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ABSTRACT  
 
The full-scale invasion of Ukraine by Russia prompted a complex dilemma for international 

and national sports federations, with divergent approaches to Russian and Belarusian athlete 

participation. In Estonia, sports organizations face the challenge of navigating between the 

global governing bodies’ directives while considering domestic policies. The thesis explores 

the impact of the Russian war in Ukraine on the Estonian Olympic Committee, the Estonian 

Tennis Association, and the Estonian Fencing Federation and their alignment with Estonia’s 

foreign policy while raising two questions: (1) Do sports organizations in Estonia contribute to 

Estonian security posture towards Russia’s war against Ukraine? If so, how? (2) How does the 

Estonian foreign policy affect the work of Estonian sports organizations internationally?  

 

The research methodology encompassed the review of the International Olympic Committee 

statements, joint statements issued by relevant stakeholders, and official press releases from 

chosen sports organizations, complemented by interviews with key individuals within the 

Estonian sports community. The key findings confirm that the sports organizations contributed 

to the country’s foreign policy by raising awareness of the war at the international level and 

issuing joint statements with neighboring countries, thus projecting a united front that all 

contribute to eliminating Russia and its representatives. However, uncertainties persist 

regarding the impact of these actions, given factors such as Estonia’s geographical location, 

the democratic voting system within international sports bodies, and the proximity of member 

countries to the war zone.  

 

The study indicates that despite the absence of a formalized sports diplomacy strategy, Estonia 

has used sports as a diplomatic tool to project its voice on the global stage and build solidarity 

within the international sports community. This contributes to understanding the relationship 

between sports, geopolitics, and diplomacy.  

 

Keywords: Sports diplomacy, geopolitics, Estonia’s foreign policy, Russia’s invasion of 

Ukraine, International Olympic Committee 
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ANNOTATSIOON 
 

Venemaa täieulatuslik sissetung Ukrainasse pani rahvusvahelised ja riiklikud 

spordiföderatsioonid keerukasse olukorda, kus Venemaa ja Valgevene sportlaste osalemisele 

rahvusvahelisel areenil läheneti erinevalt. Eestis seisavad spordiorganisatsioonid silmitsi 

keerulise ülesandega tasakaalustada rahvusvaheliste juhtorganite suuniseid ja riiklikke 

poliitikaid. Magistritöö uurib Venemaa sõja mõju Ukrainas Eesti Olümpiakomiteele, Eesti 

Tennise Liidule ja Eesti Vehklemisliidule ja nende joondumist Eesti välispoliitikaga, tõstatades 

kaks küsimust: (1) Kas spordiorganisatsioonid Eestis aitavad kaasa Eesti julgeolekupoliitikale 

Venemaa sõja vastu Ukrainas? Kui jah, siis kuidas? (2) Kuidas mõjutab Eesti välispoliitika 

Eesti spordiorganisatsioonide tööd rahvusvaheliselt?  

 

Uurimismetoodika hõlmas Rahvusvahelise Olümpiakomitee avalduste, asjakohaste osapoolte 

väljastatud ühisavalduste ja valitud spordiorganisatsioonide ametlike pressiteadete 

ülevaatamist, mida täiendati intervjuudega oluliste isikutega Eesti spordikogukonnas. 

Uuringust selgub, et spordiorganisatsioonid aitavad kaasa riigi välispoliitikale, tõstes sõja 

teadlikust rahvusvahelisel tasandil ning väljastades ühisavaldusi koostöös naaberriikidega, 

luues ühtse joone, mis aitavad kaasa Venemaa ja selle esindajate kõrvaldamisele. Siiski esineb 

teatud ebakindlus nende tegevuste mõju osas, arvestades Eesti geograafilist asukohta, 

demokraatlikku hääletussüsteemi rahvusvahelistes spordiorganisatsioonides ning teiste 

liikmesriikide lähedust sõjapiirkonnale.  

 

Uuring näitab, et hoolimata ametliku spordidiplomaatia strateegia puudumisest, on Eesti 

kasutanud sporti diplomaatilise vahendina oma seisukohtade esitamiseks ning solidaarsuse 

tõstmiseks rahvusvahelise spordikogukonna seas. See aitab mõista spordi, geopoliitika ja 

diplomaatia vahelisi suhteid.  

 

Märksõnad: Spordidiplomaatia, geopoliitika, Eesti välispoliitika, Venemaa sissetung 

Ukrainasse, Rahvusvaheline Olümpiakomitee   
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INTRODUCTION 
 
On the 24th of February 2022, in the early hours of the 104th anniversary of Estonia's 

independence, Russia started the war in Ukraine, marking an unprecedented attack on the 

democratic state, peace, and civilian lives. Estonia was quick to condemn the attack on Ukraine, 

with the President of Estonia tweeting three simple but powerful words: “Evil is real” (Alar 

Karis [@AlarKaris], 2022). On the same day, the International Olympic Committee 

condemned the Russian government's breach of the Olympic Truce (2022a). The exact 

resolution, which had been adopted by the United Nations General Assembly months prior by 

consensus of all 193 United Nations Member States, including Russia and Belarus. With the 

safety and security of athletes being the absolute priority, the IOC, in four consecutive days, 

urged all international sports federations to relocate and cancel the events planned in Russia or 

Belarus and recommended not to extend invitations or allow participation of Russian and 

Belarusian athletes and officials in international competitions (2022b, 2022c).  

 

A little over a year later, while reiterating its condemnation of the Russian invasion of Ukraine, 

the IOC reversed its decision. It issued recommendations for international federations and 

international sports event organizers on the participation of Russian and Belarusian athletes in 

international competitions under strict conditions (2023b). The decision pushed the sports 

community into chaos with three approaches: some federations followed the recommendation, 

others maintained the total exclusion of Russian and Belarusian athletes, and the rest continued 

to allow the athletes to compete after the war began. Thus, the geopolitical events in various 

facets of society suddenly extended far beyond just politics and economics.  

 

Between 1940 and 1991, when Estonia experienced three occupations, numerous athletes 

became the guardians of national identity, which is why Estonia’s enduring relationship with 

sports extends beyond individual achievements; it is deeply intertwined with the nation’s 

identity and historical context. The significance of titles and medals won in international 

competitions resonates not only with athletes but also with the entire Estonian population. 

Thus, sports not only serve as a platform for athletic achievement but also as a powerful symbol 

of Estonia’s endurance and determination in the face of historical challenges. 

 

In today’s context, the full-scale invasion of Ukraine has cast a shadow of uncertainty in sports, 

finding itself tangled in the threads of international geopolitics. The global sports movement is 
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grounded in political neutrality and protected by the IOC, which has, over decades, resisted the 

links between sports and politics (Meeuwsen & Kreft, 2023). On the other hand, countries are 

starting to use sports as a tool in foreign policy (Murray & Pigman, 2014; Štaud, 2014). The 

European Union recognizes the importance of sports diplomacy, emphasizing policy 

cooperation and support for policies, projects, and programs to help achieve foreign policy 

goals visibly and comprehensively while also promoting European values (The Council of the 

European Union, 2016). Estonia’s Foreign Policy Strategy 2030 sees sports policy as part of 

the cultural policy, helping to boost the country’s profile and influence at the national level 

(2020), while it has not developed its own separate sports diplomacy strategy.   

 

In Estonia, sports organizations are the primary constituents of the Estonian Olympic 

Committee, which develops and protects the sports and Olympic movement in Estonia. 

Concurrently, these organizations adhere to the directives and regulations set forth by 

international governing bodies. This raises a fundamental dilemma. National organizations 

may prioritize allegiance to their country's stance in international affairs or adhere to the stance 

advocated by global governing bodies, even if it contradicts Estonia's position and politics. In 

these deliberations, all organizations are bound by the Olympic Charter, which mandates 

preserving autonomy and exercising independent decision-making, free from political 

interference or influence. 

 

The sports milieu in Estonia within the context of sports organizations and their works remains 

relatively under-researched as more emphasis is placed on sports as a lifestyle. The thesis offers 

a comprehensive analysis of the geopolitical implications of the Russian war in Ukraine and 

advances understanding of the relationship between politics and sports, highlighting the 

complexities and challenges related to navigating geopolitical tensions within the realm of 

sports.  

 

This research aims to analyze the responses, adaptive strategies, and decision-making processes 

of three distinct Estonian sports organizations in the context of international conflict and 

foreign policy. The study seeks to understand how these organizations have been influenced 

by Russia’s war in Ukraine and to what extent their actions align (or do not align) with 

Estonia’s foreign policy objectives. 
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Master thesis research questions:   

 

1) Do sports organizations in Estonia contribute to Estonian security posture 

towards Russia’s war against Ukraine? If so, how?  

 

2) How does the Estonian foreign policy affect the work of Estonian sports 

organizations internationally? 

 

In the context of the Russian war in Ukraine, Estonia has strengthened its position in the 

international arena and stands firmly for a strict policy against Russia. It also requires 

substantial domestic support, including through sports, to achieve the state's foreign policy 

objectives. Considering the research is expected to show that,  

 

1) Estonian sports organizations’ engagement in sports diplomacy contributes to 

Estonian foreign policy by isolating Russia and criticizing its representatives.  

 

2) The Russian war in Ukraine has strengthened alliances with like-minded 

organizations sympathetic to Estonia’s geopolitical stance, thus strengthening the 

ability to project a unified stance on the global sports stage.   

 

The thesis focuses on the 700-day period following the full-scale invasion of Ukraine by 

Russia, spanning from February 24, 2022, to January 24, 2024, and on three sports 

organizations in Estonia that play an important role in contributing to the country’s 

international image and relations: The Estonian Olympic Committee, The Estonian Tennis 

Association, and The Estonian Fencing Federation. The research is conducted using the 

qualitative research method, where document analysis and in-depth semi-structured interviews 

are used for data collection. The basis of the document analysis is built on the official 

statements from the IOC following the invasion of Ukraine by Russia. These are compared 

against the follow-up statements from each international sports federation and national sports 

associations/federations in Estonia, looking for similarities and differences. The IOC’s 

statements are also compared against Estonian Ministries and Government press releases. The 

semi-structured interviews were conducted with persons who have been part of the sports 

milieu within Estonia and serve as board members or conductors of day-to-day affairs to deliver 
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a deeper understanding of the work processes and provide information not reflected in publicly 

available documents and press releases.  

 

The master thesis is divided into four separate sections. The first focuses on the theoretical 

framework providing the basis for understanding the organization of the global sports 

movement and an insight into how sports diplomacy has evolved over time, not only as a tool 

for countries but also for the IOC. The second section focuses on the case of Estonia, includes 

the country’s foreign policy strategy, and explains the importance of sport to the country from 

a historical point of view. The third part describes the research design, data, and methodology, 

outlining the methods used for document analysis and semi-structured interviews, detailing 

how the questions were developed, the interview process, and procedures for analyzing 

documents and interview data. The fourth section provides the data analysis results and 

introduces the research findings. It interprets the study's outcomes and discusses the 

implications, situating them within the broader context of the literature and theoretical 

framework established.  

 

On a personal level, tennis has been part of my life for as long as I can remember. As a kid, I 

learned how to play on one of the oldest tennis courts in Estonia, Kuressaare, where tennis in 

the westernmost region of Estonia began to expand its roots in the early 20th century. With the 

privilege to play tournaments in Europe and study in the United States of America while being 

part of the women’s tennis team, I have witnessed firsthand how tennis can create an 

environment for people to connect and share experiences around the World without any 

prejudice. It has broadened my horizons to different cultures and given me a platform to 

introduce Estonia to a broader audience. 
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1 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  
 

Sport has become an integral part of society, which also means that to use its full potential, 

countries are starting to incorporate sports into their diplomatic toolkit. Sports' global scale, 

broad appeal, and, in general, inoffensive nature make it a means to gain political advantage 

associated with foreign policy, both internationally and domestically. Wilson has noted that “to 

seek to isolate sport as an activity that stands alone in human affairs, untouched by “politics” 

or “moral considerations” and unconcerned for the fates of those deprived of human rights is 

as unrealistic as it is (self-destructively) self-serving (2004). Whether parties like to admit it or 

not, local governments and states have used sports to promote social integration, solidarity, and 

national prestige and increase their legitimacy for decades. Within the increasingly 

interconnected world, the global spectacle, commodity, and cultural phenomenon of “modern 

sport” influences and is influenced by politics and foreign policy (Jackson & Haigh, 2013).  

 

The political importance of sport to governments could have three reasons: first, its vital 

cultural significance for developed countries highlighted by media coverage and national 

accomplishments capturing the societal interest; second, its malleability as a resource to help 

deliver non-sport government objectives such as economy improvements, civilization, 

diplomacy; and third, its multi-dimensional character, as it's not only an essential aspect of 

welfare provision but also an important part of each country´s economy, covering job creations 

and investments (Bergsgard et al., 2009, p. 3).  

 

The concept of diplomacy is used to influence other states' political systems and the countries' 

decision-making mechanisms while ensuring peaceful relations between parties. Diplomacy 

could also be used when referring to different strategies that a sovereign nation employs to 

establish relations with other sovereign nations and international organizations to fulfill its 

national objectives, keeping in mind its primary responsibility: to protect the interest of the 

respective country (Prachanda, 2020).  

 

Meanwhile, the context of geopolitics and its role in foreign politics has puzzled scholars for 

decades, thus offering a complex and multifaceted issue at once. Many have explained this, 

stretching back to antiquity when Machiavelli in The Prince first suggested that the mastery of 

geography is the critical component to political survival (1998). Yet, depending on the context, 
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each scholar offers their own take on theory, which also provides a challenge when defining 

geopolitics.    

 

Cohen refers to geopolitics as the relations of international political power to the geographical 

setting (1963). Gray, when explaining the context of geopolitics, draws a comparison to a house 

with five rooms: geophysical resources; location; human resources--skills and culture; 

experience--the past, history, legends, myths; and mental cartography, capturing the sources of 

the political implications of geography (2016). The significant influence of geopolitical and 

geo-economic factors as drivers for foreign policy is emphasized by Mercille (2008) and 

Bhattarai (2022), both of whom mention how the country’s foreign policy is sensitive to the 

political geography of that country. Kaplan asserts that each state's strategy is shaped by the 

external environment it encounters (2012, p. 60). Furthermore, he posits that maps serve as 

tools for comprehending geopolitical realities, thereby enhancing our understanding of the 

capabilities and options available to states, concluding that politics is at the mercy of geography 

(2009). The global realities confirm the return of geopolitics as the most critical factor 

influencing foreign policy.  

 

1.1 Sports and Diplomacy  
 

While both sport and diplomacy have existed independently for thousands of years, the 

consensus on when sports diplomacy was born still offers a solid point for discussion. On the 

one hand, it could be said that the foundation for sports diplomacy was laid with the first 

Olympic games in 776 BC, also marking the beginning of history for the Olympics. Based on 

an ancient Greek tradition, The Olympic Truce was announced, starting seven days before the 

Games opening and ending seven days after the Games closing ceremony. The purpose: to 

cease all conflicts during the period of Truce, allowing athletes, relatives, artists, and pilgrims 

to travel safely to the Games and back to their countries (United Nations, n.d.). That ancient 

tradition, renewed by the International Olympic Committee in 1992, has, to this day, served as 

a hallowed principle of the Olympic Games and was adopted in a resolution 48/11 on 25th of 

October, 1993 by the General Assembly of the United Nations “Observance of the Olympic 

Truce” (United Nations, n.d.).  

 

On the other hand, the establishment of the International Olympic Committee in 1894 by the 

founder Pierre de Coubertin and the first modern Olympic Games held in 1896 could also be 
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considered as the emergence of sports diplomacy. From the outset, the IOC had a dual purpose: 

to promote sport as a spiritual force for good while working with nation-states  (Murray, 2018, 

p. 148). Coubertin argued that sports could provide the virile formula on which the health of 

the state can be founded (C. Berg, 2008). Thus, the Olympic Games represented spirituality, 

myth, the ancient past, sport, and, secondarily, politics. Miller tried to explain Coubertin’s 

character by calling him more of a Delphic priest than a sports administrator (2019). At the 

same time, Beacom noted that his leadership was inherently political with internationalist 

aspirations and sensitive to the power of nationalist aspirations (2012). This, however, 

introduces the Olympics as a classic example of sport, politics, and, by extension, diplomacy 

mixing.  

 

Murray and Pigman argue that today, sports and diplomacy are no longer niche or backwater 

institutions but powerful foreign policy tools when working in tandem (2014). Özsari calls 

sports diplomacy one of the most civilized, peaceful, and massive diplomatic instruments many 

countries use to encounter political issues and expand their international presence (2018).  

 

Parrish has defined three different features of sports diplomacy, each in close relation to another 

yet considerably different in how they are applied. The first is so-called “traditional” sports 

diplomacy, where states have used sport to amplify foreign policy and diplomatic messages 

but also expressed their displeasure to counterparts through boycotts (2022). Murray goes on 

to define it as the opportunistic use, strategic exploitation, and, in some cases, abuse of elite 

sports, sportspeople, and sporting events to advance a state’s foreign policy objectives (2018, 

p. 61). Seen “through the embassy window,” Wilson refers to it as opportunistic, sporadic, and 

at times clumsy (1962). Murray also takes it further when discussing “traditional” sports 

diplomacy and borrows from Clausewitz to simply put it as “a continuation of policy by other 

means” (2018).  

 

1956 Melbourne Games became part of the political propaganda when the Netherlands, 

Switzerland, and Spain boycotted the Games because of the Soviet Union’s invasion of 

Hungary, demonstrating the links between sport and politics. The boycotts also cast a shadow 

and allowed politics to affect the Games in 1976 in Montreal when 20-22 countries decided to 

boycott the Games after New Zealand was allowed to participate despite the African countries 

requesting that they not participate (Çeviker, 2023). Under the influence of U.S. President 

Jimmy Carter, the Olympic Committee boycotted the 1980 Moscow Games due to the USSR 
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attack on Afghanistan in 1979. Considering the Games were the first Olympics for a socialist 

state but also the first Olympics held in a totalitarian state since 1936 (Kanin, 1980), the Soviets 

reacted by retaliating and leading a communist-bloc boycott of the 1984 Summer Olympic 

Games held in Los Angeles (U.S. Department Of State, 2008). Decisions that have reflected 

broader government positions, policies, and interests.  

 

The second would follow the developments post-Cold War, and thus, in the context, is called 

“new” or “modern” sports diplomacy. Parrish finds it to be just a more regular and strategic 

version of the first. Yet, it is a more inclusive, amateur, and networked type of diplomacy that 

draws on many actors, from diplomats and politicians in suits to sports clubs and civil society 

actors (2022). Murray uses three keywords, conscious, strategic, and regular, to explain the 

use of sport, sportspeople, sporting events, and non-state sporting actors by Ministries of 

Foreign Affairs to establish cooperative, endure, and mutually advantageous relationships that 

ideally enhance interpersonal connections, development, cultural exchanges, trade, investment, 

education, and tourism opportunities for governments (2018, p. 94). Here, it also refers to all 

the significant positions held by politicians in associations of different sports (Mondal & 

Bandyopadhyay, 2022). One of the reasons why governments would be interested in sports 

diplomacy is practical, offering the attributes of being low-risk, low-cost, and often high profile 

in return (Keech & Houlihan, 1999). Small and inexpensive initiatives could lead to changes 

in diplomatic relations, and even if the initiative fails, no harm is done, and all parties can move 

on.  

 

Then again, Štaud elaborates that political leaders can use sport as an effective weapon that can 

have its uses in both ethnic tensions, strengthening national self-esteem, or even separatistic 

efforts (2014). Here, sports could become a mere instrument for political leaders. Arnold claims 

that having deep roots in the Soviet past, Vladimir Putin’s Russia has used sports as part of its 

foreign policy in the international arena to promote its regime, as Putin has expressed that 

sports victories help boost moral fortitude and patriotism at home and strengthen Russia’s 

prestige abroad (Arnold, 2018). A statement that confirms what Estonian Prime Minister Kaja 

Kallas meant when stating that sport has always been and will be part of Russia’s politics 

(2023a) and what former Foreign Minister of Estonia Urmas Reinsalu mentioned in his speech 
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to the Riigikogu1 in 2023 when talking about Russia’s attempt to utilize sport as a tool in 

foreign policy (2023).  

