has taken advantage of the popularity of social media as a 
tool to educate the younger generations. She has been using her blog and other online 
media to highlight social justice issues. She noted,

Earlier this year, I created a social media site/account called Offside Plays. It is inspired 
by the Everydaysexism initiative that tries to expose the prevalent nature of sexism and 
harassment. It is mostly used to highlight instances of racism, sexism, homophobia and/
or other forms of discrimination in sport, physical activity, and health but what I would 
like it to be is more of a story-sharing platform similar to Everydaysexism.
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It is essential for an activist to find a way to raise public awareness about an injustice 
and to change the attitudes of society. Whether it is via the media, online forms, class-
rooms, or simply word of mouth, the activists have taken actions to change the perva-
sive attitudes and behaviors, creating more just words.

Engaging in activity. All of the activists were excited to share their work with the authors. 
This could be considered an extension of their desire to raise awareness. Agreeing to 
the interviews and participating in this study was another way for the activists to 
spread the word about social problems and the actions they undertook to change the 
issue. In fact, all of the participants have been engaged in activities in various ways. 
Peter Roby, for instance, discussed his activity:

I have agreed to serve as the Co-Chair of the White Ribbon Day Campaign here in the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts again this year. So the White Ribbon Day campaign is 
an initiative to engage men in the discussion and the solution around the violence against 
women. Where men are asked to take pledge to do all they can to not provoke, allow, or 
support any issues or efforts that would result in violence against women. . . . My goal 
this year is to galvanize this community here at North-Eastern, but also to engage any 
other players in the world of sport here in the Commonwealth to join me in raising our 
voice on behalf of eliminating that violence against women.

All of the activists work hard to bring about changes through a variety of means 
that goes beyond simply raising awareness in others. Raising awareness and engag-
ing in activity to stimulate social change were two of the three factors that emerged 
in this study.

Encouraging others. The participants engaged in social justice advocacy by address-
ing the issues and encouraging others to get involved fighting against injustices. In 
fact, all of the participants indicated that they encourage other people to get involved 
in their activism and start different projects to change social problems. Eli Wolff 
stated that he actively tries to motivate the younger generations to get engaged in the 
activity:

So, I think, for me I’ve also been getting more interested in like innovation and (you 
know), new kind of advocacy innovation projects. So you know, part of my interest, 
longer term how young people and sort of incubate their ideas and kind of like that next 
generation of advocates and activists.

Along with Eli Wolff, Spencer Wood and Peter Roby also highlight that they use dif-
ferent ways to encourage many other people to get involved in the activity to change 
the world. Other activists also spoke of how they encouraged others to be involved. 
Ellen Staurowsky focuses on students, encouraging them to “feel like they are differ-
ence-makers.” Blake Skjellerup also works with young people, empowering them to 
be more involved. He stated,
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I encourage others to be involved with making the world a safer and more positive place 
for LGBT teens to grow up in. By using my voice and actions, I encourage others to be 
proud and positive in who they are, and to let that be the message.

Encouraging others to make a difference is one of the best ways to gather more like-
minded people who in turn will work toward change. As more people become aware 
of injustice issues, raise awareness among others, and advocate for social change, we 
expect to live in a society where social injustice issues no longer exist.

In drawing from Moeschberger et al.’s (2006) model for awareness and engage-
ment, we were able to define social justice (RQ1), explore how activists learn about 
social injustices (RQ2), how activists got involved in social justice advocacy (RQ3), 
and what activities they are engaged in (RQ4).

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine the factors that can be associated with social 
justice advocacy in the context of sport and describe the psychological processes asso-
ciated with individuals’ interest in social justice advocacy. Although there are many 
articles, examining social justice issues, there was no congruent definition of social 
justice advocacy. Using participants’ narratives, we were able to develop a definition 
of the term. Social justice advocacy can be defined as “advocating for people without 
power or voice, while also recognizing a sense of responsibility to combat the prob-
lems and injustices of society.”

