
 

1 
 

Competing Cultures; The Emergence of 

Sharp Power in a Sporting Summer 

 

Trajection 2018/1 

June 2018 



 

1 
 

Competing Cultures; The Emergence of Sharp Power in a Sporting Summer 

 

In a matter of weeks, the eyes of the world will turn to Russia for one of the greatest 

shows on earth, the FIFA World Cup. Since the awarding of the tournament to Russia 

in November 2010 there has been controversy over everything from its allocation and 

the violence of Russian fans at Euro 2016, to concerns about state-sponsored doping 

at the 2014 Winter Olympics reportedly ordered by former Minister of Sport and current 

Deputy Prime Minister, Vitaly Mutko – for a time the head of the World Cup organising 

committee. 

 

However, as we have seen in recent years – as at the Olympics of Beijing and Rio de 

Janeiro in 2008 and 2016 – once the action begins, long-running controversies often 

take a backseat as the sport, and more importantly, the ‘entertainment’ begins. 

Sport’s role as a form of entertainment is important to society as mass-spectatorship 

shows; it is there to be enjoyed, waiting for us after a day’s work, and while we know 

we should care about the ethical and moral issues that cut across the sporting events 

we cherish, it is often sport’s role as escapism that makes it so valuable to us. 

 

Sport’s massive, relatively uncritical audience makes it a perfect vehicle for what the 

American political scientist Joseph S. Nye labelled ‘Soft Power’ in 1990. Nye defined 

soft or ‘co-optive’ power in opposition to the ‘hard’ or ‘command’ power of military 

intervention and identified three pillars: political values, culture and foreign policy. 

Sport, like music or cinema, plays a key role as part of the cultural pillar and as such 

the use – and sometimes manipulation – of sporting events for political influence is 

valuable to governments looking to exercise soft power. 

 

While soft power will continue to play a role in sport and geopolitics, at the end of 

2017, the National Endowment for Democracy (NED), identified the emergence of a 

new, form of power being used geopolitically – ‘sharp power’. Their paper titled 

“Sharp Power: Rising Authoritarian Influence” observes changes in the way 

authoritarian governments – most notably Russia and China – have attempted to 

influence using techniques that are “not ‘hard’ in the openly coercive sense, [but] are 

not really ‘soft’ either.” Instead, this form of power is better categorised as “sharp 

power”; power which is “not principally about attraction or even persuasion; instead 

it centres on distraction and manipulation”. With the emergence of sharp power, we 

begin to see a change in how nations may seek to manipulate sporting narratives; 

from performing well at an Olympics to showcase your nation’s prowess to 

undermining the athletic exploits of other nations by hacking databases. 

 

Large sporting events such as the World Cup or the Olympics have measurable 

impacts on industry, and as social researchers, this makes them of significant interest 

to us at Trajectory, and to businesses who might feel the effects of changes that could 

disrupt, or provide opportunities, within their sector. The chart below illustrates the 

impact of the London Olympics on views toward Britain in a number of countries; on 

average 36% of respondents felt that the UK was a more attractive place to study or 

do business – not something you’d want to ignore if you were in the education sector 

– and 35% stated that the Games had made them more likely to visit the UK, 

something that you would certainly want to capitalise on in the tourism industry. 
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While this model for the use of sporting events to ‘attract’ will continue, understanding 

the nuanced and potentially ‘sharper’ ways in which these events could be used to 

manipulate the information environments of voters and consumers will be incredibly 

important to businesses for whom global sporting events represent disruption or 

opportunity. If a business was considering a large sponsorship agreement with a 

sporting institution or team, risk assessments must consider not only the success or 

failure of the team’s performance or their exposure to publicity, but also the fact that 

state-actors might see value in disrupting or undermining a sporting entity’s exploits for 

political reasons. 

 

Soft Power 

 

Neither the concept of ‘soft power’ nor the practice of it are new and sport is not 

alone in the entanglement of culture and politics. Outside of sport, the below 

examples illustrate how cultural products like dance, film and radio have been 

leveraged as tools of soft power throughout history:  

 

• In Franco’s Spain, the traditionally Andalusian Flamenco dancing was first 

repressed, then appropriated, and alongside bullfighting used to create a 

composite national impression of Spain known as the Fiesta Nacional. 