 

While the states can pursue their foreign politics in the form of sports, non-state actors such as 

the International Olympic Committee (IOC) can also practice a unique, third form of 

diplomacy: International-sport-as-diplomacy. According to Murray and Pigman, it includes 

diplomatic activities that occur to make the international sporting competition possible since 

these organizations and individuals engage in representation to and negotiation with 

governments, the regional and national organizing bodies of sport, global firms that either 

sponsor or cover them in media, as well as global civil society organizations (2014). According 

to Horne, contemporary mega-events exhibit two notable features: the profound social, 

political, economic, and ideological impacts on the host city, region, or nation and the extensive 

media coverage they attract (2022). In this context, Berg (2008) claims that the Olympic Games 

provide totalitarian or oppressive governments with a strategic avenue to repurpose the 

publicity associated with sports to serve the state's interests and ideology. Arguably, this 

category in itself carries more weight due to its sheer size, regularity, and capacity to captivate 

emotions, thoughts, and financial resources worldwide.  

 

For this research, the focus is on Estonia, a country that, due to its geographical location, will 

always feel the pressure of Russian politics while firmly standing for its independence and 

providing unconditional support to Ukraine. In Estonia, sports and elite athletes have always 

held significant importance. Consequently, the decisions made by the IOC have directly 

impacted all sports organizations globally. This has led to a state of upheaval since the onset 

of Russia’s war in Ukraine, and Estonia has not been exempted from these effects. 

 

1.2 Sports and the European Union 
 
In the European Union context, recognizing sports’ power precedes the acquisition of its 

competence. Only after adopting the Lisbon Treaty in 2007, which entered into force in 2009, 

did sports gain prominence. Within the EU, sports serve as an area where the EU level supports, 

 
1 The Riigikogu is the parliament of Estonia. Its 101 members are elected at general elections for a term of four 

years. The Riigikogu passes laws, resolutions, and state budget, exercises parliamentary supervision, and ratifies 

international agreements (Riigikogu, 2024).  
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coordinates, and supplements the actions of the member States as outlined in Article 6 and 

Article 165 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union2. The Treaty’s Article 

165(3) stipulates that the EU and Member States must foster cooperation with third countries 

and relevant international organizations in education and sport. However, the Member States 

retain primary responsibility for sports policy within their countries, which gives them the 

power to incorporate sports into their international strategy. France, for example, has developed 

sports diplomacy as a foreign policy tool in its own right under the Ministry for Europe and 

Foreign Affairs (Ministère de l’Europe et des Affaires étrangères, 2023).  

 

The Council of the European Union recognizes the importance of sport diplomacy as a means 

to influence diplomatic, intercultural, social, economic, and political relations (2016). The sport 

diplomacy within the EU emerged in 2015, driven by the European Commission. The High-

Level Group on Sport Diplomacy, established at the request of Commissioner Navracsics, 

provided recommendations in June 2016, and in November 2016, the EU Ministers responsible 

for sport adopted Council Conclusions on Sport Diplomacy, emphasizing its significance in 

international relations (Directorate-General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture, 2018). At 

the EU level, sport diplomacy encompasses relevant tools from the field of sports, emphasizing 

policy cooperation and support for policies, projects, and programs. This approach helps 

achieve foreign policy goals in a visible and understandable manner for the general public 

while promoting European values in the Union’s external relations (The Council of the 

European Union, 2016).  

 

The European Union Work Plan for Sport has been used as a primary example of how the EU 

has fostered dialogue and cooperation between Member States, the Council, and the 

Commission. The adopted 4th Work Plan for Sports (2021-2024), through the recent crisis and 

Russian war in Ukraine, has continued to serve as an anchor to ensure focus on core sports 

policy priorities within the Union while strengthening ties with sports organizations and 

enterprises (European Parliament, 2023).  

 

 

 
2  The Consolidated Version of The Treaty of the Functioning of the European Union (2012). Official Journal 

C326/47, 26 October 
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1.3 Sports Organizations as Global Players 
 

The United Nations has recognized the power of sports at various levels. Its inherent values, 

such as fair play, cooperation, sharing, and respect, align with the principles essential for peace 

and development. With the potential to bridge divides, it can unite people across boundaries 

and break down barriers, making the playing field neutral and often apolitical space for 

initiating contact between opposing groups, making sport an ideal platform for rekindling 

social dialogue, highlighting commonalities among people, and reducing prejudice (United 

Nations, 2003). According to Rowe (2018), “Sports diplomacy is well suited to the task of 

connecting  the citizens of different countries on the ostensibly neutral ground.” In support, 

Schulenkorf proposes that sports events involving multiple communities can serve as dynamic 

platforms that inspire positive societal transformations and foster reconciliation among diverse 

ethnic groups (2010).  

 

Olympism - a philosophy of life, exalting and combining in a balanced whole the qualities of 

body, will, and mind. Blending sport with culture and education, seeking to create a way of life 

based on the joy of effort, the educational value of good example, social responsibility, and 

respect for internationally recognized human rights and universal fundamental ethical 

principles within the remit of the Olympic Movement.  

(International Olympic Committee, 2023c) 

 

It is an ideology that, over the decades, has sparked many conversations and research into its 

double standards regarding equal opportunities, but more than a hundred years later, it still 

stands as the beating heart of the sports community. As does the IOC, arguably the most 

prominent representative of the international society of sport and diplomacy, the promoter of 

Olympism, the guardian of the Olympic Movement and its independence, who has a long 

history of navigating the intersection of sports and politics while promoting its political 

neutrality and preserving the autonomy of sport among its highest priorities (International 

Olympic Committee, 2023c, p. 13).  

 

The international sports movement is grounded on the principle of political neutrality, where 

all parties involved are bound by the Olympic Charter, sworn to remain apolitical in its 

approaches to sports management and administration of sports mega-events. Detaching the 

Olympic Sport and the Olympic Movement from politics allows for the independence of sports 
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governance and management from political meddling, also preventing political protests during 

sports events (Meeuwsen & Kreft, 2023).  The IOC, on paper, also stands to protect the 

Olympic Movement and remains apolitical, resisting admitting links between sports and 

politics. What Avery Brundage in the early 1930s declared, “The moment politics are permitted 

in Olympic affairs, the Games are finished (Sports Illustrated, 1959),” Jacques Rogge decades 

later effectively reiterated, “We don´t make political choices, because if we do, this is the end 

of the universality of the Olympic Games (Hoberman, 2008).” Indifferent are statements from 

Thomas Bach, who has continuously pleaded with politicians to keep politics and sports apart: 

“If politics decides who can take part in a competition, then sport and athletes become tools of 

politics (Mncwabe, 2023).”  

 

Olympism and, therefore, the Olympic Games are unique in sport, not only as a philosophy but 

also as a comprehensive movement. The uniqueness lies in their portrayal not just as a sporting 

event but as a platform that transcends political boundaries, bringing people together globally. 

Stimulating an “emotional heat” between the participants and audiences symbolizes energy, 

vigor, and strength in ways that eco-branding and cultural attractions, for example, cannot 

(Rein & Shields, 2007). The Olympic games are celebrated for fostering a sense of worldwide 

community, promoting cultural exchange, and emphasizing the principles of fair play and 

sportsmanship. In the Olympic Charter, the Olympic Movement has been described as the 

concerted, organized, universal, and permanent action carried out under the supreme authority 

of the International Olympic Committee of all individuals and entities who are inspired by the 

values of Olympism (International Olympic Committee, 2023c, p. 8). 

 

The Olympic Movement encompasses organizations, athletes, and other persons (Figure 1) 

who have agreed to be guided by the Olympic Charter, where the three main constituents are 

the International Olympic Committee (“IOC”), the International Sports Federations (“IFs”), 

and the National Olympic Committees (“NOCs”) (International Olympic Committee, 2023c, 

p. 12). With the primary objective of promoting peace and improving the World by educating 

young people through sports that align with Olympism and its ethical beliefs, it also includes 

the Organizing Committees for the Olympic Games (“OCOGs”), National Federations 

(“NFs”), clubs and individuals affiliated with the IFs and NOCs (International Olympic 

Committee, 2023c, p. 12). This encompasses athletes as a crucial part of the Olympic 

Movement’s mission, along with judges, referees, coaches, other sports officials, organizations, 

and institutions recognized by the IOC.  
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Figure 1. The Classic Olympic System (Chappelet, 2016).  
 
In principle, the IOC’s role in the system is multifaceted, which the organization itself sees 

more as a catalyst for collaboration between all parties, emphasizing coordination rather than 

authority (Chappelet & Kübler-Mabbott, 2008, p. 25). 

 

The NOCs, like individual members, are, according to article 27.6, called to preserve their 

autonomy and resist all political, legal, religious, or economic pressure, but at the same time 

welcomed to establish harmonious relationships with governmental bodies (article 27.5), at the 

pursuit of fulfilling their mission (International Olympic Committee, 2023c). While the role of 

the state and local governments is to create favorable conditions for sports organizations, 

grants, and investments to promote their activities and enhance the physical activity of the 

population, the NOC is also responsible for selecting the team representing the country at the 

Games. Based on Chappelet and Kübler-Mabbott, this confirms the strong relationship between 

the local government and the NOC (2008) since both stakeholders rely on each other to fulfill 

their politics.  

 

The OC calls for all NOCs to resist political and economic pressure, but many governments 

allocate significant resources to sports or at least closely monitor competitive performance for 

national identity or pride (Allison & Leaver, 2008). The interaction could also be dependent on 

the government as it attributes a subsidy (Chappelet & Kübler-Mabbott, 2008). In principle, 

this suggests that despite the requirement for autonomy and freedom from politics, international 

sports organizations are far from being free from government influence. 
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While the OC is the final authority of the Olympic Movement, each sport itself is governed 

internationally by an IF, which also, as a non-governmental organization, is responsible for 

administering one or more sports at the international level. While conserving their 

independence and autonomy in the administration of their sports, the IFs seeking IOC 

recognition must ensure that their statutes, practices, and activities conform with the Olympic 

Charter  (International Olympic Committee, 2023c, p. 56). Athletes and individual sports are 

also governed by national bodies in their home country, while these national bodies are 

members of their respective international federations as well, thus having to balance their work 

between the nation’s politics and the governing body.  

 

However, this creates a unique backdrop where the organizations could find themselves 

between the national governments and international governing bodies when deciding to what 

extent they align with the government, adopt independent decisions, or try to meet somewhere 

in the middle. In pursuit of maintaining healthy relationships with international governing 

bodies, it could be expected that the organizations follow those, especially since each 

organization has prioritized steering away from politics and remaining neutral. However, when 

the governing bodies’ decisions differ from the country’s foreign policy and stance, those 

organizations could face public scrutiny when diverging from the nation’s political goals.  

 

Over a century of development later, The Olympic Movement has evolved not only to 

include elements of sports, business, and politics but also ethical issues and a variety of 

other initiatives within the dynamic share of the global community (Postlethwaite & Grix, 

2016). Concerns such as doping, the political disposition of host countries' regimes, 

corruption, human rights issues, and armed conflicts have assumed pivotal roles, 

prompting states to take a progressively influential role in global sports governance. 

Consequently, the Olympic system has been forced to adapt to this evolving landscape, 

where the intersection of politics and sports diplomacy has become a defining factor in 

shaping the trajectory of international sports governance. 

 

The IOC’s Olympic Charter, article 50.2, permits any demonstration or political, religious, or 

racial propaganda in any Olympic sites, venues, or other areas, underscoring the commitment 

of these organizations to maintain the apolitical nature of sports (2023c). According to 

Chappelet, the rule has also been challenged in the wake of the development of athlete activism 

and protests against inequality and racism by athlete activists and others (2020). The Asian Art 
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Museum in San Francisco removed a bust of the former IOC President Avery Brundage 

because of his racist legacy during the Black Lives Matter protests in June 2020, actioning in 

support of human rights (Zirin & Boykoff, 2020).  

 

Over the years, hosting sports mega-events has also shed a more prominent light on human 

rights issues in hosting countries. Mass urban renewal schemes when developing the venues 

have sparked evictions of citizens: the games in Seoul in 1988 (Davis, 2011), Beijing in 2008 

(Shin & Li, 2013), and Tokyo in 2020 (Suzuki et al., 2018) are examples. The abuse and 

exploitation of migrant workers throughout the ten years building up to the Qatar World Cup 

in 2022 (Sönmez et al., 2023; Wolf, 2021), the 2010 Winter Olympic Games in Vancouver 

(Shantz, 2011), or the 2008 Summer Olympic Games in Beijing (Play Fair 2008, 2007). While 

the updated Olympic Charter underlines the importance of respecting internationally 

recognized human rights, the sport’s governing bodies have not always taken a firm stance on 

human rights issues. As the former president of the IOC, Jacques Rogge, said, “Having 

influence on human rights is the task of political organizations and human-rights organizations. 

It is not the task of the International Olympic Committee to get involved in monitoring or 

lobbying or influencing” (Chang, 2001).  

 

In the context of the Russian war in Ukraine, the athletes were placed in a „state of chaos, “ 

according to the Financial Times, due to the sharp divide between Russia and the Olympics 

(Germano, 2023). Sports organizations frequently declare that athletes are at the heart of the 

Olympic movement, specifying that they are the basis of the Olympic system and its 

legitimacy. However, the autonomy of each international sports federation to regulate their 

sport in the global arena (Coleman, 2020) and decide on the participation of Russian and 

Belarusian athletes in qualifying competitions allows for a situation where some federations 

follow the IOC recommendations, some prohibit participation, and others enable unconditional 

participation (Wiater, 2023). Confirming that sports competitions reflect the peculiarities of the 

political life of a particular period of time, the development of integration processes in the 

world, current problems and trends in sports life, and international relations (Lavarevich, 

2021).   

 

Considering the theoretical framework of sports diplomacy, this research aims to analyze the 

responses, adaptive strategies, and decision-making processes of three distinct Estonian sports 

organizations in the context of international conflicts and foreign policy. The study seeks to 
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understand how these organizations have been influenced by the war and to what extent their 

actions align (or do not align) with Estonia’s foreign policy objectives. 

 

Master thesis research questions:   

 

1) Do sports organizations in Estonia contribute to Estonian security posture towards 

Russia’s war against Ukraine? If so, how?  

 

2) How does the Estonian foreign policy affect the work of Estonian sports organizations 

internationally? 

 

In the context of the Russian war in Ukraine, Estonia has strengthened its position in the 

international arena and stands firmly for a strict policy against Russia. It also requires 

substantial domestic support, including through sports, to achieve the state's foreign policy 

objectives. Considering the research is expected to show that,  

 

1) Estonian sports organizations’ engagement in sports diplomacy contributes to Estonian 

foreign policy by isolating Russia and criticizing its representatives.  

 

2) The Russian war in Ukraine has strengthened alliances with like-minded organizations 

sympathetic to Estonia’s geopolitical stance, thus strengthening the ability to project a unified 

stance on the global sports stage.   
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2 THE CASE OF ESTONIA 
 

Estonia, a small state sharing both land and water borders with Russia, has always had to 

consider its geographical location and history when deciding its future strategies. A choice 

between good and bad, the East and the West. Although the Estonians were able to break away 

from the Soviet Empire, history has taught them not to take their national independence or, 

indeed, their very existence as a people for granted (Lagerspetz et al., 2002).  

 

Since regaining its independence in 1991, political issues have been routinely discussed in 

geopolitical terms as a choice between the West and Russia. In 1992, Lennart Meri3  published 

an article where three problems regarding Estonia’s regained independence are mentioned,  one 

of which stated that Russia sees the restored state of Estonia as a threat and will want to restore 

its borders (Meri, 1992). Years later, Meri’s statement got direct confirmation when Russia’s 

President Vladimir Putin, in his annual address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian 

Federation, said, “The collapse of the Soviet Union was the greatest geopolitical catastrophe 

of the century. And for the Russian people, it was a real drama” (2005).  

 

Gräzin, in 1996, urged Estonia’s policies to be based on a “crystal clear understanding that the 

Russian threat is not a matter of diplomatic talk but a true fact of the ruthless world,” which 

speaks to the importance of the geopolitical location and history even today (Feldman, 2000). 

In 1999, before the accession to the EU and NATO, Meri stated: “On one side Europe, on the 

other side, Russia. We are on the border, and therefore, only a small push is needed to make us 

fall into one side or rise into the other” (E. Berg, 2007). The drastic and straightforward 

statements could come as a surprise to many. However, underneath, the painful history of 

Russian occupation and the deportation of Estonians to Siberia in the 1940s are still vivid 

memories that are passed on from generation to generation. Since the fall of the Soviet Union, 

 
3 Lennart Meri was an Estonian statesman, writer, and filmmaker who played a pivotal role in Estonia’s restoration 

of independence, culminating in 1991. Meri assumed the Presidency of Estonia in 1992, steering the nation 

through its early post-Soviet years. He skillfully formed diplomatic relationships, engaging with politicians, 

journalists, and fellow Estonians abroad. His speeches resonated domestically and internationally, contributing to 

Estonia’s path toward self-determination (Lennart Meri Conference, n.d.). While his presidential term concluded 

in 2001, his legacy continues to symbolize resilience, cultural pride, and unwavering dedication to Estonia’s well-

being. 
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Estonia and the Baltic States have been in a delicate position of balancing between Russia, 

Western allies of NATO, and the EU. 

 

2.1 Foreign Policy  
 
After the EU and NATO accession, the country’s politicians and commentators argued that 

Estonia should attempt to “correct” EU policy towards Russia to make it more “realistic” based 

on a better understanding of Russia’s tendencies (Guzzini, 2012). Drawing on its own historical 

experiences and diplomatic relationships and based on sharing both land and sea borders with 

Russia, Estonia has, since the annexation of Crimea by Russia in 2014, utilized these 

connections to enlighten the European Union and NATO about Russia’s actions and goals, 

thereby enhancing its significance in Western circles.  

 

Estonia’s five long-term strategic goals for the state and people of Estonia, approved by 

Riigikogu in 2021, are set out in the “Estonia 2035”. Strategic objectives, grounded in values, 

form the foundation for Estonia’s strategic decisions. Estonia’s strategic development 

documents are geared towards achieving these objectives, including the Foreign Policy 

Development Plan 2030 and the General Principles of Sports Policy 2030.  

 

According to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Estonia’s foreign policy is based on the values 

and principles enshrined in the Constitution of the Republic of Estonia and international law, 

respect for democracy and freedom, including freedom of conscience, religion and thought, a 

market economy, human rights, and the rule of law and global sustainable development and 

climate policy goals (2020). The Foreign Policy Development Plan 2030 sets the objective of 

foreign policy to realize the full potential of all policies in international relations to ensure the 

comprehensive protection of Estonia’s national interests, while the goal of the security policy 

is to prevent threats and react flexibly when security threats arise (2020, p. 8).  

 

The Foreign Policy Development Plan 2030 states that the security of Europe is affected by the 

growing aggressiveness of Russia’s foreign policy, the threats to use and the actual use of 

military force, acts of influence, and interference in the internal affairs of other countries to 

achieve its goals (2020). This, however, means that Europe’s collaborative security system 

based on confidence-building measures is weakening. When the plan was released, Estonia’s 

interest was to focus on the Eastern Partnership and Russia when pursuing the EU`s common 
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foreign and security policy with its closest neighbors and to mitigate the risks by influencing 

Russia to give up its aggressive stance towards other countries and to respect their sovereignty 

and territorial integrity (2020, p. 16).  

 

Additionally, it emphasizes that violations of international law result in consequences for the 

violator by drawing attention to these violations and supporting the international sanctions 

policy, while the provision of political and material support to countries that have fallen victim 

to aggression is seen as a means of ensuring the security of the Estonian people and the state 

(2020, p. 14). In response to Vladimir Putin’s unproven and unjustified military aggression 

against Ukraine, the European Union has approved 13 different sanctions packages aimed at 

reducing the Kremlin’s ability to finance the war, diminishing Russia’s economic base, and 

imposing precise economic and political costs on Russia’s political elite (European 

Commission, n.d.). To support the goals of the International Sanctions Act,  the Government 

of the Republic of Estonia imposed restrictions on granting visas to citizens of the Russian 

Federation and the Republic of Belarus (Vabariigi Valitsuse sanktsiooni kehtestamine seoses 

Venemaa Föderatsiooni ja Valgevene Vabariigi agressiooniga Ukrainas, 2022).  Additionally, 

Estonia, in cooperation with Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland, has forbidden entry to all short-

term Schengen visa-holding Russian citizens, including those intending to participate in sports 

events to protect public order and security (Visas for Russian Citizens | Kriis, n.d.).  

