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Introduction

Political utility of sport has been gaining rising attention among scholars and political 
decision-makers lately. Because of enormous global popularity, sports events can serve 
as convenient channels of communicating identity of nations to the external publics. 
Sport can be used to boost country’s international prestige, advertise its assets for ex-
ample as a tourist destinations, or to shape international relations. Apart from its exter-
nal political significance, sport can also play a number of internal roles within society. 
Sport is believed to play a role in integrating society (Werner, 1989: 20), fostering the 
processes of nation-building (Keim, 2003), or serving as a tool of strengthening the le-
gitimization of the ruling elite. Development of sports policy was also aimed to enhance 
productivity of the society (this was typical for communist states) and to improve the 
general level of health among the people of a country in response to problems of mod-
ern societies such as obesity.

Political and social importance of sport is meaningful. It is interesting though that 
its external and internal political roles are usually investigated separately. The objective 
of the research is to overview key types of sports diplomacy activities pursued by gov-
ernments from the perspective of their internal political significance. The hypothesis to 
be verified within the research states that sports diplomacy, despite being a foreign pol-
icy tool, is not separated from internal policy.

Domestic dimension of sports diplomacy – theoretical approach

Sports diplomacy is a category without a single understanding, with a number of defini-
tions highlighting different elements. In its most narrow conceptualization sports diplo-
macy is understood as a tool of interstate relations. In this sense sports diplomacy can 
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be viewed as a way of making friends and managing conflicts (Rowe, 2011: 115), or in 
a wider way, as a whole range of international contacts between people connected with 
sport and politicians, that are motivated by foreign policy concerns and have implica-
tions for general relations between states (Merkel, 2017: 29). Within such understand-
ing of sports diplomacy we may distinguish its positive and negative forms, depending 
whether sport is used to make the relations between states better or worse.

Besides reference to sport as a tool of managing interstate relations, sports diploma-
cy can also be understood in other way. The second understanding of sports diplomacy 
refers to its role in promoting states – shaping their desired international perception, or 
legitimizing new or contested states (Trunkos, Heere, 2017: 13-14). This paper for ob-
vious reasons refers to these two aspects of sports diplomacy, as they are strongly asso-
ciated with governments attempts to use sport for the sake of realizing state’s external 
objectives – as a means of shaping relations with other countries and fostering state’s in-
ternational prestige and image.

Stuart Murray and Goeffrey Pigman, apart from the use of sport by governments as 
a diplomatic instrument, distinguished a category of ‘international sport as diplomacy’, 
by which they meant diplomatic representation, communication and negotiation between 
non-state actors that take place as a result of ongoing international sporting competition 
(Murray, Pigman, 2014: 1099). In other words, sports diplomacy can also be understood 
as diplomacy in which sports bodies are engaged. This type of sports diplomacy will not 
be taken into consideration, though, since the research is focussed on states’ activities.

Sports diplomacy is perceived as a sub-category of public diplomacy (Johns, 2014: 
7-8; Black, Peacock, 2013: 709). The latter term has been subject to research within the 
field of international relations for many years. According to James Pamment, public di-
plomacy means communication of an international actor’s policies to citizens of for-
eign countries (Pamment, 2013: 1). Beata Ociepka stated that public diplomacy is one 
of the forms of political communication which is directed to wider group of recipients 
than traditional diplomacy, which main objective is to affect the public opinion in an-
other country and as a result directly to affect its government (Ociepka, 2008: 11-13).

Public diplomacy is by its nature a tool of shaping external perception of a state, 
building trust and sympathy towards it. It is important to note though, that according 
to various authors, public diplomacy also has its internal dimension which is connect-
ed to interactions with domestic public. Such domestic public diplomacy is believed to 
be a purely political tool with such potential benefits as creating public understanding 
and support for government’s policy and consolidating its overall credibility and legit-
imacy. It is worth pointing out that including a domestic dimension of public diplo-
macy does not separate it from the international component (Huijgh, 2016: 437). It is 
more about reaching external and internal political goals simultaneously with the use 
of the same method.
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The domestic dimension of sports diplomacy

The concept of internal dimension of public diplomacy laid theoretical foundations 
for this research. Since sports diplomacy is believed to be a sub-category of public di-
plomacy, it should also have its internal dimension. Scholars investigating sports diplo-
macy tend to understand existence of the domestic dimension of sports diplomacy, but 
on the other hand overlook it in their research (Murray, 2018: 9). This may refer to both 
to the use of sport in order to shape relations with other states, and to employing sport 
as a means of shaping international image of a state.

