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Abstract 
 
Most sport organizations and clubs do not engage in ethical reasoning as they have legal commis-

sions, but no ethical commissions. Sport ethics tend to be linked to drug use, discrimination, gam-

bling, and the temptation of sport agents. However, sport organizations can make a tangible dif-

ference in sustainable development and peace building if their members learn how to install good-

governance, conflict prevention, and peace building in their federations. Athletes should not only 

learn how to win and deal with loss but also how to evade lose-lose and enhance win-win out-

comes. The legal and ethics lessons then become synergetic. World Taekwondo (WT) President 

Dr. Chung-won Choue aims to enrich Taekwondo education by complementing Taekwondo train-

ing and education with Olympism, global citizenship, and sustainable peace. In particular, the 

Taekwondo Humanitarian Foundation (THF) developed didactical materials for use within refu-

gee camps. First, a card game for young Taekwondoin (Taekwondo practitioners) aged 8-12 was 

developed. A more elaborate program for older Taekwondoin was also created that included a 

curriculum spread over six levels, which corresponded with the colors of Taekwondo belts. While 

both pilot projects require feedback and melioration, WT and the THF are experimenting with 

these educational materials to bring about Taekwondo’s ultimate goal of building peace. 
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Introduction   

 

Sport organizations have become global agents and 

formidable economic, cultural, and educational forces. 

They proclaim to reinforce humanistic values such as 

health, winning, character building, moral development, 

team-work, productive citizenship, leadership, raising en-

vironmental awareness, conflict prevention, and sustain-

able peace. Indicative of the great popularity of sports are 

the commercialization of competitions, the marketing of 

and through sports, and the inflation of the educational 

claims or aspirations.  

However, most sport organizations do not address 

ethical issues directly. Rather, legal issues related to their 

sport or players are their primary concern. Ethics within 

a sporting context are usually only linked to issues like 

drug use, discrimination, gambling, and the temptation of 

sport agents. Hence, sport organizations can make a tan-

gible difference in sustainable development and peace 

building if their members learn how to install good-gov-

ernance, conflict prevention, and peace building in their 

federations.  

World Taekwondo (WT; formerly the World 
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Taekwondo Federation) President Dr. Chung-won Choue, 

decided to enrich Taekwondo education in 2015 by com-

plementing traditional Taekwondo training and education 

with Olympism, global citizenship, and sustainable peace. 

In particular, the Taekwondo Humanitarian Foundation 

(THF), which offers Taekwondo training and education 

in refugee camps, developed didactical materials for their 

students. First, a card game for young Taekwondoin 

(Taekwondo practitioners) aged 8-12 in refugee camps. 

A more elaborate program for older practitioners was also 

created with the curriculum spread over six levels that 

correspond with the colors of Taekwondo belts. Conse-

quently, the current study examines how the WT, the gov-

erning body of Olympic Taekwondo competition, is deal-

ing with the ethics of education for its members in the 21st 

century. 

 

Changes in the World of Sports 

 

Do sport organizations possess the ability to change 

the global ethical climate? Ethics is at the heart of sports 

to ensure fairness (i.e., fair play), so a founding principle 

of sports ensures all parties are treated justly and equally, 
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both of which are required concepts for global communi-

ties to work together. Some questions linger, such as ‘Do 

21st century sport organizations live up to these ethical 

aspirations and claims?’ and ‘What is the state of ethics 

in sport education?’ Although an arduous undertaking, 

these questions ought to be addressed, because the land-

scape of sports has changed drastically. Understanding 

four recent changes in global sports will frame how sports 

organizations can act toward becoming centers for ethical 

change: popularity, globalization, and the amplification 

of educational aspirations. 

 

Popularity of sports 

 

The steep growth of popularity is obvious from the 

billions of sportsmen and women and their spectators. 

The International Basketball Federation, for example, 

claims to have 450 million people playing basketball 

worldwide, ranging from licensed players to amateurs 

(11). Less popular sports like Taekwondo, which was 

only added as an official Olympic event in 2000 and has 

no professional leagues, also have a wide following. For 

instance, the Kukkiwon, the organization charged with 

Olympic Taekwondo education, claims over 80 million 

Taekwondoin worldwide (3). 

New sports and the growth of international competi-

tions are likewise increasing the overall popularity of 

sports. To invigorate the Olympic Games and make them 

more enticing to viewership, new Olympic events such as 

skateboarding, surfing, and Karate will be added to the 

2020 Tokyo Olympic Games. These sports appeal to a 

wider variety of tastes, whereas soccer, bicycling, or ten-

nis are part of the main stream media and entertainment 

business. Rock climbing, another emerging sport, illus-

trates the diversity of competition of global sports today. 