 

The ongoing fear of history repeating itself has changed internal politics. For Estonians, its 

unifying factor made unified defense and foreign policy possible (Veebel, 2022). The state has 

proved itself by providing unconditional support to Ukraine and rallying firmly in favor of the 

country becoming a member of the European Union and NATO. Unbeknownst to the 

government at the time, Estonia would later become the world’s leading per-capita contributor 

of military aid to Ukraine in its fight to protect democracy and freedom, viewing Ukraine’s 

struggle as a fight for Europe itself. In September 2022, the President of the European 

Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, admitted that in the context of the Russian war in Ukraine, 

they should have listened to the Baltics and Poland about Russia (ERR, 2022).   

 

2.2 Sports in Estonia 
 

Just as much as Estonia’s foreign policy affects the surrounding environment, the country’s 

foreign policy is affected by the international environment around Estonia, thus making the 
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country vulnerable to global change. Estonia, in its Foreign Policy Strategy 2030, sees its 

cultural policy, which also includes sports policy, as a strength for the country, through which 

it can boost the country’s profile and influence at the international level (2020, p. 5,19).   

 

The framework for sports in Estonia was first passed in 2005, with the aim of specifying the 

general organizational and legal bases of organizing sports. The law also stipulates the 

foundations of sports financing, the organization of sports events, and requirements for 

compliance with anti-doping (Spordiseadus, 2005). § 2 states that sports are organized and 

promoted by the state, local government units, and sports organizations for the purpose of the 

physical and mental fitness of the entire nation, sporting lifestyle, and the sporting self-

fulfillment of young people (2005).  

 

In 2015, the “Fundamentals of Estonian Sports Policy until 2030” was adopted, which 

articulates that the majority of people exercise and play sports, recognizes exercise and sport 

as significant economic sectors and employers, acknowledges that exercise and sports foster 

coherence, spirituality, and positive values, and ensures that Estonia is effectively and 

appropriately represented at the international level (Eesti Spordipoliitika Põhialused Aastani 

2030, 2015).  

 

The drafting and implementation of sports in Estonia falls under the responsibility of the 

Ministry of Culture, the implementer of the policies affecting physical culture and sports of the 

European Union, while also shaping the sports policy of Estonia (Eesti Spordi Harta, 2023). 

All objectives of the program are aligned with the “Sport 2030” strategy and the long-term 

goals of the “Estonia 2035” strategy.  

 

In Estonia, sports management is decentralized, which means that all sports organizations 

operate as legal entities in the private sector and make independent decisions while contributing 

to the substantive coordination of sports activities. These organizations' framework adheres to 

the Olympic Charter's principles. Still, it is further explained in the Estonian Sports Charter 

(Eesti Spordi Harta), which highlights following democratic principles, respecting freedom of 

action, and implementing democratically adopted decisions.  

 

The Estonian Olympic Committee serves as the first nexus where politics and sport intersect 

within the Estonian sports community. Notably, five out of the current 18 members of the EOC 
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Executive Committee are Members of the Riigikogu, representing various political parties 

(Estonian Olympic Committee, 2024). Helle-Moonika Helme ja Helir-Valdor Seeder are 

members of the Executive Committee. Hanno Pevkur, the current Minister of Defense of 

Estonia, is one of the vice presidents and Chairman of the Team Sports Commission. The 

former mayor of Tallinn and current Chairman of the Centre Party, Mihhail Kõlvart, is 

Chairman of the Contact Sports Working Group. Jaanus Karilaid serves as Chairman of the 

Legal Commission and is part of the Legal Affairs Committee in Riigikogu. Their dual roles 

as parliamentarians and committee members bridge legislative matters and sports 

administration. While their involvement can enhance communication and advocacy, it could 

also raise questions about potential political influence and political neutrality.   

 

The Ukrainian conflict adds complexity to this relationship. Could political forces look to use 

the EOC as a conduit for advancing foreign policy objectives? While most EOC members are 

not direct representatives of the parliament, their decisions can still impact Estonia’s 

international standing, striking a balance between political engagement and safeguarding the 

autonomy of sports governance. The EOC must navigate these challenges carefully, ensuring 

that sports integrity and fair play prevail even amidst political currents. 

 

2.3 Importance of Sports to Estonia 
 
Estonian athletes have since 1990 won thousands of medals from the Olympic Games, 

European Championships, and World Championships in adult, junior, and youth classes. To 

many, sport is part of the identity of Estonia and its people, embodying pride, community, and 

way of life. On the one hand, people engage in sports for physical well-being and to foster 

social connections; on the other hand, sporting achievements for a country of 1.36 million 

people evoke national pride and symbolize resilience and determination.  

 

Between 1940 and 1991, when Estonia experienced three occupations by the Soviet Union, by 

Nazi Germany, and then again by the Soviet Union, the competing options for athletes were 

limited, and even the results that should have given the right to athletes to participate in the 

international arena were often not enough due to political reasons: the athlete's political 

trustworthiness towards the party or security. Those who were able to escape the regime while 

competing in the international arena were often removed from the sport’s history. That 

happened to Estonian fencer Jaan Vaenes, who in 1971 won the first Tallinna Mõõk 
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competition. To hide his result, the first year of the competition in books was recorded as 1972 

(Antons & Voolaid, 2018). The political landscape played a role for Estonian tennis athlete 

Toomas Leius in 1965 when he was forced to retire from his quarter-final match at the French 

Open against South African Cliff Drysdale: The USSR was boycotting South Africa to gain 

votes and support from other African countries (Ulman et al., 2013, p. 333). During that time, 

the Estonian athletes, unbeknownst to themselves, became the guardians of national identity.  

 

Whether it be sumo wrestling, WRC, tennis, weightlifting, skiing, judo, fencing, basketball, or 

athletics, sport is a powerful conduit for expressing national identity and fostering unity. For 

Estonia, participation in the international arena serves as a means to introduce the nation to the 

global community. Athletes, acting as representatives on the world stage, evoke a sense of 

collective identity and shared purpose, resonating abroad and domestically. While the national 

anthem, when played, symbolizes collective achievement, then each medal won by an Estonian 

athlete resonates as a victory for the entire nation.  
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3 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY  
 
This chapter introduces the research design, data, and methodology chosen. The first 

subchapter provides an overview of the research design, while the second explains the selected 

data collection method and methodology.   

 
3.1 Research Design  
 
The type of this research is a case study characterized by an in-depth analysis of a specific 

program, event, activity, or process in its real-world context (Yin, 2018). Creswell adds that 

the case(s) are bound by time and activity, where the research is conducted through gathering 

detailed information using a variety of data collection procedures over a sustained period 

(2009), thus enabling the researchers to determine what will or will not be studied.  

 

The single case study is justifiable as it represents an unusual case where deviating from 

theoretical norms or even everyday occurrences arises, where subunit analysis incorporated 

within the single-case study adds significant opportunities for extensive analysis, thus 

enhancing the insights into the single-case study  (Yin, 2018). This allows for an in-depth 

analysis of a single phenomenon with more complex insights. On the other hand, it creates an 

opportunity for the case study to change its orientation and nature.  

 

In the context of this thesis, the single case study allows to analyze the impact of the Russian 

War in Ukraine on Estonian Sports Organizations and their work since the beginning of the 

Russian invasion of Ukraine on the 24th of February 2022. The case study focuses on three 

Estonian sports organizations: the Estonian Olympic Committee, the Estonian Tennis 

Association, and the Estonian Fencing Federation. These organizations contribute to the 

country’s international image and relations, thus offering valuable insight into Estonia’s sports 

landscape.  

 

The research focuses on organizational responses during the 700-day period following the full-

scale invasion of Ukraine by Russia, spanning from February 24, 2022, to January 24, 2024. 

The chosen timeframe allowed for comprehensive data analysis, formulation of interview 

questions, and subsequent interviews while considering the thesis submission deadlines for 

both pre-defense and defense. Consistency in the research was maintained by excluding 
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previous conflicts, specifically examining organizations within the unique context of the 

Russo-Ukrainian war.  

 

Notably, the year 2024 corresponds to the Summer Olympic Games. Guided by the IOC`s 

recognition of individual athletes’ rights to participate in competitions as a practice upholding 

human rights, the selection criteria focused on sports represented in the 2024 Paris Olympics. 

However, the IOC’s decision did not permit teams of athletes with Russian or Belarusian 

passports to be considered, thus emphasizing the focus on individual sports.  

 

The umbrella organization for Estonian sports is The Estonian Olympic Committee (EOC), 

which encompasses 123 members, including 68 National Sports Federations, 20 Sports 

Associations, 19 Regional Sports Associations, and 16 individual members. In Estonia, the 

EOC, according to Sport Act §4, is an organization uniting county sports federations, sports 

federations, sports associations, and natural persons under the conditions stipulated in the 

Olympic Charter, which organizes joint activities and develops and protects the sports and 

Olympic movement in Estonia (Spordiseadus, 2005). The EOC, along with the Ministry of 

Culture and affiliated sports associations under the auspices of the EOC, collectively strive to 

foster an environment conducive to the advancement of elite athletes, thereby enhancing 

Estonia’s representation on the global stage. They also select the team representing the country 

at the Olympics.  

 

Tennis, often called the initial sport of royalty, enjoys immense popularity worldwide, boasting 

a fan base exceeding one billion. The court serves as a distinctive battleground for two 

competitors, where the intense drama unfolds. In Estonia, tennis has had a significant historical 

and contemporary presence since 1913, which is considered the year when tennis was born. 

The Estonian Tennis Association (ETA), however, was established in 1922, and after a period 

of dormancy during the Soviet Era, it was re-established in 1991. Since then, it has also been a 

member of the International Tennis Federation (ITF), the world governing body of tennis, and 

played a crucial part in promoting and developing tennis in the country. Estonia tennis players 

have seen incredible success throughout its history. The extraordinary results from its female 

tennis players in the 21st century have placed Estonia on the global tennis map and inspired 

hundreds of kids in the country. At the same time, from the beginning of the Russian invasion 

of Ukraine, ITF, along with its affiliates ATP and WTA, continued to allow Russian and 

Belarusian athletes to compete under a neutral flag, which set a direct precedent with the IOC. 
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The First modern Summer Olympic Games in 1896, organized by the IOC, featured fencing, 

which makes it one of the oldest official Olympic sports in history. Fencing in Estonia was first 

mentioned in 1908 and has, over the decades, become one of the most successful sports in the 

country (Loit & Salm, 2019, p. 3). Estonia won the women's épée team to deliver the nation's 

first Olympic gold medal in 13 years in 2021 in Tokyo, and Estonian fencers have, since its re-

independence from the Soviet Union, won a total of 82 medals in the title competitions, thus 

contributing to the country’s success in the global arena. Since 1971, Estonia has been hosting 

Tallinna Mõõk, which, as of 2016, is part of the Women’s World Cup, where athletes can also 

compete for the Olympic ticket. From an organizational standpoint, fencing follows a 

complicated structure, where the International Fencing Federation (FIE) belongs to the IOC as 

the world governing body of fencing. European Fencing Confederation (EFC), also an 

international body, is the continental confederation with the most active members under the 

authority of the FIE and counts the most active fencers worldwide with its 46 member 

countries. While the FIE establishes the rules by which international competitions must be 

organized and oversees their implementation, the EFC can also manage the European 

Championships and other events under its own rules and represent the 46 countries in the FIE 

Executive Committee. Estonian Fencing Association is a member of both FIE and EFC.  

 

Based on the theoretical framework and literature, three themes have been chosen that will be 

analyzed in the context of this thesis. Document analysis and interviews are conducted to 

connect critical findings to the theoretical framework.  

 

• Sport in Estonia. While the international sports movement adheres to the principle of 

neutrality and autonomy, it could still be seen as an integral part of a state’s politics, 

helping to elevate the country’s global standing. The subchapter looks to understand 

how various sports organizations perceive the role of politics in sports in Estonia and 

whether and how the ongoing war in Ukraine has impacted their operations. It explores 

the intersection of politics and sports and the potential repercussions of global events 

on these organizations. This examination is essential in understanding the broader 

implications of political conflicts on international sports. 

• Relations, partnerships, and collaborations. Sports organizations in Estonia could be 

valuable in supporting the country’s foreign policy and security stance. However, 

navigating the differing visions between international federations and Estonia could 
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prove to be challenging, highlighting the delicate balance between global sports bodies 

and national interests. The subchapter explores the possibility of new partnerships and 

collaborations with similar-minded and geographically located countries while also 

looking to understand the value of those partnerships to Estonia’s security posture in 

the light of ROC’s decision to allow Russian and Belarusian athletes to compete at the 

Paris Olympic Games 2024.  

• Effect on Athletes. Navigating the political position could be complex for 

organizations, but the livelihood of athletes is also a question. This subchapter tries to 

understand the consequences of the Russian war in Ukraine on Estonian athletes based 

on the interviews with the organizations´ representatives. It does not include the 

individual level of analysis or the stories by athletes.  

 

The following subchapter overviews the methodology and explains how the data is collected.  

 
3.2 Data and Methodology  
 
The research will be conducted using the qualitative research method, where in-depth 

interviews and document analysis will be used. Characterized by flexibility, openness, and 

responsivity to context, the data collection and analysis are related to one another rather than 

follow one after another stepwise approach. Typical methods for data collection in qualitative 

research include document review, interviews, and observations, which allow the exploration 

of the “why’s” and “how’s.” One of the strengths of using the qualitative method lies in its 

ability to explain processes and patterns that can be difficult to quantify, thus helping to 

establish the phenomenon in terms of the meanings people bring them (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2018, p. 43). Patton notes that “Multiple sources of information are sought and used because 

no single source of information can be trusted to provide a comprehensive perspective (1989, 

p. 157).  

 

The qualitative research method has been selected for the thesis as it allows the researcher to 

analyze how the sports landscape has been affected in Estonia and how different sports 

organizations within the country have responded to statements made by the IOC. It also allows 

us to understand whether those organizations have been under pressure when navigating the 

differences between Estonia’s political direction and international governing bodies´ 

guidelines and whether new forms of partnerships have evolved between different countries. 



 35 

Yet, despite providing a window into a contextual setting and a logical picture of events within 

that setting, the ability to transfer those conclusions to other research settings can be 

challenging to maintain.   

 

The data for the research is gathered by reviewing documents related to the matter as well as 

semi-structured interviews with relevant parties. The analysis process contains multiple steps, 

where the basis of the research and material for the interview questions will be drawn upon 

gathered public documents, press releases, and statements by relevant parties: document 

analysis. Semi-structured interviews will follow, which will then be analyzed against the set 

criteria. Utilizing multiple forms of data, such as document analysis and interviews, allows for 

a deeper and better understanding of the phenomenon while enabling the researcher to use 

different data sources to validate and cross-check findings (Yin, 2018). 

 

Document analysis is characterized as a systematic procedure of reviewing or evaluating 

documents, where the data is examined and interpreted to elicit meaning and gain 

understanding (Bowen, 2009).  Intending to uncover patterns, trends, and relationships within 

the data contained in documents, it also provides a means to track changes and development. 

Its main advantages compared to other data-gathering methods are based upon its effectiveness. 

Document analysis is less time-consuming since it requires data selection instead of collection, 

and it's cost-effective since the data has already been gathered (Bowen, 2009).  

 

The basis for the document analysis is built on the official statements of the IOC following the 

invasion of Ukraine by Russia, having a direct effect on the sports landscape while also 

providing a possible basis for conflict between the parties. These are compared against the 

follow-up statements from each individual international sports federation and national sports 

federations/associations in Estonia, looking for similarities and differences. The IOC 

statements are also compared against press releases and joint statements from Estonian 

Ministries and Government, where the keywords “sport,” “Olympic Committee,” and “Russia” 

were used and applied within the period of 24th of February 2022 and 24th of January 2024.  

 

Between the 24th of February 2022 and the 24th of January 2024, the IOC made six statements 

that catalyzed change in international sports organizations. During that period, each governing 

body made its own decision regarding the participation of Russian and Belarusian athletes 

while also later having to consider the changes in the IOC’s decision process. Estonia’s sports 
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organizations' statements and Estonian government positions are provided in the timeline as 

they occurred in Table 1. It is important to note that some statements and changes within the 

sport or by the leading organization are not necessarily made directly after the IOC’s guidelines 

have been released. Instead, they follow their governing body’s directions or have changed the 

rules in Estonia due to conflict.  

 

Table 1. Overview of the document analysis 

IOC EOC ITF ETA FIE EFF ESTONIAN 
MINISTRIES 

24.02.22        

25.02.22  25.02.22 
 

25.02.22   27.02.22    

28.02.22  28.02.22 
02.03.22  

01.03.22 01.03.22 
12.10.22 

02.03.22 01.03.22 08.03.22 
05.07.22 

25.01.23  31.01.23  
06.02.23  
09.02.23 

  10.03.23 10.03.23 02.02.23  
03.02.23 
04.02.23 
21.02.23 
27.03.23  

28.03.23  28.03.23  
24.05.23 
26.05.23 

 25.05.23 
14.06.23 

 31.05.23  04.05.23 
15.05.23 
  

08.12.23  08.12.23  
19.12.23 

    12.12.23 
19.12.23 

 

Yet, the documents are produced for a purpose other than research; they do not contain enough 

information to answer research questions. Given the organizational context of sports entities, 

the documents could likely be aligned with the policies and procedures of the entities’ 

principals (Bowen, 2009). These limitations are considered for the research and provide 

reasoning for including interviews.  

 

Semi-structured interviews are chosen to better understand the work processes and provide 

information not reflected in publicly available documents and press releases. While the 

interviews use elements from structured and unstructured interviews, the semi-structured 

interviews help to address specific topics related to the research while leaving space for the 

participants to offer new meanings (Galletta, 2013, p. 24) and for the interviewer to improvise 

follow-up questions to obtain further depth and detail (Rubin & Rubin, 2011, p. 117). Thus 

delivering the best of both worlds. Open-ended questions are used, and the following question 
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could be based on the answer given to the previous question. The flexibility, however, can also 

become a challenge when the interviewer departs from the initial list of questions, leading to 

difficulties when comparing responses between participants.  

 

Qualitative research allows for a relatively small and purposefully selected sample to be 

employed (Miles & Huberman, 1994) since it aims to provide depth to understanding the 

phenomenon (Patton, 1989). Given the aims and objectives of the study, a purposive sampling 

technique was used, where the interviewees were selected based on specific characters or 

unique experiences related to research as they might hold different and essential views about 

the topic in question (Etikan, 2016, p. 2).  

 

The interviews were conducted with persons who have been part of the sports milieu within 

Estonia and serve as board members or conductors of day-to-day affairs, thus considered 

experts within their field. Members of the board and secretary generals from each 

association/federation/committee in Estonia, respective to their sport, were chosen. Those 

interviews served two purposes: 1) to explain how the statements from governing bodies and 

Estonia’s national position have affected their decision process and 2) as a balancing act 

between parties. Topics for the interviews were divided into three separate sections. The first 

was intended to provide more insight into sports and politics within Estonia from each 

organization’s point of view. The second focused on each organization’s separate stance while 

also delivering a more in-depth understanding of the joint statements released over time, the 

relationships, and partnerships with other organizations. To balance, the third section of the 

interview focused on questions regarding athletes and tried to understand what the effects might 

be on them from organizations´ point of view.  
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Table 2. Interview Structure and Questions  

Sports and 

Diplomacy in 

Estonia 

1. Please describe your role in the sports organization where you work. 

Has this changed since the beginning of the Russian war in Ukraine, 

and how? 

2. The international sports movement is founded on the principle that all 

parties are involved through the Olympic Charter and have promised 

to remain neutral both in the organization and development of sport 

and in the organization of international competitions. At the same time, 

we have seen how people involved in sports, international 

competitions, are used for political purposes, to raise or improve the 

image of countries, to develop the economy. What do you think are the 

links between sport and politics? 

3. In its 2030 strategy, the Estonian Ministry of Foreign Affairs has stated 

that sports policy is part of cultural policy, which helps us raise the 

image of our country and strengthen our position internationally. What 

do you think are the links between sport and diplomacy in Estonia?  