Sport as a tool of shaping inter-state relations

As has been noted, one of the narrow ways of understanding sports diplomacy limits its 
scope to the use of sport in order to shape relations with other states. Under this approach 
it is, therefore, means of fostering foreign policy goals and supplementing traditionally 
perceived diplomacy. Within such sports diplomacy, positive and negative activities might 
be distinguished. Positive sports diplomacy is about using sport in order to build interna-
tional bridges, create opportunities for political rapprochement and deepening proxim-
ity between states. Negative sports diplomacy, on the other hand, is about using sport as 
a means striking political opponents, for example through sports boycott or sports isola-
tion. In both cases the mechanism is similar to public diplomacy – with the use of sport 
and activities associated to sport a state, directly or indirectly (as it may operate through 
grassroots initiatives), sends a particular message to the society of another country.

A question might appear about the place for domestic dimension of sports diploma-
cy if it is a communication towards external actor. Once again we need to refer to the-
oretical considerations on public diplomacy. Firstly, according to certain researchers it 
is, especially in its contemporary form, a two-way communication between states (Gil-
boa, 2008: 55-58). It is, therefore, not simply a communication from state A to state B, 
but rather a communications between states A and B. Sports diplomacy directed at af-
fecting relations between states is quite similar. One of the most important cases of such 
sports diplomacy is the famous Ping-Pong diplomacy between United States and Chi-
na. A visit of American table tennis national team to China was used to facilitate polit-
ical opening between the two states since both of them were interested in getting closer 
but because of many reasons including international prestige were not ready to engage 
in traditional diplomacy. The key point here is that it was neither a step taken exclusive-
ly by the US nor by China. No matter who initiated the exchange (although it still re-
mains unclear) both sides were engaged and had their objectives.

If Ping-Pong diplomacy is considered, according to Murray and Pigman, the main 
motivation was about testing whether public opinion in both countries would accept 
new opening in mutual relations (Murray, Pigman, 2014: 1101). Such motivation is ex-
plicitly internal, regardless international character of the exchange. It was the Chinese 
government that was interested in preparing its society to rapprochement with the Unit-



20 Michał Marcin Kobierecki

Przegląd Narodowościowy / Review of Nationalities 
nr 9/2019

ed States, since it would be facing consequences of an ‘unprepared opening’. From this 
perspective, Ping-Pong diplomacy was about influencing the society domestically, with 
external relations in mind.

Virtually any example of employing sports diplomacy in order to shape relations 
between states can be analyzed through the perspective of engaging domestic public, 
although obviously in various situations the strength of such engagement was differ-
ent. An important example of sports importance in shaping bilateral relations refers to 
Turkey and Armenia, whose presidents attempted to use football matches within FIFA 
World Cup qualifications to foster political rapprochement between the two states which 
did not hold diplomatic relations and had a closed border. Presidents of Armenia, Ser-
zh Sarkisyan, and Turkey, Abdullah Gül, paid visits to other countries to watch foot-
ball matches and at the same time to hold diplomatic talks (Gunter, 2011: 130; 134). 
Although the whole endeavour did not lead to a lasting enhancement of bilateral rela-
tions, it gave a chance for it. Through the so-called football diplomacy Turkish president 
communicated to Armenians and vice versa, but at the same time the Armenian elites 
were using this opportunity to test whether the public opinion was ready for a break-
through. The external dimension of sports diplomacy was, therefore, just as important 
as its internal dimension.

