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ABSTRACT. Can policymakers get certain countries to change their behavior by banning
them from international sports? A systematic analysis of sports sanctions shows that they
can work. In fact, they may possibly be more effective than economic sanctions in cer-
tain cases. This finding is very encouraging because sports sanctions avoid the humani-
tarian costs that sometimes come with economic sanctions. However, banning countries
from international sports can also prove counterproductive. The key factor that determines
whether sports sanctions will work is not whether their goals are too demanding. Rather,
it is whether their goals are related to the sports realm. When they are tied to sports, target
countries tend to perceive them as more legitimate and less like outside interference. This
finding suggests that how a target country views the legitimacy of a particular form of
sanctions can have an important impact on whether they succeed or fail.

International sports are one of the most popular forms of mass entertainment in the mod-
ern era. In 2014, about half the world watched the World Cup, with over one billion tuning
in to the championship game (Tharoor 2016). The 2016 Olympics attracted an audience of
about 3.6 billion people, and more than a hundred heads of state or government went to see
their national athletes compete in Rio (Baker 2016). Rugby and cricket tournaments also
attract enormous audiences. In 2015, several hundred thousand people watched a cricket
game between India and Pakistan (Shemilt 2015). Moreover, the substantial amount of
money that governments spend to host international sporting events and that people pay to
attend them further attest to how important international sports are for many countries.

Given their popularity, could banning certain countries from international sports cause
them to change their behavior? If so, sports sanctions might be able to prevent war and
genocide, curb racial discrimination, advance women’s rights, and promote other demo-
cratic reforms. However, it is also possible that sports sanctions might instead create
resentment in the target country and potentially make that country less likely to change its
behavior.
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Sports sanctions have attracted great interest from policymakers in recent years. In
2014, John McCain and other Congressional leaders tried to convince FIFA to punish
Russia for its foreign aggression by moving the 2018 World Cup to another country. In
2017, the International Olympic Committee banned Russia from the 2018 PyeongChang
Winter Olympics because of its state-sponsored doping program. Many pro-Palestinian
groups also argue that international sports organizations should ban Israel until it addresses
the grievances of the Palestinians. Regardless of where one comes down on these particular
cases, the question of whether sports sanctions can actually encourage change is central to
these debates.

Nevertheless, scholarly research on sports sanctions has remained limited, particularly
in political science. A tremendous amount of work has gone into analyzing economic
sanctions (Hufbauer, Schott and Elliott 1990; Pape 1997; Drezner 1999; Marinov 2005;
Miller 2014). However, little research exists on sports sanctions and whether they offer
any advantages over economic sanctions. This lack of attention is unfortunate because
sports sanctions could offer a complement or alternative to economic sanctions that avoids
any serious humanitarian costs.

In this paper, I evaluate the effectiveness of sports sanctions by investigating every major
case in history where they have been implemented. I find that sports sanctions can be very
effective, but that they sometimes make matters worse by provoking backlash in the target
country. Surprisingly, the key to whether they will succeed or fail is not the importance
of the issues at stake. Rather, it is whether the demands are directly tied to sports. When
they are, target countries tend to view sports sanctions as legitimate. However, when the
demands fall outside the sporting realm, they are usually interpreted as outside interference
and can provoke resentment in the target country.

This finding suggests that sanctions can succeed or fail based on how legitimate the
target population views them. This conclusion accords with past studies that find that
states are much more likely to follow international norms or demands when they view
them as legitimate (Hurd 1999; Cortell and Davis Jr. 2000; Zwingel 2012; Terman 2017).
The results presented here indicate that even in cases where the demands on the target
country are very onerous, sports sanctions can work if their goals are closely related to
sports.



This essay proceeds as follows. In Section 1, I discuss the research on economic sanc-
tions, explaining why many view them as effective tools for influencing state behavior. I
also outline some challenges that can make economic sanctions ineffective and morally
problematic. In Section 2, I consider how sports sanctions might get around these prob-
lems. In Section 3, I evaluate the effectiveness of sports sanctions by investigating four
major cases where they were employed. The concluding section considers some of the
broader complications that could arise if sports sanctions were used on a more regular
basis.