Three types of climbing (speed, lead, and bouldering) are 

gaining attention due to athletes needing to overcome 

amazing physical feats and fear, such as the recent free 

soloing by Alex Honnold who climbed El Capitan, the 

Yosemite Valley cliff, alone and without protective gear. 

Although grotesque and tragic, interest in rock climbing 

is increased due to events such as the death the Swiss 

speed climber-alpinist Ueli Steck (24). 

 

Globalization of sports 

 

A second characteristic essential to sport becoming 

beacons of ethical behavior is their globalization. Sports 

with global followings are significant aspects of global 

cultural and a source of “hundreds of billions of dollars” 

(7). There are hundreds of recognized global sport organ-

izations (GSO), which are important cultural, economic, 

educational, and political forces. For example, WT 

claims as of 2017 a global membership of 208 countries 

(26). That number, however, does not include the Demo-

cratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK; North Korea), 

where the governing body for Taekwondo is the Interna-

tional Taekwon-Do Federation (ITF). The 208 countries 

which have governing bodies for Taekwondo is larger 

than the 193 countries in the United Nations (22), which 

indicates the global reach and potential ethical impact 

that a sport like Taekwondo possesses. 

 

Commercialization of sports 

 

Sport contributes to economic development. Nearly 

20 years ago, the global sport sector was valued at (USD) 

$36 billion and predicted to expand by 3% to 5% per year 

(25). A 2012 study of the economic contribution of sport 

in the European Community showed that sport was an 

important economic sector; its share is comparable to ag-

riculture, forestry, and fishing combined (6). Moreover, 

its economic contributions are expected to rise in the fu-

ture. Sport is also a relatively labor-intensive industry. 

For the European Union as a whole, the contribution of 

sport related employment to total employment is 2.12%, 

which is equal to 4.46 million employees (6). 

While sporting competitions, especially those for 

elite-level athletes, have commercialized sports, they 

nevertheless offer opportunities to showcase ethical be-

havior. Demonstrations of human courage, generosity, 

and nobility are frequently on display. Although greatly 

fictionalized (5), Cool Runnings, one of the most popular 

Olympic movies, illustrated how the 1988 Olympic Ja-

maican bobsled team demonstrated all of those qualities 

in competition. In a similar display of great sportsman-

ship, Esther Kim, a Taekwondo athlete vying for the 2000 

American Taekwondo Olympic team, forfeited a match 

so her injured friend could qualify for the team. Esther 

Kim’s selfless sacrifice meant she could not be consid-

ered for the team (16). Although global sporting events 

can also showcase displays of extreme unethical conduct 

such as Russia’s current doping scandal or when Cuba’s 

Angel Valodia Matos kicked a referee during the 2008 

Olympics (17), sport organizations such can–and usually 

do–seize the opportunity to rectify those wrongs and pun-

ish the individuals in a responsible fashion. It is easy to 

criticize the commercialization of sports for their capital-

istic purposes; yet, these events also provide the opportu-

nities for sports to demonstrate global ethical conduct and 

appropriate responses to when ethics are lost to a global 
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audience.  

 

Amplification of the benefits of sports 

 

Parallel to the popularity, globalization, and commer-

cialization of sports are the branding and the amplifica-

tion of the educational aspirations that proclaim the phys-

ical and ethical benefits of sports. Sport organizations 

claim their sports make people not only healthier and hap-

pier, but they also provide avenues for learning ethics. 

According to former International Olympic Committee 

President Jacques Rogge, sports “introduce young people 

all over the world to the values of respect for self and oth-

ers, fair play, excellence, joy in effort and the balance of 

body, mind and will” (19). Thus, sports can provide an 

ideal life education by contributing to the holistic devel-

opment of young people.  

Sports are also a catalyst for economic development 

by raising the employability of young people. Participa-

tion in sports teaches core useful skills for the workplace, 

such as teamwork, leadership, discipline, and the appre-

ciation of effort (21). Moreover, sports offer young peo-

ple a constructive engagement that reduces levels of ju-

venile crime, anti-social behavior, and radicalization. 

They can be used additionally as both a tool for prevent-

ing conflict as well as an element for building sustainable 

peace (23) as well as provide them a voice in a world 

where nearly half of the population is under the age of 25. 

Sports have even been shown to play a role in the drive 

toward sustainability from the local to global level (12). 

 

Impediments on the Ethical Discourse in 

Sport 

 

The ethical discourse of the educational claims and 

ethical aspirations in sports is paradoxically easy and dif-

ficult. The majority of people know or claim to know in-

tuitively what ethics, like time (18), encapsulates, yet 

they fail to define it successfully. Nevertheless, moral in-

stincts should be consulted but not trusted in the face of 

moral controversy (8).  