4. The Olympic Charter emphasizes the autonomy of the National 

Olympic Committees but notes the importance of working with the 

government and other parties to fulfill their mission. At the same time, 

the task of the NGO is to nominate team members for the Olympic 

Games. The common goal of both the Estonian Olympic Committee 

and The Ministry of Culture is to support top-level sports and enable 

Estonian top athletes to represent Estonia on the international stage. To 

what extent do you find that Estonia represents and defends its political 

interests through sport? 

5. We know that the relationship between sport and politics varies from 

country to country, but at the same time, it is considered that the 

success of sport in many countries is directly dependent on the state 

budget, thus making sports dependent on politics. What is the situation 

in Estonia when we know more money is being directed to national 

security? How would you assess whether the Estonian sports 

movement financially depends on the state budget?  
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Relationships, 

partnerships 

and 

collaboration 

1. Do sports organizations in Estonia contribute to Estonia's foreign policy 

and security position in Russia's war against Ukraine? If so, how?  

2. For example, in the case of the International Tennis Association, Russian 

and Belarusian tennis players have retained the right to compete neutrally 

since the beginning of the war. At the same time, Estonia 

comprehensively deplores the competition of these athletes. How 

difficult is it to navigate in a situation where the visions of the 

international federation and the country of Estonia differentiate?  

3. Nearly a year later, the IOC reversed its initial decision and began 

looking for ways to allow athletes back into the arena. Now Belarusian 

and Russian athletes will be allowed to compete in the Olympics under a 

neutral flag. What is your organization's position regarding the admission 

of Russian and Belarusian athletes to the Olympics? To what extent is it 

different from an international federation?   

4. Has Estonia's position in international federations improved due to 

Estonia's strong presence in the international media in connection with 

Russia's war in Ukraine?  

5. How has cooperation with other countries and their federations changed 

in these 700 days? Have you been able to create new collaborations and 

find partners by explaining Estonia's position?  

6. How much of an impact do joint statements have, for example, from 

different ministers and athletes alike, on the IOC? Can you give any 

examples? 

Effects on 

athletes 

1. How has the war affected the livelihoods of Estonian athletes both at 

home and internationally?  

2. We have had cases where Estonian athletes participate in competitions 

and tournaments, for example, in Russia or compete with Russian or 

Belarusian athletes. At the same time, the firm political position of our 

country has been and still is, that any association with the athlete of the 

aggressor state is not acceptable. Is it possible for the EOC and the 

Estonian associations/federations to control the movement of their 

athletes? If so, how? 

3. What are the long-term consequences of the war for Estonian sport?  
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The interviewees were given the option to either participate in the interview via video call or 

face-to-face, allowing flexibility when scheduling. All interviews were conducted after each 

participant had first received the intent to conduct an interview letter and, second, had signed 

the participation letter. Both documents are provided as annexes. All participants are referenced 

as “Experts” and given a number to distinguish one another. Interviews were recorded and 

transcribed using Microsoft Word, after which the files were deleted, and the transcripts were 

kept confidential. Interview questions, the interview intent letter, and the participation letter 

are provided in the appendices.   

 

In total, five interviews were conducted, which were all used for the analysis. The sample size 

was considered enough to understand the situation the organizations are faced with but also 

based on delivering meaning and not volume. While the interviews delivered depth and quality, 

the data should not be interpreted to reflect the overall situation within the sports community 

in Estonia. For that, further research into other sports should be conducted.  

 

Table 3. Expert Interview Sample  

Name of the Interviewee Organization Location and Specifics  

Expert 1  Estonian Tennis Association  21.03.2024, In Person 

Expert 2 Estonian Olympic Committee 12.03.2024, In Person  

Expert 3 Estonian Olympic Committee 21.03.2024, In Person 

Expert 4 Estonian Fencing Federation 12.03.2024, In Person 

Expert 5 Estonian Ministry 18.03.2024, In Person  

 
 
At first, the documents from the sports organizations in Estonia, their international governing 

bodies, and Estonian Ministries were analyzed against the IOC statements, which were then 

categorized based on their stance. For the interview data, the transcripts were coded to 

categorize responses according to key topics, including the intersection of sports and politics, 

the alignment between national and international organizations, and the impact on athletes. 

Subsequently, these segments were analyzed to detect relationships, contradictions, and 

underlying meanings, providing insights into the interplay between sports, politics, and 

diplomacy within the context of Estonia's geopolitical landscape. Gathered results from 

interviews and document analysis are compared against the academic findings, thus providing 

insight into the sports milieu in Estonia after the start of the Russian invasion of Ukraine.   
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4 ANALYSIS 
 
This chapter analyses the impact of the Russian war in Ukraine on Estonian sports 

organizations. The first subchapter is dedicated to the role of politics in sports and vice versa. 

The second focuses on the IOC statements and how sports organizations and political 

institutions in Estonia reacted, looking for similarities and possible differences. The third 

subchapter concentrates only on the semi-structured interviews, analyzing the relationships and 

cooperation with other countries, and looks at the effects on athletes from an organization's 

point of view while also covering the international events that have shaped the Estonian sports 

milieu.   

 

4.1 Sport in Politics and Politics in Sports 
 
The Olympic Charter underlines the importance of keeping politics out of sports and vice versa. 

While the IOC emphasizes the apolitical nature of sports, interviews with sports organizations 

suggest that sports remain political, with politicians using it to showcase themselves and 

maintain global relevance. This focus on political use overlooks the potential for sports to 

influence politics by fostering cross-cultural understanding and promoting peace positively. 

While all interviews find that Russia has demonstrated the use of sports, a difference in 

perspective exists between sports organizations and the Estonian Ministry: The Ministry 

suggests Estonia and its closest allies do not use sports politically, yet others, while not 

mentioning Estonia specifically, claim that politicians could still exploit sports as a political 

tool. 

 

“Politics certainly still tries very hard to take advantage of sport. After all, in today's world, 

sports are one of the few areas that unite people, and in this sense, they still offer a very good 

and genuine emotion from time to time. Consequently, politicians are certainly very interested 

in getting a positive picture of themselves in the face of that emotion. If you can somehow 

reward or be in the same picture as those athletes, it's clear that it could support that political 

image….If we also look at the fact that when the Olympic medalists come home, this is still 

very important for the President, and they are received and rewarded at the Red Square. This 

is not done anywhere behind closed doors. It's still done very, very openly.” 

Expert 3 
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“In my opinion, they are relatively calm, but then, so to speak, in autocratic countries, sport is 

still very much exploited in politics and, conversely, politics in sport is very much exploited. 

But I don't feel that, for example, Estonia or our closest neighbors, Latvia, Finland, Sweden, 

or our biggest ally, the United States, use sports in any way, no.” 

Expert 5 

 

“The links between politics and sport are clear. After all, politicians need public attention, and 

if athletes achieve something, it is clear that politicians, so to speak, will try to profit from it, 

in all countries. In some countries, it has simply become a way to show supremacy. For 

example, during the Soviet Union, and I think it is still happening in Russia.” 

Expert 4 

 

President Putin's utilization of athletes for national propaganda underscores the instrumental 

role of sports in advancing political agendas and projecting power on the international stage. 

Despite Estonia's efforts to isolate Russia from the global arena due to the ongoing war, 

differing perspectives among countries have allowed Russia to expand its narrative and 

downplay the severity of the conflict. These differing viewpoints are prominent during 

international sports governance sessions, where decisions impacting the sport are subject to 

democratic voting systems, reflecting the complexities of navigating political divisions within 

sports organizations. 

 

“The IOC is a democratic organization. 206 countries that belong there, and if there are a 

dozen countries out there that are against it, that's a very small percentage of it all. If the rest 

of everyone else says it's okay, then it's also possible to vote us aside.” 

Expert 3 

 

“Contradiction: us and them. It's like, well, big. It is felt in Congress; it is felt in 

communication. The line is in between.” 

Expert 4 

 

At the regional level, while sports organizations pledge to remain autonomous and neutral from 

governmental influence, there exists a subtle tension between representing national interests 

and upholding the values of sportsmanship and neutrality embraced by the Olympic Charter.  

Interviews underscored the challenge of reconciling national identity with avoiding overt 
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political involvement while adhering to values over explicit political actions. Additionally, the 

symbolic significance of sports in embodying national identity emphasizes how sporting 

practices could align with broader state policies.  

 

“This is not the politics we are doing, but it is like a value. We're value-based, and that's okay 

because sports organizations shouldn't have to make politics but should have values to act 

upon. When we go somewhere, it is under the Estonian flag, and we represent the country. We 

show that we are there and have a viewpoint, but we cannot call it politics. We have values; 

we express them.” 

Expert 4 

 

“Sport is one of the few areas where the flag is taken out in the case of a winner and other 

medals. And that identity is well tied to the values of the country…We play the national anthem 

at the opening ceremony of the Estonian Championships in Track and Field, for example. To 

some extent, this is, so to speak, a recognition of the country's state policy.” 

Expert 2 

 

The Olympic Charter underlines the NOCs’ autonomy and resistance to pressure of any kind, 

including political and economic, which might prevent them from complying with the Olympic 

Charter. Simultaneously, countries allocate substantial funds and provide financial support to 

these organizations to ensure the representation of their athletes in the Olympic Games. This 

support includes separate funding for athletes that, in Estonia, gets distributed based on the 

results and by the EOC. Consequently, the overall functioning of both National Olympic 

Committees and sports federations at the national level may depend, to varying degrees, on 

financial assistance from governments. At the same time, there is also the expectation of relying 

more on private sponsors and investors.  

 

“In tennis, the share of private sponsorship may be more significant in proportion to other 

federations. In tennis, private money is significant, and in fact, tennis halls and tennis courts 

are practically all in private hands. There are very few municipal centers and courts, so the 

private sector plays a huge role.” 

Expert 1 
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“I would say sports depend very little on state funding. I do believe that sports funding is 

relatively stable and low, but stable. The more significant decisions depend on how the 

organizations and athletes can find money.” 

Expert 5 

 

“National federations depend on the support of the state. In this sense, the preparation of our 

athletes still relies on the support of Team Estonia4. That I think, really, the contribution of the 

state to the sport is considerable, which doesn't mean it can't be even bigger.” 

Expert 3 

 

“It likely depends on sport. But looking at the EOC’s budget, I believe the state’s contribution 

is 90% or more. In track and field, it's close to 80%, which is somewhat generic regarding the 

bigger sports federations in Estonia. For some, it may be more.“ 

Expert 2 

 

“The existence of the federation at the state level for some federations is directly dependent on 

the state’s funding.”  

Expert 4 

 

The variation in reliance on government funding across different sports, as highlighted by the 

experts, reflects the diverse financial landscapes within Estonian sports 

federations/associations. By revealing the significant role of government support in sustaining 

the existence of certain sports organizations, it highlights the necessity for collaboration 

between sports entities and the government to ensure continued success. However, this reliance 

on state funding also raises concerns about growing dependency, particularly regarding the 

need to support Team Estonia and in supporting the continuous development of upcoming 

athletes. As a result, while the Olympic ideal of autonomy is upheld in principle, the 

 
4 Team Estonia is a support system for top Estonian sports created in 2019, which enables athletes to competitively 

prepare for title competitions through sports subsidies and high-quality support services. Team Estonia’s objective 

is to win medals at the Olympic Games and other international title competitions. Success at major competitions 

maintains Estonia’s presence on the world sports map, brings recognition to the country, and positively impacts 

the population’s engagement in sports (Estonian Olympic Committee, 2019).  
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practicalities of funding often lead to a delicate balance between government support and 

maintaining independence within Estonia's sports ecosystem. 

 

“Of course, state and public support is also very important.” 

Expert 1 

 

“Our country's role is still huge and although there is also private capital, we certainly could 

not be so successful without the support of the state. Since we also have a good tradition in 

organizing various international championships, the state's role is great.” 

Expert 3 

 

“We are constantly applying for more funds for Team Estonia, and we think that it could be 

more funded.” 

Expert 2 

 

“What we certainly lack funding for and what is very difficult to ask from sponsors is for 

development and development processes. Coaches need more specific training. Yes, it is 

possible to apply here and there, and a couple of programs a year we can put together with the 

help of support funds from different fields and find a little bit from our budget. But surely the 

need there would be greater.” 

Expert 2 

 

“One of the most underfunded areas of Estonian sport, so far, at least, is the age of transition 

from one to another.” 

Expert 2 

 

Critical times related to war have significantly increased Estonia’s security expenditures to 

safeguard its independence and defense. The war has also destabilized the private sector, 

making fundraising and securing support more challenging for sports federations and athletes. 

On one hand, sports organizations should not overly rely on state funding but are looking for 

more significant contributions. Conversely, it is in the government’s interest to ensure that 

athletes achieve global excellence, thereby enhancing the country’s reputation in the sporting 

arena.  
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4.2 IOC, Sports Organizations, and Estonia  
 
The following subchapter focuses on document analysis and semi-structured interviews. First, 

the official statements from the IOC are considered as they occurred and compared against the 

statements from governing bodies, Estonian sports organizations, and the Estonian government 

to understand the similarities and possible differences between their reactions. Then, those are 

compared to the interviews to understand the situation better and thought processes within 

organizations.  

 

4.2.1 February 2022 
 

On February 24, 2022, on Estonia's 104th Independence Day, Russia initiated the war in 

Ukraine, launching an unprecedented attack on the democratic state, peace, and civilian lives. 

Estonia promptly denounced the aggression against Ukraine, with the Estonian President 

stating, "Evil is real" (Alar Karis [@AlarKaris], 2022). Simultaneously, the International 

Olympic Committee (IOC) condemned the Russian government's violation of the Olympic 

Truce on the same day (24.02.2022). The condemnation echoed a resolution previously adopted 

by the United Nations General Assembly, backed by all 193 Member States, including Russia 

and Belarus. Prioritizing the safety of athletes, the IOC swiftly urged international sports 

federations over four consecutive days to relocate or cancel planned events in Russia or Belarus 

(25.02.2022) and advised against extending invitations or permitting the participation of 

Russian and Belarusian athletes and officials in international competitions (28.02.2022). 

 

The IOC’s condemnation of Russia and its recommendations regarding competitions were 

consecutively followed by the IF’s statements worldwide. 

 

Siim Sukles, the Secretary-General of the Estonian Olympic Committee, highlighted the 

nuanced nature of sports and advocated for collective decision-making by athletes, coaches, 

and, preferably, national federations to alleviate the burden from athletes (25.02.2022). While 

siding with the IOC, EOC’s President Urmas Sõõrumaa echoed this sentiment, emphasizing 

their advisory role and suggesting a symbolic gesture against the war in Ukraine, recognizing 

the unique position of athletes as both representatives and responsible agents of their countries 

(28.02.2022; 02.03.2022).  
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While both underlined that sports and politics were no longer separate and suggested Estonian 

athletes not to compete in Russia and Belarus, and when possible, recommended showing 

solidarity and refraining from competition, the EOC, as the country's highest sports 

organization, refrained from issuing explicit directives, instead opting to empower athletes and 

national sports organizations to make decisions autonomously. 

 

Tennis 

One week after the initial outbreak of hostilities, the Estonian Tennis Association (ETA), in a 

display of solidarity with the Ukrainian Tennis Association, issued a formal demand for the 

cessation of hostilities. Specifically, the ETA called upon the International Tennis Federation 

(ITF) to suspend the memberships of both the Russian Tennis Federation and the Belarusian 

Tennis Federation (01.03.2022). In alignment with the IOC and the EOC, the ETA also advised 

Estonian athletes against competing against their counterparts from Russia and Belarus. This 

recommendation was made while awaiting the final decision from the overarching governing 

body of tennis, which was anticipated to be announced.  

 

The international governing bodies of tennis condemned Russia’s actions, suspended the 

Russian and Belarusian Tennis Federations, suspended the WTA / ATP events in Moscow, and 

withdrew entries from ITF team competitions (01.03.2022) following the cancellations of all 

ITF tournaments in respective countries indefinitely (25.02.2022). However, a notable 

divergence emerged within the sports community when a pivotal decision was made: Russian 

and Belarusian athletes would be permitted to continue competing on the international tour and 

at Grand Slam events under a white or neutral flag (01.03.2022).  

 

In the context of Estonia, the ETA did not make any follow-up statements commenting on the 

decision, which placed the athletes in a difficult spot. The ETA sided with the EOC; the EOC 

placed the final decision-making on the athlete or the national federation while recommending 

not to compete and follow the IOC, and yet the ITF, along with the WTA and ATP, allowed 

competing.  

 

Fencing 

At the onset of the conflict, the Estonian Fencing Federation refrained from issuing 

independent statements condemning Russian aggression, nor did it disseminate official 

communications from its governing bodies through public channels. However, it is noteworthy 
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that the EFF endorsed the Nordic Fencing Union’s (NFU) statement, which strongly denounced 

the Russian Federation and Belarus’ invasion of Ukraine. The NFU further demanded the 

immediate implementation of the International Olympic Committee’s (IOC) resolution 

(01.03.2022). In safeguarding decision-making processes, the NFU called for suspending all 

Russian and Belarusian elected members within COMEX, commissions, and councils. This 

measure specifically targeted the incumbent president, Alisher Usmanov, who faced European 

Union sanctions due to his “close ties to Russian President Vladimir Putin” and “support for 

destabilizing Ukraine” (Council Implementing Regulation (EU) 2022/336). The precedent 

underscores how political decisions at the European Union level can intersect with sports, 

potentially impacting the credibility of a specific sport. It also highlights the utilization of sports 

as a vehicle for advancing political interests on the international stage. 

 

As a result of the IOC’s three consecutive decisions, FIE decided to relocate and/or cancel 

events planned in Russia and Belarus and not to invite nor allow competing for Russian and 

Belarusian athletes and officials in FIE competitions until further notice (27.02.2022, 

02.03.2022). Following the IOC statement, the EFC decided to relocate or cancel all events 

planned in Russia and Belarus, prioritizing athletes' safety without explicitly banning athletes 

from competitions, replicating the decision in line with the IOC’s and FIE's stance (28.02.2022, 

14.03.2022). 

 

Until the new developments in January 2023, the following months could have been described 

as on a standstill. However, the political landscape at the international level saw the sports 

ministers and officials of over 34 countries coming together through joint statements to 

underscore the growing role of sports in geopolitical messaging, with decisions on participation 

and sponsorship carrying political weight (08.03.2022, 05.07.2022). Concerns about the 

intersection of international law and sports governance, as well as the ethical dimensions of 

sports engagement, were raised while highlighting the tensions between the autonomy of sports 

organizations and external political pressures.  

 

4.2.2 January 2023  
 

In January 2023, the IOC reaffirmed solidarity with Ukrainian athletes and the Olympic 

Community. Still, it emphasized that governments should avoid interfering in athlete 

participation decisions, ensuring equal treatment in accordance with the Olympic Charter. As 
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a result, it proposed exploring a pathway for Russian and Belarusian athletes to compete as 

“neutral athletes” (25.01.2023). The EOC Athletes Committee and the EOC, with its partnering 

countries, reacted strongly, citing no chances to return until the peace agreement has been 

signed between Ukraine and the Russian Federation and the hostilities in Ukraine have ended 

(31.01.2023, 06.02.2023, 09.02.2023).  

 

“The current IOC President is a former fencer. In that sense, he has a very good relationship 

with Russia, and even if he doesn't decide alone, the IOC has been pursuing a very meek policy 

and still quietly in the direction that they're going to get there.” 

Expert 3 

 

In various joint statements with partners from Latvia and Lithuania, the Prime Minister, 

Minister of Culture, Minister of Foreign Affairs, and the Deputy Chancellor for Sports of the 

Ministry of Culture condemned the IOC’s plan and reiterated the importance of returning to its 

original position. In parallel, efforts to reintegrate Russian and Belarusian athletes into 

international sports competitions under the guise of neutrality, serve to legitimize political 

decisions and amplify the widespread propaganda coming from these nations. This propaganda 

machine exploits sports as a misleading tactic, deflecting attention away from their illegal 

aggression against Ukraine; thus, Russia strategically employs sports for propagandistic 

purposes, effectively using their athletes as de facto soldiers (02.02.2023, 03.02.2023, 

04.02.2023, 21.02.2023).  

 

“In the case of Russia, sport is very clearly still the part of politics that Mr. Bach is trying to 

claim it is not, but unfortunately, it is.” 