BACKGROUND ON SANCTIONS

The Logic of Sanctions. Sanctions are punishments designed to compel countries to
change their behavior. The most common type of sanctions are economic, which can
be comprehensive or targeted. Comprehensive sanctions impose costs on the country’s
entire society across a wide range of sectors, and they can lead to major economic de-
pressions that impact the general public. On the other hand, targeted sanctions focus on
specific industries or key government decision-makers, and thus try to avoid causing un-
necessary human suffering. To work, sanctions must be so costly that they cause the target
government to cave to the external pressure, either because they impose such high costs
on leaders or because they inflict so much suffering on the population that the leaders opt
to change their policies.

Since economic sanctions offer the hope of altering a country’s behavior without actu-
ally using military force, they have become a popular tool of statecraft. Some prominent
cases of sanctions include the United States against Cuba (1960-present), the United States
against Libya (1986-2003), the United Nations against Iraq (1990-2003), the United Na-
tions against Iran (2006-present), the United Nations against North Korea (2006-present),
and the United States and European Union against Russia (2014-present).

Yet despite their popularity, economic sanctions receive significant criticism from many
international relations scholars (Pape 1997; Pape 1998; Baldwin 1999; Drezner 2011).
These experts point to a number of reasons to think that they might fail, and potentially
even backfire. I discuss these reasons in the next section.



Limitations of Economic Sanctions. Critics of economic sanctions point out several rea-
sons why they are likely to fail. First, they often create resentment among the people of
the target country, which can make them even less willing to give in to international pres-
sure. Even targeted sanctions, which try to limit the costs to the general population, can
incite public outrage. The recent sanctions against Russia demonstrate this point well.
According to polls conducted in 2015, 66% of Russians believe that the primary purpose
of the sanctions is to humiliate and weaken their country, and 81% hold an unfavorable
view of the United States (Levada Center 2015; Simmons, Stokes, and Poushter 2015).
Meanwhile, less than 20% feel that Putin should change his policies toward the West and
the Ukraine (Simmons, Stokes, and Poushter 2015).

Second, sanctions can give the leaders of target countries a way to blame their domestic
problems on foreign actors. In Cuba, for example, Fidel Castro blamed practically every
problem in the country on the sanctions that the United States imposed on the country
starting in 1960 (Daniel 2011). Similarly, the Russian government has managed to pin
much of the blame for the country’s recent recession on the West, despite the fact that
Russia’s economic turmoil was primarily caused by declining oil prices (Simmons, Stokes,
and Poushter 2015).

Third, the target country can sometimes adjust its economy to offset the effects of the
sanctions. For example, when Nazi Germany imposed sanctions and a naval blockade
against Britain during World War II, cutting it off from its critical food imports, the British
government made remarkable domestic reforms to increase the country’s agricultural out-
put. By the end of the war, it had converted over four million acres into farmland and
nearly doubled the amount of food it produced domestically (Weir 2003).

Fourth, the target country can sometimes control who bears the costs of the sanctions. In
Iraq, Saddam Hussein managed to shift the burden to the nation’s vulnerable groups, such
as women and children, while keeping his own supporters protected. This meant that the
shortages of food and medical supplies caused by the sanctions had a limited effect on the
people propping up his regime, but they led to the deaths of countless civilians, including
many Iraqi children. The end result was that the economic sanctions caused widespread
human suffering in Iraq. This experience led to a push for targeted sanctions that aim
to exert pressure on the country’s government while insulating the population from the
effects. However, scholars have raised concerns that even targeted sanctions can impact



the public in certain cases (Gordan 2013), so they may not always be able to get around
this problem.

Lastly, economic sanctions often fail to get states to make political concessions. In
a comprehensive study of all cases of economic sanctions from 1914-1990, Pape (1997)
found that they worked less than 5% of the time, and only when minor issues were at stake.
Of course, they can be effective in weakening an adversary, which could make it more
easily defeated or coerced militarily. For instance, the sanctions and naval blockade against
Germany in World War II, which caused mass starvation and supply shortages, contributed
to its downfall. Nevertheless, Germany withstood the pain caused by the sanctions, and it
only surrendered when it was defeated in 1945.