The domestic dimension is, therefore, fairly clear if positive sports diplomacy aimed 
at shaping international relations is considered. It is, however, not that clear within neg-
ative sports diplomacy. As has been noted, it refers to the use of sport for instance in or-
der to communicate dissatisfaction with the policy of particular government and can 
be observed through sports isolation or boycott. Such activities by governments or na-
tional sports bodies might have certain domestic effects, for example by consolidat-
ing the society against a common enemy. For instance, when Jimmy Carter declared 
American boycott of the Moscow Olympic Games in 1980, American public opinion 
was decidedly in favour of the idea (Macintosh, Hawes, 1994: 97). According to some 
authors, Carter’s decision might have been connected to the approaching elections and 
his need to show himself as a strong leader (Drachman, Shank, 1997: 213-124). There-
fore to some extent domestic dimension of such negative sports diplomacy is also vis-
ible, but to lesser extent than in its positive form. This is connected to the direction of 
communication within respective types of sports diplomacy. Positive sports diplomacy 
ultimately is a two-way communication, with two sides potentially benefiting from the 
contact. In such cases one side’s external objectives are often similar to another side’s in-
ternal goals. Negative sports diplomacy is confrontational by its nature and represents 
a one-way communication which is more typical of propaganda or Cold-War style pub-
lic diplomacy. Of course the presence of such domestic dimension is dependent on par-
ticular situation including internal goals of the government, situations concerning elec-
tions, characteristic qualities of relations between engaged states. Still, in such cases in-
ternal dimension of sports diplomacy is also visible.
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Sport as a tool of building international image of a state

Another form of sports diplomacy associated with states’ activity is about the use of sport 
in order to shape international image of a state. Basically there is a number of meth-
ods of such political use of sport. The most important include hosting sports events and 
sports victories. Apart from them, sports exchanges, sports development aid, participa-
tion in sport, sports investments and recognisability of sport can be mentioned (Kob-
ierecki, 2018: 271). Virtually any of them are explicitly external activities, but also have 
domestic dimensions.

Hosting sports events is one of the most important ways of employing sport for the 
sake of building international prestige of a state. They are believed to be a rare opportu-
nity to present state’s identity in the global media (Dembek, Włoch, 2014: 35). Organ-
izing them, particularly when mega-events are considered, became the key factors of 
developing local and national branding strategies (Grix, Brannagan, Houlihan, 2015: 
468). Through attracting global attention host city or nation might show to the glob-
al audience their merits, send particular messages, for instance about internal changes 
or development, or tackle negative stereotypes. Nation branding and public diplomacy 
significance of sports event is, therefore, indisputable.

Hosting sports events also has a domestic dimension, and it is not only about devel-
oping local infrastructure, reforming economy, attracting tourists and foreign invest-
ments. In fact, domestic public is another recipient of the communication that is being 
held through hosting such events and goals such as strengthening national pride are of-
ten associated to them (Bodet, Lacassagne, 2012: 358-359). It was very clearly visible 
when sports events organized by China in recent years are considered. Events such as 
the Asian Games in 1990 or the Olympic Games in 2008 had explicitly external branding 
goals. The Asian Games, according to Chinese policy-makers, were supposed to show 
new China to the world, but at the same time the objective was to strengthen Chinese 
self-esteem (Hong, 2007: 83-84).

The Olympic Games in Beijing in 2008 are one of the most ultimate examples of us-
ing a sports event as a means of shaping desirable international perception of a state. In 
response to the assumption that China was perceived through contrasting elements, such 
as developing economy, modern metropolises and social transformation, and over-pop-
ulation, destroying environment and uneven distribution of wealth on the other side, 
the Games were supposed to educate the world on modern China and to shape an uni-
fied, positive image (Lai Lee, 2010: 209; Cull, 2008: 135). But the domestic aspect of this 
communication appears to be equally important. Internal goals of hosting the Beijing 
Olympics were connected to shaping relations between the government and the socie-
ty in the context of building unity of the Chinese, considering growing social inequities 
(Yu, 2010: 2821-2841; Davies, 2011: 42). The Chinese as a nation can be characterized 
as the people with developed sense of dignity and the need of having a relevant status. 
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Contrary to this, the country had been humiliated for a long time as a result of wars. 
The goal of the Communist Party of China was, therefore, to renew the former glory 
(Lai Lee, 2010: 208-209). This is partly connected to the modern Chinese nationalism 
and has explicitly domestic dimension, although similar motivation can be recognized 
in external goals of Chinese branding sports diplomacy. It is, thus, believed, that Chi-
na needs public diplomacy activities in order to distance itself from economic and po-
litical systems from before the reforms, to counter negative and false stereotypes and to 
position itself as a regional leader (Lu, 2011: 29-30). The Beijing Olympic Games have, 
therefore, shown very clearly, that conducting sports diplomacy directed at communi-
cating to external publics may serve similar purposes concerning the domestic public. 
What is more, it is sometimes difficult to say which motivations, external or internal, 
are more important.

