
61

Sport Diplomacy in the European Union:  The Development of a Soft Power StrategyERDÉLYI TÁRSADALOM, 20(2), 2022, DOI: 10.17177/77171.277 
http://www.erdelyitarsadalom.ro

Daniel Bridgeland1

Sport Diplomacy in the European Union:  
The Development of a Soft Power Strategy

Abstract
This paper examines the emergence of sport as a tool of the European Union’s (EU) soft power, due 
to its popularity and cost-effectiveness. Public diplomacy is gaining momentum and is increasingly 
used by state and non-state actors as means to influence the behaviour of others. The EU is develop-
ing its sport policy, laying the foundations for what could become a formal sport diplomacy strategy 
in the future. Using a qualitative methodology combining content analysis, case studies and inter-
views, this paper studies the benefits of an EU sport diplomacy strategy and the form it should take. 
It argues that for the EU to gain a comparative advantage over other state and non-state actors, it 
should adopt a hybrid sport diplomacy strategy that is based on soft and smart power and reflects its 
norms, values, and unique structure. Key actions it should consider are collaborating with interna-
tional (sport) organisations and developing grassroots projects. This thesis also provides 
recommendations for a future EU sport diplomacy strategy.
Keywords: European Union, sport diplomacy, soft power, strategy, grassroot 

How to cite this article
Daniel Bridgeland (2022). Sport Diplomacy in the European Union: The Development of a 
Soft Power Strategy, Erdélyi Társadalom/Transylvanian Society, 20(2), 61–80. https://doi.org/ 
10.17177/77171.277

The article can be downloaded from the CEEOL (https://www.ceeol.com/search/journal- detail? 
id=928) and GESIS data catalogs: http://www.da-ra.de/dara/search?lang=en&mdlang=en.

Introduction 

On the 16th of January 2022, Serbian tennis player Novak Djokovic was expelled from the 
Australian Open tournament due to his vaccination status not being compliant with the legal 
requirements of the State of Victoria, thereby triggering a diplomatic incident between Aus-
tralia and Serbia (Henley & Pantovic, 2022). This huge controversy highlighted the impact of 
sport on international politics. The relationship between sport and diplomacy is an understud-
ied field of research, mainly due to both concepts being studied as separate disciplines (Parrish 
& Zintz, 2019). However, since the early 2000s, the sport has increasingly been regarded as 
creating spill-over effects that go beyond the competitions themselves (Cha, 2016; Parrish & 
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Zintz, 2019; Sonntag, 2020). The increased interest in the relationship between the concepts 
of sport and diplomacy has led to the emergence of the concept of ‘sport diplomacy’ and is the 
driving idea behind this research project. The concept now includes non-state actors, such as 
the European Union (EU), which is seen as a newcomer by traditional sports diplomacy actors 
(Katsarova & Halleux, 2019; Sonntag, 2020). However, according to Articles 6 and 165 of the 
Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), the EU only has limited compe-
tencies regarding its sport policy (Foster, 2019; Katsarova & Halleux, 2019). Paradoxically, the 
European continent is home to some of the most competitive national sporting leagues, ‘Sport 
Mega Events’ (SMEs), and some of the most powerful international sports federations and 
organizations: the International Olympic Committee (IOC) and the Fédération Internationale 
de Football Association (FIFA). There is potential for the EU to harness these continental assets 
and add a new dimension to its projection of soft power, defined by Nye (2004) as the use of 
non-coercive means by state and non-state actors to obtain desired foreign policy outcomes. 
The gap on which this article focuses is explicitly stated in the introduction of the 2021 EU 
report promoting a strategic approach to EU diplomacy: sport plays an important role in Euro-
pean society, yet it is not formally part of the EU’s foreign policy (Parrish et al., 2021). Non-state 
actors, such as the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNE-
SCO) or the Council of Europe, as well as several state actors, have successfully developed sport 
diplomacy strategies, and the EU is lagging even though it possesses the institutional capacity 
to build a plan of action (Constantin et al., 2021).

Therefore, how can the European Union (EU), a hybrid power actor in international rela-
tions, benefit from a sports diplomacy strategy? This article aims to fill a gap in the literature 
on sports diplomacy, and more specifically on EU sports diplomacy. It does so first by high-
lighting the benefits for the EU of pursuing a well-defined sport diplomacy strategy and second, 
by providing concrete recommendations for such a strategy, based on three existing models. 
The core hypothesis is that although its impact should not be overstated, sports can be a useful 
tool of soft power for the EU. It will be argued that the EU does not possess exclusive and 
legally binding competencies in this policy area and should adopt a sports diplomacy strategy 
based on different levels of governance. Grassroots sport, which refers to all non-professional 
physical activity, represents an innovative and more participatory approach, while cooperating 
with international sport organizations is also crucial, as they are the main power holders in 
sport (Garamvölgyi et al., 2020). Not only would both approaches be beneficial for the EU’s 
foreign policy objectives, but they are relatively low-risk and low-cost, thus in line with the 
concept of soft power, the theoretical framework underpinning this research. This article 
employs a mixed qualitative methodology, as the EU can exert soft power in numerous ways 
and combines text and document analysis as the principal method, followed by case-study 
analyses. Core readings are selected from a range of academic sources: books, newspapers, jour-
nal articles, EU treaties, and government reports, enabling the construction of a comprehensive 
picture. The main argument is developed throughout five core chapters, which proceed as fol-
lows.
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1. Soft power and its place in the EU’s foreign policy

a) From ‘power’ to ‘soft power’
Power can be understood as the ability to achieve desired outcomes and influence the behavior 
of others (Nye, 2004). Traditionally, a great power in the world order was measured by its 
strength in wars (Nye, 1990). However, by the end of the twentieth century, power was meas-
ured less in terms of military capability and more in terms of factors such as technology, 
education, and economic strength and growth (Nye, 1990). Other non-state actors, such as 
international organizations, possessed these increasingly ‘powerful’ resources, enabling them to 
influence the behavior of others (Nye, 1990). Power is gradually shifting away from being 
exercised via traditional means, and the world is evolving into a ‘softer world’, a concept Joseph 
Nye defined in 1990 as outcomes achievable without coercion (the stick) and through induce-
ment (the carrots). Soft power cultivates compliance using various policies, qualities, and other 
factors of attractiveness that both state and non-state actors may possess (Gallarotti, 2011). The 
United States of America’s (USA) invasion of Iraq in 2003 and the more recent chaotic with-
drawal of its forces from Afghanistan in 2021 demonstrated the negative impact and the 
consequences of a failing hard power strategy (Nye, 2004). What becomes important in this 
new world order is winning the peace and asserting one’s image as a positive actor, rather than 
trying to influence the behavior of others through destructive means, as seen with the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine in February 2022.

b) ‘Smart power’
To achieve this, access to information is important, and Nye (2014) argues for the emerging 