 

• Following the 9/11 attacks, Karl Rove famously visited top Hollywood executives 

to discuss how the entertainment industry could cooperate in the war on 

terrorism; advice, manpower and hardware were exchanged for positive 

representations of US Armed Forces. 

 

• In November 2015 in the wake of the Paris terror attacks, the BBC World Service, 

founded in 1932, was listed among the UK’s deployable soft power resources 

in both the UK Government’s Strategic Defence and Security Review and its 
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National Security Strategy and was given its largest ever increase in funding in 

order to increase its effectiveness.  

 

These examples illustrate the extent to which powerful figures have valued the ability 

of cultural phenomena to influence feelings and perceptions, and the case for the 

importance of soft power is strengthened by examining the extent to which sporting 

events – particularly the Olympics and increasingly the World Cup – are appropriated 

for political causes. 

 

As we have seen in London, the successful hosting of an event on the scale of the 

Olympics can have enormous impacts on the perception of a place as a tourist 

destination or a place to do business – two factors with significant positive economic 

implications for a host city or nation. Events, carefully managed, can target specific 

outcomes for hosts that go beyond simply looking attractive to tourists or looking 

competent to businesses. The games of Tokyo in 1964 helped Japan to project itself 

as one of the world’s most developed nations despite a then traditional perception 

as a copycat producer in the style of China and Taiwan, and the 1992 games in 

Barcelona helped establish Catalonia as a nation apart from Spain, and one with 

greater levels of cultural and economic capital. 

 

These impacts are not always so positive; while China specifically sought to improve 

its perception as a high-tech, green nation without human rights issues, only the first of 

these three messages were positively received by audiences, with the games 

attracting the media spotlight to pollution in Beijing and China’s poor human rights 

record in relation to Darfur and Tibet. A similar fate befell the World Cup in South Africa 

in 2010, which set back the country’s standing in the world by more than two years 

according to the Anholt-GfK Roper Nation Brands Index due to widely broadcast 

images of poverty and inequality in close proximity to the wealth of the tournament. 

 

Soft power is not limited to the hosting of events however; strong performances by 

teams and individuals, and the exposure & goodwill that comes with it, have long 

been sought as methods of influencing and attracting favour geopolitically. Portland 

Communications, producers of the Soft Power 30 – a global ranking of nations by their 

soft-power influence – include a nation’s FIFA Ranking and its medal count in the most 

recent Summer and Winter Olympic Games as metrics of a nation’s cultural soft power 

alongside factors like total number of tourists, number of UNESCO World Heritage sites, 

and the number of top 10 albums in foreign countries. These cultural factors appear 

alongside more explicitly political and economic factors such as the Human 

Development Index or Press Freedom Index scores within other categories of soft 

power. 

 

When it comes to improving a country’s soft power, improved sporting performance 

by individuals or state-owned entities begins to resemble low-hanging fruit. UK Sport 

invested £350 million over four years during the Rio Olympic cycle – a cost of around 

£5.4 million per medal – a large sum which draws criticism in the UK while mass-

participation remains low, but one which serves to boost the UK’s cultural image 

across the world. The equation might be slightly different in nations without soft power 

boost which comes from the UK’s position as a liberal democracy. For authoritative 
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regimes, the purchase of a sporting entity like Paris Saint-Germain or Manchester City, 

the hosting of a World Cup or Olympic medals, represent a preferable form of 

reputation building to the widening of press freedoms, or the dismantling of sources of 

cheap labour such as the Kafala system in Saudi Arabia, Qatar or the UAE.  

 

The Emergence of Sharp Power 

 

‘Crossing the white line’ is a metaphor commonly used to describe the exceptional 

nature of the spaces in which sports exist. However, while the normal rules of society 

do not apply in a boxing ring or on a football pitch, sporting institutions and their events 

remain subject to the conditions of the wider socio-political context. Just as racism or 

homophobia exist in society, they exist in sport. Just as we have seen increasingly 

manipulative and penetrative attempts to influence international politics by 

authoritarian governments, the political context which surrounds sport is increasingly 

subject to the issues of cybersecurity, privacy and subterfuge that are present in the 

current geopolitical context. 