Ethical concepts found in sports such as respect, fair-

play, dignity, integrity, good governance, and peace tend 

to be implicit, yet are frequently vaguely defined. This is 

problematic for sport organizations that wish to promote 

the aforementioned values of sports. For instance, the 

term respect has numerous definitions and is not the same 

as dignity: “Honoring the dignity of others has nothing to 

do with any of their unique qualities or accomplishments” 

(9). Finding an ethical concept that will be accepted uni-

versally creates difficulties for sport organizations due to 

the plethora of cultures that could interpret it differently.  

Another difficulty in implementing ethics into sport 

education is that despite the fact that ethics should not be 

confused with law, most organizations legalize ethics by 

paying more attention to legal issues than ethical issues. 

They also tend to employ lawyers to deal with ethics. So-

cieties determine laws and systems of punishment based 

on cultural values, so any sport ethics education program 

must be based upon elements of the human condition to 

at least be flexible enough to be accepted by all peoples.  

 Sport organizations, like other societies, also behave 

frequently as what Greene defines as “moral tribes” (8) 

when ethical issues are raised. This theory states humans 

are wired for tribal life, for getting along with a select 

group of others (Us), and for fighting off everyone else 

(Them). Moral tribes often favor, unconsciously or not, 

the version of fairness, respect, justice, reason, and peace 

that suits themselves. These biases lead to self-righteous-

ness, conflict, feelings of moral superiority, and fuel con-

flict. Impartiality and searching for common ground or 

win-win relations are really considered as valuable. In 

stressful conflict situations, moral tribes frequently ex-

press characteristics of groupthink, such as the illusion of 

invulnerability, inherent morality, a stereotyped view of 

the other, and self-censorship that can lead to a deteriora-

tion of efficiency, reality testing, moral judgment, and the 

resolution of conflicts (13). 

 

 
Figure 1: The Taekwondo tenets as they are presented in 

Volume 1 of the Encyclopedia of Taekwon-Do (2). 
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Clarifying Sport Ethics 

 

These problems make ethical discourse in sports dif-

ficult, but they do not clarify sport ethics. To assist in that 

task, four clarifications must be made. First, sport is not 

ethical per se. Sport can strengthen or worsen the use of 

ethical values, promote respect or disrespect, and stimu-

late or sedate community building and cooperation. Sport 

organizations are charged with establishing the ethics of 

their sports but, as above, they must do so in a universally 

acceptable manner.  

Second, sport ethics are in essence about right con-

duct for participants and coaches. Since their main con-

cern is to compete hard and win, athletes have to be di-

rected in the right way to accomplish those goals. Fair 

play is the core value here, and it must be addressed by 

each sport organization to ensure ethical conduct by all 

those involved. In addition to competition ethics, the ath-

letes and fans should also engage in cooperative/collabo-

rative ethics. They should not only learn to win and deal 

with loss, but also learn how to evade loose-loose while 

enhancing win-win outcomes.  

Third, ethical decision-making and evaluation should 

proceed logically. Seven steps should be ideally fol-

lowed: recognition of ethical issues, fact finding, genera-

tion of alternative actions, evaluation of those options, se-

lection, monitoring, and modification (14). While the 

process cannot resolve all ethical issues, it will allow for 

a near-complete analysis of an ethical problem and facil-

itate the creation of an appropriate response. 

Fourth, ethics boils down to the pursuit of happiness. 

Happiness, or the overall quality of one’s experience, can 

be used as the key measure for assessing the quality of 

ethics in sports. According to Joshua Greene, to value 

happiness is to value everything that improves the quality 

of one’s experience for oneself and for others, and espe-

cially for those whose lives leave much room for im-

provement (8).  

 

Ethical Deficiencies in Sport 

 

Sports are confronted with several ethical deficien-

cies that stand in the way of the pursuit of happiness. First, 

the ethical discourse in sports tends to be limited to the 

prevention and/or remediation of the usual suspects of 

unethical behavior, such as: performance enhancing 

drugs, corruption, discrimination, gambling, boundary 

crossing, sexual behavior, and temptations of the sport 

agent. Most attention goes to dealing with ethical failures 

or to negative or negatively defined ethics, and this is at 

the expense of investment in cooperation, good govern-

ance, personal development, conflict resolution, leader-

ship, community building, peace, or positively defined 

ethics.  

