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From "Acing the Test" to "Touching Base": 
The Sports Metaphor in the Classroom
Evan H. Offstein
Frostburg State University, Maryland

Christopher P. Neck 
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, Blacksburg

The use of sports metaphors to convey business lessons both within and outside the
classroom is a common phenomenon. The sports metaphor, however, is prone to
misuse and can often inadvertently exclude large segments of the student popula-
tion. To address these issues, we put forth an innovative and novel pedagogical
approach that attempts to capitalize better on the shared meanings between athlet-
ics and certain business practices. Using the sports of tennis and basketball, we
demonstrate how sports metaphors can he responsibly used to aid in the under-
standing of business lessons, such as managerial decision making.

Keywords: Metaphors, sports, decision making

INSTRUCTORS OFTEN USE METAPHORS to enhance the
learning experience. Lakoff and Johnson (1980) suggest that
metaphors are important because they can deeply influence a
person’s attitudes, perceptions, and world view. Because of the
increasing popularity of athletics within US culture, sports 

’

metaphors are becoming more common (Palmatier & Ray, 1989).
Unfortunately, these metaphors are often used without thought or
consideration to possible student reactions. This article introduces
a class module aimed at teaching important business lessons ;

through the responsible use of sports metaphors. First, we briefly
discuss the needs and benefits of using sports metaphors within
the classroom. Second, we draw attention to some potential pit-
falls of misusing these unique metaphors. Finally, we demonstrate
how the sports of tennis and basketball can aid students in under-

standing aspects of managerial decision making.
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Needs and Benefits of Sports Metaphors
As many researchers have noted, metaphors are linguistic devices
that can improve communication and enhance learning (Lakoff &
Johnson, 1980; Morgan, 1986). To begin, metaphors can simplify
difficult concepts. For instance, researchers have found that using
sports can assist children to lean1 difficult math problems (Freed-
man, Hanvey, Lindsey, Ryan, & Bell, 1995). Also, metaphors can
often communicate more efficiently than other forms of expres-
sion. For example, Archer and Cohen (1998) argue that court
judges often use sports metaphors in their judicial opinions to cap-
ture a point quickly. Finally, listeners usually respond to metaphors.
This is particularly important when the subject matter is viewed as
dry or overly technical. Metaphors, then, are unique because they
trigger an individual’s memory and sensory capacities and thus
increase the motivation to learn regardless of the subject area (Hill
& Levenhagen, 1995). Because many people participate or have
participated in athletics, sports metaphors are often likely to gener-
ate listener interest. So sports metaphors are of educational value
because they can simplify difficult concepts, shorten communica-
tion cycles, and generate listener interest in many subject areas.

Problems with Sports Metaphors

Despite their apparent value to the learning experience, there is
growing evidence that instructors should exercise discretion
when using sports metaphors within a classroom. To begin,
sports metaphors can alienate segments of the student poputa-
tion. For example, women and international students may miss
or misinterpret lessons that use the uniquely American and
male-dominated sports of baseball or football. Consequently,
these types of metaphors are likely to produce an out-group,
which often results in feelings of awe, awkwardness, and detach-
ment (Archer & Cohen, 1998; Katz, 2001). Thus, a professor
using specifically targeted metaphors may produce a classroom
atmosphere of exclusion.

In addition, an element of fit is needed between metaphor and
classroom lesson. Instructors do not always choose the appropri-
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ate lesson to accompany a sports metaphor. For metaphors to
work they must demonstrate some qualities parallel with the
target lesson. These shared meanings are less likely to form if
application to the classroom material is misdirected, inaccurate,
or inappropriate to the given situation (Barr, Stimpert, & Huff,
1992). For instance, using professional, or even collegiate, sports
as a parallel for teamwork may be inappropriate. Some would
argue that professional sports,are the antithesis of teamwork.
Rather, at these levels, high salaries, exaggerated egos, and self-
centered behavior are more common than the selfless behavior
that is required of teamwork (Wellins, Byham, & Wilson, 1991).
So instructors should use metaphors that include as many seg-
ments of the student population as possible. Also, instructors
should examine the relationship between the sports metaphur -
and parallel lesson to ensure proper fit. When these conditions
are met, sports metaphors are more likely to enhance the learning
experience.

Using Sports to Explain Managerial Decision Making

Keeping in mind that sports metaphors can be counterproductive
unless they are thoughtfully implemented, we propose that
instructors can best use these metaphors to communicate lessons
surrounding managerial decision making. First, the pace of sports
parallels the increasing speed of business. For instance, researchers
suggest that the dynamic business environment has exponentially
increased the complexity of problems and the speed at which
strategy and decisions need to be made (Milliken, 1990;
Mintzberg, 1990).

Second, the types of decisions that are required in the athletic
arena mirror the choices that contemporary managers face. Harri-
son and Pelletier (1997) describe a new wave of decision making
in which &dquo;satisficing,&dquo; not optimizing, decisions are preferred. Sat-
isficing decisions are managerial choices aimed at achieving better
than average outcomes with the available information at hand.