Expert 3 

 

“On the Russian side, it can be seen, very clearly, that one weapon, both after and before the 

war in Ukraine, has been sport and their top athletes.” 

Expert 5 

 

On the first of February, the UN special rapporteurs, underlining that it was not the official UN 

statement, commended the decision. They called the Olympic Community to abide by the 

Olympic Charter and international human rights norms, hinting at a more outstanding 

obligation to stand in support of shared values and not discriminate against based on 
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nationality.  The commencement later becomes important when other international sports 

federations, in their decision-making, start to reference it to justify their approach to reinstating 

the athletes.  

 

While the Baltic States persist in their support for Ukraine and share the objective of countering 

Russia’s influence, it becomes apparent that their approach would start to stand in stark contrast 

to the purported neutrality of the IOC. With their unwavering commitment to combating 

aggression on all accounts and demanding a peace agreement before any reintegration, the 

Baltic states find themselves increasingly at odds with the IOC's more cautious approach.  

 

4.2.3 March 2023  
 

In March, FIE, citing the equality of all athletes and the Paris Olympic Games qualification, 

during its Extraordinary Congress, approved the return of Russian and Belarusian athletes to 

the international arena (10.03.2023). This decision was disappointing but was expected by the 

EFF (10.03.2023). Essentially, the approval signified a departure from Estonia's isolation 

policy towards Russia and reflected a broader trend of organizations aligning with the IOC's 

initial proposal, influenced by the UN's supportive remarks.   

 

“Then there was the fact that we don't like this decision, but it's legally correct. With a majority 

of votes, this Congress had the right to make that decision; it was voted on, it was done, you 

understand that it's democracy.” 

Expert 4 

 

“In the case of fencing, very clearly, this sport was led by a Russian citizen. In many ways, it 

is precisely these federations that have been very strongly associated with Russia that have 

succeeded in pushing through these decisions so that Russian and Belarusian athletes can also 

have a chance to compete.” 

Expert 3  

 

On the 27th, a collective statement from foreign ministries lamented the possible reversal of 

the IOC's earlier recommendation, citing apprehensions highlighted by the UN rapporteur. 

They stressed that the athletes' contributions should not be solely judged by their nationality 
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but rather by their associations with entities backing the Kremlin regime's aggression against 

Ukraine, such as government sponsorship or direct links to the Russian military (27.03.2023). 

 

Reiterating its condemnation of the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the blatant violation of the 

Olympic Truce, and reaffirming its solidarity with Ukrainian athletes, the IOC on 28th of 

March, decided to issue IFs and international sports event organizers recommendations that 

allow athletes with Russian and Belarusian passport to compete on-premises, they do not 

actively support the war nor are they contracted by the Russian or Belarusian military of 

national security agencies (28.03.2023). In its decision process, the IOC referred to the 

necessity of reacting to political interference and ensuring the autonomy of sports 

organizations, as well as the UN Special Rapporteur's remarks, who, in acknowledging the 

illegal war in Ukraine and the suffering and human rights violations the war brings, underlined 

that direct discrimination against someone’s passport was an unequivocal area of international 

law, constituting a peremptory norm. Its prohibition, akin to that of genocide, slavery, and 

torture, binds all states and individuals. Consequently, the blanket prohibition of Russian and 

Belarusian athletes and artists must be reconsidered, as it constitutes a flagrant violation of 

human rights (2023).  

 

The uncertainty surrounding the participation of Russian and Belarusian athletes in the 

Olympic Games Paris 2024 left opposing countries with a chance to lobby for exclusion while 

the IOC maintained control over the decision-making process, asserting its authority to act 

autonomously. Johanna Talihärm, representing the Estonian Athletes´ Commission, 

condemned the IOC's agenda, stressing the prioritization of the right to life over competitive 

participation, a sentiment met with defense from the UN's rapporteur (28.03.2023). Talihärm's 

subsequent critique of the IOC's conduct, along with the support from others, underscored the 

contentious nature of the debate. On the one side, the IOC’s principle of neutrality and focus 

on human rights while criticizing the countries protecting their nation through sport. On the 

other, Estonia’s commitment to ethical considerations and solidarity with Ukraine.  

 

The statements on Estonia’s side allude to the geopolitical tensions, where athletes' roles are 

affiliated with the Kremlin regime, and acknowledge that the role is often shaped by external 

support, regardless of nationality. This acknowledgment reflects a deeper understanding of how 

external support shapes athletes' contributions. Conversely, the UN’s side asserts the 

prohibition of discrimination based on passports as a matter of international legal obligations 
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while balancing geopolitical realities with the principles of justice and fairness. The IOC's 

decision signifies a delicate balance between addressing political interference, safeguarding the 

autonomy of sports organizations, and upholding international human rights principles. All, in 

their own way, engage in the global dialogue where the complexities of navigating political 

interference, human rights considerations, and sporting autonomy in the context of geopolitical 

conflict are intertwined.  

 

4.2.4 May 2023 
 

While May 2023 did not bring any new developments from the IOC, different situations across 

sports in Estonia led the way for changes and pushed the nation’s sports organizations and the 

EOC to be more vocal. Simultaneously, the government reaffirmed its stance and disapproved 

of the IOC’s plan to include Russian and Belarusian athletes in the international sporting arena.   

 

The Estonian Minister of Culture, actively involved in international discussions, both at the 

Council of Ministers of Culture, Audiovisual and Sports of the European Union and through a 

joint statement with sports ministers from 36 countries, underlined in two statements the misuse 

of sports by Russia and Belarus to legitimize their brutal actions in Ukraine. While concerns 

were raised about the participation of athletes from these countries in international 

competitions, issues such as military connections, state funding, and team definitions were 

emphasized, underscoring the need for close monitoring of the implementation of the IOC’s 

recommendations (04.05.2023, 15.05.2023).  

 

In October 2022, a member of the Estonian tennis team won a doubles title at an ITF 

tournament in Bulgaria, partnering with a Russian player, which found media coverage across 

the country. While the team member stated that her decision to partner with a player from 

Russia was solely based on the desire to achieve a good result, it raised questions about the 

ETA’s guidelines towards its athletes. Yet, according to the ETA, while reiterating its support 

towards Ukraine, they were not in a position to restrict their own athlete’s participation in 

tournaments (12.10.2022).  

 

In May 2023, an Estonian elite athlete signed up for a doubles tournament with a Russian 

player, which again found media coverage nationwide, placing more pressure on the ETA. 

Despite athletes' assertions of non-involvement in politics or divisive campaigns, the ETA 
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expressed that their decisions conflicted with the organization's values while clarifying that 

they did not intend to intervene in the athletes' actions, thus highlighting the complexity of 

individual decisions and organizational values once more (25.05.2023).  

 

EOC’s president, too, criticized the decision of the athlete and underscored that while it was 

comprehensible for Estonian athletes to engage in international competitions against Russian 

or Belarusian counterparts, the decision to play together in a doubles match transcended into 

the realm of ethics and the recognition of one’s ambassadorial role for their nation 

(24.05.2023). Here, an essential aspect regarding Estonian Sports prevailed. As the athlete was 

a candidate for the Olympic Games, she received Category C support from the Estonian 

Olympic Committee, which is determined based on athletic criteria and does not consider other 

ethical choices unless it involves doping. This, however, directed another question: in what 

capacity should the athletes, who do not necessarily share the same values as the EOC or the 

country in general, continue to be supported by the taxpayer (26.05.2023).  

 

Citing the recent events and the need for clear stances on competing with athletes from Russia 

and Belarus and any sports-related interactions with these countries, ETA in June decided to 

cease support for athletes, coaches, or referees who are associated with or participate in events 

in these countries (14.06.2023).  

 

Nordic Fencing Union, condemning the FIE’s decision to move the European Championships 

from Poland to Bulgaria due to visa policy set by Poland, underlined the issues permitting AINs 

to compete at the international level and urged the FIE to reconsider its decision while also 

hinting at the detrimental long-term development of fencing in Europe (31.05.2023).  

 

In the context of the geopolitical crisis, Estonia continued to demonstrate a consistent and 

resolute stance aimed at safeguarding the country's interests and reaffirming its support for 

Ukraine. The exploitation of sports by Russia and Belarus to legitimize their aggressive actions 

in Ukraine was widely acknowledged, with numerous statements from The Ministry, sports 

organizations, and the EOC reflecting a unified front against such manipulation.  

 

However, despite the Estonian Tennis Association's implementation of new rules condemning 

athlete partnerships with Russian and Belarusian counterparts, its visibility in the national 

media and potential collaborations with other organizations to criticize the governing body’s 
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decision continued to be limited. Furthermore, the timing of the rule change regarding 

partnerships with Russian and Belarusian athletes came comparatively late, highlighting a 

discrepancy with other organizations that took a more assertive stance from the outset. In 

parallel, the EOC itself could also be criticized for not providing clear guidelines, which, on 

the one hand, resulted in the final decision-making being placed on athletes, especially in the 

context of those supported by the organization through the respective national organizations. 

This inconsistency in a broader context endorses the need for greater cohesion and advocacy 

within the Estonian sports community in addressing the geopolitical implications of sporting 

participation amid ongoing conflicts, ensuring a unified and proactive response to safeguarding 

Estonia's interests and ethical principles. 

 

4.2.5 December 2023  
 

The 8th of December marked the 100th anniversary of the Estonian Olympic Committee and 

the 60th anniversary of the Estonia Sports and Olympic Museum. The EOC President, while 

highlighting the importance of sport in Estonia, underlined that at the IOC level, two-thirds of 

the members struggle to understand what the Baltic States and Scandinavian countries are 

fighting for, not recognizing that for those countries, the war with Russia transcends national 

borders and involves fundamental values (08.12.2023).  

 

By the end of the day, the Executive Board of the IOC, citing respecting human rights, had 

decided the AINs, athletes with Russian or Belarusian passports who have qualified through 

the existing qualifying systems of IFs, would be eligible to compete under the strict eligibility 

conditions (08.12.2023).  

 

The Baltic States Olympic Committees and the Presidents of the Baltic States, citing an 

ongoing war in Ukraine, characterized by war crimes perpetrated by Russia and supported by 

Belarus that contrast with the spirit and ideals of the Olympic Games, unequivocally 

condemned the IOC and deemed the decision to permit the participation of athletes from these 

nations in the Olympic Games unacceptable (12.12.2023, 19.12.2023).  

 

A collective of 71 Estonian Parliamentarians formally petitioned French President Emmanuel 

Macron, advocating for excluding athletes holding Russian and Belarusian passports from the 

2024 Olympic Games in France. They contend that the International Olympic Committee’s 
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decision starkly contrasts their values. The parliamentarians posit that considering the ongoing 

conflict, the participation of athletes from Russia and Belarus in international competitions, 

including the globally significant Olympic Games, should be suspended (19.12.2023). 

 

It’s important to note that while all organizations and governments underscore shared concerns 

over athletes, the main difference lies within the perspective among stakeholders addressing 

these. While the IOC’s decision was met with condemnation from Baltic States' Olympic 

Committees and political leaders, leading to formal petitions to exclude athletes from these 

countries from future competitions then, the similarities across all messages echo the 

challenges faced by Estonia and the Baltic States in conveying geopolitical struggles to the 

international sports community. The IOC’s goal to respect the human rights of all athletes 

clashes with its own Olympic principles, as the athletes on Ukraine’s side must continue to 

protect the country’s independence on the battlefield and might not be able to pursue their 

athletic goals at the Olympics.  

 

4.3 Estonia’s Perspective: Participation in Global Sports Organizations, International 

Events, and Athletes  
 
The subchapter focuses mainly on the information from semi-structured interviews. Regarding 

partnerships and collaboration between countries, it tries to understand how conflicts have 

influenced these organizations and whether the partnerships and collaborations with other 

entities have strengthened the position of Estonia in global sports. International events as part 

of Estonia’s sports milieu are taken into account to see how the war has affected those. Finally, 

it considers the other side of the coin – athletes. While pulling information from previous points 

covered, it analyzes the conflict's possible effects on athletes.    

 

4.3.1 Estonia’s Role in Global Sports Organizations 
 

Estonian ministries, athletes, and EOC have made numerous statements over the 700 days, 

condemning the Russian war in Ukraine, demanding the hostilities to stop, and citing no 

changes to be made in allowing Russian and Belarusian athletes to compete until the peace is 

restored. The effort reflects Estonia's alignment with its closest allies and partners, primarily 

neighboring countries such as the Baltics, Poland, and the Nordic states, with whom it shares 

similar geopolitical views. The collaborative approach underscores the strength of regional 
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cooperation, enabling Estonian sports organizations to convey clear and unified messages 

through joint statements and the significance of solidarity among like-minded countries in 

addressing the challenges. 

 

“At the regional level, we have the Nordic Fencing Union, with whom we have good regional 

cooperation. We coordinate, exchange information, and work together. We have all understood 

all things in the same way.” 

Expert 4 

 

“Estonian sports organizations, with their statements, have still managed to be relatively clear 

and straightforward. This has been done in cooperation, be it in the joint statements of the 

three Baltic states or the European Union's joint statements.” 

Expert 5 

 

“The front line expressing the most fervent support for all this, let us say the Baltics, the Nordic 

countries, is clear that Ukraine itself, Poland. These countries form such a basic interest group 

that understands the problem and who, perhaps most of all, will make a belligerent voice 

against it. But I believe that, yes, we are often trying to be in the same field of information with 

these same countries and also to be together in our statements.” 

Expert 3 

 

Estonia's ability to wield influence on the global stage, particularly in the context of the war in 

Ukraine, shows the significance of proactive diplomacy and strategic positioning. Despite its 

small size and limited military capabilities, Estonia has played a disproportionately impactful 

role in shaping the international discourse surrounding the conflict, where the influence can be 

attributed to various factors, including Estonia's shared history and geographical proximity to 

Russia, which have lent credibility to its perspectives and heightened media attention through 

political representation.  

 

“Estonia's messages, looking at our small size, have had a significantly greater impact on the 

actual role of sanctions and the Estonian state in general in the war in Ukraine. We are in a 

much bigger role than our population and military capabilities actually enable, and I think it's 

the same in sport.” 

Expert 5 
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“It's clear that this shared history of ours and that kind of closeness still probably gives us a 

stronger position to really talk about what this country is capable of when referring to Russia. 

We are certainly asked more. And since we are also politically more represented in the media, 

led by our Prime Minister, we will, in that sense, be listened to, or at least, we will be given the 

opportunity to express our views more. There may not have been such a great interest in the 

past.” 

Expert 3 

 

However, its influence in the European Union, increased media coverage, and joint statements 

do not necessarily mean that the country would have a stronger stance also within the broader 

sports community, where the IOC, as a leading figure, has softened its approach towards Russia 

and Belarus, continuously pleading countries to “give peace a chance” and “keep sport out of 

politics.” The differing perspectives among nations, particularly those distant from the conflict 

zone, further complicate Estonia's efforts to gain support for its stance on the war in Ukraine 

within sports organizations. 

 

“It has been more difficult, for example, within the framework of the Council of Europe or also 

within the framework of the International Olympic Committee, where there are many countries 

that do not see the Russian aggression against Ukraine the same way as we do.” 

Expert 5 

 

“Many countries, which are then quite far from this hotbed of war, do not realize how serious 

this conflict is for us, who are essentially neighbors here in this sense. We understand very well 

how serious this problem is.” 

Expert 3 

 

“Rather, it depends on how much we are more specifically involved in matters related to the 

field. How competent we are in the work of referees at the international level, how many 

international tournaments we hold, how much we participate in certain committees.” 

Expert 1 

 

“That is the kind of solidarity. As we say in Congress and there, in international terms, there 

is no one to influence. Everyone has chosen their side. You confirm your commitment. It is 



 58 

good for Ukrainians to feel that they are supported, but the fact that it would influence someone 

to change their position, in this respect, I am very skeptical. Everyone has chosen their side.”  

Expert 4 

 

4.3.2 International Events in Estonia 
 

Estonia's Foreign Policy sees sport as a part of its culture policy; the Ministry of Culture, along 

with the EOC, considers the country's representation in the international arena as one of its 

goals, raising the country's profile and increasing global coverage. Bringing international 

events and tournaments to Estonia provides a unique opportunity to support the economy 

through sports tourism, improve worldwide coverage through TV broadcasts and social media, 

allow Estonian athletes to compete on home soil, and promote sport in general.  

 

Considering the extensive conflict initiated by Russia in Ukraine, international sporting events 

assume heightened significance. Remarkably, major competitions, televised broadcasts, and 

media exposure effectively communicate to Europe and the global community that Estonia 

persists as a secure and reliable travel destination. These events are crucial in fostering direct 

interpersonal ties, mitigating mistrust and apprehension, and directly contributing to Europe's 

overall economic and security landscape. 

 

In August 2022, the Estonian Government approved an additional national sanction restricting 

the issuance of Estonian visas to Russian citizens and barred entry to Russian citizens with 

visas issued by Estonia for tourism, business, culture, or sport (11.08.2022). The government’s 

position was seen as a logical step in restricting the ability of the aggressor state to carry on a 

normal, international life. Still, it also placed the sports organizations arranging international 

competitions and tournaments in a complicated situation. Both tennis and fencing found 

themselves at a crossroads with the governing body and government’s politics when holding 

international events.  

 

While the ITF canceled all tournaments in Russia and Belarus and WTA / ATP suspended 

events in Moscow, ETA, for the first time, after lengthy discussion periods and initially giving 

up organizing the tournament, was granted the one-time opportunity by WTA in May to arrange 

the international tournament in September 2022 (16.05.22). Estonia became the hosting 

country for two reasons: China gave up organizing the WTA tournaments, and due to the 
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Russian War in Ukraine, which saw the Kremlin Cup tournament license being given to Tallinn 

Open (07.07.22), revealing links between geopolitical events and sporting opportunities.  

 

“A unique opportunity actually arose due to the situation of the war, since, in fact, the Estonian 

Tennis Federation received a Kremlin Cup license to Estonia, and since it was not possible to 

organize this tournament in Moscow, that it actually played into our hands this tournament in 

some respects.” 

Expert 1 

 

The tournament in 2022, which opened many doors for the ETA and provided an opportunity 

for partnerships with the highest governing bodies in tennis, was a success, presenting the ETA 

with a chance for a three-year contract with the WTA.  

 

“When we organized the Tallinn Open tournament, we had certain doors that we had never 

had before. Well, with whom we can directly interact with the top managers of Tennis Europe 

there and the directors of other tournaments, including the Grand Slam tournament, for 

example.” 

Expert 1 

 

The unique opportunity, however, created a complex situation where the Estonian government 

was not issuing visas to Russian and Belarusian players. At the same time, the organizing body 

in Estonia had a responsibility, following the WTA rules, to allow those players to compete 

under a neutral flag. Despite the initial success, sustaining the tournament proved challenging 

due to funding uncertainties and the WTA's unwavering stance on Russian and Belarusian 

participation, as it went against the ETA principles and the visa policy in Estonia had stayed 

the same (15.03.23). 

 

“In World tennis, the Estonian tournament was the only one except for the tournaments in 

England and Wimbledon where Belarusians and Russians were not allowed to play, and we 

got this exception. But clearly, we did not have the opportunity to use it a second time.”  

Expert 1  

 

Holding Tallinna Mõõk or Glaive de Tallinn, the most prestigious fencing tournament held in 

Estonia since 1971 and, as of 2016, part of the World Cup event for women’s épée and an 
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official FIE competition, was faced with uncertainty due to Estonia’s visa policy, in 2023. On 

the one hand, FIE Cited the principle of equality for all athletes (10.03.23) and demanded the 

national federation ensure all athletes get visas (14.08.23), creating a unique precedent where 

the federation was tasked to ensure athlete participation in defiance of state sanctions over 

which it had no control.   

 

“And by then making it compulsory for the federations to organize international competitions 

to grant a visa to everyone, which is essentially wrong. The federation can never guarantee 

this. The state makes the rules. When the state says, it doesn't give visas for sports purposes. 

Well, then it's clear.” 

Expert 4  

 

The news of the tournament cancellation by FIE based on Estonia’s visa policy, according to 

the Ministry of Culture, continued to show the politicization of sports by Russia and reaffirm 

that Estonia’s stance on not letting those athletes compete was the only possible option 

(28.08.2023). 