 

Though we will see the use of sport as a form of soft power continue, the emergence 

of sharp power brings with it a series of altogether more serious threats to sporting 

bodies and events, and the stakeholders of business and government that contribute 

to their functioning. Sharp power describes efforts that aim to influence events not by 

attracting, or displaying like-mindedness with other nations, but by a methodology 

that “pierces, penetrates, or perforates the political and information environments in 

the targeted countries.” Most infamously, we have seen attempts to influence the 

United States by Russia through the use of targeted advertising and the hacking of the 

Democratic National Committee, while Ukraine has also been targeted by Russian 

cyberattacks with the NotPetya malware designed to damage Ukrainian 

infrastructure and undermine its ability to protect itself and its economy. Away from 

Russia, more subtle attempts to influence information environments have been 

identified by the NED in relation to Chinese influence in Latin America in relation to 

trade.  

 

This perforation can come in many forms with diverse motives, and often the lines 

between soft and sharp power are blurred. Cycling’s three Grand Tours, the Giro 

d’Italia, the Tour de France, and the Vuelta a Espana, have traditionally held ‘Big 

Starts’, in which the opening stages are held outside the host country of the race. Like 

the World Cup or Olympics, these big starts offer the chance for a nation to show 

themselves in the best light, and to present an image of itself to a global audience. 

This year’s Giro d’Italia, with its ‘big start’ or ‘Grande Partenza’ held in Israel, exhibited 

one way in which the hosting of these events can become sharp, with the 

representation of West and East Jerusalem as one unified city a crucial sticking point 

in Israel’s hosting of the event. Following advice from the Italian Foreign Ministry, the 

organisers, RCS, referred to the city as ‘west Jerusalem’ rather than Jerusalem in maps 

and documentation, before backing down and changing the name to Jerusalem 

after several Israeli politicians, including the Culture and Sport Minister Miri Regev, 

threatened to withdraw Israel’s hosting of the event. Far from simply hosting the event 

and depicting Israel’s best side, for the Israeli government the event clearly presented 

an opportunity to ‘sportwash’ the notion of Israel as a divided state and Jerusalem as 
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a divided city to a global audience, in doing so, manipulating to an extent the 

information environment of exterior nations.  

 

The example of this year’s Giro d’Italia illustrates one of the softer ways in which sharp 

power can be wielded, however in the last 18 months alone there are numerous 

examples of the use of explicitly sharp power to penetrate and manipulate sporting 

contexts. These cases are reflective of the context of political sharp power, with the 

same methods, and the same goals used to undermine sporting events and shift 

perceptions. This has mainly come in the form of the use of cyberattacks, and for every 

hack of the Democratic National Convention or NotPetya cyberattack there is a 

sporting equivalent. 

 

While soft power aims to attract by showing off the positive aspects of a nation or city, 

sharp power often acts to detract from these efforts, undermining events or superstars 

by creating doubt about performances or in capacity to host large events. The most 

prominent example of this in recent years is the hacking group Fancy Bears, a cyber 

espionage group thought to be sponsored by the Russian government, with the group 

believed to be responsible for cyberattacks on German Parliament, the White House, 

and NATO. In addition to these political entities – and following the exposure of state-

sponsored doping at the 2014 Winter Olympics in Russia – the group also hacked the 

World Anti-Doping Association (WADA), exposing the use of therapeutic use 

exemptions (TUEs) by high-profile athletes from around the world, but particularly from 

the USA and UK. 