‘information revolution’, where power is shifting from the ‘capital-rich’ to the ‘informa-
tion-rich’. Channels have diversified, leading to a diffusion of power away from governments 
to non-state actors (Nye, 2014). The internet has enabled individuals to become soft power 
actors, as seen with the examples of Wikileaks and Edward Snowden. Soft power is thus also 
about the control and portrayal of information and how it is broadcast in the media. Such 
examples can be seen in sports, especially in how an SME opening ceremony is portrayed on 
television. Non-state actors benefitting from the information revolution do not possess the 
same power resources as states and are not able to use hard power (Nye, 2004). Soft power, 
along with military (hard) power and economic power, is an important source of power in a 
multipolar world (Nye, 2004). Nielsen (2013) argues that the weakness of soft power is when 
it tries to replace hard power; the two forms of power should be used as complements rather 
than as alternatives. In 2003, Nye called this complimentary use ‘smart power’. Nations “have 
everything from smart bombs to smartphones to smart blogs” (Wilson, 2008: 113). As states 
become smarter in how they balance both forms of power, so do non-state actors, such as Al 
Qaeda, promoting values seen as repulsive by most of the world but still appealing to certain 
extremists (Nye, 2004; Wilson, 2008). Gallarotti (2011) argues that what really differentiates 
soft and hard power is the context in which they are used. The distinction between the two 
forms of power is “one of degree, both in the nature of the behavior and in the tangibility of 
the resources” (Nye, 2004: 7). Smart power can thus be simply defined as effective soft power 
that does not involve high costs.
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c) What type of power is the EU? 
It is relevant to question whether the EU can be considered a soft power or a smart power 

actor. Not only is there an academic and political debate about what form the EU should take, 
but there is an ongoing debate about its power structure. The EU transcends Westphalian 
norms and has evolved into a hybrid form, mixing supranational and international governance 
characteristics (King, 1999, as cited in Manners, 2002). In the post-Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics (USSR) era, the Union has been praised for its uniting capabilities, which carry a 
good deal of soft power (Nielsen, 2013). However, Nielsen (2013) points out that the EU’s soft 
power creates a gap between the expectations it engenders and its ability to pursue its desired 
policies and fulfill its role in world politics, a phenomenon he names the ‘Capability-Expecta-
tions Gap’. Therefore, is it adequate to perceive the EU’s foreign policy through the prism of 
soft power? As Portela (2007, as cited in Nielsen, 2013) notes, soft power was not a concept 
purposefully formulated for the EU, unlike ‘Normative Power Europe’ (NPE), defined by 
Laïdi (2008, as cited in Corduneanu et al., 2014: 42) as a “preference for a rule-based system” 
established through treaties and conditions. Nielsen (2013) argues that normative and soft 
power share similarities, but their main difference is that normative power connotes the type of 
power the EU is.

The most important factor shaping the EU’s international role is not what it does, but what 
it is, and in this case, normative power seems more appropriate than soft power (Manners, 
2002). An opposing force to NPE is realism, the oldest theory in international relations (Pol-
lack, 2010). The EU is motivated by both material interests and normative values, and the EU’s 
Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) is used by realist critics as an example of the 
EU’s reliance on hard power (Manners, 2002). The EU does use political and economic condi-
tionality as a normative power diffusion mechanism, but Manners (2002, as cited in Nielsen, 
2013) rejects the idea that NPE requires a willingness to use force in an instrumental way. 
Currently, the military dimension of the EU is geared towards humanitarian intervention, for 
which it is by far the largest provider: 70% of overseas assistance, four times more than the 
USA (Nye, 2004; Nielsen, 2013). What stands out when studying the EU is not its military 
power; it is its narrative of peaceful integration and the 2004 enlargement, which are examples 
of soft power triumphs (Nielsen, 2013). Lastly, Wagner (2017) proposes the idea of ‘Liberal 
Power Europe’ (LPE) to overcome the debate between realists and constructivists. In LPE, only 
stable democracies can become member states, and the EU institutions themselves have 
endorsed a liberal-democratic identity. Conceiving the EU as such does prevent a radical rein-
terpretation of the EU’s foreign policy. In its dealings with its near abroad, the EU does act as 
a normative power. In other instances, it may act as a hard power, such as in its current sanc-
tions regime against Russia after the invasion of Ukraine, even though it remains too early to 
draw any conclusions on the EU’s stance. NPE, LPE, or hard power are not necessarily relevant 
for stating what the EU partakes in, but for what the EU is, which is still an ongoing debate 
(Manners, 2002, as cited in Hyde-Price, 2006). The EU is a hybrid form of power, and this 
article focuses on what the EU does and, more specifically, on how it should embrace the ben-
efits of this unique political structure. Public diplomacy and sport diplomacy are concepts 
identified here as tools to facilitate the EU’s assertion as a dominant soft and smart power actor.
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2. The emergence of sport diplomacy and the EU sport policy

a) Diplomacy, public diplomacy, or sport diplomacy?
Murray (2018) defines diplomacy as a fundamentally important human invention, aimed at 
stabilizing relations between societies. Diplomacy is the means to a state’s foreign policy ends 
(Cohen, 1998, as cited in Murray & Pigman, 2014; Murray, 2018). Murray (2018) makes a 
distinction between ‘traditional’ high-level diplomacy and what he refers to as a ‘softer side’ to 
diplomacy, or public diplomacy, involving a larger cast of actors, many of which are non-states: 
multilateral institutions (UN, IOC), global firms (Apple, Nike), or famous sportspeople, such 
as Cristiano Ronaldo or Roger Federer (Trunkos & Heere, 2017). The contemporary diplo-
matic environment provides ideal conditions favoring the appearance of new diplomatic 
channels and actors (Murray & Pigman, 2014). The process of EU integration since the Sec-
ond World War is one of its greatest achievements and an example of a successful public 
diplomacy strategy, a key soft power tool (Nye, 2004). Public diplomacy also makes use of 
mechanisms short of war to attain foreign policy outcomes but involves direct communication 
of interests to the foreign public, rather than between governments (Cull, 2009, as cited in 
Fourneyron & Zintz, 2016; Rofe, 2014; Parrish et al., 2021). From NGOs to citizens, anyone 
has the power to become a relevant diplomatic stakeholder, and state actors are no longer in 
possession of the monopoly of power (Melissen, 2011, as cited in Garamvölgyi et al., 2020). 
Two important aspects of public diplomacy are cultural diplomacy and sport diplomacy, pop-
ular channels through which messages can be conveyed to vast international audiences (Nye, 
2004; Mai’a & Melissen, 2013; Brannagan & Giulianotti, 2015; Dubinsky, 2017; Murray, 
2018; Parrish et al., 2021).

Sport nowadays generates trillions of dollars and affects billions of fans, operating at local, 
national, and international levels (Manzenreiter, 2008, as cited in Murray, 2018). Murray 
(2012, as cited in Garamvölgyi & Dóczi, 2021) defines the concept of sport diplomacy as the 
governmental use of sporting events and sportspeople to create a favorable image among for-
eign publics. The most famous example of a country developing an official sport diplomacy 
strategy is Australia (Cha, 2016). The key objectives are to enhance the image of Australia 
abroad, build linkages with neighboring countries, maximize trade and tourism, and strengthen 
the Indo-Pacific communities (Parrish, 2021). Similarly, Qatar hoped to achieve comparable 
results regarding its own foreign policy objectives when it organized the Football World Cup 
in November 2022, even though it was accused of poorly treating foreign workers (Brannagan 
& Giulianotti, 2015). Likewise, private sport organizations such as the IOC or FIFA are 
increasingly becoming aware of the political implications of their events and can influence both 
diplomacy and global governance (Fourneyron & Zintz, 2016; Sonntag, 2020). International 
sport organizations are occupying a very lucrative regulatory space, which can be explained by 
the rise of transnational private authority in a globalizing world and the states delegating pow-
ers (Meier & García, 2015). International sport organizations are thus able to formally organize 
themselves, as seen with the creation of the Global Association of International Sport Federa-
tions (GAISF), which groups all the international sport federations. This is an important 
argument for the alleged relative influence of sport diplomacy and a reason why the EU should 
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collaborate with international sport organizations. This will be further explained in the last two 
parts.