 

“For as long as this war continues, it is highly likely that it will not take place. If this is the 

policy of the federation and the state policy is different, then national decisions always go 

beyond the decision of the federation. It's inevitable here as well.” 

Expert 2 

 

“In this situation, perhaps it is more like the opposite: at the moment, sports are also a very 

important part of politics, and we know that the political situation and the situation are not the 

best. And it's more like taking revenge on sports in a way, more like the opposite connection, 

and sport hasn't won anything in a big way.” 

Expert 1  

 

The challenges of organizing international sporting events persist for Estonia, offering both 

economic benefits and diplomatic opportunities. Hosting such events enhances the country's 

global image while providing domestic athletes a platform to showcase their talent. However, 

complexities arise regarding the alignment of national sports organizations' viewpoints with 

international governing bodies, jeopardizing organizing rights. Here, the challenge for the 



 61 

country lies within the strategic engagement and diplomatic efforts that foster mutual 

understanding within the global sports community.  

 

4.3.3 Athletes  
 

While the statements from sports organizations, Estonian ministries, and the media have 

addressed the issues arising from the decisions of the IOC, there has been a noticeable gap in 

discussing the impact on athletes. The war’s influence on their performance and development 

is a critical component of Estonia’s sports environment that warrants further attention. Within 

the scope of the thesis, the data source is sports organizations´ representatives and not 

individual athletes themselves.  

 

The ongoing conflict has led to challenges and uncertainties, particularly affecting athletes. 

Essential elements of athlete development, such as training camps and competitions, have been 

influenced by safety concerns and government politics. The increased financial burdens on 

national organizations and heightened competition for sponsors directly impact sports and 

contribute to reduced funding for athletes.    

 

“Perhaps indirectly, it can be said that less money ends up in sports due to the war. Thanks to 

this, less money is coming to the athletes, so I would say that there is a direct connection.” 

Expert 5  

 

“Then the 2nd thing is that because there's the same thing in Europe, a lot of title races move 

to countries where they don't have a problem with entry, and they're mostly exotic and remote 

places, which then means big costs to the national organization.” 

Expert 4 

 

“The competition has gotten harder in the sense that I think, yes, to get new sponsors at this 

point. Not to mention traveling, which is part of the sport, that has become similarly 

significantly more expensive and more complicated.” 

Expert 3 

 

“So let's say in terms of location earlier. After all, it was definitely reasonable to involve these 

athletes in the various tournaments that we had here in Estonia. Certainly, then, in economic 
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terms, it has more of an impact. It's just that we can no longer count on the participation of 

athletes from this country, and they are simply not welcome here.” 

Expert 3 

 

“Historically, we've worked a lot with the Russian sports side, whether through the use of 

sports bases or in dealing with coaches. Whether you like it or not. This is a fact. To be sure 

that one direction is essentially closed, and in this light, one has to look for some alternatives. 

There are not too many of these alternatives that would be just as good in price and quality 

and, let's say, just as good about our cultural space.” 

Expert 5 

 

In a broader context, the lack of home tournaments affects player development and 

opportunities in tennis or other disciplines. Athletes, referees, and judges may lose motivation 

when top events are missing for extended periods. Additionally, geopolitical factors, such as 

restrictions on Russian and Belarusian athletes, further impact participation and competition. 

The challenge lies in maintaining sports ecosystems despite these limitations. 

 

“Today, there are no international tennis tournaments in Estonia, which means there is no 

opportunity to play at home with our players. Our federation does not have the opportunity to 

exchange free passes and wild cards to our players for other tournaments. This is all directly 

related to the war and means that the transition from juniors to adult class today for Estonian 

tennis players is extremely difficult. There are a lot of tournaments where the qualification 

tables are full, and the players do not get a chance to try at all.”  

Expert 1 

 

“Few title races. Well, in the sense that the top competitions. Well, in fencing, we lost the 

Tallinna Mõõk  50 years done. As long as Russian athletes can't come in here and compete for 

us, we're cut off from organizing many competitions.” 

Expert 4 

 

“Indeed, it can have a more significant impact in certain areas. Whether it's in a competition 

or an opportunity to succeed in an area because there are considerably fewer opportunities, it 

can also have an impact by simply young people choosing a different path.” 

Expert 3 
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“Every sport needs a top event. If it is not for one year, then perhaps the effect will not be so 

great. If it is not for 2-3 or 5 years, then for the sport as a whole, it will have a very destructive 

effect. Athletes, referees, line judges, their motivation to deal with it may be lost, and this is the 

most immediate and major problem today.” 

Expert 1 

 

The instances of athletes participating in competitions alongside or with Russia and Belarus, 

have drawn criticism towards the EOC from national organizations and athletes. There is a 

perception that it should have been able to issue comprehensive guidelines to sports 

organizations and athletes, which could have projected a united front, making it easier to 

navigate difficult situations or eliminate them entirely. Yet, the EOC sees its viewpoint 

continuously communicated to the national organizations and hints at a greater need for a more 

unified position, which would also lower the chances of someone misinterpreting the country’s 

position.    

 

“If we think like the position of the federations, then it is clear that in the various briefings, the 

EOC certainly expresses its views very clearly…I think there could be a very, very unified 

position. Let's say from the EOC all the way up to the federation and the athlete. It's certainly 

important to justify, in that sense, why we're doing something. Why do we stand for something, 

and I think, if it's understandable enough for everyone, that then there shouldn't be a risk of 

anyone slipping either.” 

Expert 3 

 

The central coordination by the EOC and viewpoint communication by national organizations 

to athletes would certainly play a pivotal role in fostering a united front. At the same time, 

regardless of external guidelines and justification of one's doings, each athlete makes their own 

decisions. The question then becomes how he or she is able to handle the backlash when 

contradicting what the country stands for.  

 

“The athlete plans and carries out his/her career on his/her own. He/she has every right to 

decide and do as he/she sees fit. Although we have the ability to say that we do not like his/her 

decision, we cannot question that he/she has the right to do so.” 

Expert 4 
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4.4 Findings and Proposals  
 
This chapter provides an overview of the main findings of the thesis and offers different 

avenues for further research. 

 

In the context of the Russian war in Ukraine, the narrative of sports and politics in Estonia 

takes on added significance, reflecting the country's response to geopolitical challenges. Sports, 

once primarily a platform for athletic achievement, has evolved into a symbol of Estonia’s 

resilience in the face of adversity. Against the backdrop of the conflict, sports serve as a vehicle 

for conveying messages of unity, defiance, and solidarity. The Estonian government also relies 

on sports to rally domestic support and project a unified front against external aggression. Here, 

sports emerge as a tool for building alliances and fostering international solidarity as Estonia 

leverages its sporting connections to garner support from the international community. While 

the country seeks to amplify its voice on the global stage and advance its foreign policy 

objectives, contributing to efforts to address the ongoing conflict in Ukraine and uphold 

regional stability, the following section will present the main findings of the thesis.  

 

First, the varying perspectives among organizations regarding the interplay between politics 

and sports reveal a nuanced understanding of the relationship. While interviews mentioned 

politicians leveraging sports for personal or national interests, organizations´ representatives 

neglected to acknowledge the reciprocal potential for sports to influence politics. This is 

particularly notable within bodies such as the Estonian Olympic Committee, where members 

of Riigikogu belong to the executive board. However, discussions regarding the two-way 

nature of sports-politics interactions remained absent within the interviews. Despite the 

potential for mutual benefit in drawing attention to societal issues through sports, questions 

persist regarding Estonia's conceptualization of the role of sports within its political agenda, 

particularly amidst endeavors to isolate Russian and Belarusian athletes from international 

competition. 

 

Second, the connection between sports and politics is evident in various facets, notably 

highlighted by Russia's strategic use of sports for propaganda. This is further confirmed by the 

Estonian Olympic Committee's acknowledgment that sports and politics are no longer distinct 

entities, particularly in light of the ongoing conflict. Concurrently, the Estonian government 

employs political tactics, such as stringent visa policies, to influence international sports events 
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by isolating Russian and Belarusian athletes from competitions while protecting its 

independence, blurring the lines between sports governance and political agendas. Despite 

affirmations by sports organizations, such as the National Olympic Committees, to maintain 

autonomy guided by the Olympic Charter's principles, tension exists between this commitment 

and recognizing the interdependence of sports and politics within Estonia and globally. This is 

underscored by governmental actions challenging the efficacy of maintaining rigid boundaries 

between the two spheres, reflecting the complex dynamics at play in navigating the intersection 

of sports and politics in Estonia. 

 

Third, in geopolitics, Estonian sports organizations operate within a nuanced understanding of 

their country's geopolitical context, recognizing its significance within the broader foreign 

policy landscape. Despite this comprehension, they are continually confronted with the 

predominant challenge posed by Estonia's geographical location, which remains the paramount 

factor shaping its foreign policy directives. Empirical evidence from interviews underscores a 

prevailing sentiment that the proximity to the conflict zone correlates with the perception of 

the war's impact, with nations further removed displaying a diminished sense of urgency. This 

narrative is echoed within international sports governance bodies such as the IOC and the FIE, 

where efforts are made to mitigate the perceived ramifications of geopolitical conflict, thereby 

emphasizing the resilience of the sports community in maintaining a degree of detachment 

from broader geopolitical tension, while also driving the division between two sides contrary 

to placing efforts into bringing all members together.   

 

Fourth, while joint statements have been issued to demonstrate solidarity in the international 

arena, particularly among allies proximate to Estonia's geographical location, interviews reveal 

a lack of tangible impact on the decision-making processes within the International Olympic 

Committee and other international organizations. Although there is a noticeable growth in the 

frequency of joint statements from National Olympic Committees, Estonian Ministries, and 

Baltic States Presidents that condemn the IOC’s decisions regarding Russian and Belarusian 

athletes, this does not necessarily signify enhanced partnerships as corroborated by 

interviewees who indicate longstanding collaborations with neighboring countries prior the 

war. Consequently, these joint statements often serve as formal gestures rather than catalysts 

for considerable change, making it challenging to gauge their true efficacy in changing policies 

or decisions. 
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Fifth, the challenges inherent in organizing international sporting events persist, presenting 

Estonia with a dilemma. Hosting such events facilitates economic benefits through 

broadcasting opportunities and tourism. It aligns with the country's foreign policy objectives 

by enhancing its global image and theory of why governments would use sports. Further, it 

allows the athletes to perform at home, strengthening the sport domestically. The responsibility 

of organizing these events underscores the value placed on Estonia's efforts by the international 

community, highlighting the country's standing on the global stage.  

 

However, this effort is fraught with complexities, particularly concerning aligning national 

sports organizations' viewpoints with those of international governing bodies, as visible from 

the document analysis and interviews. Misalignment in perspectives has led to the surrender of 

organizing rights or their revocation, particularly considering the country's visa policy. Such 

measures are deemed necessary to prevent exceptional treatment that could be exploited, 

thereby inadvertently reinforcing Russia's national propaganda. Consequently, Estonia's 

recourse lies in concerted efforts with its sports organizations and partners to articulate its 

narrative, boost diplomatic relations, and aspire for a shift in international perspectives, but it 

is unlikely that any international events where Russian and Belarusian athletes have the right 

to compete as per the sport’s governing body will take place in Estonia for the foreseeable 

future.  

 

The expectations for the research were confirmed partially. The joint statements from sports 

organizations, raising awareness of war at the IOC level and siding with the Estonian foreign 

policy, confirm the organizations’ engagement in sports diplomacy, helping to isolate Russia 

and its representatives. While the unified stance helps to project a stronger voice in the 

international arena, and it could be said that the work between those organizations is more 

frequent, then the alliances with like-minded organizations and partnerships at different levels 

have all been there prior and have not developed only due to the war but as a result of long-

term cooperation.  

 

The research also highlights the complex interplay between sports, politics, and financial 

stability within Estonia's sports landscape. Amidst the repercussions of the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine, Estonian sports organizations exhibit diverse perspectives on government funding, 

with some emphasizing its vital role. In contrast, others maintain varying degrees of 

independence through private capital. However, balancing financial necessity with ethical 
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considerations remains a concern as organizations navigate the delicate balance between 

securing funding and upholding neutrality principles, particularly considering the ideals 

enshrined in the Olympic Charter. The repercussions of the Ukrainian conflict have already 

impacted resources available for athletes' participation in international events, thus prompting 

discussions about the future and exploring alternative financing sources.  

 

The findings suggest that while the EOC continued to communicate its viewpoint to national 

organizations and athletes, it failed to provide a clear and comprehensive policy framework 

from the outset that was expected. Rather than assuming responsibility, the EOC seemed to 

shift the burden onto individual athletes and their respective sports federations. The lack of 

proactive policy proved harmful for several reasons. Firstly, it placed unnecessary pressure on 

athletes who were left navigating uncertainty without clear guidance. Secondly, it created 

inconsistencies and differences in how athletes and federations interpreted and implemented 

guidelines, potentially compromising the overall effectiveness. In hindsight, a proactive and 

transparent approach to policy development by the EOC could have instilled confidence, 

clarity, and uniformity among athletes and federations, creating a more cohesive environment 

for participation in sports despite the challenging circumstances. Yet, the athlete will decide 

whether or not to follow those rules, and it becomes a question of how he or she can handle the 

backlash if contradicting the EOC’s, national organizations, and country’s standpoint.  

 

Estonia has not been shy in its statements and has always underlined how sports are used as a 

propaganda tool in Russia to influence people on home soil and in foreign countries. While 

Estonia may not have a formalized sports diplomacy strategy explicitly embedded within its 

foreign policy framework, the nation nonetheless leverages various avenues within the sports 

domain to advance its diplomatic and political objectives. Drawing from theoretical 

frameworks wherein sports diplomacy is conceptualized as a means to achieve diplomatic 

goals, contributions from different sports stakeholders, including ministries and ministers, 

athletes' efforts to raise awareness about Ukraine, formation of alliances, and enhance 

cooperation with other countries in the sports community, collectively contribute to a concerted 

effort aimed at marginalizing Russian and Belarusian involvement in the international sporting 

community and, in a broader scale, to its current foreign policy. Overall, Estonia's good 

utilization of sports as a diplomatic instrument highlights the nuanced interplay between sports 

and foreign policy, showcasing the country's agility in leveraging diverse avenues to advance 

its diplomatic objectives on the international stage in protecting the nation and its 
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independence., despite the precise sports diplomacy strategy being absent within its foreign 

policy.  

 

Sports in Estonia, particularly within the context of sports organizations, remains an under-

researched area. Having developed interview questions and a research design, the thesis could 

serve as a foundation for further research. Beyond the immediate scope, it opens avenues to 

explore other sports within the Estonian context. Team sports, in particular, play a significant 

role in the sports community and capture a wider audience. Investigating these aspects would 

allow an understanding of the broader implications of sports in Estonia while also facilitating 

a comparison between team and individual events. 

 

As the war persists, current research could also serve as a basis for a comparison between the 

present and past, considering previous historical conflicts, such as the annexation of Crimea in 

2014 or the invasion of Georgia in 2008.  This would shed light on whether sports organizations 

then, too, were affected by Estonia’s foreign policy. Such a comparative analysis could provide 

valuable insights into the role of sports in geopolitical contexts.  

 

Additionally, while the three organizations might not offer a comprehensive overview of the 

war’s impact on athletes, consistent themes across interviews indicate different sports' 

challenges. Understanding the effects on athletes and their livelihoods is crucial for shaping 

future agendas and plans within the country’s sports landscape. Further research could involve 

interviewing individual athletes from various sports to analyze their perspectives and compare 

them with those of sports organizations regarding the war’s consequences. 
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5 CONCLUSION    
 

The events surrounding the 24th of February 2022, when Russia launched a full-scale invasion 

of Ukraine, had far-reaching implications beyond the geopolitical realm. Sports, often seen as 

a unifying force, found itself entangled in the complexities of international relations. The 

International Olympic Committee, as the guardian of the Olympic movement, initially 

recommended banning all Russian and Belarusian athletes from international competitions. 

However, this decision was reversed a little over a year later. The resulting confusion sent 

shockwaves through the sports community. Some international federations followed the IOC’s 

lead, while others maintained the ban, and some had never banned Russian and Belarusian 

athletes apart from competing under a neutral flag.  

 

Meanwhile, athletes and individual sports are governed by international bodies and their 

respective national organizations. While being part of international federations, these national 

bodies must navigate the delicate balance between their home country’s politics and the 

overarching governing body, creating a unique backdrop where organizations find themselves 

caught between national governments and international governing bodies. They must decide 

whether to align with their government’s stance, make independent decisions, or find a middle 

ground that respects both sides. 

 

Estonia, with its historical context, had always maintained a cautious stance toward Russia. Its 

foreign policy had consistently acknowledged past events and sought to raise awareness about 

the potential threats Russia poses to democracy and independence within the European Union. 

Prior to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Estonia’s voice on this matter may have been perceived 

merely as background noise—a subtle vibration without significant impact. However, the 

current war has amplified Estonia’s concerns, emphasizing the critical role that sports 

diplomacy can play in addressing geopolitical tensions, as its sports organizations, too, found 

themselves between the national government’s politics and international governing bodies’ 

stance.  

 

This research analyzed the responses, adaptive strategies, and decision-making processes of 

the Estonian Olympic Committee, the Estonian Tennis Association, and the Estonian Fencing 

Federation in the context of international conflict and foreign policy. The study sought to 
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understand how these organizations had been influenced by the war and to what extent their 

actions aligned (or did not align) with Estonia’s foreign policy objectives. 

 

The theoretical framework integrated insights from sports diplomacy and geopolitics. The 

sports diplomacy perspective underscored the strategic use of sports to shape perceptions, 

facilitate dialogue, and promote cooperation on the global stage. In this context, the role of the 

International Olympic Committee and other international and national sports organizations was 

instrumental as they aimed to navigate political tensions and promote stability within the sports 

community. Geopolitics provided insight into interactions between geography, the importance 

of historical events, and foreign policy.  

 

The research focused on the 700-day period following the full-scale invasion of Ukraine by 

Russia, spanning from February 24, 2022, to January 24, 2024. It was conducted using the 

qualitative method, where document analysis and semi-structured interviews were used. 

Document analysis involved reviewing IOC statements, joint statements from relevant 

stakeholders, and official press releases from various sports organizations to understand their 

perspectives and decision-making processes. Additionally, interviews were conducted with key 

individuals within the Estonian sports community, which provided valuable insights into their 

perspectives on the impact of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict on sports organizations. 

Theoretical frameworks were utilized to contextualize the findings within the broader academic 

discourse on the interplay between sports, politics, and diplomacy. This allowed for a deeper 

understanding of the complexities of navigating geopolitical tensions within the sports 

landscape. 

 

The thesis raised two questions. First, do sports organizations in Estonia contribute to Estonian 

security posture towards Russia’s war against Ukraine? If so, how? Secondly, how does the 

Estonian foreign policy affect the work of Estonian sports organizations internationally? The 

expectations for the research were confirmed partially. The joint statements from sports 

organizations, raising awareness of the war at the IOC level and siding with the Estonian 

foreign policy, confirmed the organizations’ engagement in sports diplomacy, helping to isolate 

Russia and its representatives. While the unified stance helped to project a stronger voice in 

the international arena, and it could be said that the work between those organizations was 

more frequent, then the alliances with like-minded organizations and partnerships at different 
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levels had all been there prior and had not developed only due to the war but as a result of long 

term cooperation. 

 

The intertwining of sports and politics was evident in various aspects, notably highlighted by 

Russia’s strategic use of sports for national propaganda in all interviews. Concurrently, 

Estonia’s employment of political tactics to influence international sports by eliminating 

Russian and Belarusian athletes from the global arena also blurs the lines between sports 

governance and politics. Despite the affirmation of autonomy in decision-making by sports 

organizations, tension exists between maintaining separation from politics and recognizing the 

interdependence of the two spheres within Estonia and globally.  

 

The Estonian sports organizations operate within a nuanced understanding of the country’s 

geopolitical context, recognizing its significance within the broader foreign policy landscape. 

The evidence underscores a prevailing sentiment that the proximity to the conflict zone 

correlates with the perception of the war's impact, with nations further removed displaying a 

diminished sense of urgency. Here, the contributions by the IOC to lower the importance of 

the conflict in the international arena and by the FIE, citing human rights, drive the sports 

community further from each other.  