Satisficing usually involves a very limited information search prior
to the managerial choice. Hence, satisficing decisions aim at ,
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achieving high quality but not perfect outcomes in a speedy
manner. Interestingly, decision optimization is untenable in both
business and athletic contexts because information is often lack-

ing or is too ambiguous to make a perfect decision. Since the
environment in both scenarios changes dramatically and swiftly, a
decision initially believed to be optimal in a turbulent environ-
ment is more likely to become sub-optimat. Thus, both managers
and athletes are rewarded for making a series of quick but good
decisions with the information at hand.

Finally, athletes, coaches, and managers should be proficient in
making sense out of their surroundings. This skill of environmental
scanning allows one to canvas the environment for cues, trends,
and information that will assist in developing strategies, goals, deci-
sions, and courses of action (Aguilar, 1967; Bourgeois, 1980; Dess,
1987). This skill is particularly important because evidence suggests
that executives in high performing firms are more skilled at envi-
ronmental scanning than their underperforming counterparts (Daft,
Sormunen, & Parks, 1988; Miller & Friesen, 1983). Consequently,
the ability to scan the competition, customers, and the market
effectively is likely to determine the quality of subsequent decisions.
Instructors can use the pace, the types of decisions, and the iinpor-
tance of the environment within an athletic context to communi-
cate lessons surrounding managerial decision making.

Sports Metaphor Training Module .

This training module attempts to intersect dialogue, critical ..

thought, and sensory mechanisms to produce a meaningful learn-
ing experience. The instructor should serve as a facilitator during
this module. He or she will need a VCR/DVD player and an over-
head projector for this program. Additionally, the instructor
should allocate 45 minutes to one hour for this exercise. Holpp’s
(1987) framework can be useful in achieving an engaging and
value-added module.
The training module should begin with an objective that the

instructor may announce or display. We offer the following global
objective statement as a guideline:
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At the end of today’s module, you will be better able to critically evaluate
language tools, such as sports metaphors, that are used to convey business
practices. Also, through careful examination and by responsibly using sports
metaphors you will be better able to understand the complexities, difficulties,
and opportunities that abound in managerial decision making.

The instructor should then cover the agenda for the module.
We propose four stages. In the first, students are introduced to the
concept of a metaphor in genexal and of the parallels between
sports and business in particular. The second stage addresses paral-
lels in decision making and the third, parallels in coaching. The
final stage is an after-action review of the exercise aimed at the
evaluation and future improvement of the program. As suggested
by Holpp (1987), we recommend including a benefit statement at
the beginning of each phase to focus the leaming efforts.

Phase I: Metaphor Exploration 
’

First, the instructor should read or display a benefit statement like
the following:

What you will get out of this phase is that metaphors invoke similarities
between two objects or happenings and that it takes a discerning eye and crit-
ical mind to detect differences that exist beneath the surface. In addition,
these perceptual differences could trigger undesired consequences.

By using a metaphor, the instructor sparks class discussion that
should easily identify similarities between two occurrences or phe-
nomena. The instructor then attempts to demonstrate slight but
meaningful differences that exist but often go undetected between
sports metaphors and business.

After this opener, the instructor requires students to write down
on paper similarities that exist between the two elements in the

metaphor, &dquo;Business is a game.&dquo; In one column students mark
&dquo;game,&dquo; and on the other, students brainstorm shared meanings in
business. This should take three to five minutes. Then the instruc-
tor writes on a transparency the similarities that the students
found. The instructor can prime the students with broad but lead-
ing questions. Our suggestions for similarities can be found in
Table 1.... , . ~ &dquo;, &dquo; , B
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Next, the instructor should attempt to invoke contrast between
the two components of the metaphor. We recommend starting
with minimal differences and then building to a more dramatic
threshold of contrast. The instructor may begin by priming for dif-
ferences in the time horizon between a game and business strategy.
Specifically, games usually have very defined and distinct time
limits that are often known before the start of the game. Con-

versely, business strategy, product development, and even qliar-
terly financial reporting operate on longer time horizons. Also, for
product development and business strategy the time line is often
ambiguous and uncertain. The instructor should then move on to
what would appear as a germane and apropos similarity-that of
competition. The instructor needs to encourage students to think
critically about fundamental but sometimes overlooked differences
in how competition is viewed from an athletic versus business per-
spective. Because businesses operate in a global context and now
engage in webs of networks, competition is less visible, more
international, and masked by interlocking alliances and joint ven-
tures. The instructor can punctuate this point by examining the
consequences for business leaders who only engage in local com-
petition or view competition in a dichotomous and harshly adver-
sarial manner. Table 2 represents key differences between a
&dquo;game&dquo; and a &dquo;business&dquo; perspective on competition.
The instructor should reinforce this lesson by referring to the

original benefit statement. .
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Phase 7Wo: Parallels in Decision Making

In phase two, the instructor leads students to examine parallels
between a particular sport and business in terms of decision
making. Tennis provides an excellent example. First, it is widely
popular across lines of gender and race. Second, it seems to con-
verge on the trend towards more individualistic sports. Third,
tennis is an international sport found in both mature countries
and developing nations. Finally, tennis is a game of speed and
quickness with rapid satisficing decisions occurring throughout the
match. For these reasons, tennis holds great appeal because of its
ability to resonate with a wide audience while demonstrating sev-
eral parallels with managerial decision making. _

Benefit Statement

The following benefit statement directs attention in this phase:

What you will get out of this phase is an appreciation for the complexities
surrounding decision making. This phase will illuminate that decisions often
are demanded by immediate problems that surface quickly. These issues are
also fraught with complexity and uncertainty.

