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Ethics at Work

You Get What You Reward
By Marianne M. Jennings, JD

I am not a sports fan. My husband 
stopped taking me to ASU football 

games because I took work along, and 
those seated around us complained to 
him that I was “un-American.” Because of 
my notorious sports arena behaviors, and 
as a joke, a friend gave me a subscription 
to Sports Illustrated.

I am still not a sports fan, but for the 
fields of ethics and compliance, there is 
no better source than Sports Illustrated 
for examples of ethical and compliance 
issues. Week after week, scandal after 
scandal, professional and collegiate 
athletes deliver. Sports Illustrated is the gift 
that just keeps on giving. 

From coverage of steroid-use perjury 
trials to exposés on agents paying players 
to rankings for college football teams with 
the most felons, this magazine is pure 
treasure trove.1 Just a few names say it all 
in terms of ethical lapses, Cam Newton, 
Brett Favre, Michael Vick, Tiger Woods, 
and Ben Roethlisberger. 

The reason the Sports Illustrated coverage 
of all things ethical is so terrific is that the 
magazine’s writers and editors have a 
strong moral compass. They courageously 
throw down the gauntlet at the hand that 
feeds them. Mixed metaphors aside, the 
editors and writers challenge the private 
regulators in sports by writing about 
ethical lapses, wherever they may be and 
regardless of the standings of the teams 
and players.

One principle that emerges from my 
weekly study of all things sports is one 
that all ethics officers should understand: 
you get what you reward. 

1  Pitt, Iowa, Arkansas, Boise State, and Penn State 
win top honors for this story. Andy Staples, et 
al., “Rap Sheets, Recruits, and Repercussions,” 
Sports Illustrated, March 7, 2011, p. 32. The story on 
agents: Josh Luchs, as told to George Dohrmann, 
“Confessions of an Agent,” Sports Illustrated, October 
18, 2010, p. 62. 

You also get more of what you don’t want 
if there is no downside, i.e., you get more 
of what you don’t enforce. 

In college sports, the line of demarcation 
between right and wrong is now one of 
chalk that has been stepped on so many 
times that either the folks of sports do not 
realize that the dust remnants were once 
the stuff of lines or they have benefited 
from the blur. How could any missteps 
possibly matter in such a mess? 

The past few months of my beloved Sports 
Illustrated have offered illustrations of this 
reward/enforcement principle.

The March 21, 2011 issue of Sports 
Illustrated graced us with the story of 
Ohio State’s secretive football coach, 
Jim Tressel. Coach Tressel forgot to let 
the NCAA know that several of his 
players were selling their championship 
memorabilia in order to obtain tattoos. 
To add insult to injury or more secrecy to 
evasion, the coach also forgot to mention 
to Ohio State’s president, E. Gordon 
Gee, that the FBI was also investigating 
players. 

Oh, the information did become public 
eventually—after the season ended. 
Coach Tressel explained that he allowed 
the players to continue playing last 
fall because, “If you all of a sudden sit 
down some players that have earned the 

opportunity to play, there’s a whole new 
set of questions that arise.”2 

The coach’s reasoning presumes that one 
is entitled to continue playing despite the 
presence of FBI agents cooling their heels 
in the locker room. In business, we either 
suspend them with pay or have them 
“leave to spend more time with their 
families.” But, they do not continue to 
play in secrecy.

Ohio State fined Coach Tressel $250,000, 
which figures out to be about 7% of his 
$3.5 million annual salary, and demanded 
that he sit out two games.3 The University 
of Akron, the team OSU will be playing in 
one of the suspension games, must surely 
have this game already marked for its win 
pocket. 

How can Ohio State, sans coach, possibly 
compete against Akron? Mr. Gee, when 
asked if he considered firing Coach 
Tressel, responded with a laugh, “No. 
Are you kidding? I’m just hoping the 
coach doesn’t dismiss me.”4 Mr. Gee 
understands how his bread gets buttered. 
Or is it that he understands which hand 
feeds him? At any rate, he will not be 
throwing down any gauntlet.

Since 2006, there have been 12 coaches 
disciplined by the NCAA for not being 
honest during an NCAA investigation. Of 
the 12, 11 were either fired or resigned.5 
Coach Tressel stands alone, victorious 
in retaining his employment even as 
the university’s chief executive officer 
concedes that he is powerless. 

2  Kelly Whiteside, “Ohio State Suspends, Fines 
Tressel,” USA Today, March 9, 2011, p. 1C. 

3  Because the NCAA imposed a five-game suspension 
on the players and the NCAA denied Ohio State’s 
appeal of their sanctions, Coach Tressel has asked 
that he be given a five-game suspension in order to 
experience the same penalty as his players. 

4  Id. 
5  George Dohrmann, “The Untouchables,” Sports 

Illustrated, March 21, 2011, p. 16.

When the 
stars of the 

organization trump 
the authority of the 
CEO, you get what 
you reward.
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Trying to attain compliance in an 
organization in which there is this level 
of reward and lack of contrition will be 
an elusive goal. When the stars of the 
organization trump the authority of the 
CEO, you get what you reward. In this 
case, a manager has survived with a 
rap on the knuckles for what used to be 
unassailable grounds for termination. 
Worse, the president appears to be 
quaking in his Cole-Haans at the thought 
of disciplining the coach. 

