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ABSTRACT 

Governments often use sport as a tool to create unity among the people. The people are eager to follow the 
results of the national sports teams. They become happy with their success and sad with defeats. The purpose of 
this study was to develop an instrument to investigate the geopolitical consequences of attending national sport 
teams in international events. In terms of data collection method, the study was descriptive-correlational which 
was done as fieldwork. The statistical population was all Iranian and Iraqi students. The sample consisted of 527 
Iranian and Iraqi students selected randomly. The instrument was a researcher-made Likert Five-Point scoring 
questionnaire. Seven sociologists and sports management experts participated to determine the factual and 
content validity of the instrument. Also, a confirmatory factor analysis method was used by means of Amos 
software. Validity analysis showed that the items of the questionnaire have a good factor load and the indexes of 
the model are well fitted. The results showed that the Cronbach's alpha reliability coefficients and the 4-
dimensional combination reliability are acceptable. After removing the questions with low factor load, the 
questionnaire items was classified into four factors: political prestige, soft power, dark dimension, coping with 
geopolitical isolation. The results showed that the psychometric properties of the questionnaire for investigating 
the geopolitical consequences of attending national teams in international sport events were acceptable.

Keywords: Politics, Geopolitics, Sport Events, Consequences, National team.

*Corresponding Author.

1. INTRODUCTION

All countries around the world seek to improve their position in the international system and sport is a very 
effective tool to achieve this. There is a mutual interaction between sport and various social, political and 
economic forces, and these effects must be thoroughly investigated (Melissa et al, 2012). Although there may 
still be individuals who believe in separation between sport and politics as two distinct issues, objective evidence 
suggests they are inseparable from each other. As the attention of the mass media on a case increases, that matter 
with all its meanings becomes more important. Suppose that something like Olympic Games in the corner of the 
world will gather athletes from 220 countries, it's obvious that heads of states and statesmen would like to use 
this media space in their favor. In fact, politics has been an inseparable, everlasting and historic part of sports. 
The relationship between sport and politics is one of the longest and most penetrating examples of interactions 
between society and sport. Sport is a good political asset and can contribute to international prestige. In fact, 
state intervention in sports has been observed throughout the history. A great deal of evidence around the world 
shows that the world of sports is intriguing with the world of politics. 
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The relationship between politics and sport is highlighted by attending national teams in international sport 

events, and countries try to use it as a source of soft power for gaining strength, wealth, and international prestige. 

Sport has become closely linked to politics and has become an issue of international affairs. This issue becomes 

more prominent with the presence of national teams in international events.  Sport is a low-cost, efficient and 

effective tool that can break down stereotypes, increase mutual understanding and limit war to the field of play, 

rather than the actual scene of the campaign. Sport diplomacy exchanges can promote international perceptions and 

friendships and eliminate negative prejudices and assumptions. Sport diplomacy can be an appropriate way to send a 

message of foreign policy change between hostile countries, most notably Ping pong diplomacy in 1971, which 

opened up a new chapter in the relationship between the United States and China (Eden, 2013). Conversely, many 

examples such as boycotting sport events and not issuing passports to athletes can be found with the aim of isolating 

a country or modifying its political behaviors (Allison, 2005). In fact, sport boycotts are a kind of soft diplomacy 

that instead of a real dispute, use real global interest and mass media coverage to deliver a political message to a 

country. Geopolitical isolation means reducing or disconnecting a country with other countries in the region or the 

world in various aspects of political, social, economic, communicative, cultural, and so on. For example, in the 

1970s and 1980s, to change South African policy on apartheid, its national teams were banned from participating in 

international events. Since the people of South Africa were keen on participating in sport competitions, this policy 

played a role in the gradual abandonment of apartheid. The boycott of 1980 and 1984 Olympic Games which were 

executed respectively by the US and the Soviet Union are classical examples of this non-violent political approach. 