A fairly similar situation might be attributed to the Olympic Winter Games in Sochi 
in 2014. External branding goals of the event were very clear and already at the bidding 
stage Russians claimed that the event was a great opportunity to enhance Russia’s inter-
national reputation, a chance to counter the image of the ‘red bear’ and to present an 
international political and economic comeback. The Games were to show that Russia 
succeeded in modern capitalism (Orttung, Zhemukhov, 2014: 179). These goals have 
an explicit external character. However, other objectives, connected to the power of the 
nation and Wladimir Putin himself (Book, 2014: 45; Arnold, Foxall, 2014: 6), might be 
important both in external and internal dimensions.

Aspects of influencing Russia’s public through the Sochi Games can be seen when 
some speeches of Russian political elites are evoked. Wladimir Putin stated, concern-
ing the selection of Sochi as the future host of the Olympics: “without doubt, not just 
a recognition of Russia’s sporting achievements but […] a judgment on our country” 
(Müller, 2014: 154). He also commented it saying that it was an identification of “pow-
er and might of our country, of our desire to win” and that there was a “demand for our 
country in the international arena as a strong, autonomous, independent government 
with its own opinion” (Alekseyeva, 2014: 162). Such statements of the Russian presi-
dent were rather common for Russian political elites and showcasing Russia’s return to 
the status of a great power appeared to be one of the key objectives concerning hosting 
the Olympics (Persson, Petersson, 2014: 192; Golubchnikov, 2016: 184; Golubchnikov, 
Slepukhina, 2014: 167). Such motivations have an obvious external dimension, but the 
domestic one appears to be just as clear. It might be important for Russia to be seen as 
a great power by foreign public, but such feeling is at least similarly important for the 
Russians. The Sochi Olympics are, therefore, a good example of the domestic dimen-
sion of branding sports diplomacy.

The public diplomacy mechanisms of sports victories are fairly similar as within host-
ing sports events. Sports victories traditionally have been used by states to build inter-
national prestige, hence successes in sport are often perceived as indicators of the effica-



23The domestic dimension of sports diplomacy

Przegląd Narodowościowy / Review of Nationalities 
nr 9/2019

cy of a state and its government, and the general prosperity of a country (Anholt, 2009). 
Such attitude to sport some scholars describe as ‘sports nationalism’ (Koller, 2008: 1469). 
Similarly to hosting sports events, sports successes may also serve the purposes of influ-
encing domestic publics. The case of Great Britain is a very good example for such situ-
ation. Originally government’s engagement in pursuing sports policy was very limited 
in this country. This situation has changed in 1990s, partly in response to a very disap-
pointing result of Team GB during the Olympic Games in Atlanta in 1990, were it won 
only one gold medal. Such poor performance was assessed as a disgrace for the British 
(Guthrie-Shimizu, 2013: 1761). This led to a significant raise of sports funding in the 
UK and astonishing results its national team achieved during recent Olympics. All this 
is connected to boosting international prestige of Great Britain, and to the need of sus-
taining national pride and unity of the society (Allison, Monnington, 2005: 17). Sports 
performance of Team GB could, therefore, be interpreted as a communication both to 
external and domestic publics simultaneously.