Next, we asked a question to understand how they had learned about the issue with, 
which they are involved. We identified three factors: direct experience, indirect expe-
rience, and indirect contact. Most of the participants indicated that they were influ-
enced by events directly and/or indirectly experienced themselves, and also were 
impacted by the indirect contact with injustice. In fact, all of the activists were inspired 
to take actions based upon either directly or indirectly experiencing the injustice or 
having a friend, relative, or coworker who was either affected by the injustice or was 
in the field already working to combat the social problems.

In addition, we discovered other factors that motivate the activists and what encour-
aged them to get engaged in social justice advocacy. Three factors were identified, 
including increased awareness, atypical experience, and emotional responses. We 
expanded Moeschberger et al.’s (2006) model by adding two more factors. By under-
standing the influential factors, we can use them to encourage others to shake off 
apathy about injustice and get involved in social justice advocacy.

Then, we identified three factors, raising awareness and changing attitude, engag-
ing in activity, and encouraging others, to answer what kind of activities the partici-
pants were involved in and how they became engaged in those activities. Although 
these three major factors were emerged, activities they are engaged in were quite var-
ied. All of the participants understood their role in combating social injustice. In fact, 
we interviewed 12 activists from various fields in sport. Not all of them had the same 



260 Journal of Sport and Social Issues 43(3)

field of interest. Their areas of interests include ability, gender, social class, race, and 
sexual orientation issues. The work they were engaged in was clearly impacted by 
their experience, either direct or indirect. This is consistent with Moeschberger et al.’s 
(2006) model for awareness and engagement.

Finally, engaging in social change can be very challenging because it can be some-
times very controversial and others can threaten advocates for doing this. Some of our 
participants were considered as academic activists and they could have lost their 
academic jobs because they were actively engaged in social change. As Ellen noted,

. . . I brought it up and there was a lot of pressure around that because there were concerns 
that I might get fired because I would not stop bringing it up until things changed.

Given that researchers and advocates have fought against social justice issues even 
though they were threatened to lose their jobs.

Contribution, Limitation, and Future Direction

When it comes to contributions, we interviewed 12 activists from diverse fields in 
sport. Most of the research focusing on social justice activism concentrates on one spe-
cific issue, area, or activists who engage in similar injustice issues. However, in this 
study, we interviewed activists from different fields, including former and current ath-
letes and scholars. Those activists have varied interests when it came to injustice issues 
and endeavored to mitigate inequalities in such areas as race, gender, sexual orientation, 
ability, and social class. Therefore, we are confident that the results provide more gen-
eralized understanding of social justice advocacy in the field of sport. Despite the fact 
that all the participants interviewed were related to the field of sport, it can also be 
extrapolated that the results found in this study can be applied to other fields as well.

Moreover, interviewing very active scholar advocates in the field of management 
and former and current Olympic athletes can provide a better understanding of social 
justice advocacy in the sport field. Their experience and activities can strengthen our 
field because many young scholars and athletes would be influenced by them. This 
can encourage many sport management scholars and students to pay more attention 
to social justice advocacy and the benefits of engaging in social change. Therefore, 
we believe that the contributions from this study can provide activists with the tools 
needed in encouraging others to get involved in social justice advocacy.

Although this study revealed why social justice activists got involved in the social 
change, there are some limitations that may have had an effect on the findings. First, 
we consider the number of participants as a limitation for this study. Although we 
reached out to 35 potential participants, there were only 12 agreed to take part in the 
interview section of the research. We believe if we were able to interview more activ-
ists, our results could have been more strong and generalizable.

Most of the interviews in this study were conducted via telephone with three being 
done solely by email. These two methods of gathering the narratives have the same 
limitation. They made it impossible for a researcher to see their facial expressions and 
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body language that could reveal additional, unintentional information that might pro-
vide further clues as to the participants’ internal feelings. Contact only through email 
exchange has the additional limitation of only being the written word. The researchers 
could not notice any laughter or sighs that could also provide clues to how the speaker 
feels. Furthermore, in the case of email, the participant has a chance to edit them-
selves. This could change what they say to merely what they want to project (Mann & 
Stewart, 2000). Although this study has some limitations as we admit above, these 
limits can open up future research avenues. In addition, we believe that finding the 
psychological and environmental factors that are associated with one’s social justice 
advocacy can be a great tool for researchers and advocates who wish to understand the 
topic of social justice advocacy in the field of sport.