Critics of sport diplomacy and its alleged efficacy do exist, with sceptics perceiving sport as 
a parody of international relations, plagued by corruption, violence, racism, and cheating 
(Murray, 2016). Furthermore, although sport keeps diplomatic channels open, it will not elim-
inate world hunger and poverty, nor will it contribute to gender equality or facilitate women’s 
rights in fundamentalist societies (Murray, 2016). Another limitation is the temporal reality of 
SMEs (Murray, 2016). As shown with the 2010 and 2014 World Cups, which respectively 
took place in South Africa and Brazil, the high building and renovation costs of both countries’ 
stadiums highlighted the potentially disastrous legacy of the World Cups’ organization (Cor-
nelissen et al., 2011; Cha, 2016). On the other hand, both sport and diplomacy are embodied 
by representatives of their states, competing in contests involving secret plays, tactics, and 
aiming for winning results (Murray, 2018). The growing number of state and non-state actors 
funding sport diplomacy initiatives points towards a growing trend in the belief that sport is an 
effective tool of soft power. The EU has made progress in this field, with the Erasmus+ Pro-
gramme becoming the embodiment of its soft power strategy and a tool to overcome the 
‘Capability-Expectations Gap’, by promoting non-state actors’ exchanges and pushing forward 
its integration project (Garamvölgyi et al., 2020; Parrish et al., 2021). This article sees sport as 
a triggering factor, from which it will be possible to address other important diplomatic aspects, 
such as trade or agriculture. The second model in the case studies section is a relevant example 
of this argument: by developing grassroots projects in the Western Balkans, the EU enables the 
spread of its values and norms, which will be useful if these states become EU member states 
in the future.

b) EU sport policy development
Before arguing why the EU should adopt a sport diplomacy strategy, it is important to 

understand the context surrounding the EU’s growing interest in sport diplomacy, at a time 
when integration has stalled and it is struggling to develop a positive international reputation, 
although this may change following the EU’s reaction to the war in Ukraine (Kaplan, 2014; 
Fourneyron & Zintz, 2016). While the benefits of sport were already acknowledged in the 
Commission’s 2007 White Paper on Sport – raising public awareness, enhancing sport’s visibil-
ity, and giving strategic orientation to its role – sport diplomacy was not yet addressed as a 
concept (European Commission, 2007: 9). The second milestone is the adoption of Article 
165 TFEU in 2009: the EU and member states “shall foster cooperation with third countries 
and the competent international organizations in the field of education and sport” (Foster, 
2019: 63). In 2014, sport was formally incorporated into the Erasmus+ funding program, 
which unlocked European structural and investment funds (€550 million dedicated to sport 
out of €26 billion for the period 2021-2027) (Constantin et al., 2021; Parrish, 2022). The 
Erasmus+ Programme is the main funding instrument of the Directorate-General for Educa-
tion, Youth, Sport and Culture of the European Commission (DG EAC) and is an important 
tool of soft power (European Commission, 2021a). Consequently, Commissioner Tibor 
Navracsics of DG EAC mandated a High-Level Report in 2015 to assess the potential of a 
formal EU sport diplomacy strategy (Fourneyron & Zintz, 2016). The main recommendations 
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published in 2016 include some of the following: act in interaction with national governments 
and non-state actors, make use of the EU’s sport expertise to develop partnerships with third 
countries, recognize the potential of staging SMEs in the EU, and extend the Erasmus+ Pro-
gramme to non-EU member states (Fourneyron & Zintz, 2016). This report can be considered 
the third milestone in EU sport diplomacy, as it builds on the legal capacity granted by the 
TFEU to elaborate what could become a formal strategy, even if it remained a slow-moving 
process in need of financial engagement (Parrish et al., 2021). Since 2018, the EU has mainly 
focused on the development of grassroots projects, which are bottom-up initiatives studied in 
the second model of the next part (Sonntag, 2020). In 2021, Parrish et al. (2021) published 
“Promoting a Strategic Approach to EU Sport Diplomacy”, which is used in this article to 
make concrete suggestions for the future EU sport diplomacy strategy. In 2021, the EU also 
launched an advertising campaign with UEFA regarding the EU Green Deal, studied in the 
first model of the following part. The EU attempts to cooperate with international sport feder-
ations and organizations to appeal to civil society, which can be very beneficial and should 
become one of the main tenets of its future sport diplomacy strategy.

c) Why should the EU adopt a sport diplomacy strategy?
The introduction of the 2021 Parrish report highlights the puzzle this article underlines: 

sport is very predominant in Europe, but still lacks a prominent role in the EU’s external rela-
tions (Sonntag, 2020; Parrish et al., 2021). Although the arguments in favor of sport diplomacy 
are numerous, Mariya Gabriel, the Commissioner in charge of sport among other policy areas, 
did admit a lack of real strategy (Constantin et al., 2021). The EU Commission’s aims are to 
develop sport diplomacy in three different ways: (1) at the regional level, by bringing the Bal-
kans regions closer to the EU, (2) promoting a new Erasmus+ Programme which includes 
international partners, and (3) further developing the existing bilateral cooperation between 
the EU and third countries (Sport and Citizenship, 2020). While sport diplomacy generally 
involves low risks and low costs, the EU needs to be aware of its potential challenges (Parrish 
et al., 2021). The EU is a unique hybrid system, and one may ask whether a sport diplomacy 
strategy could work, considering the supranational context and the limited competencies 
granted by the TFEU (Parrish & Zintz, 2019). The main issue for the development of an 
EU-based sport diplomacy strategy is the reaction of the member states, which have already 
developed their own strategies, such as Hungary, limiting how sport can be deployed at the 
supranational level (Parrish, 2022). The EURO2020 match between Germany and Hungary 
became a fight over European values when UEFA refused a request from the Munich munici-
pality to illuminate the Munich football stadium with colors of the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and 
Transgender + (LGBTQ+) community, due to the Hungarian government voting a ban on the 
depiction and promotion of homosexuality to under-18s (Beake, 2021; Constantin et al., 
2021). The main limitations of EU sport diplomacy, which were further highlighted by this 
row, are its potential lack of unity when developing a strategy and the difficulties in being 
viewed as a legitimate actor (Constantin et al., 2021).

For an official EU sport diplomacy strategy to be adopted, a number of conditions first need 
to be met: (1) an EU-based strategy should not clash with the national strategies of the member 
states, (2) it should respect the EU competencies in this policy area and especially the principle 
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of subsidiarity, (3) it should be a cross-cutting strategy in nature and assist with the implemen-
tation process in existing areas of competences, and (4) it should engage with the Erasmus+ 
Programme (Parrish, 2022). The EU could draw inspiration from its cultural policy, in which 
it possesses supporting competencies, and act in a ‘smart-complementarity’ way, to add value 
to the existing member states’ actions, at grassroots or regional levels, for instance (Constantin 
et al., 2021). The following case-study analysis argues why the EU should focus most of its 
attention and funding on grassroots projects, as well as cooperating with international sport 
organizations, such as UEFA, and taking inspiration for the construction of its own action plan 
from existing strategies.