The similar issue could be observed regarding the Chinese performance during the 
Olympic Games in Beijing in 2008. Chinese were determined to win the Olympic med-
al table. Similarly as hosting the event, sports victory was meant to show Chinese abili-
ties to the world, but at the same time to give the Chinese people a sense of pride and to 
reject the image of China as the ‘sick man of Asia’ (Cha, 2009: 3). This domestic dimen-
sion of athletes’ results during the Games could be observed in Chinese media where 
the joint number of medals was not included – in this sense China lost to the United 
States (Wardęga, 2014: 63-64).

The domestic public diplomacy significance of sports victories was also visible dur-
ing the Cold War era. For the Cold War superpowers and their allies, sports competition 
served as an important arena for mutual rivalry. Sports victories had obvious external 
objectives, for example connected to attracting the Third World countries, but were also 
supposed to serve the internal propaganda needs (Allison, 1994: 95). Many similarities 
might be recognized when contemporary Russia is considered. Sports victories, equal-
ly as hosting sports events, are believed to be one of national priorities as Russia’s for-
mer president Dmitry Medvedev once said (Petersson, 2014: 36). Their political objec-
tive include restoring the national pride and dignity (Riordan, 2010: 326), which belong 
to the main pillars of Wladimir Putin’s policy and reasons for his popularity in Russia.

Hosting sports events and achieving successes in sport are the branding sports di-
plomacy tools reserved almost exclusively to powerful and big states. Participation in 
sport, on the other hand, is a means of employing sport for diplomatic purposes which 
is used by small, less powerful countries or those without international recognition. For 
them being able to compete in international sports event is important in order to “seek 
acknowledgement of their existence within the international system” (Houlihan, 2004: 
219). Successful attempts to compete in major sports events also have a great internal 
meaning for such nations. This was the case of Kosovo, a state struggling for interna-
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tional recognition, whose national sports bodies managed to receive recognition from 
the most important international sports organizations such as FIFA or the Internation-
al Olympic Committee. As Kosovo’s acting Minister of Foreign Affairs stated about Ko-
sovo’s participation in the Rio 2016 Olympic Games, “the sight of our athletes march-
ing in Rio de Janeiro will be the pinnacle of state-building for Kosovo” (Selimi, 2016). 
Nation building can be, therefore, assessed as just another goal of the domestic dimen-
sion of sports diplomacy. Of course, in this case, the context of national pride can also 
be recognized.

Sports exchanges, sports development aid, foreign sports investments and global 
recognizability of sports teams and athletes are another methods of sports diplomacy 
directed at shaping the expected external image of a state. Foreign sports investments 
are mostly about investing in sports teams or engaging in sponsoring overseas, while 
global recognizability of athletes, leagues or teams is rather an asset than a method ex-
plicitly, however states in its possession may benefit from private initiatives in terms of 
strengthening their own nation brand. Sports exchanges as a method of sports diplo-
macy have also been used to manage bilateral relations between states, particularly in 
the past when international sports competition was less intense than these days. They 
are about establishing people-to-people contacts in the field of sport, which are meant 
to foster mutual understanding between engaged nations (Kobierecki, 2018: 60; 67). 
Sports development aid is to some extent interrelated with sports exchanges since it is 
also about contacts. It involves donating sports equipment or financing construction 
of sports venues, sending experts to share their knowledge etc. Such aid as a means of 
public diplomacy is based on the assumption that it symbolizes links and builds prox-
imity between the people engaged (Zaharna, 2009: 94).

In case of hosting sports events and successful performance in international sport 
internal dimension is very apparent as they speak in favour of national superiority and 
foster national pride. In case of other methods, the internal dimension is definitely not 
as evident, but still noticeable. Sports development aid may be associated with socie-
ty’s internal need to share their prosperity, thus, acting as a feel-good factor. Sports ex-
changes, on the other hand, facilitate contacts between people from two or more na-
tions. Directly, their goal is to foster other people’s understanding of ‘our’ country, but 
simultaneously such exchange might foster ‘our’ understanding for other nations, thus 
having a domestic effect as well. An example of this method, and at the same time of 
international recognizability of sport, refers to former Chinese basketball player Yao 
Ming. The Chinese government supported him as a representative of Chinese culture, 
modernity and development (Murray, 2013: 13). Yao is believed to have helped to im-
prove China’s image in the United States, but simultaneously to improve the way United 
States were perceived by the Chinese – as a country which received their national hero 
well (Zhang, 2013: 228-229). It might not have been the prime motivation of the Chi-
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nese government, but definitely the situation reveals domestic dimension of this brand-
ing sports diplomacy method.