 

 
 

Sporting prowess is an important form of soft power, particularly for Russia, and so 

having been damaged by whistle-blowers, these attacks amounted to an assault on 

the soft power of their rivals. Speaking to The Select Committee on Soft Power and the 

UK’s Influence in November 2013, former Chairman of the British Olympic Association, 

Lord Moynihan spoke of the soft power influence of British cycling, stating, “We have 

had two consecutive British Tour de France winners and we have built a tremendous 

industry push, both in this country and globally, on the back of that success.” The most 

https://www.parliament.uk/documents/lords-committees/soft-power-uk-influence/c191113Ev17.pdf
https://www.parliament.uk/documents/lords-committees/soft-power-uk-influence/c191113Ev17.pdf
https://www.parliament.uk/documents/lords-committees/soft-power-uk-influence/c191113Ev17.pdf
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notable impact of the Fancy Bears attacks, however, has been to create scrutiny 

around these British victories, particularly that of Bradley Wiggins, and close to 5 years 

after Moynihan’s testimony in Parliament, British Cycling and Team Sky are treated 

with more suspicion than regard as a direct result of these attacks. The explicitly 

political nature of sport and soft power, and the use of sharp power techniques to 

disturb this relationship was made clear when just days after the expulsion of Russian 

diplomats from the UK in relation to the poisoning of Sergei and Yulia Skripal, UK Anti-

Doping faced hacking attempts with sources suggesting the attack was again linked 

to Fancy Bears. 

 

The Implications of Sharp Power for Businesses 

 

While the conventional use of soft power and sport presented businesses and 

institutions with strategic opportunities and challenges within the norms of brand 

management – making anticipatory changes to your strategy in terms of positioning 

or budgeting if a tournament is likely to be held in a key market – the transition from 

soft to sharp power in sport brings with it a series of unprecedented challenges for 

sporting institutions and businesses. 

 

The traditional pitfalls of a brand’s association with a sporting entity have surrounded 

the exposure of scandals either professionally (in the form of corruption or cheating) 

or privately (in the form of recreational drug use or extra-marital affairs, for example). 

In these instances, while the scandalised parties face mixed consequences, the 

brands associated with them rarely face existential threats. While the threats are not 

existential, this does not mean that there is not significant financial and reputational 

damage as a result of these partnerships; in the wake of the revelations of Tiger Woods 

infidelity in 2009, the Graduate School of Management at UC Davis found that the 

scandal wiped between $5 billion and $12 billion collectively from the share price of 

Tiger Woods’ sponsors in the 13 days following the scandal. Tiger Woods PGA Tour Golf 

– an imprint of EA Sports – Gatorade, and Nike – experienced a 4.3% drop in stock 

value, equivalent to $6.3 billion.  

 

These scandals can be very costly, but they are likely to become more common as 

icons of soft power are increasingly targeted by those who stand to gain from 

increased scrutiny over their achievements. While the testimony of a whistle-blower, a 

story sold to a newspaper, or a positive drugs test might previously have led to the 

exposure of impropriety or corruption, sporting institutions and businesses now face 

much larger, much more sophisticated threats in the form of cyberattacks by nation-

states and state-sponsored hacking groups. We have already seen the impact that 

this can have, with the once-cherished Tour de France victories of Team Sky’s Chris 

Froome and Bradley Wiggins which Lord Moynihan regaled parliament with as a show 

of our soft power now viewed with suspicion as a direct result of state-administered 

sharp power. The examples of Woods and Team Sky serve to illustrate the complexity 

of the issue at hand for brands. While the businesses associated with Woods sustained 

significant short-term damages, Sky, despite lending their name to the team, have 

faced no significant negative financial outcomes from the fallout from the Fancy 

Bears leaks. The transgression, the individuals, and the sporting context are all highly 

important, and highly particular, to the outcomes of scandal.  
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Ultimately, in the case of forming partnerships with sporting entities and individuals, for 

businesses this remains a question of risk and risk assessment. Anticipating the types of 

risks you might be exposed to when entering certain partnerships – for example, the 

likelihood of doping affecting a cycling or athletics endorsement – and the impact of 

a potential worst-case scenario, will be an important factor in avoiding scandal and 

mitigating the damage if a commercial partner has behaved improperly. While it is 

impossible to overstate the importance of the particularity of each context when 

scandal emerges – factors like previous behaviours, mitigating circumstances, and 

even the general likeability of athletes or organisations will have significant impacts 

on outcomes – patterns exist, and models have been created to understand how 

sporting scandal will be perceived depending on the type, and the extent of the 

scandal.  