 

While hosting international sporting events offers economic benefits and aligns with foreign 

policy objectives, the aim is filled with complexities, particularly concerning aligning national 

viewpoints with those of international governing bodies. Misalignment in perspectives has led 

to the denial of organizing rights or their revocation, mainly due to the country’s visa policy. 

As the repercussions of the Ukrainian conflict have already impacted resources available for 

athletes' participation in international events, it has also prompted discussions about the future 

and exploration of alternative financing sources. 

 

Estonia has not been shy in its statements and has always underlined how sports are used as a 

propaganda tool in Russia to influence people on home soil and in foreign countries. While not 

explicitly recognized within its foreign policy framework, Estonia's effective utilization of 

sports as a diplomatic tool is evident despite the absence of a formalized sports diplomacy 

strategy. Through various initiatives involving sports stakeholders, ministries, athletes, and 

awareness-raising efforts, Estonia actively contributes to marginalizing Russian and Belarusian 

involvement in international sports. By leveraging sports to form alliances and enhance 
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cooperation with other countries in the sports community, it advances its diplomatic objectives 

in protecting the nation and its independence.  

 

The Estonian sports landscape finds itself navigating uncharted waters amidst the ongoing war, 

where distinctions between norms and exceptions have become increasingly blurred. In tandem 

with neighboring Baltic States and Poland, Estonia implemented a stricter visa ban targeting 

Russians and Belarusians to safeguard national security, separate from other Schengen 

countries. This measure has consequences across various sectors, including sports and the 

broader economy. While hosting international competitions aligns with government politics to 

help the economy, enhance media coverage, and boost the country’s image, then the new norm 

of restricting Russian and Belarusian athletes from competing in Estonia under any 

circumstance clashes with the depoliticization principles advocated by international sports 

organizations, presenting a multifaceted dilemma. The expectation that all national 

organizations should follow suit if the governing body decides to let them compete further 

complicates matters, as Estonian sports organizations, in that instance, risk running out of 

hosting and organizing opportunities.  However, that dilemma resonates beyond Estonia’s 

borders, as the war has drastically shuffled the terms norm and exception.   

 

Sports in Estonia, particularly within the context of sports organizations, remains an under-

researched area. The thesis presented here serves as a foundation for further investigation. 

While team sports play a significant role in Estonia, they were not considered in this study, 

leaving room for broader implications. Additionally, as the war persists, its long-term effects 

remain uncertain. Comparing reactions and organizational changes following the Russian 

invasion of Ukraine to previous conflicts, such as the 2008 invasion of Georgia or the 

annexation of Crimea in 2014, would provide valuable insights. Furthermore, the effect on 

athletes could be investigated by examining their viewpoints. This avenue would allow for the 

comparison of views and results between sports organizations and athletes. 

  



 73 

REFERENCES 
 

Alar Karis [@AlarKaris]. (2022, February 24). Evil is real. #SlavaUkraini [Tweet]. Twitter. 

https://twitter.com/AlarKaris/status/1496694859209617414 

Allison, L., & Leaver, E. (2008, August 30). What do Governments Want from Sport and 

What do they Get? - FPIF. Foreign Policy in Focus. 

https://fpif.org/what_do_governments_want_from_sport_and_what_do_they_get/ 

Arnold, R. (2018). Sport and Official Nationalism in Modern Russia. Problems of Post-

Communism, 65(2), 129–141. https://doi.org/10.1080/10758216.2018.1425093 

Beacom, A. (2012). International diplomacy and the Olympic Movement: The new mediators 

/ Aaron Beacom (Vol. 1). Palgrave Macmillan. 

https://library.olympics.com/Default/doc/SYRACUSE/52668/international-

diplomacy-and-the-olympic-movement-the-new-mediators-aaron-beacom 

Berg, C. (2008). Politics, not sport, is the purpose of the Olympic Games. The Institute of 

Public Affairs Review: A Quarterly Review of Politics and Public Affairs, 60(3), 14–

18. https://chrisberg.org/wp-

content/uploads/2017/07/BERG_PoliticsoftheOlympics.pdf 

Berg, E. (2007). Where East Meets the West? Baltic States in Search of New Identity. 

Bergsgard, N. A., Houlihan, B., Mangset, P., Nødland, S. I., & Rommetvedt, H. (2009). Sport 

Policy. Routledge. 

Bhattarai, D. (2022). Understanding the Primacy of Geography in the Conduct of Foreign 

Policy. Journal of Foreign Affairs, 2(01), 1–17. 

https://doi.org/10.3126/jofa.v2i01.44006 

Bowen, G. A. (2009). Document Analysis as a Qualitative Research Method. Qualitative 

Research Journal, 9(2), 27–40. https://doi.org/10.3316/QRJ0902027 



 74 

Çeviker, A. (2023). BOYCOTTS IN THE HISTORY OF THE MODERN OLYMPIC 

GAMES. International Journal of Eurasian Education and Culture, 22. 

https://doi.org/10.35826/ijoecc.734 

Chang, L. (2001). IOC President Retreats From Position On Monitoring China for Rights 

Abuses—WSJ. The Wall Street Journal. 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB998933141252259269 

Chappelet, J.-L. (2016). From Olympic administration to Olympic governance. Sport in 

Society, 19(6), 739–751. https://doi.org/10.1080/17430437.2015.1108648 

Chappelet, J.-L., & Kübler-Mabbott, B. (2008). The International Olympic Committee and 

the Olympic System: The Governance of World Sport (p. 208). 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203893173 

Cohen, S. B. (1963). Geography and politics in a world divided. Random House. 

https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?&title=Geography%20%26%20Politics%

20in%20a%20World%20Divided&publication_year=1963&author=Cohen%2CSB 

Coleman, D. L. (2020). The Olympic Movement in International Law. 114, 385–390. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/aju.2020.75 

Council Implementing Regulation (EU) 2022/336 of 28 February 2022 Implementing 

Regulation (EU) No 269/2014 Concerning Restrictive Measures in Respect of Actions 

Undermining or Threatening the Territorial Integrity, Sovereignty and Independence 

of Ukraine, 058 OJ L (2022). http://data.europa.eu/eli/reg_impl/2022/336/oj/eng 

Creswell, J. W. (2009). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 

approaches (3. ed., [Nachdr.]). SAGE Publ. 

Davis, L. K. (2011). International Events and Mass Evictions: A Longer View. International 

Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 35(3), 582–599. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2427.2010.00970.x 



 75 

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2018). The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research (5th 

ed.). SAGE. https://www.daneshnamehicsa.ir/userfiles/files/1/9-

%20The%20SAGE%20Handbook%20of%20Qualitative%20Research.pdf 

Directorate-General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture, Y. (2018). Sport diplomacy: 

Identifying good practices : a final report to the European Commission (p. 63). 

Publications Office of the European Union. https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2766/87478 

Eesti Olümpiakomitee. (2022, February 3). EOK president Urmas Sõõrumaa: Soovitan olla 

solidaarne, näidata suhtumist ning mitte võistelda. Eesti Olümpiakomitee. 

https://www.eok.ee/organisatsioon/uudised/eok-president-urmas-soorumaa-soovitan-

olla-solidaarne-naidata-suhtumist-ning-mitte-voistelda 

Eesti Olümpiakomitee. (2023a, June 2). EOK esindajad kohtusid Ukraina Olümpiakomitee 

presidendiga. Eesti Olümpiakomitee. https://www.eok.ee/organisatsioon/uudised/eok-

esindajad-kohtusid-ukraina-olumpiakomitee-presidendiga 

Eesti Olümpiakomitee. (2023b, September 2). EOK sportlaskomisjoni avaldus seoses 

Venemaa Föderatsiooni ja Valgevene sportlaste naasmisega rahvusvahelistele 

võistlustele. Eesti Olümpiakomitee. https://www.eok.ee/organisatsioon/uudised/eok-

sportlaskomisjoni-avaldus-seoses-venemaa-foderatsiooni-ja-valgevene-sportlaste-

naasmisega-rahvusvahelistele-voistlustele 

Eesti Olümpiakomitee. (2023c, December 19). Balti riikide spordijuhid: Piisab ühest 

intsidendist, et olümpiamängud muutuksid sõjatoetusplatvormiks. Eesti 

Olümpiakomitee. https://www.eok.ee/organisatsioon/uudised/balti-riikide-

spordijuhid-piisab-uhest-intsidendist-et-olumpiamangud-muutuksid-

sojatoetusplatvormiks 



 76 

Eesti Rahvusringhääling. (2022, February 28). EOK president: Olen kahe käega ROK-i 

otsuse poolt. ERR. https://sport.err.ee/1608515873/eok-president-olen-kahe-kaega-

rok-i-otsuse-poolt 

Eesti Rahvusringhääling. (2023a, March 10). Vehklemisliidu peasekretär FIE otsusest: 

Sisulist arutelu ei toimunud. ERR. https://sport.err.ee/1608911357/vehklemisliidu-

peasekretar-fie-otsusest-sisulist-arutelu-ei-toimunud 

Eesti Rahvusringhääling. (2023b, May 24). Sõõrumaa ei kiida Kanepi valikut heaks: See on 

inimlikkuse ja eetika koht. ERR. https://sport.err.ee/1608987137/soorumaa-ei-kiida-

kanepi-valikut-heaks-see-on-inimlikkuse-ja-eetika-koht 

Eesti Rahvusringhääling. (2023c, May 26). Sukles Kanepist: Kui see kordub, ei ole ta 

maksumaksja raha vääriline. ERR. https://sport.err.ee/1608990044/sukles-kanepist-

kui-see-kordub-ei-ole-ta-maksumaksja-raha-vaariline 

Eesti Rahvusringhääling. (2023d, December 8). Sõõrumaa Vene sportlaste osalemisest: 

Olümpiale ei saa peaaegu keegi. ERR. https://sport.err.ee/1609188904/soorumaa-

vene-sportlaste-osalemisest-olumpiale-ei-saa-peaaegu-keegi 

Eesti Rahvusringhääling. (2023e, December 12). Balti presidendid tahavad ROK-i otsuse 

tühistamist. ERR. https://sport.err.ee/1609192204/balti-presidendid-tahavad-rok-i-

otsuse-tuhistamist 

Eesti Spordi Harta. (2023). https://eadse.ee/spordieetika-ja-aus-mang/eesti-spordi-harta/ 

Eesti spordipoliitika põhialused aastani 2030. (2015, February 18). Riigi Teataja. 

https://www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/320022015002 

Eesti Tennise Liit. (2022). Eesti Tennise Liidu avaldus seoses Venemaa agressiooniga 

Ukraina vastu. https://tennisnet.ee/eesti-tennise-liidu-avaldus-seoses-venemaa-

agressiooniga-ukraina-vastu/ 



 77 

Eesti Tennise Liit. (2023). Eesti Tennise Liidu juhatuse koosoleku protokoll: Piirangute 

kehtestamine seoses Venemaa ja Valgevene sportlaste ja treeneritega ning Venemaal 

ja Valgevenes toimuvate võistlustega. Eesti Tennise Liit. https://tennis.ee/wp-

content/uploads/2023/06/Protokoll-14-06-2023.pdf 

ERR. (2023, May 25). Kanepi: Ma ei lähe kaasa inimestevahelise suhete lõhestamise 

kampaaniaga. ERR. https://sport.err.ee/1608988996/kanepi-ma-ei-lahe-kaasa-

inimestevahelise-suhete-lohestamise-kampaaniaga 

ERR, E., ERR News |. (2022, September 14). EU Commission president: We should have 

listened to Baltics about Russia. ERR. https://news.err.ee/1608715891/eu-

commission-president-we-should-have-listened-to-baltics-about-russia 

Estonian Olympic Committee. (2019). Team Estonia. Eesti Olümpiakomitee. 

https://www.eok.ee/team-estonia/team-estonia 

Estonian Olympic Committee. (2024). Täitevkomitee. Eesti Olümpiakomitee. 

https://www.eok.ee/organisatsioon/struktuur/taitevkomitee 

European Commission. (n.d.). EU sanctions against Russia following the invasion of 

Ukraine—European Commission. Retrieved January 15, 2024, from https://eu-

solidarity-ukraine.ec.europa.eu/eu-sanctions-against-russia-following-invasion-

ukraine_en 

European Fencing Confederation. (2022, March 29). EFC Executive Committee statement. 

Eurofencing. https://www.eurofencing.info/news/efc-executive-committee-statement-

n483340.htm 

European Parliament. (2023, September 30). Sport | Fact Sheets on the European Union. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/143/sport 



 78 

Feldman, M. (2000). Does The EU Offer Security?: European Integration In The Estonian 

Identity Discourse. Copenhagen Peace Research Institute. 

https://ciaotest.cc.columbia.edu/wps/fem01/ 

Germano, S. (2023, April 2). ‘Athletes are alone in this chaos’: The sharp divide over Russia 

and the Olympics. https://www.ft.com/content/03babb2a-06bc-48a1-912f-

af413f096add 

Gray, C. S. (2016). Perspectives on Strategy. In Perspectives on Strategy (p. 242). Oxford 

University Press. 

Guzzini, S. (2012). The Return of Geopolitics in Europe?: Social Mechanisms and Foreign 

Policy Identity Crises. Cambridge University Press. 

Hoberman, J. (2008). Think Again: The Olympics. Foreign Policy, 167, 22–28. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/25462313 

Horne, J. (2022). Sport, Spectacle, and Mega-Events. In L. A. Wenner (Ed.), The Oxford 

Handbook of Sport and Society (1st ed., pp. 194–212). Oxford University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197519011.013.12 

International Fencing Federation. (2022, February 3). Decisions of the FIE Executive 

Committee. INTERNATIONAL FENCING FEDERATION - The International 

Fencing Federation Official Website. http://fie.org/articles/1158 

International Fencing Federation. (2023). 2023 Online Extraordinary Congress. International 

Fencing Federation. https://static.fie.org/uploads/32/162519-

5%20FIE_2023_Online_Extraordinary_Congress_ang.pdf 

International Olympic Committee. (2022a). IOC strongly condemns the breach of the 

Olympic Truce—Olympic News. The International Olympic Committee. 

https://olympics.com/ioc/news/ioc-strongly-condemns-the-breach-of-the-olympic-

truce 



 79 

International Olympic Committee. (2022b). IOC EB urges all International Federations to 

relocate or cancel their sports events currently planned in Russia or Belarus—

Olympic News. The International Olympic Committee. 

https://olympics.com/ioc/news/ioc-eb-urges-all-ifs-to-relocate-or-cancel-their-sports-

events-currently-planned-in-russia-or-belarus 

International Olympic Committee. (2022c). IOC EB recommends no participation of Russian 

and Belarusian athletes and officials—Olympic News. The International Olympic 

Committee. https://olympics.com/ioc/news/ioc-eb-recommends-no-participation-of-

russian-and-belarusian-athletes-and-officials 

International Olympic Committee. (2023a, January 25). Statement on solidarity with Ukraine, 

sanctions against Russia and Belarus, and the status of athletes from these countries. 

Olympics.Com. https://olympics.com/ioc/news/statement-on-solidarity-with-ukraine-

sanctions-against-russia-and-belarus-and-the-status-of-athletes 

International Olympic Committee. (2023b, March 28). Following a request by the 11th 

Olympic Summit, IOC issues recommendations for International Federations and 

international sports event organisers on the participation of athletes with a Russian 

or Belarusian passport in international competitions. 

https://olympics.com/ioc/news/ioc-issues-recommendations-for-international-

federations-and-international-sports-event-organisers 

International Olympic Committee. (2023c). Olympic Charter. International Olympic 

Committee. 

https://stillmed.olympics.com/media/Document%20Library/OlympicOrg/General/EN-

Olympic-Charter.pdf 

International Olympic Committee. (2023d, December 8). Strict eligibility conditions in place 

as IOC EB approves Individual Neutral Athletes for the Olympic Games Paris 2024. 



 80 

Olympics.Com. https://olympics.com/ioc/news/strict-eligibility-conditions-in-place-

as-ioc-eb-approves-individual-neutral-athletes-ains-for-the-olympic-games-paris-2024 

International Tennis Federation. (2022a). Joint statement by the International governing 

bodies of tennis. https://www.itftennis.com/en/news-and-media/articles/joint-

statement-by-the-international-governing-bodies-of-tennis/ 

International Tennis Federation. (2022b). ITF statement regarding the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine. https://www.itftennis.com/en/news-and-media/articles/itf-statement-

regarding-the-russian-invasion-of-ukraine/ 

Jackson, S. J., & Haigh, S. (2013). Sport and Foreign Policy in a Globalizing World. 

Routledge. 

Kallas, K. (2023a, January 28). Sport on alati olnud ja on ka praegu Venemaa jaoks... 

https://www.facebook.com/kallaskaja/posts/pfbid0pMWPzyLWUMMktPqRBEEC4h

uZnUhM1LxYR8DZa9FTL48ivV8LApL8jeFCUm7morHDl 

Kallas, K. (2023b, March 2). Peaminister Kaja Kallase pressiavaldus pärast kolme Balti 

peaministri kohtumist Tallinnas, 03.02.2023. Eesti Vabariigi Valitsus. 

https://valitsus.ee/uudised/peaminister-kaja-kallase-pressiavaldus-parast-kolme-balti-

peaministri-kohtumist-tallinnas 

Kanin, D. B. (1980). The Olympic Boycott in Diplomatic Context. Journal of Sport and 

Social Issues, 4(1), 1–24. https://doi.org/10.1177/019372358000400101 

Kaplan, R. D. (2009, March 1). Center Stage for the Twenty-first Century. Foreign Affairs, 

88(2). https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/east-asia/2009-03-01/center-stage-

twenty-first-century 

Kaplan, R. D. (2012). The Revenge of Geography: What the Map Tells Us About Coming 

Conflicts and the Battle Against Fate. Random House Publishing Group. 



 81 

Keech, M., & Houlihan, B. (1999). Sport and the end of apartheid. The Round Table, 

88(349), 109–121. https://doi.org/10.1080/003585399108306 

Kultuuriministeerium. (2023a, February 2). Balti ja Poola spordiministrid mõistavad ühiselt 

hukka püüded lubada agressorriikide esindajad rahvusvahelistele suurvõistlustele. 

Kultuuriministeerium. https://www.kul.ee/uudised/balti-ja-poola-spordiministrid-

moistavad-uhiselt-hukka-puuded-lubada-agressorriikide 

Kultuuriministeerium. (2023b, February 21). Spordi eest vastutavad ministrid ei poolda 

Venemaa ja Valgevene sportlaste spordiareenile naasmist. Kultuuriministeerium. 

https://www.kul.ee/uudised/spordi-eest-vastutavad-ministrid-ei-poolda-venemaa-ja-

valgevene-sportlaste-spordiareenile 

Kultuuriministeerium. (2023c, April 5). Purga: Agressorriikide sportlased ei tohi naasta 

rahvusvahelisse spordiellu. Kultuuriministeerium. https://kul.ee/uudised/purga-

agressorriikide-sportlased-ei-tohi-naasta-rahvusvahelisse-spordiellu 

Kultuuriministeerium. (2023d, May 15). Heidy Purga osaleb Euroopa Liidu kultuuri- ja 

audiovisuaalvaldkonna ning spordiministrite nõukogul. Kultuuriministeerium. 

https://kul.ee/uudised/heidy-purga-osaleb-euroopa-liidu-kultuuri-ja-

audiovisuaalvaldkonna-ning-spordiministrite 

Lagerspetz, M., Rikmann, E., & Ruutsoo, R. (2002). The Structure and Resources of NGOs 

in Estonia. Voluntas: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit 

Organizations, 13(1), 73–87. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1014710229970 

Lavarevich, A. (2021). Sports diplomacy of Norway and Finland. 

https://trepo.tuni.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/130821/LazarevichAnastasiia.pdf?sequen

ce=2 

Lehiste, G. (2022, December 10). Vene tennisistiga koos paarismängu tiitli võitnud Elena 

Malõgina: Olen sõja vastu, tahtsime vaid head tulemust. Delfi Sport. 



 82 

https://sport.delfi.ee/artikkel/120081496/vene-tennisistiga-koos-paarismangu-tiitli-

voitnud-elena-malogina-olen-soja-vastu-tahtsime-vaid-head-tulemust 

Lennart Meri Conference. (n.d.). About Lennart Meri. Lennart Meri Conference. Retrieved 

May 16, 2024, from https://lmc.icds.ee/about-us/about-lennart-meri/ 

Machiavelli, N. (1998). The Prince (2nd ed). University of Chicago Press. 