In the Cold War, the United States strongly condemned communism, and the Soviet Union did the same to Western 

democracy. At present, sports boycotts still occur, but their number is lower. For example, before the 2008 Beijing 

Olympics, china was sentenced by the international community for some reasons such as trade with Sudan, 

occupation of Tibet and violation of human rights. Although no country resigned, but a number of political leaders 

such as German Chancellor Merkel and Prime Minister Brown the British and Italian President Berlusconi did not 

attend the opening ceremony. 

2. Literature Review

Baghedano (2011) and Popović and Bjelica (2014)  emphasized on the positive aspects of presence of the

national team in sports and the positive impacts gained by exclusion from political, social, and economic isolation. 

Eden (2011) summarizes the goals of sport diplomacy as: improving and correcting the image of a nation; 

strengthening friendship, increasing peace and developing friendship among nations; Uniting minorities and most 

importantly; and Improving international relations. 

The concept of geopolitics in sport means that sports, regardless of its influence on health, economy, entertainment 

and recreation, have effects on the relations of governments and political groups (Winstanley, 2010). With regard to 

relationship between politics and sport, this research seeks to develop an instrument to investigate the geopolitical 

consequences of attending national teams in international sport events. Making instrument can provide a path for 

future studies in this area.Therefore, according to theoretical foundations and studies on the political dimensions of 

international sport events, the research model described in Figure 1. 

Figure1. Research model
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Based on research literature, sport has a particular nature which can include both positive and negative effects. 

Likewise, sport geopolitics can act as a double-edged blade and include good and bad political functions. 

Considering the fact that politics and sports have always been influential on each other, the study of geopolitical 

consequences of attending sport teams in international events is a very important issue. This will enable us to 

strengthen the positive dimensions of attending national teams in the international level and to minimize its negative 

dimensions. Making an instrument in this field can provide a pathway for future studies and facilitate research in this 

field. 

3. DATA & METHODOLOGY

The statistical population of the study included all Iranian and Iraqi students. 527 volunteers from universities in 

Iran and Iraq participated in this research. A researcher-made questionnaire was prepared based on literature, and 

with regard to the cultural and social backgrounds of the community. A 38-item questionnaire was designed and the 

answers to the questions were on the 5-level Likert scale (5 = very high to 1 = very low). This questionnaire was 

designed to evaluate three main objectives: 

 The instrument used in this study has acceptable psychometric properties (validity and reliability);

 The attendance of national teams in the international sport events is influential on geopolitical dimensions

(political prestige, soft power, dark dimension, coping with geopolitical isolation);

 There is a significant difference between the dimensions of the questionnaire from the perspective of the

Iraqi and Iranian respondents.

On the way the construction of the instrument, the questionnaire approved by seven sports management specialists 

and the ambiguities eliminated. The formal validity of the questionnaires was approved. After collecting 

questionnaires, incomplete or missing questionnaire eliminated and finally, 527 questionnaires were analyzed. Data 

were analyzed by SPSS (exploratory factor analysis, Kolmogorov-Smirnov and U Man Whitney test) and Amos. 

The significance level in this research was considered as 0.05. 

4. Results

As shown in Table 1, more people (about 50.5%) were between 21 and 25 years of age. 62.8% of students had

undergraduate degrees and 60.2% of them were from Iran. 

Table1. Individual profile of the sample 

variable frequency Frequency 

percent

sex

Female 352 84

Male 378 99/55

Degree

Bachelor 225 4/23

Master 537 5/38

PhD 29 5/52

Age

Below 20 92 2/57

35-35 322 5/55

32- 25 555 9/59

25- 25 53 9/9

Over 36 55 5/3

Nationality

Persian 257 3/25

Iraqi 355 4/29

After collecting the information, the data were analyzed using exploratory factor analysis and SPSS software used 

for categorizing the questions. Out of 38 designed questions, only 20 questions had a factor load of more than 0.4, 

and 18 questions were removed from the total number of questions due to low factor load. Therefore the study 

carried out based on 20 questions with appropriate factor load. The results of these studies are presented in Tables 2 

and table 3. 
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Table 2. Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Index for the consequences of attending national teams in international sport events 

