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UKRAINIAN SPORT IN THE CONTEXT OF THE GLOBAL
DIPLOMACY SYSTEM 2022-2025

Current Challenges and Opportunities for Ukrainian Sports Diplomacy
Under the current conditions of the Russian- Ukrainian war, the implementation
of Ukrainian sports diplomacy has encountered numerous challenges and issues in
various, often interrelated spheres. Among these, the following can be highlighted
separately:
1. Security:
The need for enhanced protection of Ukrainian athletes during trips stems from the
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general global uncertainty about a clear stance on the Russian- Ukrainian war. In
addition, direct encounters between Ukrainian and Russian athletes in competitions
draw significantly more attention. Consequently, they are particularly risky due to
possible conflicts between athletes and fans and require heightened security measures.

2. Sporting:

In almost every sport, general disciplinary rules require respecting one’s opponent and
impose penalties for failing to do so. Ukrainian authorities constantly have to intervene
and manage the interests of Ukrainian athletes who show disrespect toward
representatives of the Russian Federation.

3. Financial:

There has been an increase in costs associated with organizing the participation of
Ukrainian athletes on the international stage, mainly due to significantly more
complicated logistics.

4. Political:

As is well known, since the start of the full-scale invasion on February 24, 2022, men
aged 18—60 have been almost completely restricted from traveling abroad. As a result,
Ukrainian sports committees have had to undertake additional work to involve state
bodies in organizing Ukrainian athletes’ participation in international competitions.
Also, in this context, one must consider the potential bias of referees and organizing
committee members, many of whom are from the Russian Federation, which can affect
decisions in a prejudiced way.

Despite these challenges, sports remain an effective mechanism for promoting a
positive international image of Ukraine, helping to strengthen trust and facilitate
coordination with international sports federations. Successful collaboration with the
International Olympic Committee and other specialized organizations creates
conditions for a consolidation of efforts to support Ukrainian athletes and to prevent
unconstructive actions by ‘peaceful neighbour’. In addition, the economic constraints
caused by the state of war are offset by seeking grants and donor support from Western
countries, allowing Ukraine to maintain its sports representation at an appropriate level.

Strategic Priorities of Ukrainian Sports Diplomacy

In the context of current global challenges and threats, the primary direction of
Ukraine’s sports diplomacy development is building an international coalition to
defend national interests. In the Strategic Action Plan of the Ministry of Youth and
Sports of Ukraine for 2023—2025, the Ministry of Youth and Sports of Ukraine has
identified the exclusion of Russian athletes from international competitions as one of
its main priorities [1]. According to Matvii Bidnyi, the head of the Ministry of Youth
and Sports of Ukraine, more than 20 Russian athletes have already refused to
participate in the 2024 Summer Olympic Games due to the neutrality criteria set by the
International Olympic Committee. The total maximum number of Russian citizens
permitted to participate in the Olympic Games is 16, which is 20 times fewer than at
the previous Tokyo Summer Olympics|[2].

It is also worth noting that the direct participation of Ukrainian athletes in
international sports events and their positive performance results serve not only as
indicators of the state’s success also as a significant factor influencing world public
opinion. According to an official statement from the Ministry of Youth and Sports:
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“Ukrainian athletes are unique ambassadors of Ukraine. They demonstrate to the world
their will to win and embody the values for which our country fights”[2]. Thus,
Ukrainian athlete who competes on the international stage automatically becomes a
messenger of the Ukrainian position worldwide and one of the “soft power” tools
capable of influencing political decisions.

An important component of this strategy remains the development of international
authority through public appearances by athletes, who can draw the attention of leading
media outlets and political leaders. Outstanding examples in this regard include
Oleksandr Zinchenko, a footballer at London’s Arsenal, and Andriy Shevchenko, a
legend of both AC Milan and Chelsea. From the very first days of the full-scale
invasion, they joined the United 24 initiative and shared a pro-Ukrainian message with
audiences numbering in the millions [3]. The results of their work can be seen in the
comprehensive support Ukraine has received from the United Kingdom and Italy.
According to 2023 statistics, 81% of Britons unequivocally supported Ukraine in its
war against Russia [4]. In Italy, this percentage can also be considered high, given the
level of Russian influence in the region and the country’s demographic composition—
39% [5].

In conclusion, we can state that Ukrainian sports diplomacy is not only coping
with current challenges but is arguably at its peak, given its opportunities for activation
on the international stage. It has tools to influence diplomatic and political relations;

promote friendship, respect, and tolerance.
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