The Diplomatic Interactions Quarterly
Vol. 3, No. 10, Summer 2025, Pp: 177-218
Http: www.dpiq.ir

Beyond the Playing Field: The Impact of the Russia—
Ukraine War on Global Sports Diplomacy

Sajjad Karimi Porsheh’
Seyed Jalal Dehghani Firouzabadi?

Mohammad Yones Bahadori®

(Received: 10/03/2025 - Accepted: 15/06/2025)

DOI: 10.22034/dpiq.2026.558993.1061

Extended Abstract

Introduction

The interaction between international political developments and sporting
events is an integral part of global politics. However, Russia's 2022 invasion
of Ukraine has created a unique precedent in terms of the scale and nature

of sporting sanctions. The present research seeks to answer the question:
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How has the 2022 Russia—Ukraine war affected global sport and altered the
approach of international institutions?

In response, the hypothesis posits that the war, by challenging the principle
of political neutrality, has transformed global sport into an arena for
geopolitical conflict through the weaponization of sanctions (including team
bans, athlete exclusions, and economic boycotts). The research method is
qualitative, utilizing thematic analysis. Data were collected through library
research and analyzed using a three-stage coding process (open, axial, and
selective).

The findings indicate that the sanctions targeted Russia's sports structure
through three mechanisms: “financial decoupling” (economic shock), “brain
drain” (migration of athletes), and “geopolitical isolation.” The study
concludes that the transition from “sport as a peace-builder” to “sport as a
sanctioning tool” poses a strategic warning for other independent nations,
including Iran. The sanctions regime extended beyond traditional political
and economic spheres to comprehensively target Russian sport, resulting in
the isolation and deprivation of the Russian sports establishment and
reversing years of developmental progress. Crucially, the punitive measures
were multifaceted, encompassing national representation, individual

athletes, and commercial interests.
Research Objective

The overarching objective of this research is to systematically identify and
analyze the principal repercussions of the 2022 Russia—Ukraine war and the
corresponding international sanctions on the structure and functioning of
global sport. The inquiry is guided by the following central research
question:

What are the most significant effects of the Russia—Ukraine war on global
sport, and through which mechanisms have these impacts manifested within

the international political system?
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In response, this study posits a specific hypothesis grounded in the
immediate and comprehensive nature of the international response:

The primary effects of the conflict between the Russian Federation and the
Republic of Ukraine on global sport are threefold: (1) the prohibition of
national sports teams from participating in international events; (2) the
systematic exclusion of Russian athletes from major competitions, including
the Olympics; and (3) the imposition of significant pressure and restrictions
on Russian-owned commercial entities, clubs, and influential sports figures
in the international sports market.

By investigating this hypothesis, the research aims to contribute to the
specialized literature of International Relations, particularly in the subfield
of sport diplomacy and soft power studies, by providing a detailed and
contemporary case study of how geopolitics directly overrides the purported

political neutrality of international sporting bodies.
Research Methodology

This research adopts a descriptive—analytical methodological framework.
This approach is chosen to first describe the scope and nature of the
sanctions and political developments that have impacted Russian sport, and
subsequently to analyze the underlying political and geopolitical dynamics
that explain these outcomes. The core of the data collection process relies
on documentary analysis and archival research, utilizing both traditional
library resources and extensive external sources. The evidence base includes
a comprehensive review of official statements and resolutions issued by
international sport governing bodies (e.g., the IOC, FIFA, and international
federations), governmental pronouncements from relevant states, and
reports and analyses published by reputable international media and

specialized academic sources on sport and politics.
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Presentation of Research Findings

The analysis of the data unequivocally supports the proposed hypothesis,
demonstrating that the geopolitical fallout from the 2022 conflict initiated
an unprecedented and comprehensive campaign of sanctions that profoundly
reshaped the landscape of global sport and Russia’s engagement within it.
The findings reveal the multifaceted mechanisms through which these
sanctions were implemented, resulting in the acute isolation of the Russian

Federation on the world stage.
1. The Ban and Exclusion of Russian Teams and Athletes

A cornerstone of the international response was the near-total expulsion of
Russian national and club teams from global competitions. Acting swiftly,
international federations such as FIFA and UEFA jointly suspended all
Russian football teams from their competitions. Concurrently, the
International Olympic Committee (IOC) issued a recommendation on
February 28, 2022, advising its members to refrain from inviting or allowing
Russian and Belarusian athletes and officials to participate in events. This
led to the widespread cancellation or relocation of sporting events scheduled
to take place in Russia, including the UEFA Champions League final in St.
Petersburg. Moreover, Russian athletes were either banned outright or
permitted to compete only under a strict “neutral” designation, stripped of
national symbols such as the flag and anthem. This symbolic removal from
the international competitive arena constituted a direct constraint on

Russia’s ability to project national identity and pride through global sport.
2. The Targeting of Russian Sports Commerce and Ownership

The sanctions extended deeply into the commercial fabric of global sport.
Russian companies, such as the state-owned energy giant Gazprom, faced
reductions in their international sponsorship deals, including those with

major European clubs such as Schalke 04 and events like the UEFA
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Champions League. This systematic targeting of financial backers weakened
a key channel of Russian soft power projection and influence in Western
Europe, particularly in Germany. The forced divestment of high-profile
assets, exemplified by Roman Abramovich’s sale of Chelsea FC,
demonstrated the direct application of geopolitical pressure on wealthy

Russian individuals and their commercial holdings in the sports sector.
Geopolitical and Soft Power Implications

The sanctions have had profound consequences for Russia's geopolitical
standing and its soft power capacity. Sport has long served as a powerful
instrument for Russia to showcase its global relevance, attract positive
attention, and cultivate cultural influence. The current isolation effectively
neutralizes this tool, significantly weakening the country’s ability to shape
global public opinion. The sanctions also challenged the principle of “sports
neutrality,” compelling international governing bodies—ostensibly non-
political—to align with specific geopolitical positions and utilize their
authority as a form of non-military pressure against Russia. Furthermore, the
professional careers of elite Russian athletes have been severely disrupted,
contributing to talent migration, as many athletes have chosen to compete

for other nations in order to sustain their careers.
Conclusion

The evidence presented confirms the research hypothesis: the primary
impacts of the Russia—Ukraine war on global sport manifest in the
systematic prohibition of Russian teams, the exclusion and symbolic
neutralization of Russian athletes, and the commercial targeting of Russian
sports ownership and sponsorship. These measures, unprecedented in their
scope, have effectively led to the acute isolation of Russia from the
international sports community, resulting in a significant weakening of its
diplomatic capacity and soft power projection. The geopolitical

confrontation has exposed—and arguably challenged—the notion of
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apolitical international sport, prompting a reassessment of the role of non-
state sports organizations as actors within the international system. Looking
ahead, the future status of Russia in global sport remains closely tied to the

trajectory of the war and evolving geopolitical alignments.

Keywords: Russian Federation, Republic of Ukraine, 2022 War, Sports
Sanctions, Global Sport.
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