3. Three models for one hybrid EU sport diplomacy strategy

a) The EU and UEFA #EveryTrickCounts advertising campaign 
In 2021, the EU launched a public awareness campaign with UEFA about the need to tackle 
climate change, in an effort to promote the ‘Green Deal’, an EU roadmap of key future climate 
policies (“European Commission and UEFA”, 2021; Kurmayer, 2021). The advert features 
famous footballers using football tricks to save energy (“European Commission and UEFA”, 
2021; “#EveryTrickCounts”, 2021; Kurmayer, 2021). The video was first broadcasted on tele-
vision on October 19th, 2021, in 57 countries, during UEFA’s football competitions, as well 
as on social media (with the #EveryTrickCounts) and in football stadiums (“European Com-
mission and UEFA”, 2021; “#EveryTrickCounts”, 2021). The clip itself cost around €700,000 
to produce, which was funded by the corporate communications budget of the Commission 
and freely distributed by UEFA (Kurmayer, 2021). The advert was estimated to have reached 
an audience of up to 40 million people per football game, on average (Mathiesen, 2021). 
Despite the limitations highlighted in the analysis, this collaboration demonstrates how the 
EU can benefit from associating itself with international sport organizations. Studies will have 
to be carried out in the future to measure the extent to which this advertising campaign has 
raised awareness regarding the Green Deal. The EU should use its previous experience to col-
laborate with UEFA, FIFA, and IOC to harness the power of sport as a means to exercise 
influence (Sport and Citizenship, 2020; Constantin et al., 2021). Not only would it benefit the 
EU, but it could also actively push these organizations to make more efforts to comply with 
international human rights standards (Sport and Citizenship, 2020). A related initiative the 
EU has already launched is to associate itself with the organization of SMEs, such as the Olym-
pic Games in Paris in 2024 while ensuring that it is not becoming embroiled in political 
disagreements with its member states and fueling public opposition (Constantin et al., 2021).

b) The EU grassroots projects in the Western Balkans 
At the grassroots level, the EU launched the #BeActive campaign in 2015 to promote phys-

ical activity as part of the European Week of Sport, which has involved 40 million Europeans 
in more than 100,000 events in 38 countries and has become the largest public-funded sport 
initiative in the world (Katsarova & Halleux, 2019; European Commission, 2021b). Sport 
projects conducted by the civil society and supported by the Erasmus+ Programme have 
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become the most visible sport-related activities of the EU in recent years, and the Western 
Balkans were added to the campaign in 2018 (Sonntag, 2020; European Commission, 2021b). 
The Western Balkans dimension of the European Week of Sport aims to increase the number 
of young women and men practicing physical activity under the official title of ‘EU 4 Youth 
European Week of Sport in the Western Balkans’ (European Commission, 2021b). The coun-
tries taking part in this initiative are the Republic of Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, 
and Montenegro, with a total budget of €1 million, shared equally over a two-year period, 
entirely allocated by the EU (European Commission, 2021b). EU 4 Youth explicitly aims to 
promote physical activity, develop Western Balkans states’ relationships, exchange good prac-
tices, and promote European values through sport (European Commission, 2021b; Former 
DG EAC official, March 9, 2022). In the document laying out the exact EU 4 Youth strategy, 
a second more implicit objective is written: the promotion of European common values (Euro-
pean Commission, 2021b). To do so, all necessary measures are taken to publicize the fact that 
the EU funds grassroots projects, highlighting “to the relevant target audiences the added value 
and impact of the EU’s interventions” (European Commission, 2021b: 10). This initiative 
aligns with the diplomatic aims of DG EAC and the policy recommendations of the Parrish et 
al. (2021) report: develop sport diplomacy on a regional level inside and outside of the EU, 
support the implementation of the #BeActive campaign, and consider the benefits of a val-
ue-based network (Sport and Citizenship, 2020). The EU uses sport diplomacy to cooperate 
with civil society through funding small-scale projects. Regular contact points at the grassroots 
level are essential for enabling the development of diplomatic relations at higher political levels. 
The Erasmus+ Programme and its affiliated projects give an international dimension to fund-
ing opportunities for the EU, which facilitates the process of EU integration. Sport diplomacy 
thus becomes a tool for the EU to carry out projects that are not related to sport in the first 
place.

c) The Hungarian national sport diplomacy strategy
The case of Hungary is interesting for this article, as it is the EU member state investing the 

largest share of its Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in sport: 2.5%, while the rest of the EU 
averages 0.7% (Eurostat, 2017, as cited in Martín & Hernández, 2021). This strategy is linked 
to the concept of ‘nation-branding’, the marketing process by which companies distinguish 
their products from the competition (Dinnie, 2008). It is possible, in a respectful manner that 
acknowledges appropriate limits, to apply this concept to nations and thus treat them as brands. 
Nation-branding is defined as the blend of elements, including sport, that provide relevance for 
its target audience and culturally differentiate a nation from others (Dinnie, 2008; Li & Feng, 
2021). Hosting SMEs has been used by nations to publicize their place on a global scale, as 
seen with the United Kingdom (UK) and how it organized the Olympic Games in 2012 (Din-
nie, 2008; Sport and Citizenship, 2017; Parrish, 2021). A survey conducted by Grix and 
Houlihan (2013, as cited in Parrish, 2021) indicated very positive perceptions of the UK’s 
international image after the Games’ opening and closing ceremonies. Hungary is aiming to do 
the same and organizes its strategy according to five pillars.

Firstly, the improvement of its image through the organization of SMEs, with a clear goal 
in mind: organizing the Olympic Games (Garamvölgyi & Dóczi, 2021). Secondly, it aims to 
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use sport and especially football as a tool to strengthen the expression of national identity and 
self-determination (Garamvölgyi & Dóczi, 2021). Between 2013 and 2018, the Hungarian 
state-funded $87 million to Hungarian minorities’ football clubs in its neighboring countries: 
Romania, Serbia, Slovakia, Ukraine, Croatia, and Slovenia (Martín & Hernández, 2021). The 
third pillar is the representation of Hungarian interests in international sport federations and 
links with the fourth pillar: the representation of Hungarian sport companies and inventions 
abroad (Garamvölgyi & Dóczi, 2021). ‹PBT Fencing›, established in 1991, gradually asserted 
itself as one of the leading fencing equipment brands on the market. The last pillar is the 
appointment of ex-athletes, such as former Hungarian President Pál Schmitt, a former success-
ful Olympic fencer, and member of the IOC, in (inter)national diplomatic positions 
(Garamvölgyi & Dóczi, 2021). He chaired the HLG on sport diplomacy in 2015 and drafted 
the EU report under Commissioner Navracsics, who is also Hungarian (Fourneyron & Zintz, 
2016).

In comparison, the EU still lacks an effective action plan. Due to its unique political struc-
ture and the Erasmus+ Programme, the EU has the potential to surpass the Hungarian’s sport 
diplomacy budget, as well as being able to cooperate with international organizations, such as 
UEFA, and develop grassroots projects in its candidate countries. National governments can 
pursue collaborations with international bodies as well, but the EU has a greater reach. The 
three models described above can be linked to strategies the EU has either already put into 
practice (the first two models) or from which it may inspire itself when developing its own plan 
of action (the third model). The aim of this part was to build on three existing areas of focus of 
sport diplomacy, to then highlight the most suitable one for the EU.