But Sports Illustrated doesn’t just focus 
on individual organizations—it looks 
at the sports industry. Every industry, 
including sports, has practices or norms 
that drive organizations to ethical lapses 
because of their perception that they 
will be at a competitive disadvantage 
if they don’t do “what everyone else is 
doing.” 

For example, an industry problem 
in collegiate men’s basketball is low 
graduation rates of the players.6 Few 
worry about graduation rates because 
the industry folklore/urban legend is 
that if you muck around with graduation 
rates, you will have basketball players 
who graduate, but don’t win. To align 
the winning with the graduation goal, 
Secretary of Education Arne Duncan 
wants the NCAA to require a graduation 
rate of 50% of college basketball players 
and banish teams that do not achieve the 
50% mark from NCAA tournaments. For 
the 2011 tournament season, 10 of the 
teams would be so banished.  

The response of Syracuse University’s 
basketball coach was, “That’s completely 
nuts.”7 Who wants college basketball 
players who graduate? The University 
of Tennessee’s basketball coach told 
Secretary Duncan to first improve the 
education system so that he could recruit 
better kids. In other words, someone else 
is to blame.

If there is still the reward of tournament 
play, regardless of the failure to meet 
standards, those standards will fall by 
the wayside. Secretary Duncan summed 
it up best, “Money talks. So right now 
there is an absolute perverse incentive. 
Folks follow the money, and the money 
says, ‘We don’t care about academic 
outcomes.’ If the NCAA said, ‘Well, 
we actually do care about academic 

6  To be perfectly candid, graduation rates are a 
problem in football, basketball, baseball, and 
_________ (fill in whatever sport is played at the 
school). Secretary Duncan picked March Madness 
season to attract attention to the issue in basketball.

7  Erik Brady, “Boeheim: Sanction System Works,” 
USA Today, March 17, 2011, p. 1C

outcomes (by banning teams with 
low rates), I guarantee you behavior 
would change very, very rapidly. This is 
eminently solvable.”8

The damage from these reactions of 
coaches and presidents to regulation 
and their regulator (the NCAA is their 
regulatory body) is perhaps far greater to 
the schools and their employees than the 
damage to college sports in general. 

Faculty, academic advisers, and alumni 
understand that academic integrity 
and compliance within the athletic 
program are important, but not quite 
important enough to enforce. Leaders 
in these schools who tout values 
different from their actions suffer from 
a credibility gap. Employees function in 
an atmosphere of having to look away 
from violations even as they celebrate 
their sports victories. The cognitive 
dissonance from the inconsistency has 
to grate at you like Jim Carrey’s voice in 
“Dumb and Dumber.”   

However, my dear Sports Illustrated is 
not all the bad news about sports all the 
time. This photographically gorgeous 
magazine is also the first to point out 
those teams and schools that understand 
this principle of getting what you enforce 
when enforce they do. 

Brigham Young University pulled one 
of its star basketball players for the 
remainder of the season, just as the team 
was headed into conference title games 
and March Madness.9 The young man 
had violated one of the school’s honor 
code provisions, which is signed by all 

8  Erik Brady, “Duncan: Bounce Low-Grade Teams,” 
USA Today, March 17, 2011, p. 1A. 

9  Full disclosure:  The author is alum of BYU and has 
been a donor. However, she attended one football 
game and one basketball game during six years of 
undergraduate and graduate study there and has 
seen even fewer games since graduating. Were it 
not for her beloved Sports Illustrated, BYU’s decision 
would have gone unnoticed.  

students, to remain celibate prior to 
marriage.10  

The NCAA was not involved in BYU’s 
decision because it leaves student-athlete 
conduct in campus life within individual 
schools’ jurisdiction. Indeed, if the 
NCAA started yanking the eligibility of 
college basketball players for violations 
of an honor code that demands 
abstinence prior to marriage, it couldn’t 
scrape together a Final Four. Yet, BYU 
self-enforced its own honor code, placing 
its athletic program’s success in second 
place to its values. 

That last sentence is a critical one for 
ethics and compliance officers, and the 
heart of this enforcement principle:  
Values first; profits and numbers goals, 
second. 

BYU’s internal code of ethics came 
first—that’s what administrators 
enforced, despite losses and whatever 
team/organizational/revenue costs 
may result from their decision. BYU’s 
players, coaches, faculty, fans, and 
alums (who may not all be on board 
with the enforcement principle) received 
a clear message that will likely have a 
multigenerational half-life. This is the 
stuff of legends, and ethics and culture are 
all about these legendary stories. 

BYU made a tough call, but, then again, 
ethics are easy virtue when nothing is on 
the line. Putting it all on the line is the 
key to getting what you enforce. When it 
hurts to enforce, you generate the stuff of 
strong ethical cultures. Leave it to sports 
to illustrate this so beautifully. NP
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10  Although the young man’s name has been used in 
the press, the author believes that he deserves his 
privacy as he sorts through what must have been 
a difficult act of self-reporting, the loss of his role 
on the team, and, perhaps most importantly, his 
reconciliation with his faith and its standards. In 
short, unlike the other examples, he has worked and 
will continue to work to make things right. 

Every industry, 
including sports, 

has practices or 
norms that drive 
organizations to 
ethical lapses.