Statistic Amount

Kmo 952/5

x2 482/5443

Amount of  Bartlett's 

significant level

555/5

Attending national sport teams can: factor load

5 3 2 8

2. Show the soft power of my country to the world 485/5 775/5

4. Be a symbol of development of my country 452/5 778/5

5. Increase prestige of my country 452/5 754/5

6. Increase geopolitical promotion 488/5 724/5

7. Show the world that my country is modern country 742/5 735/5

10. Introduce athletes and coaches as symbols of the soft

power

555/5 555/5

14. Be a good substitute for conflict 784/5 222/5

15. Enhance the nationalist sense of my people 723/5 225/5

16. Enhance the political power of my country 775/5 759/5

17. Be an indicator for measuring the power of the

country

739/5 254/5

18. Amplify the soft power of my country 242/5 255/5

23- Act as retaliation factor between countries 537/5 574/5

24. Demonstrate the legitimate aims of a country as

illegitimate

772/5 752/5

25. Promote terrorist activities 459/5 782/5

27. Promote racism and discrimination 753/5 574/5

33. Strengthen international communication 229/5 554/5

35. Initiate or strengthen political relations between

countries

777/5 272/5

36. Be a tool for transmitting political messages 545/5 552/5

37. Reduce or eliminate geopolitical isolation 455/5 725/5

38. Be a tool to reduce or eliminate geopolitical

constraints

455/5 272/5

 (Eigenvalues) 929/2 725/2 824/3 372/2

Variance (percent) 292/59 252/54 595/53 547/52
As can be seen, these results support functional validity and structural reliability. Factor load indicates the 

correlation between the observer variable (questionnaire item) and the variable (factors). For example, the factor 

load of the first question is 0/840. When all factor loads in one factor are greater than 0.4, there is a convergent-type 

construct validity. Given that all factor loads in the standard estimation are all greater than 0.4, the construct validity 

is convergent. Finally, after eliminating questions with a factor load of less than 0.3, the questions of each factor 

were categorized as follows: 

First factor: Political prestige (5 items), Second factor: Soft power (6 items), Third factor: Dark dimension (4 

questions), Fourth factor coping with geopolitical isolation  (5 questions).The consequences of attending national 

sport teams were ranked in 20 points and 4 factors. The high convergent validity and reliability (α = 913/0) above -0 

70/0, which are presented in Table 4, represent the proper psychometric properties of the questionnaire. The 

questions are also given in the table below: 
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As shown in the table 2, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Index is 0.916, which is greater than 0.70. Also, the 

significance level is less than 0.05, which indicates that the number of items predicted by each factor is sufficient 

and the correlations of variables are sufficient to provide a reasonable basis for factor analysis. Table 3 shows the 

factor load for each variable. 

Table 3. Load Factors
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Table 4. Average, standard deviation and coefficients of reliability of components of geopolitical consequences 

attending national teams in international sport events 

Index Number of 

variables

Average Standard 

deviation

Cronbach's 

alpha 

coefficients

Abbreviation

Political prestige 5 294/8 785/5 957/5 Prestige

Soft power 2 585/8 795/5 429/5 soft

Dark dimension 8 355/8 728/5 792/5 dark

coping with 

geopolitical 

isolation 

5 272/2 985/5 485/5 coping

Consequences of 

Attending National 

Sport Teams 

35 552/8 232/5 952/5 Consequences

As can be seen, the high convergent validity and reliability higher than 0.70 show the proper psychometric 

properties of the questionnaire. Considering that the main basis of the path analysis models is the correlation matrix 

between variables, the correlation matrix of 4 components is presented in Table 5. 