4. Towards an EU sport diplomacy strategy

As argued in this article, the EU’s functioning mirrors characteristics of various political sys-
tems, and it is unclear whether the EU should be classified as a (supranational) state, an 
international organization, or an intergovernmental organization (Manners, 2002, as cited in 
Hyde-Price, 2006). To benefit from its unique hybrid structure, the EU should adopt a strategy 
that targets different levels of governance, ranging from local to international. The first part of 
this chapter highlights the limitations of each of the three models studied above and argues 
why the EU’s sport diplomacy strategy should not be based solely on any single model.

a) Limitations of the respective models 
In the first model, the #EveryTrickCounts advertising campaign, the EU and UEFA asserted 

that it does not matter who emits the greenhouse gases; they all have the same negative impact 
(“EU and UEFA team up,” n.d.). This claim has been criticized for shifting the burden onto 
individuals rather than companies, creating a distraction from the systemic shift required to 
reach net-zero emissions (Kurmayer, 2021; Mathiesen, 2021). The Corporate Europe Obser-
vatory referred to this advertising campaign as a massive goal for the EU, as the clip was 
broadcast during a football competition sponsored up to February 2022 by Gazprom Russian 
state-owned gas company, one of the world’s biggest emitters of CO2 (Kurmayer, 2021; 
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Mathiesen, 2021). This highlights a broader issue: the economic ties between international 
sporting organizations and the oil and gas industry. In May 2011, undercover journalists 
reported that some of FIFA’s Africa Committee members had been bribed by Qatar to vote for 
the 2022 Football World Cup to be held in that country (The Guardian, 2011, as cited in 
Brannagan & Giulianotti, 2015; Meier & García, 2015; Murray, 2016; Parrish, 2021). On the 
other hand, the EU has committed to certain normative principles, such as the rule of law and 
the protection of human rights, thereby engaging in incompatible governing practices (Nielsen, 
2013). Focusing solely on collaborating with international sporting organizations is risky for 
the EU, as such collaborations may undermine its reputation.

The second model is the most promising out of the three, and the EU should consider a 
values-based network model that encompasses public and non-state actors involved in grass-
roots projects. This approach is appealing due to its cost-effectiveness, its alignment with both 
soft and smart power, and its innovative bottom-up approach (Jacob Schouenborg, 2020, as 
cited in Sport and Citizenship, 2020; Parrish et al., 2021). However, the effects of such projects 
are spread across numerous areas of action: increasing the number of women and men practic-
ing sport, increasing the number of organized sport activities, promoting physical activity, and 
fostering the EU’s common values, which could undermine its overall efficiency (European 
Commission, 2021b). In order for grassroots projects to become an effective and far-reaching 
tool of soft power, and for the EU to benefit from its multilevel impacts, they should be com-
plemented with other actions targeting higher policy levels and form part of a hybrid strategy.

The combination of the first two models with the third one appears more challenging due 
to the incompatibilities between the Hungarian national sport diplomacy strategy and the EU’s 
hybrid strategy. The EU’s limited competencies in the field of sport (Article 165 TFEU) 
empower the EU only to support, coordinate, or complement sport policy measures, with the 
EU acting as a subsidiary (Katsarova & Halleux, 2019). Another limitation relates to the nature 
of the strategy: national sport diplomacy does not function well in a supranational context 
(Parrish & Zintz, 2019; Sonntag, 2020). During SMEs, playing for one’s nation is considered 
a great honor for athletes, which is difficult to replicate at the supranational level, as there are 
no national affiliations (Murray, 2016). The third limitation is the difference in scope between 
the nation-states and the EU’s objectives regarding sport diplomacy. While Hungary aims to 
organize the Olympic Games, the EU focuses on grassroots projects.

Furthermore, it is important to note that the Hungarian sport diplomacy approach, while 
being a prominent example in Central and Eastern Europe, remains controversial. The devel-
opment of sport in Hungary leads to funds being withdrawn from culture and community 
events, and by choosing to focus mostly on elite sport, it neglects grassroots initiatives (Gara-
mvölgyi & Dóczi, 2021). Funding Hungarian minorities› sport clubs also leads to tensions and 
an increase in nationalistic reactions by supporters in neighbouring countries when local teams 
play against teams considered “Hungarian” (Garamvölgyi & Dóczi, 2021). Finally, the pres-
ence of Hungarian sports leaders in international sporting federations has declined in the last 
decade (Garamvölgyi & Dóczi, 2021). 

Therefore, bearing in mind these limitations, it appears more legitimate for the EU to 
develop a hybrid strategy, based on a combination of the three models, as this would enable it 
to express its institutional capabilities to the fullest while making the most of its limited com-
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petencies. It would also allow the EU to look beyond the traditional state-centric approach and 
mark a demarcation with national sport diplomacy strategies, making its strategy relevant and 
unique (Parrish, 2022).

b) How can the EU benefit from a sport diplomacy strategy? 
As previously argued, the most important factor shaping the international role of the EU is 

not what it does or says, but what it is (Manners, 2002). Developing a unique hybrid model 
would be the best way for the EU to ensure that its sport diplomacy strategy reflects its hybrid 
institutional structure. To appear legitimate, this strategy should be based on diplomatic tools 
of soft and smart power, as well as on the EU’s historical narrative of peaceful integration 
(Nielsen, 2013). The following recommendations are based upon existing national and inter-
national sport diplomacy strategies analysed previously, recommendations of the 2016 HLG 
report, as well as the resulting published documents. They are grouped into five themes, ranked 
from least to most beneficial: (1) diplomatic channels, (2) the EU and SMEs, (3) institutional 
reforms, (4) reforming the Erasmus+ Programme, and (5) collaborating with international 
(sporting) organizations. These are in line with Parrish’s (2022) report recommendations: no 
competence issues raised, the ability to assist with policy implementation in existing areas of 
competencies, and to engage with existing financing instruments and frameworks.

1. Diplomatic channels
Sport is often perceived as a cost-effective tool of soft power (Garamvölgyi et al., 2020). 

Elite sporting events and international sporting successes can raise a region’s visibility and 
improve its image, as seen with the concept of nation-branding (Garamvölgyi & Dóczi, 2021). 
The EU is not a country but can still increase its visibility by creating a network of sport ambas-
sadors to promote EU values through sport (Fourneyron & Zintz, 2016; Parrish et al., 2021). 
The EU has already started to use such a strategy, as seen with the #EveryTrickCounts advertis-
ing campaign with UEFA. Furthermore, the EU should raise awareness of the potential of 
sport as a tool of soft and smart power in the foreign affairs ministries of its member states to 
convince the remaining sceptics (Council, 2016; Fourneyron & Zintz, 2016). A Union-wide 
enthusiasm for sport diplomacy would facilitate the construction and adoption of a strategy.