Internal dimension of foreign sports investments could be witnessed in Poland in 
2018 when Polish racing driver Robert Kubica’s comeback to F1 after a serious injury was 
at stake. State-owned oil company Orlen decided to sign sponsorship agreement with 
F1 team Williams to support Kubica in his comeback which was long awaited by Pol-
ish fans. Declared, official reasons for Orlen’s engagement were strengthening its brand 
outside Poland and to show its aspirations as a global oil company (Furman, 2018), but 
an attempt to satisfy the needs of Polish fans (and voters) appears to be a reasonable ex-
planation as well, particularly considering that a month earlier a tape was revealed, on 
which Polish Prime Minister (at the time bank’s director) Mateusz Morawiecki spoke 
on Kubica’s accident and his unwillingness to invest in F1. Shortly after, Morawiecki ar-
ranged a meeting with Kubica, after which the driver declared “no hard feelings” (RP, 
2018). Of course, there is no proof for direct government’s engagement in Kubica’s come-
back, but since it became one of the prime topics in Polish media, it may be assumed 
that it has been convenient for the government, which on the other hand is in control 
of Orlen. In both cases of Robert Kubica and Yao Ming, there is also an issue of nation-
al pride. These days globally successful athletes may serve as national heroes and their 
successes on global stage become prime topics in national media. In case of Kubica, his 
recovery after he nearly died in an accident is at the same time a touching story of de-
termination. Therefore, apart from communicating to the external public, such sports 
diplomacy is also about communicating to the domestic public.

Conclusions

The research presented in the article included analysis of sports diplomacy understood 
as a means of managing relations with other countries and shaping the external per-
ception of a state, from the perspective of possible internal implications. The concept of 
domestic dimension of public diplomacy proved to be useful in explaining this, since 
sports diplomacy is regarded as a sub-category of public diplomacy.

As a result of the research, it has been observed that both sports diplomacy direct-
ed at shaping relations with other countries and at influencing international image of 
a state, apart from their external dimensions, also have an effect on domestic public. In 
case of the first type of sports diplomacy, it is mostly about testing the society concern-
ing its willingness and readiness for a change in the state of relations with another coun-
try. Another effect might be connected with creating national unity, for example in ref-
erence to an external enemy. When branding sports diplomacy is considered, external 
sports diplomacy often served the domestic purposes of creating or restoring nation-
al pride and unity, or nation building. Often, it was connected to goals of the political 
leaders in their struggle to remain in power.
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The character of the research did not allow to observe how common the domestic 
dimension of sports diplomacy is. However, in many of the presented examples it was in 
fact difficult to say whether it were external or domestic goals that were the main moti-
vation of respective sports diplomacy endeavours. Therefore, it may be assumed that in 
most sports diplomacy activities at least a minor domestic effect or motivation is pre-
sent. As a result, the hypothesis stating that sports diplomacy despite being a foreign 
policy tool is not separated from internal policy has been confirmed. 
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Abstract: Sports diplomacy is a tool of foreign policy. Similarly to public diplomacy, for which sports 
diplomacy is a sub-category, it may also have a domestic dimension. The objective of the research was 
to overview key types of sports diplomacy activities pursued by governments from the perspective 
of their internal political significance and to answer the research question whether sports diplomacy 
may be used to influence the domestic public. The hypothesis to be verified within the research stated 
that sports diplomacy, despite being a foreign policy tool, is not separated from the internal policy.

The research allowed for confirmation of the hypothesis. It has been observed that both sports 
diplomacy directed at shaping relations with other countries and at influencing the international image 
of a state, apart from their external dimensions, also have an effect on the domestic public. It may be 
about testing the society’s willingness and readiness for a change in the state of relations with another 
country or might be connected with creating national unity.
Keywords: sport, politics, sports diplomacy, public diplomacy, domestic politics
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