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Keeping Athletes Safe  
Hazing in sport has been an ongoing issue, from the youth to elite levels, for many years. As Dr. John Heil says, “any and all 
athletes are vulnerable to hazing” (Heil, 2016), and it can be a traumatizing experience for those involved. Many athletes 
refer to hazing as “team-building” and “tradition”, while studies have shown that hazing can decrease team cohesion rather 
than improve it (Van Raalte et al., 2007). Professionals, parents, coaches, and athletes all should be informed about how to 
recognize and prevent hazing, and how to reduce hazing in sport.  
 
According to Waldron (n.d.), hazing can diminish an athlete’s 
confidence by promoting self-doubt, depression, low self-
esteem, and in the worst-case scenario, suicidal thoughts.  
 
Some athletes think that hazing creates a group identity.  
Fact: Research shows that group identity is established when 
the athlete joins the team (Van Raalte et al., 2007). Hazing does 
not build attraction to the group. 
 
Some athletes claim that hazing is a tradition that builds 
character (Smith & Stellino, 2007).  
Fact: New players may feel pressured into hazing if they want 
to be accepted by the older players on the team. This may be 
driven by a “sport think” phenomenon cultivated by veteran 
players, producing fear and persuasion. Once the new players 
become veterans, they often maintain the perspective of valuing 
hazing and create the cycle of hazing.   
 

Why Does Hazing Happen? 
When new athletes are introduced to a team, promoting a positive and constructive environment is key to a fluid transition. 
When this outcome is not achieved, harsh exclusion and hazing may take place. Given the inherent need for belonging and 
acceptance by the “in-group,” athletes may be vulnerable to hazing (Maslow, 1971). Many may succumb to the hazing ‘sport 
think” phenomenon and overlook potential consequences and risks. To justify these hazing behaviors to themselves, 
individuals frame them in a positive way through displaced responsibility, attribution of blame, and diffusion of 
responsibility (Heil, 2016).  

 

 

 
 
 

SPORTPSYCH WORKS  
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The Cycle of Hazing Violence, adapted from Kirby & Wintrup (2002) 

Displaced Responsibility: 

"It's a tradition"

Attribution of Blame: 

"She agreed" 

Diffusion of Responsibilty:

"It was a team activity" 
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What You Can Do: Strategies to Reduce Hazing in Sport 
 

 

 

 

Where can I learn more hazing prevention strategies? 
 

Hamilton, R., Scott, D., LaChapelle, D., & O’Sullivan L. (2016). Applying social cognitive theory to predict hazing perpetration in 
university athletics. Journal of Sport Behavior, 39(3), 255-277.  
Heil, J. (2016). Sport advocacy; Challenge, controversy, ethics and action. Sport, Exercise, and Performance Psychology, 5(4), 281-295.  
Kirby, S. L., & Wintrup, G. (2002). Running the gauntlet: An examination of initiation/hazing and sexual abuse in sport, Journal of Sexual 
Aggression, 8(2), 29-68.  
Maslow, A. M. (1971). The Farther reaches of human nature. New York: Viking Press. 
Smith, H., & Stellino, M.B. (2007). Cognitive dissonance in athletic hazing: The roles of commitment and athletic identity. Journal of 
Sport & Exercise Psychology, 29, 169-170.  
Van Raalte, J.L. Cornelius, A.E., Linder, D.E., & Brewer. B.W. (2007). The relationship between hazing and team cohesion. Journal of 
Sport Behavior, 30(4), 491-507. 
Waldron, J. Reducing hazing in sport teams, http://www.appliedsportpsych.org/resources/resources-for-coaches/reducing-hazing-in-sport-teams/.    
 

This fact sheet is an initiative of the American Psychological Association Division 47’s Cornerstone Committee and has been prepared by Marissa 
Frangione, Department of Health and Human Performance, University of Florida; Christina Mayfield, College of Health Professions, Mercer University; 
Andy Walsh, M.S., M.A., College of Health, Ball State University; Dr. Kimberlee Bethany Bonura, College of Social and Behavioral Sciences, Walden 
University; and Dr. Nick Galli, Department of Health Promotion and Education, The University of Utah.  

 

•Notice the 
event that is 
occurring

Notice

•Interpret the 
behaviors 
occurring as a 
problem

Interpret

•Feel 
responsible for 
the solution of 
the problem 
behaviors

Responsibility

•Acquire 
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intervene

Skills
•Use skills to 
intervene and curb 
problem behaviors

Intervene

Loyalty

Respect

Unity

Team 
Dinners

Community 
Service

Team 
Trips

Ropes 
Courses

Focus on positive initiation 

into team culture: 
Positive team-building activities 

facilitate team cohesion: 
 