Given the findings from this study, there are a lot of future research avenues for 
researchers. First, future researcher can extend this study by interviewing more people 
from the fields of activism that we did not include such as religious beliefs and nation-
alism. We believe that interviewing more diverse activists would strengthen our results 
and the social justice literature.

In addition to interviewing more individuals, a participatory action research 
approach (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005) could also provide more in-depth understand-
ing of how people started and why people continue to get involved in social justice 
advocacy. A researcher can collaborate with the well-known activists and actually get 
involved in and spend time with them. By doing so, she or he can understand from 
their own perspectives and learn others better.

Moreover, in drawing from the awareness and engagement model (Moeschberger 
et al., 2006), we conducted phenomenological study. Hence, it is also possible that future 
research use the quantitative research methods to understand many other individuals’ 
awareness of social injustice and involvement in advocacy. It is also very important to 
understand how to encourage many others to get involved in social justice advocacy. 
Specifically, quantitative researcher methods can be implemented to determine whether 
participants feel the urge to become engaged in social justice advocacy. It would be a 
great way to determine and rank in terms of importance which factors influence the par-
ticipants most when they are pondering getting involved in social justice advocacy. 
Therefore, conducting quantitative research can extend this tremendously.

Taking all of these possible avenues of research into consideration, this study opens 
up numerous possibilities for future research. Researchers can draw upon this as the 
basis to begin their own studies for the factors that inspire an individual to become 
involved in social justice advocacy.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship, 
and/or publication of this article.

Funding

The author(s) received no financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of 
this article.



262 Journal of Sport and Social Issues 43(3)

ORCID iD

Woojun Lee  https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1905-9144

References

Acosta, R. V., & Carpenter, L. J. (2014). Women in intercollegiate sport: A longitudinal, 
national study thirty-five year update. Available at http://www.acostacarpenter.org

Benn, T., Pfister, G., & Jawad, H. (2011). Muslim women and sport. London, England: 
Routledge.

Bundon, A., & Clarke, L. H. (2015). Honey or vinegar? Athletes with disabilities discuss strate-
gies for advocacy within the Paralympic movement. Journal of Sport & Social Issues, 39, 
351-370.

Cohen, R. L. (1986). Justice: Views from the social sciences. New York, NY: Plenum Press.
Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2008). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and procedures for 

developing grounded theory (3rd ed.). London, England: Sage.
Corner, M., Warren, R., Close, S., & Sparks, P. (1999). Alcohol consumption and the theory of 

planned behavior: An examination of the cognitive mediation of past behavior. Journal of 
Applied Social Psychology, 29, 1676-1704.

Cooky, C. (2017). We Cannot Stand Idly By: A Necessary Call for a Public Sociology of Sport. 
Sociology of Sport Journal, 34, 1-11.

Creswell, J. W. (1998). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five tradi-
tions. Thousand Oaks. CA: Sage.

Cunningham, G. B., Sartore, M. L., & McCullough, B. P. (2010). The influence of applicant 
sexual orientation and rater sex on ascribed attributions and hiring recommendations of 
personal trainers. Journal of Sport Management, 24, 400-415.

Douglas, D. D. (2012). Venus, Serena, and the inconspicuous consumption of blackness: A 
commentary on surveillance, race talk, and new racism(s). Journal of Black Studies, 43, 
127-145.

Eitzen, D. S., & Sage, G. H. (2009). Sociology of North American sport (8th ed.). Boulder, CO: 
Paradigm Publishers.

Fetterman, D. M. (2001). Foundations of empowerment evaluation. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Frey, J. H., & Eitzen, D. S. (1991). Sport and society. Annual Review of Sociology, 17, 503-522.
Greenya, J. (2013, November 22). Are kids sports pricing themselves out of the market? Pacific 

Standard. Available at http://www.psmag.com
Grossman, S. (2014, April, 28). Soccer star Dani Alves eats banana that was thrown at him as a 

racist taunt. Time Magazine. Available at http://www.time.com
Hylton, K. (2009). “Race” and sport: Critical race theory. New York, NY: Routledge.
Jordan, M. (2016, July). I can no longer stay silent. The Undefeated. Available at http://theun 

defeated.com
Kemmis, S., & McTaggart, R. (2005). Participatory action research: Communicative action and 

the public sphere. In N. Denzin & Y. Lincoln (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of qualitative 
research (3rd ed., pp. 559-603). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. New York, NY: Sage.
Mann, C., & Stewart, F. (2000). Internet communication and qualitative research: A handbook 

for researching online. London, England: Sage.
Martin-Baro, I., Aron, A., & Corne, S. (1994). Writings for a liberation psychology. Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press.