Learning Objective .

The instructor will use tennis to highlight the following points:
~ Decisions are often made under fatigue.
~ No two problems are the same. Therefore, approaching a prob-

lem with past tactics could illicit unfavorable consequences.
~ Sometimes you will not have the benefit of a coach for counsel.
~ Reflection is important in decision making. ’ ’ ... I I
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Procedure ,

The instructor shows a game at the end of a competitive tennis
match. The taping should include a changeover, where the tennis
player is given a break before returning to the opposite and differ-
ent side of the court. The instructor should show the four-minute

tape without priming the class. After the first viewing, the
instructor instructs the class to write on their sheet of paper fac-
tors affecting the decision making process and/or parallels to man-
agerial decision making and show the same clip again.

Although not comprehensive, Table 3 offers some parallels that
the students should address or which the instructor may wish to

emphasize.
As in the previous step, the instructor should end this phase by

returning to the benefit statement to reiterate the objective of the
stage.

, 

, 
,

Phase Three: Coaching

Like tennis, the game of basketball can be the source of potent
sports metaphors. Basketball also appears to span gender, race, and
cultural divides. Thus, this metaphor serves to unite or include a
diverse array of students. Utilizing basketball also brings the role
of coaching to the forefront. This is particularly salient for busi-
ness undergraduates or MBAs who are likely to serve in supervi-
sory or mid-range managerial positions. In fact, this illustration
captures the trend within the business arena that views and labels

managers as coaches.

Benefit statement .

Here’s one form of a benefit statement for this phase: ,

In addition to reemphasizing points made during the previous example, in
this phase you will gain a richer and more comprehensive understanding of
the decision making process, particularly from examining how coaches make
decisions under time constraints within dynamic environments.

Learning Objective 

’

The instructor will use basketball to highlight the following points:
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~ Managers are similar to coaches.
~ Good decisions are ones that can be executed.
~ Decisions are often made in &dquo;noisy&dquo; environments or dynamic

circumstances.
~ Competent coaches make good decisions by seeking input from

multiple sources.

Procedure 
_

The instructor should show the last three minutes of a women’s

collegiate basketball game. The game itself should be competitive
and close, and there should be a time-out in the last three min-
utes. While the tape is playing, the instructor should note that
this example highlights current trends in business and is represen-
tative of the students’ role in future occupations. Namely, busi-
ness, like basketball, is becoming more team driven. Also, as
future managers, many of the students will be fulfilling a role simi-
lar to that of a coach. Both are responsible for the maintenance
and performance of the team. In addition, the instructor should
highlight shared occurrences or lessons between the tennis exam-
ple and the current basketball clip (i.e., the importance of making
speedy decisions, fatigue in the decision making process, and the
essential nature of a time-out to reflect and assess). At the end of
the video clip, the instructor should allow the students three to
five minutes to reflect and to put down some thoughts on how
this basketball example parallels managerial decision making. The
instructor should then run the clip one final time. At the conclu-
sion of the tape, the instructor should try to recreate the leaming
environment of the tennis example by capturing the students’
thoughts and perceptions between the sport and business. The
instructor may prime the students. To that end, Table 4 suggests
some shared lessons between the two.

Phase Four: Reflection

We stress that these examples and suggestions of dialogue and dis-
course are, indeed, just that-suggestions. Instructors should
improvise, enhance, or augment this module with their own cre-
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ativity and insight. In the last phase, the instructor should seek to
enhance the module by having students reflect on their experi-
ence. The instructor may wish to capture students’ insights regard-
ing alternative examples or different metaphors (e.g., jazz, other
forms of music, or dance) and how they can help us understand
various business practices. Also, the instructor should annotate
specific suggestions to improve and bolster subsequent module
learning experiences.

Conclusion 

z

Most leaders in the classroom and in the management ranks
understand the power of metaphors in communicating. However,
some pitfalls accompany the use of metaphors, including disen-
franchisement, alienation, and miscommunication of key points.
To avoid these problems, we sought out potential parallels and
intersections by canvassing several business practices and then
comparing them to multiple athletic events. After research and
consultation, we contend that instructors can best capitalize on
the pace, speed, and uncertainty associated with sports to commu-
nicate important themes raised by managerial decision making. By
adopting our approach to using sports metaphors within the class-
room, instructors and students play a game in which all parties
stand to win.
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