The second ethical deficiency relates to compartmen-

talization. Some people in sport organizations are unboth-

ered by problems or issues outside the sport world; they 

fail to perceive it as their business. Nevertheless, sports 

do not exist within a vacuum. Sport organizations are in-

ter-twined with the world and their future depends on the 

state of our planet. This implies co-responsibility for the 

future, for sustainable development and peace, poverty, 

war, and environmental deterioration undermine sports. 

As such, organizations of all types must acknowledge the 

roles they play and determine how they can improve not 

only themselves but also the lives of those around them. 

Another ethical deficiency is that too many conflicts 

quickly escalate into power games or court cases with 

high human, financial, and temporal costs. Sport organi-

zations should learn to resolve disputes in an ethical and 

cost-effective way. By doing so, they set examples for 

their sport’s participants and spectators alike. 

The fourth ethical deficiency is that few individuals 

have made an effort to be open-minded and less self-

righteous, despite Greene arguing that our brains are 

wired for tribal life (8). If sport organizations did this, 

they would demonstrate the ethical conduct they demand 

of  their players. They would therefore  adopt an  attitude  

 
Figure 2: The box for the Taekwondo Humanitarian 

Foundation (THF) didactic card game. 
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of ethical conduct for everyone at all levels of their or-

ganizations. 

 The fifth deficiency involves the discussion of fair 

play; namely, it is the inequalities experienced by athletes 

from poor and unstable countries. The necessary financial 

support, the creation of complex training systems, and 

scientific research that helps to win are beyond the means 

of athletes from less affluent countries. For instance, the 

Speedo LZR Racer swimsuit was considered “so good 

that critics have alleged it to be technological doping” 

(20). The less wealthy athletes could not pay the (USD) 

$550 retail price for these suits, so an ethical dilemma oc-

curs within the fair play context between them and more 

affluent athletes.  

Finally, there are also the ethical implications and 

problems in elite sport as it is getting closer to the limits 

of human performance. This relates to the Olympic 

motto: citius, altius, fortius: faster, higher, and stronger. 

 
Figure 4: Educational cards made by the Taekwondo Humanitarian Foundation (THF) designed to teach peace and global 

citizenship through Taekwondo. The #1 (orange) card fosters peace building and connects the concept to Olympism, the #3 

(purple) card elicits critical thinking in connection with peace building, and the #4 (green) card promotes similar concepts in 

the students’ first language (Arabic). 
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Many ethical challenges emerge when we move towards 

the limits of human performance in the free market of 

sports where athletes risk their health and even their lives 

to push limits, break records, set new standards, and de-

velop new events (1). 

 

Sport Taekwondo’s Educational Activities 

 

WT has made significant educational strides forward 

to establish its sport within global ethics. While it is ini-

tially difficult to understand how a pugilistic sport can be 

ethical (15), Taekwondo has long grounded itself ethi-

cally with five tenets: courtesy, integrity, perseverance, 

self-control, and indomitable spirit (Figure 1). These five 

concepts, which are almost universally accepted, have 

long given Taekwondo practice an ethical purpose be-

yond that of inflicting injury.  

Later, WT President Dr. Chung-won Choue intro-

duced the concept of a ‘Taekwondo Plus’ education at the 

2015 World Taekwondo Federation World Champion-

ships. He called for the widening and enriching of the rich 

classic Taekwondo education with the values, practices, 

and skills of Olympism (the philosophy of the Olympic 

Games), global citizenship, and peace. Why Olympism? 

Taekwondo is an official Olympic sport, so its practition-

ers should be acquainted with the philosophy of Olym-

pism, Olympic education, and the values promoted by the 

International Olympic Committee, which are aligned 

with UN values. Why global citizenship? Because WT 

became a global sport organization with millions of 

Taekwondoin. They are members of the global 

Taekwondo family and thereby global sport citizens. A 

global citizen is someone who identifies not only with 

his/her nation, country, or regional community, but sees 

him-/herself also as part of an emerging world commu-

nity and whose actions can contribute to a better world. 

Why Peace? More than 30% of Taekwondo’s Member 

National Associations (MNA) operate in countries which 

have experienced violence, live in violence, or are threat-

ened by it recently. Even though the 2017 Global Peace 

Index indicates that the world is 0.28% more peaceful, 68 

countries are less peaceful than in 2016 (10) many of 

which have WT MNA. Global peace is clearly a concern 

for many Taekwondoin today. 

In the broad sense of the word, peace refers to the ab-

sence of violence and constructive resolution of conflicts. 