Table 5. Correlation matrix between research variables

Variable 5 3 2 8 5

5. Consequences of 

Attending National Sport 

Teams 

5

3 .Political prestige 
**

755/5 5

2 .Soft power 
**

425/5
**

847/5 5

8 .Dark dimension 
**

724/5
**

835/5
**

575/5 5

5 .coping with geopolitical 

isolation 

**
722/5

**
228/5

**
554/5

**
855/5 5

**
 All correlations are at 99% confidence level

Correlation coefficients between variables show that the relationships between all the variables in the research are 

significant. Also, the presence of the national team in the international arena has the highest correlation with soft 

power (r = 0.831) and the least correlation between the outcome of the team's attendance and coping with 

geopolitical isolation (r = 0.334). 

Figure 2. Model of the geopolitical consequences of attending national teams in international events in standard 

manner 
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Table 6. Results of implementation of the model for measuring geopolitical consequences of attending national 

teams in international sport events 

Hypothesis Effect size Standard error Critical ratio Significance 

level

Q2← Political prestige 45/5 Significant

Q4 ←Political prestige 48/5 582/5 235/32 Significant

Q5← Political prestige 45/5 553/5 257/35 Significant

Q6 ←Political prestige 43/5 584/5 547/33 Significant

Q7 ←Political prestige 45/5 589/5 459/35 Significant

Q10← Soft power 54/5 Significant

Q14 ←Soft power 73/5 525/5 523/53 Significant

Q15 ←Soft power 75/5 585/5 852/53 Significant

Q16 ←Soft power 74/5 522/5 255/53 Significant

Q17 ←Soft power 72/5 524/5 558/53 Significant

Q18 ←Soft power 25/5 584/5 545/2 Significant

Q23 ←Dark dimension 74/5 Significant

Q24 ←Dark dimension 22/5 578/5 373/52 Significant

Q25 ←Dark dimension 25/5 529/5 932/55 Significant

Q27 ←Dark dimension 54/5 525/5 475/55 Significant

Q33← coping with 

geopolitical isolation 

52/5 Significant

Q35 ←coping with geopolitical 

isolation 

75/5 542/5 577/52 Significant

Q36 ←coping with geopolitical 

isolation 

73/5 597/5 524/55 Significant

Q37 ←coping with geopolitical 

isolation 

75/5 557/5 527/55 Significant

Q38 ←coping with geopolitical 

isolation 

24/5 533/5 847/55 Significant

Considering the significant values of the table 6 (they are not in the range of -1.96 to 1.96), it can be said that all 

questions affect the determined dimensions. It should be noted that the impact of questions on the dimensions of 

geopolitical consequences of attending national teams in international sport events is direct. It means that, with the 

increase in the desirability of each question, the dimension of the question becomes greater. 

Table 7. General fitting indices

X2/df RMSEA GFI AGFI CFI PNFI

Acceptable amount 2> 54/5> 9/5< 9/5< 9/5< 5/5<

calculated values of model 

before modification 

585/3 572/5 447/5 455/5 954/5 735/5

calculated values of model 

after modification 

552/3 523/5 957/5 955/5 982/5 752/5
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As shown in the table 7, due to the appropriateness of fitting indices second-order factor analysis was used. 

Figure 3. The second-order structural model of geopolitical consequences attending national teams in international 

sport events in standard mode 

Table 8. Results of the implementation of the structural model of attending national teams in international sport 

events 

Hypothesis Effect size Standard 

error 

Critical ratio Result 

geopolitical consequences ← Political 

prestige 

25/5  significant 

geopolitical consequences ← Soft power 93/5  552/5  374/9  significant 

geopolitical consequences ← Dark 

dimension 

48/5  524/5  255/55  significant 

geopolitical consequences ← coping with 

geopolitical isolation 

24/5  585/5  327/4  significant 

Considering the significant values of the table 8(they are not in the range of -1.96 to 1.96), it can be said that 

Geopolitical Consequences affect all dimensions.  It should be noted that the effect of the consequences on 

geopolitical dimensions is direct. It means that with the increase in the desirability of consequences, the reflection 

becomes greater in all dimensions. 