ADVANTAGES OF SPORTS SANCTIONS

Sports sanctions are unlikely to run into most of the problems that economic sanctions
can sometimes create. No doubt, they would likely generate a significant amount of re-
sentment in the target country, whose citizens might feel they were being treated unfairly
by the international community. However, aside from this potential drawback, sports sanc-
tions largely avoid the problems discussed in the previous section.

On one hand, they do not give the leaders of the target country the opportunity to blame
their domestic problems on the international community. Banning a country from inter-
national sports could not cause a serious economic recession. The punishment would be
primarily symbolic, causing the people of the country pain by preventing them from watch-
ing their athletes compete at a major sporting event. Only if the country greatly needed an
increase in national unity, say to help end or prevent a civil war, would the sanctions risk
causing any real suffering. In those cases, the international community should be much
more cautious about applying sports sanctions. However, most countries are not in such a
position.

It would also be difficult for the target country to adjust to offset the costs of the sanc-
tions. It could host a major domestic sporting tournament, but such an event could hardly
replace an international one. Outside the U.S., the most popular national sporting events
rarely attract the attention and interest of major international sports competitions. Another
strategy would be for the target country to arrange games with other nations that sympa-
thize with it. However, these games would not rise to the level of mega-sporting events



Table 1. Considering the Advantages of Sports Sanctions

Economic Sports
Concerns Sanctions Sanctions

Could Create Resentment in the Target Country Yes Yes

Target Country’s Leaders Could Divert Blame to Sanctions Sometimes No

Target Country Might Adjust Its Economy to Offset Costs Sometimes No

Target Country May Be Able to Control Who Bears Costs Sometimes No

Sanctions Could Result in Unwanted Human Suffering Sometimes No

like the Olympics or World Cup. Moreover, this strategy could easily be countered by
threatening to ban any nation that played the target country from international sports.

Similarly, the government of the target country would probably find it hard to shift
the costs of the sanctions to disempowered groups (MacLean 2014). When it comes to
economic sanctions, elites can sometimes protect themselves by taking money from the
poor. However, sports sanctions impose a punishment that is difficult to redistribute. It
falls on the shoulders of sports fans, along with the government leaders who can derive
legitimacy from international sports.

Therefore, when it comes to thinking through whether sports sanctions could be effec-
tive, the main question is whether the resentment created by the sanctions would outweigh
the desire for a target country to attend future sporting events. If it did, then sports sanc-
tions could harden the countries resolve and make it even less likely to change its behavior.
However, if the desire to rejoin the international sports realm were strong enough, than
sports sanctions could be a powerful and safe tool for promoting positive change in the
world.

HISTORICAL CASES

We can get an idea of whether sports sanctions work by studying some past examples
where they were applied. Of course, it is important to look at cases that went beyond mere
boycotts by a handful of countries. For example, various nations boycotted the Olympics



in 1936, 1956, 1976, 1980, and 1984. Although these protests made for strong political
statements, the games went on quite successfully, so they were unlikely to alter the target
country’s behavior. What we want are cases where countries were cut off from major
international sporting events for extended periods of time, since in those cases the target
countries would have much more incentive to make meaningful concessions.

In this section, I evaluate every serious instance of sports sanctions. These cases in-
clude: (1) the banning of Rhodesia from international sports after it declared indepen-
dence from Britain (1966-1979), (2) the sports sanctions against South Africa to combat
its government’s racist policies, (1959-1991), (3) the banning of English teams from Eu-
ropean soccer that was intended to get the British government to restrain its violent soccer
fans (1985-1991), and (4) the campaign against Serbia for its war crimes in Bosnia (1992-
1995).

The Illegitimate Government in Rhodesia. In the British colony of Rhodesia (modern-
day Zimbabwe), whites held extensive power. Even though they made up less than 10% of
the colony’s population, they controlled the colonial government. In the early 1960s, the
British government wanted to establish democracy in Rhodesia, which would shift power
to the black population. However, the whites refused to go along with this plan. They
claimed that the blacks were not yet civilized enough to run the country. In 1965, they
declared independence from Britain, and they formed a new government that protected
their elevated status.

