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How sports can serve as an efficient
laboratory for us to learn about life
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Nearly every one of us has
played a sport at some point in
ourlives. Most ofus enjoy watch-
ingsports. Eventslike the FIFA
World Cupor Wimbledonattract
televisionand online viewership
inbillions.

Hosting the Olympicgamesis
seen as a matter of national
pride, and can impact the for-
tunesofanentire country or pop-
ulation. Thebusiness of sportsis
a $500-billion industry world-
wide, and growing. Clearly,
sports is a substantial aspect of
the world welivein.

But what can welearn from
sports? Remarkably, thisisnota
question thatschools or univer-
sities have directly asked or
answered.

Universities, for example,
have focused on developing
excellenceinsports, and devote
substantial resources to build
winning teams and nurture
champion athletes. So much so
that college football or basket-
ball in America is widely fol-
lowed as a spectator sport. The
Oxford-Cambridge regatta has
becomeaninherentand historic
part ofelite higher education in
the UK.

This in itself is a good thing.
But there is amore substantial
role thatsports must play inedu-
cational institutions.

Thave invited Viswanathan
Anand, one of the most accom-
plished chessplayersinhistory,
tosharehisviews withmeinthis
column.

Anandbelieves that sportimi-
tates life, and shows you how a
game needs to be played cor-
rectly. Inchess, forexample, two
players may be equal in many
spheres of the game, but on a
given day, one person wins not
because of complete chess
knowledge, buton thatday their
preparation, intuition and guts
worked in their favour.

Going beyond developing
excellencein sports, universities
mustembracesportsasalabora-
toryforlife skills—where we can
experiment and learn aboutlife.

This canbe structured around
severalquestions.

First,howdowelearntocope
with and learn from failure? Los-
ingis an essential partofsports.
Noonelikestoloseand, yet, we
alldo.

Playingsportsregularlyand,
therefore, losingsomewhat reg-
ularlygives usanopportunity to
develop a culture of learning
from failure. Anand believes
thatfailures sometimesteach us
more than success. When you
loseagameinchess, you can pin-
pointthe exactmove that turned
theresult.

That could be a calculation
oversight, an emotional over-
sightor plainphysical fatigue. A
good response tofailureis notto
brood, buttointrospect, identify
areas ofimprovement, and work
hard to get better.

‘Wemust similarlyrespondto
failure in our jobs, startups or
other pursuits.

Second, how do we develop a
culture of constant improve-
ment?When Anand sits downto

prepare for amatch, he focuses
on the problems in his prepara-
tion and just thinks of ways to
solve them. Without worrying
about large, long-term goals or
expectations, he just thinks
aboutwhat heshould be working
on for his next game. This cycle
of constant review andimprove-
ment must carry over into our
professionallives.

Third, how does one learn to
deal with pressure situations
and perform under pressure?
Anandsays that whenyouhave
had enough experience, dealing
with pressure becomes second
nature. Sports canbe great train-
inggroundstogiveusthisexpe-
rience. Anandbelieves that pres-
sure goes away the moment a
game begins, because you only
worry about the position on the
board and not about other
things. Each ofus may deal with
pressure differently, but we
mustlearn to deal with thestress
situations we face in our lives.
Sports offer a great testing
ground for this.

Fourth, how do you play fair
andplay by therulesall thetime,
without exception?

‘When you knick an edge of
your cricket bat to the wicket
keeper, and the umpire hasn’t
heard it, doyou walk offthe pitch
back tothe pavilion or hold your
ground? Anand believes that
playing fair keeps his life simple
and keeps him out of real-life
chess situations. How you han-
dle these situations in sports
mirrors how you would handle
theminlife.

Sohow canmodernuniversi-

ties leverage the potential of
sports to help students learn
aboutlife? The way todo thisisto
integratesportsinto thecurricu-
lum thoughtfully,and open fac-
ulty positionsfor accomplished
sportspersons who think cere-
brally abouthow sportsrelate to
life. Students must be encour-
aged to reflect on their regular
sporting experience, whichever
sport they choose to play, and
determine whatlifelessonsthey
candraw.

In today’s world, there are
other interesting questions too
which sports can help us think
about. How is a sport evolving,
for example, and what shapeis it
likely to take 20 years from now?
Think of the advent of T20
cricket or chessrobots.

Trends in sports tend to mir-
ror broader trends in society,
such as shortening attention
spans, and studying these can
lead to interestinginsights.

As yet another example, we
might think about what it means
tobe agood team playerina vir-
tual world, where online gaming
participants team up virtually
with other players they have
never met or otherwise inter-
acted with.

Sports mirrorlife, and there-
foreserveasagreat laboratory
toexperiment with, learnabout
and prepareforlifeinanunpre-
dictable world. Universities
must embrace this view for the
benefitoftheir students.
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