Also, the outcome has the most effect on the soft power dimension and with regard to the effect level (β = 0.92. The 

other variables are interpreted in the same way, and only the extent of the effect changes. 

Table 9. General fitting indices

X2/df RMSEA GFI AGFI CFI PNFI 

Acceptable 

amount 

2> 54/5> 9/5<  9/5<  9/5<  5/5<  

Calculated 

amounts 

922/3  525/5  935/5  952/5  982/5  722/5  

The U man-Whitney test was used to examine the differences between the dimensions of the questionnaire. The use 

of this test was due to the fact that the results of Kolmogorov-Smirnov test showed that the level of significance was 

less than 0.05 (as reported in Table 10). 
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Table 10. The results of Kolmogorov-Smirnov test

Average Standard 

error

Z Significance 

level

Political prestige 29/8 789/5 455/8 5555/5

Soft power 58/8 795/5 545/2 5555/5

Dark dimension 35/8 722/5 293/2 555/5

Coping with 

geopolitical isolation

27/2 929/5 452/5 552/5

The results of the Mann Whitney test are presented in Table 11:

Table 11. Results of U-Mann-Whitney test about comparing dimensions of sports geopolitical questionnaire for 

Iranian (N = 317) and Iraqi (N = 210) students 

Group Average 

rating

Total rating Difference of 

ratings

Z Significance 

level

Political prestige Iranian 52/335 55/75898 2425 227/7- 555/5

Iraq 53/233 55/27222

Soft power Iranian 22/332 55/75797 3822 549/7- 555/5

Iraq 29/235 55/24225

Dark dimension Iranian 92/327 55/75838 55735 443/8- 555/5

Iraq 25/252 55/22752

Coping with 

geopolitical isolation

Iranian 59/272 55/47274 22339 224/3- 559/5

Iraq 55/385 55/55889

As shown in Table 11, the significance level in all dimensions less than 0.05 and there is a significant difference 

between the dimensions of the questionnaire 

5. Conclusion

When the national teams compete in international sport events, it is like a nation that has entered the field and

wants to broadcast it (Gibsons, 2011). The effects of attending national sport team's on the international level was a 

question that was examined in this study. Also, an instrument was designed. The research showed that attending 

national teams in international sport events has different reflections and geopolitical implications among Iranian and 

Iraqi students. These outcomes were divided into four areas: 

1) Political prestige:

One of the functions of geopolitics in the field of international sports is the acquisition of prestige for the countries. 

Political prestige is a term used in various international relations. Prestige is a non-transparent term with a variety of 

meanings, and all individuals, groups, and governments seek for it with various economic, social and political 

reasons. Prestige is different from reputation. Prestige comes from a positive reputation and refers to the highest 

degree of respect. The prestige of a country depends on its basic characteristics, such as political structure (whether 

democratic or not), economy (poor or rich), culture (number of great writers, poets, artists, etc.), level of technology 

and potential military capability. These assets are gradually formed over the course of history and cannot be freely 

and quickly obtained. The important point is that the prestige of a country should not be reduced by simplicity to its 

military capability, but that prestige should also be reflected in its other material and immaterial assets (such as 

moral values). Some governments have a high status in the international system, and others are not even registered. 

The status of countries in the international system is achieved with various evaluations. It may be the lowest that one 

country wants to be for another country (Kacos, 2011). 

Governments are continually trying to improve their prestige and to gain a better position than others. Sport is a 

good political asset and can contribute to international prestige. Sport's success will not only help strengthen the 

national identity at the domestic level, but also contribute to the international status of the country and to the 

message that the government wants to send to the world. Believing in the ability of international sports strengthens 

national identity, as a result, governments use sport as an instrument in their foreign policy. For many small or poor 

countries, sport-driven credentials lead to the identification of these countries to the world. 