This new Rhodesian government faced intense resistance from the international commu-
nity. Nearly all African countries condemned it, along with the United States. Obviously,
Britain would not tolerate the situation either, since it was a rebellion against the English
Crown. The Soviet Union and its communist allies also sympathized with the black pop-
ulation. While none of these countries wanted to send troops to fight in Rhodesia, they all
agreed that something needed to be done.

Starting in 1965, they instituted sanctions against the Rhodesian government, some of
which targeted the sporting realm. Rhodesia was banned from the Commonwealth Games
starting in 1966, the Olympics starting in 1968, and major soccer competitions beginning
in 1970. The international community also threatened to punish any country that arranged
a game against a Rhodesian sports team. As a result, Rhodesia found itself almost entirely
cut off from the world of international sports by the early 1970s. Its isolation continued



until the new government agreed to make wide-ranging democratic reforms in the late
1970s.

Evaluating the Sanctions: Although the Rhodesian government eventually became demo-
cratic, sports sanctions do not appear to have played a pivotal role. In fact, scholarly work
on Rhodesia comes to the conclusion that two other factors were far more important than
sports sanctions. The first was the economic sanctions, which intensified in the years just
prior to Rhodesia’s capitulation. The second was the inability of the Rhodesian military
to defeat the African nationalist forces, who staged an insurgency in the country that esca-
lated in the late 1970s.

Figure 1 depicts the timeline of events. The major sports sanctions leveled against
Rhodesia were all in place by the early 1970s. However, by themselves, they achieved
no results. As the historian Charles Little (2011) describes, “there are no indications that
sporting sanctions changed the policies of the state in any way.” He continues,

Perhaps the strongest evidence to support this viewpoint can be seen in the election campaign
leading up to the 1969 referendum on the adoption of a new constitution and declaration of a
republic. The (white) opposition highlighted the impact of the sports boycott as one of their
reasons for urging a no vote... but despite this the constitution was endorsed by a sweeping
majority of the electorate. If anything, sporting sanctions may even have contributed to the
‘siege mentality’ prevalent amongst the bulk of the white Rhodesian population, whilst also
earning them some degree of international sympathy (Little 2011).

On the other hand, the economic sanctions and civil war both intensified in the late
1970s, making them much more plausible explanations for the capitulation of the Rhode-
sian government. The economic sanctions had been in place since 1965, but it took nearly
a decade before Rhodesia felt any major effects. The reason is that many of Rhodesia’s
main trading partners and allies ignored the sanctions. For example, South Africa and
Mozambique only started putting trade restrictions on Rhodesia in 1976. The U.S. also
acted as an important trade partner for Rhodesia. Although it initially adhered to the sanc-
tions, it passed legislation in 1971 that reopened trade in several important sectors. This
legislation was repealed in 1977.



FIGURE 1. Timeline of the Rhodesian Case
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By themselves, the economic sanctions might not have caused Rhodesia’s government
to cave. However, they proved effective because they weakened its capacity to combat
the insurgency that had been taking place in its country since 1964. Up until 1972, this
rebel movement remained a low-level conflict and did not pose a serious threat to the
regime. However, it became increasingly violent as the 1970s proceeded. From 1972-
1979, it resulted in 30,000 dead and 275,000 wounded, and it consumed nearly one-third



of Rhodesia’s national budget (Evans 2007). By 1977, the Rhodesian government position
had grown so desperate that it began drafting 38-50 year olds. Whites in Rhodesia even-
tually came to see victory as impossible, and many fled the country in the latter half of the
1970s. The Rhodesian government eventually agreed to full-scale democratic reforms in
1979.

Thus, the sports sanctions played little role in bringing about democracy in Rhodesia.
Although this conclusion is discouraging, we should remember that these sports sanctions
aimed to achieve an extremely ambitious goal that was unrelated to sports. They sought to
get a minority ethnic group to give up political power. Moreover, many white Rhodesians
proved that they were willing to die or flee the country before they would concede power
to the black population. Therefore, sports sanctions would need to be incredibly powerful
to work in a case like this. The next example that we will look at had much more modest
goals, at least initially, and provides more promising evidence that sports sanctions can
work.