2. The EU and SMEs 
In 2024, the Olympic Games will be held in Paris, creating enormous benefits for France in 

terms of public diplomacy (Murray, 2016). SMEs help promote the organizing country, and 
when they take place in an EU member state, they can also benefit the EU (Dubinsky, 2017). 
The EU must balance support for the bidding process of its member states while preventing 
potential conflicts with its member states’ national sport diplomacy strategies. This is why it 
seems very unlikely for the ‘EU Games’ to ever be organized. If the EU had its own football 
team, for instance, the combination of fans and national football teams from its member states 
could have a divisive, rather than inclusive, effect (Kaplan, 2014). Furthermore, due to its 
limited competencies, the EU cannot organize SMEs. This is also because of the autonomy of 
sport’s international organizations, which do not need the EU’s supporting capacities. UEFA 
has a larger budget than the European Commission’s DG EAC Sport Unit, for instance, and 
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thus has the potential to determine which events will be organized under its auspices. On the 
other hand, the EU does not finance a structure; it finances projects with a certain duration 
because it does not have the competencies nor the funds to do so. Constantin et al. (2021) have 
suggested that the EU should do what it already does in other policies, i.e., add value to its 
member states’ actions through ‘smart complementarity’. Doing so would ensure respect for 
the principle of subsidiarity, provide the most cost-effective sport diplomacy strategy, and pre-
vent any conflicts regarding the organization of SMEs.

3. Institutional reforms
Currently, responsibility for the EU’s sport policy lies with the Commission, specifically the 

Sport Unit of DG EAC (Parrish, 2022). The Parrish et al. report published in 2021 called for 
greater centralization and suggested that sport diplomacy should be mainstreamed throughout 
all EU institutions. The EU possesses the institutional capacity to carry out a sport diplomacy 
strategy, and its institutions, departments, and agencies should become more involved in both 
its design and implementation (Constantin et al., 2021). DG EAC has taken a first step in that 
direction by seeking to further enhance its portfolio and by connecting the EU’s sport policy 
to its foreign policy objectives (Barbé & Morillas, 2019, as cited in Parrish, 2022). Sport diplo-
macy should also be more systematically integrated into the work of the EEAS, with the 
establishment of a portfolio and individuals named as responsible (Parrish et al., 2021). Doing 
so links sport to an array of policy areas and confirms the idea of sport as a triggering factor 
capable of generating spill-over effects. This article agrees with the recommendations of Parrish 
et al. (2021): the need for a new specialist body, located within the Sport Unit of DG EAC, to 
coordinate the strategy across all EU institutions. This article goes further and recommends, 
based on the Parrish et al. (2021) report, to give a greater role to Commissioner Mariya Gabriel. 
It also calls for more networking to take place between the different levels of governance in the 
EU, to establish strong connections between the grassroots projects at the local level and the 
decision-makers at the top level. In the long term, if new countries become members, the EU 
should mandate a ‘High Representative for Sport’ or even a ‘Commissioner for Sport’, 
appointed with the task of coordinating all areas of sport diplomacy.

4. Reforming the Erasmus+ Programme
The Erasmus+ Programme is the embodiment of the EU’s soft power and now includes 

state and non-state actors outside the EU, such as the Western Balkans, the Eastern Partnership 
members, and the South-Mediterranean countries (Constantin et al., 2021; Parrish, 2022). Its 
successes have been proven with the European Week of Sport. The second model has shown 
that opportunities to use the Erasmus+ Programme to support international grassroots projects 
in third countries remain limited, with the Western Balkans receiving lower funds as they are 
not Erasmus+ partners (Ecorys, 2018). Based on the Parrish et al. report of 2021, this article 
suggests that the EU should give a broader international dimension to the Erasmus+ Pro-
gramme. A first reform would be to ease the terms according to which a third country can 
become a partner. The EU could develop a similar model to the Enlarged Partial Agreement 
(EPA) of the Council of Europe, to give the same funding opportunities regarding grassroots 
sport projects to both partner and non-partner countries. The Council’s EPA budget for 
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sport-related policies is topic-oriented, and there are no specific criteria. The EU should also 
provide additional financial support to research activities and knowledge dissemination on 
issues linked to sport diplomacy (Katsarova & Halleux, 2019; Parrish et al., 2021).

5. Collaborating with international (sport) organisations
In traditional diplomacy, states are considered the only significant actors in world politics 

(Nye, 1990). However, the growing influence of public diplomacy has led to non-state actors, 
such as FIFA, becoming increasingly important in sport and possessing the monopoly of power 
to govern and regulate world football from the rules of the game to the economic and social 
dimensions (Nye, 1990; FIFA 2015, Article 1-13, as cited in Meier and García, 2015). These 
international sport organizations benefit from access to power on a high level due to their con-
trol over competitions and their expertise. Consequently, the EU should push for further 
cooperation with them to obtain a comparative advantage in sport diplomacy over other state 
and non-state actors. The EU should also seek further cooperation with international organi-
zations, such as the United Nations (UN) or the Council of Europe, in line with both proposal 
number 25 of the 2007 White Paper on Sport: “the EU will make its best effort to create syn-
ergies with existing programs of the UN, Member States, local authorities and private bodies” 
(European Commission, 2007: 9). The EU is not the first non-state actor to venture into 
sport-related diplomatic activities (Sonntag, 2020). UNESCO and its Kazan Action Plan, as 
well as the Council of Europe, are examples of intergovernmental organizations that are active 
in the field of sport diplomacy (Sonntag, 2020). Furthermore, these non-state actors have not 
been accused of corruption or disregard for human rights, and the Council of Europe already 
works closely with the Sport Unit of the European Commission, thus facilitating further col-
laboration. Cooperating with these international bodies allows the EU to operate on two 
fronts: (1) the sport rule makers and SMEs organizers (FIFA, IOC, and UEFA) and (2) inter-
governmental actors that are also pursuing a sport diplomacy strategy. The EU could benefit 
from this to a great extent, as it prevents having to target countries individually. Projects such 
as the joint #EveryTrickCounts advertising campaign with UEFA are a first step in this direc-
tion.

Conclusions

This article has aimed to fill a gap in the literature by highlighting the benefits for the EU to 
pursue a sport diplomacy strategy and providing concrete recommendations. This has been 
done according to the concept of soft power, which in turn has enabled the conceptualization 
of smart power: a form of cost-effective soft power. Consequently, international politics are 
switching from exclusively high-level diplomacy to public diplomacy, embodied by non-state 
actors and through which cultural and sport diplomacies occupy larger spaces (Gregory, 2011, 
as cited in Garamvölgyi &0 Dóczi, 2021; Pamment, 2013; Murray, 2018; Parrish et al., 2021). 
The EU, which has gradually evolved into a hybrid form of power, has seen its window of 
opportunity increase. The three major milestones in its sport policy were Article 165 TFEU, 
the 2016 HLG report laying the bases for a future sport diplomacy strategy, and the incorpo-



75

Sport Diplomacy in the European Union: The Development of a Soft Power Strategy 

ration of sport into the Erasmus+ funding programme in 2014. However, this article has also 
established the EU’s relative inexperience in the field of sport diplomacy.

To determine how the EU can benefit from a sport diplomacy strategy, this article has stud-
ied three models: (1) at the international level, the #EveryTrickCounts EU-UEFA collaboration; 
(2) at the local level, the ‘EU 4 Youth European Week of Sport’ grassroots project in the West-
ern Balkans; and (3) at the national level, the Hungarian sport diplomacy strategy. Through a 
qualitative methodology combining content analysis and case studies, this article has argued 
that for the EU to benefit to the greatest extent from sport diplomacy, it should adopt a unique 
strategy featuring characteristics from each of the three models in order to reflect its multilevel 
political structure and distinguish itself from other international organizations. The EU strat-
egy should reflect core norms, such as the centrality of peace, democracy, the rule of law, and 
respect for human rights, as well as operate according to soft and smart power. The third 
model, based on the Hungarian national strategy, is the most limited one. Significantly differ-
ing from the EU’s political system, it would be short-sighted to consider it as a model to follow. 
The first and second models also have limitations, such as the risk of undermining the EU’s 
reputation, or the fact that grassroots projects only target civil society, but this article has 
argued that they remain the most promising and beneficial action plans to follow. Other rec-
ommendations include the establishment of intra and inter-EU diplomatic channels, smart 
complementarity through the support of SMEs organized in EU member states, institutional 
reforms to favor a collective EU multilevel approach to sport diplomacy, and lastly, the reform 
of the Erasmus+ Programme.