The underlying idea is best captured by the saying “Peace 

is more precious than triumph.” This aphorism was 

coined by Young Seek Choue, the founder of the Kyung 

Hee University in Korea and father of WT President 

Chung-won Choue. Y. S. Choue lobbied the UN success-

fully to make September 21 the International Day of 

Peace. He considered peace not as a utopia, something for 

dreamers or idealists, but as an oughtopia, something that 

ought to be done (4). Sport organizations can make a tan-

gible difference in sustainable development and peace 

building when their members also learn to install good-

governance and become acquainted with conflict preven-

tion and peace building skills in their federations. These 

are not only very useful skills for the health of the conti-

nental unions and MNAs, but also essential skills for ca-

reer development. 

 

 
Figure 5: Educational cards made by the Taekwondo Humanitarian Foundation (THF) in students’ native language (i.e., Arabic). 

From left to right is a didactic illustration of a dragon designed to foster courage and blue and green #3 cards that promote and 

foster life-building skills and Olympism, respectfully. 
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 As part of Dr. Chung-won Choue’s Taekwondo Plus 

curriculum, the THF is developing and testing two edu-

cational tools. For young Taekwondoin aged 8-18, they 

produced a card game in August 2017 (Figure 2) that will 

be tested and evaluated by young Taekwondoin and train-

ers in refugee camps in Jordan and Turkey. The cards are 

made fun and attractive by means of didactic cartoons and 

feature an English side and an Arabic side (Figures 3, 4, 

and 5). They can be considered collectors’ items, because 

the educators can reward the students with a card at the 

end of a training session. 

The card game consists of 40 cards divided in eight 

sets of five cards with different colors that ask questions 

about Taekwondo, Olympism, global citizenship, and 

peace (Figure 3). In the game, players try to get as many 

sets of cards as possible. Players can receive cards when 

they can provide appropriate answers to questions on the 

cards. Some questions demand the knowledge of facts or 

definitions; i.e., Taekwondo knowledge (Figure 4). Most 

of the cards, however, have no fixed answers and invite 

the players to think and speak for themselves (Figures 3, 

4, and 5). Students are invited, for instance, to speak 

about what self-control, a Taekwondo tenet (Figure 3), or 

for one minute about their preferred peace symbol (Fig-

ure 4). The card game also stimulates peer education as 

students can ask their siblings or friends for help. 

A training manual in the form of large memo cards is 

being developed for older Taekwondoin and trainers. The 

curriculum is spread over six levels that correspond with 

the colors of Taekwondo belts: white, yellow, green, blue, 

red, and black. The cards are large, and the front side pro-

vides visual information by means of didactic cartoons. 

The backs of the cards have written information in Eng-

lish and in the student’s mother tongue. Players acquire 

knowledge, attitudes, and skills related to Olympism, 

global citizenship, and peace at each of the six levels. 

Trainers and older Taekwondoin who master the ad-

vanced Taekwondo Plus curriculum receive a certificate 

and/or badge, but this program outcome is still undeter-

mined. 

The planned Taekwondo Plus curriculum will not 

only use these educational tools, but also lectures, book-

lets, videos, internet research, and self-study. The educa-

tion invites open discussion while facilitating perceptions, 

experiences, and feelings unique to the learner. There is 

no hidden curriculum. The red and black levels are ad-

vanced and require the students to be acquainted with 

good governance, mediation, and the installation of cost 

effective dispute settlement systems. Progress in the 

Taekwondo Plus education system could be 1) linked and 

added to the traditional requirements for receiving a 

Taekwondo rank or 2) rewarded by the reception of col-

ored badges indicating the level of progress when the re-

quested knowledge, attitudes, and skills are mastered. 

While this program is still in development, participants 

should be equipped to better leaders and global citizens. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Ethics is not about building a utopia, but an ough-

topia: it tells us how human beings ought to act in order 

to contribute to society and human wellbeing. It cannot 

be reduced to feelings of good and bad, to following the 

law, or to whatever the sport communities accept. Wear-

ing ethical lenses to view sports, one notices not only a 

great educational potential but also ethical deficiencies 

and challenges.  

 The Taekwondo Plus education system strengthens 

the ethics of education in the martial art. The success of 

today’s Taekwondo and sports in general should be used 

to reflect on the ethics in sport education, because sports 

are not only about mens sana in corpore sano (Latin: “a 

healthy mind in a healthy body”) but also about ethics, 

which are at the heart of sports. Both competition and co-

operation ethics as well as negative and positive ethics 

are essential. The implementation is not easy, because 

there are people who believe that sports have nothing to 

do with the outside world and should not waste time on 

cooperative and positive ethics and values as global citi-

zenship, Olympism, and peace. Yet, if sport organiza-

tions like Taekwondo’s WT wish to develop themselves 

ethically and to remain relevant in a global society, they 

need to change, and the time for that change is now. 
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