 

The below model – conceptualised by Joseph Chang, an Associate Professor of 

Marketing at the University of Massachusetts and interpreted visually by Trajectory – 

outlines the role played by both the severity of a transgression, and its relevance to 

an athlete’s expertise, when it comes to the residual damage caused to a brand’s 

reputation. Chang’s work is primarily a study in when brands should terminate their 

endorsements, recognising the severity of a ‘transgression’ as the most significant 

aspect in whether or not a scandal will affect an endorser’s reputation, followed by 

its relevance to the athlete’s profession. A high severity transgression with high 

relevance to the athlete’s expertise – think Lance Armstrong – is the most damaging 

type of scandal for an endorser’s reputation, followed by a high severity, low 

relevance transgression – think Tiger Woods. 

 

 

This model provides a useful framework for understanding the different types of risks 

inherent in a sponsorship or partnership agreement, and their impacts – a minor 

personal issue is unlikely to be damaging, but a significant professional misconduct will 

be – and when understood in relation to the likelihood of an exposure could play a 

significant role in helping businesses and brands avoid doomed partnerships. Clearly, 

the severity of a transgression, and even its relevance, are highly subjective measures, 

and they will be viewed differently by different individuals and groups. For this reason, 

the above model must be understood as a guideline rather than a rule, and potential 
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High Relevance 

 

High Severity,  
High Relevance 

Low Severity, 
Low Relevance 
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Low Relevance 
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transgressions must be thought about in the context of a sport’s audience or an 

individual’s fanbase when creating risk and impact assessments. 

  

Of course, it is unlikely that a brand knows of its ambassadors’ marital infidelity or drug-

taking habits, but this does not mean that informed decisions cannot be made about 

risk; details like the type of sport, the personal history of an athlete, and in the context 

of sharp power, their nationality and the extent to which they are a tool of a country’s 

soft power could all contribute to higher likelihood of exposure by sharp power 

methods.  

 

Beyond undermining a nation’s sporting prowess, sharp power methods could have 

significant impacts on nations which seek to use global events as image-building 

exercises. Just days before the UEFA Champions League Final was held in Kiev in May 

2018, Cisco Systems announced that its cybersecurity unit had uncovered a malware 

attack affecting 500,000 users, with the Ukrainian Security Service releasing a 

statement which said that, “experts believe that the infection of hardware on the 

territory of Ukraine is preparation for another act of cyber-aggression by the Russian 

Federation, aimed at destabilising the situation during the Champions League final.”  

 

Events such as these are clearly highly-valued by nations for their ability to shape the 

international image of their country, displaying both cultural aspects and a capacity 

to host modern sporting events. While these events present enormous opportunity, 

they also present enormous risk, and failure to carry out a successful event – even if 

the reason for this is a cyberattack – will not look good as the world watches. A 30 

second advertisement during the USA’s flagship sporting event, the Super Bowl, cost 

in excess of $5 million in 2018, up from $1.35 million (adjusted for inflation) in 1990. 

Spending on this scale for advertising slots will already be subject to its own cost-

benefit analysis, but as sharp power alters the risk landscape, with cyberattacks 

capable of crashing entire power grids, events could face unprecedented threats 

and businesses may begin to value advertising in a different way. 

 

For businesses the question is one of risk; what are the benefits for brands becoming 

involved in sport, what are the costs, and how likely are these costs likely to spiral due 

to sharp interference? Sport will continue to be used as a vehicle for soft power; 

nations will continue to bid to host events and develop athletes to boost their image 

globally. These developments create opportunities for businesses to forge successful 

associations with organisations, events and individuals, while bringing the eyes of the 

world to markets in ways that almost no other aspect of human culture can. The 

emergence of sharp power, and the shift from a soft power arms race to one in which 

nations seek to undermine the soft power of others, has secondary impacts for the 

businesses that form partnerships, and understanding these risks, and how they are 

likely to change in the coming years, will be crucial to succeeding in this arena. 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At Trajectory, we strive for a world in which the future is better understood, better planned 

and less feared. To do this, we use a research-led, data driven approach to produce insights 

that can help your business to anticipate change. 
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Telephone: 020 8004 4861 
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Twitter: @TrajectoryTweet 

 

Trajectory 

7th Floor, 22 Upper Ground 

London 

SE1 9PD 

 

mailto:info@trajectorypartnership.com