Apartheid in South Africa. Up until the early 1990s, South Africa was racially segre-
gated. This social system was known as “Apartness”, a word pronounced as “Apartheid”
by South African whites. Every citizen in South Africa was put into one of four racial
categories–“white”, “black”, “colored” (mixed-race), or “Indian”. These categories deter-
mined where people could travel and live, what types of jobs they could take, who they
could marry, and what schools they could attend.

Under this system, the opportunities afforded to whites were far better than they were for
non-whites. Non-whites were often forced to live in slums and take on the lowest-paying
jobs in society. Thus, it was not so much a system of “Apartness” as it was a system of
repression.

These racist policies also spilled over into the sporting realm. Domestically, all sports
leagues were segregated by race. When it came to international sports, non-whites were
forbidden from playing on the South African national teams, and often could not even
attend the games. In cases where they were permitted to go, they had to use different
entrances than whites, sit in different parts of the stadium, and use separate bathrooms
(Corrigall 1971). The South African government also kept its all-white national teams
from playing games against African teams, instead setting up games against predominantly
white nations like England and Australia (Corrigall 1971).



The obvious impact that these racists policies had on international sports made it im-
possible for other countries to look the other way. They also conflicted with one of the key
principles set out in the Olympic charter–that no athlete should be discriminated against
on the basis of race. By the early 1960s, many countries favored banning South Africa
from international sports until it changed its policies.

These countries initially focused on changing sports policy in South Africa. However, as
the international campaign against South Africa progressed, the goal expanded to getting
the South African government to abolish all of its racist policies. It had become clear
that non-whites in South Africa would always be disadvantaged in sports as long as their
society treated them as inferiors and denied them the educational, financial, and civic
benefits afforded to whites. As the saying went, “There could not be normal sports in an
abnormal society.” The entire political structure of South Africa needed to be changed. It
eventually would when the government abolished Apartheid in 1991. Democratic elections
were finally held in 1994 and Nelson Mandela was elected president.

Evaluating the Sanctions: To some extent, the sports sanctions proved successful. South
Africa made major reforms to its domestic sports policies in the hopes of appeasing the
international community (Klee 2012). They began in 1967, when the South African Prime
Minister B.J. Vorster announced that he would allow all races to participate on many of
the national sports teams, as well as represent South Africa at the Olympics. However, he
refused to desegregate sports within South Africa, so these concessions were not enough
to satisfy the international community. In 1971, he finally gave in and established a multi-
national sports program that allowed for mixed sports competition. Although non-whites
continued to face various forms of overt discrimination in sports over the next decade, by
1981 the situation improved enough to deem the sanctions as successful in achieving their
initial goal.

Nevertheless, the clear economic disparity between the racial groups in South Africa
undermined the notion that the whites and non-whites were on equal footing when it came
to sports. Whites could practice at better facilities, purchase better equipment, eat bet-
ter food, and go home to nicer houses. While inequality of this sort is present in many
countries, what made it unacceptable in the case of South Africa is that the government
explicitly discriminated against people based on their race. Thus, the international com-
munity refused to remove the sanctions based on the changes that had been made in the



FIGURE 2. Timeline of the South African Case
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sporting realm. It demanded a new political system in South Africa that gave every citizen
equal rights, regardless of race.

The sports sanctions alone failed to bring about this type of political change in South
Africa. Like in the Rhodesian case, economic sanctions and internal instability turned



out to be the key factors. Figure 2 shows the timeline of events. The United Nations
had recommended sanctions going as far back as 1962, but most of South Africa’s major
trading partners only put them in effect starting in 1985. This delay occurred because many
of these countries viewed the major anti-Apartheid group in South Africa, the African
National Congress, as a communist organization. However, as the Cold War wound down,
fears that South Africa might join the communist block abated. As a result, South Africa
felt increasing economic and diplomatic pressure to reform in the second half of the 1980s.

Levels of civil unrest had also been steadily rising since the 1960s. By the mid-1980s,
the government faced mass riots across the country. This instability intensified after the
Cold War. More people died between 1991 and 1994 than in the previous 30 years of the
conflict. Even though the international community had allowed South Africa to participate
in international sports after it abolished Apartheid in 1991, it was during this period of civil
unrest that the white population made the major political concessions, like the extension
of voting rights to non-whites, that turned South Africa into a real democracy.