As argued by Boniface (2021), geopolitical awareness of sport diplomacy will grow, and this 
article provides avenues for further research. Firstly, it could focus on specific recommenda-
tions, such as identifying where reforms should take place in the EU institutions, to assist in 
the construction of a cost-effective EU sport diplomacy strategy. Secondly, the arguments for-
mulated in this article could be applied to other international state and non-state actors, such 
as Australia or the UN, through a comparative analysis approach. Thirdly, more research could 
be undertaken on the last recommendation (collaboration) and analysed from the other end to 
study how international actors and NGOs collaborate with the EU to achieve their own 
sport-related foreign policy objectives. Finally, it is worth placing this article in the current 
political context. The EU and its soft power approach are being challenged by the spectre of 
remilitarization. Sport diplomacy is carried out to prevent crises, and if other states are not 
willing to take part in soft power initiatives, it becomes difficult to enforce their participation. 
Further research could be conducted on the impact of sport sanctions against countries waging 
wars, using the sanctions against Russian sport as a case study.

References

#EveryTrickCounts: joint UEFA-European Commission campaign tackles climate change. 
(2021, October 18). UEFA. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from www.uefa.com/insideuefa/
news/026e-1381ac4083d9-81ee53423345-1000--uefa-european-commission-campaign-
tackles-climate-change/



76

Transylvanian Society – Volume 20. Issue 2. • Articles

Beake, N. (2021, June 23). Euro 2020: Fans make pro-LGBT protest at Germany-Hungary 
football game. BBC News. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from www.bbc.com/news/world- 
europe-57570472 

Boniface, P. (2021). Géopolitique du sport. Dunod.
Brannagan, P. M., & Giulianotti, R. (2015). Soft power and soft disempowerment: Qatar, 

global sport and football’s 2022 World Cup finals. Leisure Studies, 34(6), 703-719. 
Retrieved June 23, 2022, from https://doi.org/10.1080/02614367.2014.964291 

Cha, V. (2016). Role of Sport in International Relations: National Rebirth and Renewal: Role 
of Sport in International Relations. Asian Economic Policy Review, 11(1), 139-155. 
Retrieved June 23, 2022, from https://doi.org/10.1111/aepr.12127 

Constantin, P., Parrish, R., Perez-Gonzalez, C., Stanescu, M., & Voicu, A. (2021). Develop-
ment of EU Sport Diplomacy. Iris France. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from www.iris-france.
org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/4-TES-D_Development_of_EU_Sport_Diplomacy.
pdf 

Corduneanu, L., Grigore, S., & Muschei, I. (2014). The Relationship Between EU and Russia: 
Symbiosis or Competition? Centre for European Studies (CES) Working Papers, 6. Retrieved 
June 23, 2022, from www.ceeol.com/search/article-detail?id=223107

Cornelissen, S., Bob, U., & Swart, K. (2011). Towards redefining the concept of legacy in 
relation to sport mega-events: Insights from the 2010 FIFA World Cup. Development 
Southern Africa (Sandton, South Africa), 28(3), 307-318. https://doi.org/10.1080/03768
35X.2011.595990 

Dinnie, K. (2008). Nation branding: Concepts, issues, practice. Routledge.
Dubinsky, Y. (2017). The Evolution of the Olympic Games through International Relation 

Theories. (Special Section: Collective Memory and the Global Event). World History Bulle-
tin, 33(1), 7-12. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from https://go-gale-com.proxy.uba.uva.nl/ps/i.
do?p=AONE&u=amst&id=GALE|A603153412&v=2.1&it=r 

Ecorys, for Directorate-General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture. (2018). Sport Diplo-
macy; Identifying good practices – A final report to the European Commission. Commission. 
Retrieved June 23, 2022, from https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/
e99ef45a-025e-11e8-b8f5-01aa75ed71a1/language-en 

EU and UEFA team up to protect the climate. (n.d.). Next Generation EU. Retrieved June 23, 
2022, from https://europa.eu/next-generation-eu/make-it-green/uefa-collaboration_en

European Commission and UEFA launch new campaign to tackle climate change. (2021, 
October 18). EU Neighbours south. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from www.euneighbours.eu/
en/south/stay-informed/news/european-commission-and-uefa-launch-new-campaign-
tackle-climate-change

European Commission. (2007). White Paper on Sport (COM(2007)391 final). Commission. 
Retrieved June 23, 2022, from https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CEL-
EX%3A52007DC0391

European Commission. (2021a). Erasmus+ Programme Guide 2021 (Version 1). European 
Commission. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from https://erasmus-plus.ec.europa.eu/docu-
ment/erasmus-programme-guide-2021-version-1 



77

Sport Diplomacy in the European Union: The Development of a Soft Power Strategy 

European Commission. (2021b). Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA II) 2014-2020. 
European Commission. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from https://ec.europa.eu/neighbour-
hood-enlargement/system/files/2020-07/ipa_2020-near-eac.04-mc-eu4youthweeksport.
pdf 

Foster, N. (2019). Blackstone’s EU Treaties & Legislation 2019-2020. Oxford University Press.
Fourneyron, V., & Zintz, T. (2016). Report to Commissioner Tibor Navracsics: High Level Group 

on Sport Diplomacy (290616 HLG GS final report). Commission. Retrieved June 23, 2022, 
from https://ec.europa.eu/assets/eac/sport/policy/cooperation/documents/290616-hlg-gs- 
final-report_en.pdf 

Gallarotti, G. M. (2011). Soft power: what it is, why it’s important, and the conditions for its 
effective use. Journal of Political Power, 4(1), 25–47. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from https://
doi.org/10.1080/2158379X.2011.557886

Garamvölgyi, B., & Dóczi, T. (2021). Sport as a tool for public diplomacy in Hungary. Physical 
Culture and Sport, 90(1), 39-49. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from www.proquest.com/
docview/2520233091?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true 

Garamvölgyi, B., Bardocz-Bencsik, M., & Dóczi, T. (2020). Mapping the role of grassroots 
sport in public diplomacy. Sport in Society, 1-19. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from www.
tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17430437.2020.1807955

Henley, J., & Pantovic, M. (2022, January 16). Serbia’s leaders hit out at ‘scandalous’ treatment 
of Novak Djokovic: President and prime minister condemn Australia’s ‘farcial’ deportation 
of world tennis No 1. The Guardian. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from www.theguardian.
com/sport/2022/jan/16/serbias-leaders-hit-out-at-scandalous-treatment-of-novak-djok-
ovic 

Hyde-Price, A. (2006). ‘Normative’ power Europe: a realist critique. Journal of European public 
policy, 13(2), 217-234. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
13501760500451634

Kaplan, A. (2014). Team Europe: How Sports Can Be Used to Increase Support for the Euro-
pean Union and Further the Process of European Integration. Xavier Journal of Politics, (5), 
32-46. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from www.xavier.edu/xjop/documents/vol5_2014/
XJOP_Vol_V_2014_Kaplan.pdf