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1905-9144
http://www.acostacarpenter.org
http://www.psmag.com
http://www.time.com
http://theundefeated.com
http://theundefeated.com


Lee and Cunningham 263

Miller, M. J., Sendrowitz, K., Connacher, C., Blanco, S., Muniz de la Pena, C., Bernardi, S., 
& Morere, L. (2009). College students’ social justice interest and commitment: A social-
cognitive perspective. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 56, 495-507.

Moeschberger, S. L., Ordonez, A., Shankar, J., & Raney, S. (2006). Moving from contact to 
change. In R. L. Toporek, L. H. Gerstein, N. A. Fouad, G. Roysircar, & T. Israel (Eds.), 
Handbook for social justice in counseling psychology: Leadership, vision, and action  
(pp. 472-486). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Morse, J. M. (1990). Strategies for sampling. In J. M. Morse (Ed.), Qualitative nursing research: 
A contemporary dialogue (pp. 127-145). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Parker, L. S. (2012). In sport and social justice, is generic enhancement a game changer? Health 
Care Analysis, 20, 328-346.

Patton, M. Q. (1990). Qualitative evaluation and research methods (2nd ed.). Newbury Park, 
CA: Sage.

Pitkin, H. F. (1981). Justice: On relating public and private. Political Theory, 9, 327-352.
Rothenberg, P. S. (2007). Race, class, and gender in the United States. New York, NY: Worth.
Schmitt, M. T., Ellemers, M., & Branscombe, N. R. (2003). Perceiving and responding to gen-

der discrimination in organizations. In S. A. Haslam, D. Van Knippenberg, M. J. Platow, & 
N. Ellemers (Eds.), Social identity at work: Developing theory for organizational practice 
(pp. 277-292). Philadelphia, PA: Psychology Press.

Schwandt, T. A. (2001). Dictionary of qualitative inquiry. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Singer, J. N. (2005). Understanding racism through the eyes of African American male student-

athletes. Race Ethnicity and Education, 8, 365-386.
Sleeter, C. E. (1996). Multicultural education as social activism. Albany: State University of 

New York Press.
Tatum, B. D. (1997). Why are all the Black kids sitting together in the cafeteria? New York, 

NY: Basic Books.
Thomas, J. (2013, November 6). Ex-Livermore teacher says he lost teaching job because he’s 

gay. Contra Costa Times. Available at http://www.contracostatimes.com
Toporek, R. L., & Williams, R. A. (2006). Ethics and professional issues related to the prac-

tice of social justice in counseling psychology. In R. L. Toporek, L. Gerstein, N. Fouad, 
G. Roysircar, & T. Israel (Eds.), Handbook for social justice in counseling psychology: 
Leadership, vision, and action (pp. 1-16). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Young, I. M. (1990). Five faces of oppression. In I. M. Young (Ed.), Justice and the politics of 
difference (pp. 39-65). Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Zelezny, L. C., Chua, P. P., & Aldrich, C. (2000). Elaborating on gender differences in environ-
mentalism. Journal of Social Issues, 56, 443-457.

Author Biographies

Woojun Lee is an assistant professor of Sports Management in the Jay S. Sidhu School of 
Business at Wilkes University. His research interest include social justice issues in sport, diver-
sity and inclusion in sport organizations, and sport consumer behavior.

George B. Cunningham is a professor of Sport Management at Texas A&M University, where 
he also serves as the senior assistant provost for Graduate and Professional Studies at the uni-
versity. He has published over 190 peer-reviewed journal articles and book chapters, has 
authored an award-winning book (Diversity in Sport organizations), has co-edited an award-
winning book (Routdedge Handbook of Theory in Sport Management), and has received fund-
ing from a variety of entities to support his research.

http://www.contracostatimes.com