Therefore, the sports sanctions against South Africa managed to encourage positive
change in the sporting realm, but they fell short of ending Apartheid. The country had
been all but banished from international sports by 1977. However, it was not until external
economic pressure and internal conflict increased in the late 1980s and early 1990s that
the government began to make serious political reforms that changed the social landscape.
Therefore, the case suggests that sports sanctions are capable of achieving important con-
cessions that are related to sports, but that they are unable to bring about broader political
change.

British Spectator Violence. Beginning in the 1960s, Britain developed a soccer violence
problem that became so serious that it earned the name the “English Disease.” Its unruly
fans frequently attacked spectators and players from other countries. Over the next couple
decades, the violence grew progressively worse, eventually culminating in a massive riot
at the 1985 European Cup Final game in Belgium between Liverpool and Juventus (from
Italy). Thirty-nine people were killed and over 600 were injured.

In response to this incident, the main soccer governing body of Europe, UEFA, banned
all English club teams from participation in the European league. The English national
team could still participate in international competitions, but teams like Manchester United,
Arsenal, and Liverpool were banned from European competition. This ban would stay in



FIGURE 3. Timeline of the British Case
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place until the British government got its spectators under control. It was eventually lifted
in 1991.

Evaluating the Sanctions: The sports sanctions against Britain were largely successful.
Following the 1985 ban, the country instituted a number of major reforms to combat spec-
tator violence. These included:

1. Sporting Events (Control of Alcohol etc) Act 1985: Banned alcohol at sporting
events, gave police the authority to arrest drunk spectators, and banned fireworks.

2. Public Order Act 1986: Allowed authorities to ban troublemakers from soccer games
for up to three months, banned actions intended to provoke disorder, and outlawed provo-
cations of violence, including racial and religious hatred (spoken or written).

3. Football Spectators Act 1989: Allowed authorities to make troublemakers report
to police stations during games for up to five years and prevented troublemakers from
attending games outside the country. It also coincided with the creation of the National
Football Intelligence Unit to keep track of troublemakers.

Figure 3 shows the timeline of events. Since Britain did not face economic sanctions
or mass civil unrest over this period, we can safely attribute the changes in government
policy to the sports sanctions. There was only one other factor that contributed to reforms
in Britain–the Hillsborough disaster of 1989, where an mass influx of spectators into a
stadium resulted in 96 fans being crushed to death and over 800 injuries. This tragedy led
to the Football Spectators Act of 1989. However, although this tragedy did play a major



role in the creation of that particular act, the British government passed the two prior pieces
of legislation before the Hillsborough disaster. There were also similar incidents before
1985 that did not prompt major government reforms. Therefore, we can conclude that the
sports sanctions played a major role in bringing about change in British society.

Ethnic Cleansing in Yugoslavia. In 1992, the Serbian military began carrying out an
ethnic cleansing campaign in Bosnia. In response, the international community leveled
sanctions against the country, which included a ban on international sports. Between 1992
and 1995, Serbia was banned from almost all international sporting events, including the
Olympics and World Cup. Its major club soccer team, Red Star Belgrade, was also banned
from playing in the European league. The team was one of the best in the world, and had
won both the European Cup and Intercontinental Cup the previous year.

The war waged on for three-and-a-half years, killing over 100,000 people and caus-
ing catastrophic damage to Bosnian society. During this period, the economic sanctions
against Serbia caused significant damage to the economy, shrinking its GDP by over 50%.
In 1994, NATO began air operations against Serbian military targets in Bosnia. In 1995,
Serbia agreed to withdrawal its military from Bosnia when it signed the Dayton Accords,
which were brokered by the United States.

Evaluating the Sanctions: The sports sanctions had a devastating effect on Serbian teams,
particularly when it came to soccer. Although they were only in place for two-and-a-half
years, they resulted in Serbia missing the 1992 European Championship, the 1994 World
Cup, and the 1996 European Championship (which they were unable to qualify for because
of the sanctions). In addition, many of the nation’s elite players left Serbia to play soccer
for clubs in other countries and never returned after the sanctions were lifted. This flight
of players was a major setback for the Serbian national team and Red Star Belgrade.