Katsarova, I., & Halleux, V. (2019). EU Sports Policy – Going faster, aiming higher, reaching 
further (PE 640.168). European Parliamentary Research Service (EPRS). Retrieved June 
23, 2022, from www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2019) 
640168#:~:text=Sport%20has%20a%20growing%20impact,on%20society%20as%20
a%20whole.&text=However%2C%20EU%20competence%20in%20sport,meas-
ures%20taken%20by%20national%20governments

Kurmayer, N. J. (2021, October 19). Commission’s advertisement team-up with UEFA raises 
hackles. Euractive. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from www.euractiv.com/section/health-con-
sumers/news/commissions-advertisement-team-up-with-uefa-raises-hackles/

Li, X., & Feng, J. (2021). Nation branding through the lens of soccer: Using a sports nation 
branding framework to explore the case of China. European Journal of Cultural Studies, 
00(0), 1-2. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/ 
10.1177/13675494211011179 



78

Transylvanian Society – Volume 20. Issue 2. • Articles

Mai’a, K., & Melissen, J. (Eds.). (2013). Foreword. European public diplomacy: soft power at 
work. Palgrave Macmillan. 

Manners, I. (2002). Normative Power Europe: A Contradiction in Terms? Journal of Common 
Market Studies, 40(2), 235-258. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from https://doi.org/ 
10.1111/1468-5965.00353

Martín, P. D. & Hernández, E. S. A. (2021). The “Greater Hungary” and the EURO 2020. 
Sports diplomacy of an illiberal state. Soccer and Society, 22(4), 327-342. Retrieved June 
23, 2022, from https://doi.org/10.1080/14660970.2021.1906533 

Mathiesen, K. (2021, October 18). EU accused of greenwashing football’s oil and gas sponsors. 
Politico. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from www.politico.eu/article/eu-uefa-football-oil-and-
gas-sponsors-climate-change/

Meier, H. E., & García, B. (2015). Protecting Private Transnational Authority Against Public 
Intervention: FIFA’s Power Over National Governments. Public Administration (London), 
93(4), 890-906. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from https://doi.org/10.1111/padm.12208

Murray, S. (2016). Sports Diplomacy. In Constantinou, C. M., Kerr, P., & Sharp, P. (Eds.), The 
SAGE Handbook of Diplomacy (2016) (pp. 617-627). Sage. 

Murray, S. (2018). Sports diplomacy: Origins, theory and practice. Routledge.
Murray, S., & Pigman, G. A. (2014). Mapping the relationship between international sport 

and diplomacy. Sport in Society, 17(9), 1098-1118. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from www.
tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17430437.2013.856616

Nielsen, K. L. (2013). EU Soft Power and the Capability-Expectations Gap. Journal of Contem-
porary European Research, 9(5), 723-739. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from www.jcer.net/
index.php/jcer/article/view/479 

Nye, J., S., Jr. (1990). Soft Power. Foreign Policy. 80, 153-171. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from 
https://doi.org/10.2307/1148580 

Nye, J., S., Jr. (2004). Soft Power – The means to success in world politics. Public Affairs.
Nye, J., S., Jr. (2014). The information revolution and soft power. Current History. Retrieved 

June 23, 2022, from https://dash.harvard.edu/bitstream/handle/1/11738398/Nye-Infor-
mationRevolution.pdf 

Pamment, J. (2013). Chapter Two: West European Public Diplomacy. In Mai’a, K., & Melis-
sen, J. (Eds.). European public diplomacy: soft power at work (pp. 13-38). Palgrave 
Macmillan.

Parrish, R. (2021). Case Studies of Non-EU Sport Diplomacy: United-Kingdom, United States, 
Australia, China & Qatar. European Commission. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from www.
iris-france.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/2-TES-D_DeskResearch_Cace-studies-of-
non-EU-sport-diplomacy.pdf 

Parrish, R. (2022). EU Sport Diplomacy: An Idea Whose Time Has Nearly Come. JCMS: 
Journal of Common Market Studies. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from https://onlinelibrary.
wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/jcms.13317 

Parrish, R., & Zintz, T. (2019). Promoting a Strategic Approach to EU Sports Diplomacy (Back-
ground Paper). European Commission. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from http://webcache.
googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:https://www.edgehill.ac.uk/law/files/2019/05/
Sports-Diplomacy-Background-Paper-v2.pdf 



79

Sport Diplomacy in the European Union: The Development of a Soft Power Strategy 

Parrish, R., Duval, A., Mitevska, S., Perez-Gonzalez, C., Smokvina, V., Sonntag, A., Zintz, T., 
& Cattaneo, A. (2021). Promoting a Strategic Approach to EU Sport Diplomacy (Final 
Report). European Commission. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from http://webcache.google-
usercontent.com/search?q=cache:https://www.edgehill.ac.uk/law/files/2021/12/
Final-Report-DEC-2021-.pdf 

Pollack, M. A. (2010). Theorizing the European Union: realist, intergovernmentalist and insti-
tutionalist approaches. Intergovernmentalist and Institutionalist Approaches (Draft). 
Retrieved June 23, 2022, from https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id= 
1622912

Rofe, S. (2014). It is a squad game: Manchester United as a diplomatic non-state actor in inter-
national affairs. Sport in Society, 17(9), 1136-1154. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from https://
doi.org/10.1080/17430437.2013.856610

Sonntag, A. (2020). Promoting a Strategic Approach to EU Sports Diplomacy – Transnational 
Actors in Sports Diplomacy: Perspectives of Cooperation (Draft Paper). European Commis-
sion. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from https://pure.bond.edu.au/ws/portalfiles/portal/ 
45340303/Report_on_transnational_actors_in_sport_diplomacy_Albrecht_Sonntag.pdf 

Sport and Citizenship. (2020). EU Sport Diplomacy. Revue Sport et Citoyenneté n°49. 
Retrieved June 23, 2022, from https://docslib.org/doc/2390979/diplomatie-sportive-eu-
rop%C3%A9enne-eu-sport-diplomacy 

Trunkos, J., & Heere, B. (2017). Sport diplomacy: A review of how sports can be used to improve 
international relationships – Case studies in sport diplomacy (pp.1-18). Retrieved June 23, 
2022, from https://fitpublishing.com/sites/default/files/pages_from_sportdiplomacy- 
011317-bw20.pdf 

Wagner, W. (2017). Liberal power Europe. Journal of Common Market Studies, 55(6), 1398-
1414. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.12572

Wilson, E. J. (2008). Hard power, soft power, smart power. The annals of the American academy 
of Political and Social Science, 616(1), 110-124. Retrieved June 23, 2022, from https://
journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0002716207312618 

Appendix: List of Abbreviations 

CFSP Common Foreign and Security Policy of the European Union
DG EAC Directorate-General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture of the European 

Commission
EPA Enlarged Partial Agreement
EU European Union
FIFA Fédération Internationale de Football Association
GAISF Global Association of International Sport Federations
GDP Gross Domestic Product
HLG High-Level Group
IOC International Olympic Committee 
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LGBTQ+ Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender +
LPE Liberal Power Europe
NPE Normative Power Europe
SME Sport Mega Event
TFEU Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union
UEFA Union of European Football Associations
UK United Kingdom
UN United Nations
UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation
USA United States of America
USSR Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 