2) Soft power
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In our globalized world, sport is considered as an important tool for soft power, which has an impact on both 

international relations and political prestige. Freeman (2012) introduces sport as a soft power and a source of pride, 

expressing that sport plays a role in the formation of pride in two ways: first, by creating identity and national 

cohesion in the country and second, by creating national prestige and displaying it to the world. The attractiveness of 

sport has made it an ideal platform for delivering a nation's values to the world, and sports (especially Olympic 

sports) have become an important source of soft power. In fact, soft power can be deeper and wider through sport. 

Sport can help cultural diplomacy to attract more audiences than traditional forms of diplomacy. Consequently, sport 

as a form of soft power can be a valuable complement to hard power. 

3) Coping with geopolitical isolation

The results of this study showed that attending national teams in international sport events can exclude the

country from political isolation (Allison, 2005). Geopolitical isolation means reducing or disconnecting a country 

with other countries in the region or the world in various aspects of political, social, economic, communicative, 

cultural, and so on. For example, in the 1970s and 1980s,  national sport teams of South Africa were banned from 

participating in international events to change its policy on apartheid. Since the people of South Africa were keen on 

participating in national sport events, this kind of policies led to the gradual abandonment of apartheid. 

Countries that are under the social, political, cultural and economic pressure can use the impressive impact of 

international sport as a means to improve foreign policy. For many newly independent countries or small nations, 

Success in sport events leads to the identification of these countries to the world. The results of the study about the 

dimensions of the questionnaire showed a significant difference between Iranian and Iraqi students in all variables, 

and the greatest difference existed in coping with geopolitical isolation. Perhaps the reason for this difference can be 

attributed to the recent wars that took place in Iraq. In recent years, Iraq has been involved in civil wars with terrorist 

groups, while the internal stability of Iran has been more than Iraq. 

4) Dark dimension

Though a large number of countries use sport to strengthen their diplomatic message, but the negative effects should 

not be ignored. Some authors believe that  sport imitates war. The front page of sport newspapers are full of words 

about conquest, battle, war, devastation, victory, capture and honor, and effortlessly portrays some of the values that 

the sport itself has formed for. In some cases, sport has increased friction in international affairs. Just as a 

government can use sport events to strengthen a diplomatic message, others can also benefit from it for malicious 

purposes. At the 1972 Olympic Games in Munich, where some Israeli athletes and coaches were killed by 

Palestinian guerrillas, the spokesman of the group issued a statement one week after the incident: "A bomb in the 

White House, a mine in the Vatican, the death of Mao Tse-Tung, an earthquake in Paris could not have echoed 

through the consciousness of every man in the world like the operation of Munich. The Olympiad arouses the 

people's interest and attention more than anything else in the world. The choice of the Olympics, from a purely 

propagandistic viewpoint, was 100 percent successful. It was like painting the name of Palestine on a mountain that 

can be seen from the four corners of the earth" (Reeve, 2000). These words confirm a negative aspect of sport 

diplomacy: sports can also issue non-diplomatic messages as they can promote positive values. 

On the other hand, since sport has inherently a positive character, politicians use it to hide their own failures. If 

governments and politicians occupy the realm of sport and see it as a means to achieve their illegitimate goals, they 

will distract sport from its true nature. The presence and success of national teams cannot always be positive, and 

this shows the dark edge of sports geopolitics. Finally, we must admit that there are few examples of constructive 

relations between sport and politics (such as the 1971 Ping pong event, cricket diplomacy, etc.). Existing examples 

do not show a permanent and sustainable pattern. The point here is that sports diplomacy works sporadically and 

exactly "case-by-case," sometimes having negative effects, and sometimes positive, because the type of issues 

involved is variable. It is true that sports communication can help to melt ice of relationship between countries, but 

cannot lead to better relationships. Attending national teams in international sport events can provide the opportunity 

for nations and countries to improve the present situation in some way beyond war and global supremacy. 

Nevertheless, it is necessary to examine how geopolitical effects of sport works, and how to achieve a specific 

pattern for its influence. 
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