Given the centrality of soccer in Serbian culture, the impact of these sanctions cannot
be understated. As the historian Richard Mills (2009) explains, “For many Serbs involved
with football, the most damaging aspect of the civil war was the implementation of sanc-
tions on Serbia’s teams.” The British reporter Louise Branson wrote, “It is the one sanction
that really hurts. Stoics in the face of petrol shortages, hyper-inflation and international
opprobrium, football-mad Serbs are in despair at the damage wrought to the once-glorious
Red Star Belgrade” (Mills 2009).



FIGURE 4. Timeline of the Yugoslavian Case
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Nevertheless, there is little evidence that the sports sanctions caused the Serbian gov-
ernment to end its ethnic cleansing campaign. Figure 4 shows the timeline of events.
The sports sanctions were initially imposed in May of 1992. However, Serbia only sus-
pended its activity in Bosnia in the latter half of 1995, specifically after NATO escalated
its bombing campaign and threatened a ground invasion. Therefore, the timing of Serbia’s
capitulation suggests that the military situation was the driving factor in this case.

The negotiation process also suggests that sports sanctions were not a key factor. In No-
vember 1995, the U.S. government brought the warring parties together for a conference
in Dayton, Ohio. The key issues discussed at the meeting were the delineation of territory,
the status of the new Bosnian government, and the role that international organizations
would play in managing security in Bosnia. In contrast, sports received little considera-
tion. Serbia never asked for a guarantee that the sports sanctions would be lifted. They
also did not try to get their national soccer team the chance to earn a spot at the 1996 Eu-
ropean Championship. Serbian officials could have requested that their team be allowed
to participate in the qualification process provided that they made the necessary political
concessions. However, this issue was not a priority for Serbian leaders.



Table 2: Outcomes of the Cases
Goals Outcome

Rhodesia (1966-79) Regime Change Failure

Desegregate SportsSouth Africa (1959-1981) Leagues Success

South Africa (1982-91) Regime Change Failure

Reduce SpectatorBritain (1985-91) Violence Success

Yugoslavia (1992-95) End War Failure

Discussion of the Findings: The main lesson that comes out of these cases is that sports
sanctions can get countries to make concessions on issues related to sports, but they are not
much use beyond that. The reason why this is the case is likely that sports sanctions have
more legitimacy when they are focused on influencing sports-related issues. When FIFA
and the International Olympic Committee banned South Africa, they could do so because
it flagrantly violated their official charters. In the British case, UEFA could justify its ban
of English teams from a public-safety standpoint. However, when the issues at stake do
not directly relate to sports, target countries are more likely to view sports sanctions as
unwarranted outside interference.

CONCLUSION

This paper reaches an optimistic conclusion about how sports sanctions could encourage
positive change in world politics. Although they do not appear capable of stopping mass
atrocities or bringing about major domestic reforms unrelated to sports, they can compel
countries to make important changes in the sporting realm. The international commu-
nity should consider using them in other cases, including to combat spectator violence,
domestic abuse, and racist behavior by fans and national sports officials.

If sports sanctions do become more prevalent, they could have a noticeable impact on
the international sports scene. Some of the world’s top countries might be left out of major
international sporting events at various times. While many fans would likely be glad to



see some of their top competitors excluded, purists might feel like politics were ruining
sports. Therefore, it is important to clearly explain the motivation behind any potential
sports sanctions campaign and debate the costs and benefits on a case-by-case basis.

Sports sanctions also raise concerns about fairness and consistency. It would seem
unjust to ban a democratic country from international soccer because of spectator violence
while letting other countries with terrible human rights records continue to participate. In
other words, using sports sanctions in the cases where they are most likely to work could
lead the international community to temporarily ban some democratic countries because
of fan violence while still allowing North Korea to play. This issue might be addressed
by making it official policy that the goals of sports sanctions should only be focused on
the sporting realm, where international sports organizations will have more legitimacy and
authority. However, such seeming double-standards might still be very hard to justify, and
a more consistent approach may be needed.
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