Meeuwsen, S., & Kreft, L. (2023). Sport and Politics in the Twenty-First Century. Sport, 

Ethics and Philosophy, 17(3), 342–355. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17511321.2022.2152480 

Mercille, J. (2008). The radical geopolitics of US foreign policy: Geopolitical and 

geoeconomic logics of power. Political Geography - POLIT GEOGR, 27, 570–586. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2008.06.002 

Meri, M. L. (1992). Estonia as a Civic Society a Security Factor in the Baltic Sea Region and 

Europe. Studia Diplomatica, 45(6), 3–7. https://www.jstor.org/stable/44836596 

Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative Data Analysis: An Expanded 

Sourcebook. SAGE. 

Miller, D. (2019). The history of the Olympic Games and the IOC: Athens to Pyeongchang 

1894-2018 / David Miller. International Olympic Committee. 

https://library.olympics.com/Default/doc/SYRACUSE/207568/the-history-of-the-

olympic-games-and-the-ioc-athens-to-pyeongchang-1894-2018-david-miller 

Ministère de l’Europe et des Affaires étrangères. (2023, December). France’s international 

strategy for sports diplomacy. France Diplomacy - Ministry for Europe and Foreign 

Affairs. https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/french-foreign-policy/sports-

diplomacy/france-s-international-strategy-for-sports-diplomacy/ 

Mncwabe, N. S., Sammy. (2023, March 23). IOC President Thomas Bach defends plan to 

include Russian and Belarusian athletes at Paris Olympics. CNN. 



 83 

https://www.cnn.com/2023/03/23/sport/thomas-bach-paris-olympics-russia-ukraine-

intl-spt/index.html 

Mondal, S., & Bandyopadhyay, N. (2022). POLITICAL INTERVENTION IN SPORTS (pp. 

80–92). https://doi.org/10.25215/1716047773 

Murray, S. (2018). Sports Diplomacy: Origins, Theory and Practice (1st ed.). Routledge. 

https://www.routledge.com/Sports-Diplomacy-Origins-Theory-and-

Practice/Murray/p/book/9780367457648 

Murray, S., & Pigman, G. A. (2014). Mapping the relationship between international sport 

and diplomacy. Sport in Society, 17(9), 1098–1118. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17430437.2013.856616 

Özsari, A. (2018). Sport Diplomacy As Public Diplomacy Element. International Journal of 

Science Culture and Sport, 6(28), 339–349. https://doi.org/10.14486/IntJSCS765 

Pahv, P. (2023, February 28). ROK-i esindaja lõikas Venemaa sportlaste naasmise vastu 

olnud Johanna Talihärma jutu pooleks: Peame edasi liikuma. Delfi Sport. 

https://sport.delfi.ee/artikkel/120164828/rok-i-esindaja-loikas-venemaa-sportlaste-

naasmise-vastu-olnud-johanna-taliharma-jutu-pooleks-peame-edasi-liikuma 

Parrish, R., Duval, A., Mitevska, S., Perez-Gonzalez, C., Smokvina, V., Sonntag, A., Zintz, 

T., & Cattaneo, A. (2022). Promoting a Strategic Approach to EU Sport Diplomacy. 

University of Rijeka, Faculty of Law. https://urn.nsk.hr/urn:nbn:hr:118:020728 

Patton, M. Q. (1989). Qualitative evaluation methods (10. print). Sage. 

Play Fair 2008. (2007). No Medal for the Olympics on Labour Rights. 

https://hdl.handle.net/1813/100288 

Postlethwaite, V., & Grix, J. (2016). Beyond the Acronyms: Sport Diplomacy and the 

Classification of the International Olympic Committee. Diplomacy & Statecraft, 

27(2), 295–313. https://doi.org/10.1080/09592296.2016.1169796 



 84 

Prachanda, G. (2020). SPORTS DIPLOMACY: MEANS TO ENGAGE, INFORM AND 

INFLUENCE. 

Putin, V. (2005). Russian President Putin Delivers State of the Nation Address. 

https://irp.fas.org/news/2005/04/putin042505.html 

Rein, I., & Shields, B. (2007). Place branding sports: Strategies for differentiating emerging, 

transitional, negatively viewed and newly industrialised nations. Place Branding and 

Public Diplomacy, 3(1), 73–85. https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.pb.6000049 

Reinsalu, U. (2023, February 14). Foreign Minister Reinsalu in his annual foreign policy 

speech: Estonia’s foreign policy focuses on Ukraine’s victory and Russia’s defeat | 

Välisministeerium. Estonian Foreign Ministry. https://www.vm.ee/en/news/foreign-

minister-reinsalu-his-annual-foreign-policy-speech-estonias-foreign-policy-focuses 

Republic of Estonia Ministry of Culture. (2022a, May 7). In a joint statement, ministers 

responsible for sports reiterated the importance of human rights and peaceful 

relations in international sports. Kultuuriministeerium. 

https://www.kul.ee/en/news/joint-statement-ministers-responsible-sports-reiterated-

importance-human-rights-and-peaceful 

Republic of Estonia Ministry of Culture. (2022b, August 3). Joint statement by sports 

ministers worldwide: Respect for human rights and peaceful relations are the 

foundation of international sport. Kultuuriministeerium. 

https://www.kul.ee/en/news/joint-statement-sports-ministers-worldwide-respect-

human-rights-and-peaceful-relations-are 

Republic of Estonia Ministry of Foreign Affairs. (2020). ESTONIAN FOREIGN POLICY 

STRATEGY 2030. Republic of Estonia Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

https://www.vm.ee/en/ministry-state-protocol-press/foreign-policy-development-plan-

2030 



 85 

Republic of Estonia Ministry of Foreign Affairs. (2023a, March 2). Reinsalu: Athletes of 

aggressor states should not be allowed back into international competitions. Republic 

of Estonia Ministry of Foreign Affairs. https://vm.ee/en/news/reinsalu-athletes-

aggressor-states-should-not-be-allowed-back-international-competitions 

Republic of Estonia Ministry of Foreign Affairs. (2023b, March 27). Joint statement of 

Ukraine, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland on preventing Russian and 

Belarusian athletes from participating in international sports competitions | Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs. Republic of Estonia Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

https://vm.ee/uudised/ukraina-eesti-lati-leedu-ja-poola-uhisavaldus-venemaa-ja-

valgevene-sportlaste 

Riigikogu. (2023, December 19). Riigikogu 71 liiget kutsuvad mitte lubama Vene ja 

Valgevene sportlasi olümpiamängudele. Riigikogu. 

https://www.riigikogu.ee/fraktsioonide-teated/uhenduste-teated/riigikogu-71-liiget-

kutsuvad-mitte-lubama-vene-ja-valgevene-sportlasi-olumpiamangudele/ 

Riigikogu. (2024, April 30). Riigikogu. https://www.riigikogu.ee/en/ 

Rowe, D., & Rofe, S. (Eds.). (2018). Football, diplomacy and Australia in the Asian century. 

In Sport and diplomacy: Games within games (p. 0). Manchester University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.7228/manchester/9781526131058.003.0009 

Schulenkorf, N. (2010). Sport events and ethnic reconciliation: Attempting to create social 

change between Sinhalese, Tamil and Muslim sportspeople in war-torn Sri Lanka. 

International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 45(3), 273–294. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1012690210366789 

Shantz, J. (2011). Discrimination Against Latin American Workers During Pre-Olympic 

Games Construction in Vancouver. Employee Responsibilities and Rights Journal, 

23(1), 75–80. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10672-010-9166-7 



 86 

Shin, H. B., & Li, B. (2013). Whose games? The costs of being “Olympic citizens” in 

Beijing. Environment and Urbanization, 25(2), 559–576. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0956247813501139 

Sönmez, S., Bouchet, A., & Lapchick, R. (2023). Mega-sporting Events, Human Rights 

Abuses, And the Middle East. Event Management, 27(6), 987–992. 

https://doi.org/10.3727/152599523X16896548396815 

Sõõrumaa, U. (2023, January 31). Esimene stuudio: 8 [Interview]. 

https://arhiiv.err.ee/video/vaata/esimene-stuudio-urmas-soorumaa 

Spordiseadus. (2005). Riigi Teataja. https://www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/128022020003 

Sports Illustrated. (1959). BRUNDAGE ON A CLOUD ABOVE POLITICS. Sports 

Illustrated, 10(24), 30–31. https://vault.si.com/vault/1959/06/15/brundage-on-a-cloud-

above-politics 

Štaud, O. (2014). Internal and external political function of sport. Journal of Human Sport 

and Exercise, 9(1 (special issue)). https://doi.org/10.14198/jhse.2014.9.Proc1.21 

Sukles, S. (2022, February 25). Siim Sukles—Oleme hoidnud sporti ja poliitikat võimalusel 

lahus.... | Facebook. Facebook. 

https://www.facebook.com/siim.sukles/posts/2525485924251729?ref=embed_post 

Suzuki, N., Ogawa, T., & Inaba, N. (2018). The right to adequate housing: Evictions of the 

homeless and the elderly caused by the 2020 Summer Olympics in Tokyo. Leisure 

Studies, 37(1), 89–96. https://doi.org/10.1080/02614367.2017.1355408 

The Consolidated Version of The Treaty of the Functioning of the European Union. (2012). 

Official Journal C326/47. https://eur-

lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2012:326:FULL:EN:PDF 

The Council of the European Union. (2016). Council conclusions on sport diplomacy. 

Official Journal of the European Union. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-



 87 

content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.2016.467.01.0012.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC

%3A2016%3A467%3AFULL 

The Nordic Fencing Union. (2022). Nordic Fencing Union’s Statement Concerning War in 

Ukraine. https://svenskfaktning.se/2022/03/01/nordiska-faktunionen-kraver-att-

internationella-faktforbundet-foljer-ioks-beslut/ 

The Nordic Fencing Union. (2023). Open Letter to the International Fencing Federation 

from the Nordic Fencing Union. https://svenskfaktning.se/wp-

content/uploads/2023/06/Open-Letter-to-the-International-Fencing-Federation-from-

the-Nordic-Fencing-Union-31-May-2023.pdf 

United Nations. (2003). Sport for development and peace: Towards achieving the Millennium 

Development Goals : report from the United Nations Inter-Agency Task Force on 

Sport for Development and Peace. UN Inter-Agency Task Force on Sport for 

Development and Peace. https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/503601 

United Nations, U. (n.d.). UN and the Olympic Truce. United Nations; United Nations. 

Retrieved January 14, 2024, from https://www.un.org/en/olympictruce 

U.S. Department Of State. (2008, May 8). The Olympic Boycott, 1980. Department Of State. 

The Office of Electronic Information, Bureau of Public Affairs. https://2001-

2009.state.gov/r/pa/ho/time/qfp/104481.htm 

Vabariigi Valitsuse sanktsiooni kehtestamine seoses Venemaa Föderatsiooni ja Valgevene 

Vabariigi agressiooniga Ukrainas. (2022). Riigi Teataja. 

https://www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/106062022002?leiaKehtiv= 

Veebel, V. (2022). Estonia and Russia: More Cooperation or Growing Tensions? In Russia 

and the Future of Europe (pp. 31–34). Springer Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-

030-95648-6_8 



 88 

Visas for Russian citizens | Kriis. (n.d.). Retrieved October 24, 2023, from 

https://kriis.ee/en/travelling-crossing-state-border/travelling-estonia/visas-russian-

citizens 

Wiater, P. (2023). Chaos in the Sporting World over Russia’s War of Aggression: Political 

Neutrality in Light of Human Rights Protection. Business and Human Rights Journal, 

1–7. https://doi.org/10.1017/bhj.2023.32 

Wilson, D. (2004, December 6). Cricket’s shame: The inside story. New Statesman. 

https://www.newstatesman.com/long-reads/2004/12/ns-special-report-crickets-shame-

the-inside-story 

Wolf, T. (2021). Working as Team: A Collaborative Grievance and Remedy Mechanism for 

Migrant Labor Abuse in International Mega-Sporting Events Note. George 

Washington International Law Review, 53(2), 403–430. 

https://heinonline.org/HOL/P?h=hein.journals/gwilr53&i=432 

Xanthaki, A. (2023, March 24). Introductory remarks by the UN Special Rapporteur in the 

field of cultural rights. 

https://stillmed.olympics.com/media/Documents/News/2023/03/Transcript-special-

rapporteur.pdf 

Yin, R. K. (2018). Case study research and applications: Design and methods (6th ed.). 

SAGE. 

Zirin, D., & Boykoff, J. (2020, June 25). Racist IOC President Avery Brundage Loses His 

Place of Honor. https://www.thenation.com/article/society/avery-brundage/ 

  



 89 

6 APPENDICES  

6.1 Appendix 1: Intent to Interview in English 
 

My name is Kristiin Mets, and I am a master's student in European studies at the University of 

Tartu. I would like to ask you to participate in a study related to my master's thesis. 

 

Master Thesis Topic:  

Playing with politics: The Geopolitical Impact of The Russian War in Ukraine on Estonian 

Sports Organizations and Foreign Policy Alignment 

 

Supervisor:  

Andrey Makarychev, PhD at the Johan Skytte Institute of Political Studies, University of Tartu.  

 

Information for the subject:  

 

The aim of this research is to analyze the responses, adaptive strategies, and decision-making 

processes of three distinct Estonian sports organizations in the context of international conflicts 

and foreign policy. The study seeks to understand how these organizations have been 

influenced by conflicts and to what extent their actions align (or do not align) with Estonia’s 

foreign policy objectives. 

 

Data collection takes place through a semi-structured interview at a time and place convenient 

for you. Approximate duration: 30-60 minutes. Participation in the interview is voluntary, and 

you can ask for it to be terminated and deleted at any time. All interviews are recorded and 

transcribed. The data collected is strictly anonymous, and the personal data of the interviewees 

is not disclosed either in the research or in private. The interviewees will be informed of the 

completion of the study and will have the right to ask for a copy of the completed thesis. 

 

I look forward to your feedback regarding your participation in the interview, after which I 

hope we can already agree on the time and place of the interview.  
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Intent to Interview in Estonian 

 

Minu nimi on Kristiin Mets ja olen Tartu Ülikooli Euroopa õpingute magistrant. Kutsun Teid 

osalema minu magistritööga seotud uuringus, millega annaksite olulise panuse töö kvaliteeti.  

 

Magistritöö teema:  

Playing with politics: The Geopolitical Impact of The Russian War in Ukraine on Estonian 

Sports Organizations and Foreign Policy Alignment 

 

Juhendaja:  

Andrey Makarychev, PhD Tartu Ülikooli Johan Skytte poliitikauuringute instituudis 

 

Teave teema kohta:  

Uurimistöö eesmärk on analüüsida kolme erineva Eesti spordiorganisatsiooni reaktsioone, 

kohanemisstrateegiaid ja otsustusprotsesse rahvusvaheliste konfliktide ja välispoliitika 

kontekstis. Uuringu eesmärk on mõista, kuidas Venemaa täiemahuline sissetung Ukrainasse on 

neid organisatsioone mõjutanud ja mil määral nende tegevus ühtib (või ei ühti) Eesti 

välispoliitiliste eesmärkidega. 

 

Andmete kogumine toimub poolstruktureeritud intervjuu kaudu, mille orienteeruv kestvus on 

30-60 minutit. Intervjuus osalemine on vabatahtlik ning Te võite igal ajal paluda selle 

lõpetamist ja kustutamist. Kõik intervjuud salvestatakse ja transkribeeritakse. Uuringuandmed 

on rangelt anonüümsed ja intervjueeritavate isikuandmeid ei avaldata ei uuringus ega 

eraviisiliselt. Intervjueeritavaid teavitatakse uuringu lõpetamisest ja neile jääb õigus küsida 

valminud lõputööst koopia.  

 

Jään ootama Teie tagasiside seoses intervjuus osalemisega, misjärel loodan, et saame juba 

kokku leppida toimumise aja ning koha. 
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6.2 Appendix 2: Interview Consent Form in English  
 

The aim of this research is to analyze the responses, adaptive strategies, and decision-making 

processes of three distinct Estonian sports organizations in the context of international conflicts 

and foreign policy. The study seeks to understand how these organizations have been 

influenced by conflicts and to what extent their actions align (or do not align) with Estonia’s 

foreign policy objectives. 

 

The data gathered for the thesis is stored in a separate folder in the author’s computer, to which 

only the author has access. All data stored is strictly confidential and will not be shared with 

third parties. The personal information of the interviewees will be destroyed after the successful 

completion of the defense on 10.06.2024, while all recordings of interviews will be destroyed 

after transcription.  

 

Participation in the interview is optional, and the participant can, at any time, ask for the 

interview to be stopped and request the interview to be deleted. The participants can request to 

be interviewed anonymously by signing the box below. As a result, the name and the job title 

will be replaced with “Expert”.  

 

I wish my name and job title would not be included in the thesis and remain anonymous. 

 

YES        NO 

 

I agree that the interview will be recorded, and the information included in the interview will 

be used to complete the master thesis by Kristiin Mets.  

 

 YES        NO 

 

 

Name of the Interviewee and signature………………………………………………. 

Date …………………………………………………………………… 
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Interview Consent Form in Estonian 

 

Uurimistöö eesmärk on analüüsida kolme erineva Eesti spordiorganisatsiooni reaktsioone, 

kohanemisstrateegiaid ja otsustusprotsesse rahvusvaheliste konfliktide ja välispoliitika 

kontekstis. Uuringu eesmärk on mõista, kuidas konfliktid on neid organisatsioone mõjutanud 

ja mil määral nende tegevus ühtib (või ei ühti) Eesti välispoliitiliste eesmärkidega. 

 

Lõputöö jaoks kogutud andmed salvestatakse autori arvutis eraldi kausta, millele on juurdepääs 

ainult autoril. Kõik salvestatud andmed on rangelt konfidentsiaalsed ja neid ei jagata 

kolmandate osapooltega. Intervjueeritavate isikuandmed hävitatakse pärast kaitsmise edukat 

lõpetamist 10.06.2024, samas kui kõik intervjuude salvestised hävitatakse pärast 

transkriptsiooni.  

 

Vestlusel osalemine on vabatahtlik ning osaleja võib igal ajal paluda vestluse lõpetamist ja 

vestluse kustutamist. Osalejad võivad taotleda anonüümset vestlust, allkirjastades alloleva 

kastikese. Selle tulemusena asendatakse nimi ja ametinimetus sõnaga "Ekspert".  

 

Soovin, et minu nime ja ametinimetust lõputöösse ei lisataks ja see jääks anonüümseks. 

 

JAH        EI 

 

Olen nõus, et intervjuu salvestatakse ja intervjuus sisalduvat infot kasutatakse Kristiin Metsa 

magistritöö lõpetamiseks.  

 

 JAH        EI 

 

 

Intervjueeritava nimi ja allkiri ....................................................... 

Kuupäev.............................................................................. 
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6.3 Appendix 3: Interview Questions in English  
 

SPORT AND DIPLOMACY IN ESTONIA  

 

1) Please describe your role in the sports organization where you work. Has this changed 

since the beginning of the Russian war in Ukraine, and how? 

2) The international sports movement is founded on the principle that all parties are 

involved through the Olympic Charter and have promised to remain neutral both in the 

organization and development of sport and in the organization of international 

competitions. At the same time, we have seen how people involved in sports and 

international competitions are used for political purposes, to raise or improve the image 

of countries, and to develop the economy. What do you think are the links between 

sport and politics? 

3) In its 2030 strategy, the Estonian Ministry of Foreign Affairs has stated that sports 

policy is part of cultural policy, which helps us raise the image of our country and 

strengthen our position internationally. What do you think are the links between sport 

and diplomacy in Estonia?  

4) The Olympic Charter emphasizes the autonomy of the National Olympic Committees 

but notes the importance of working with the government and other parties to fulfill 

their mission. At the same time, the task of the NGO is to nominate team members for 

the Olympic Games. The common goal of both the Estonian Olympic Committee and 

The Ministry of Culture is to support top-level sports and enable Estonian top athletes 

to represent Estonia on the international stage. To what extent do you find that Estonia 

represents and defends its political interests through sport? 

5) We know that the relationship between sport and politics varies from country to 

country, but at the same time, it is considered that the success of sport in many countries 

is directly dependent on the state budget, thus making sports dependent on politics. 

What is the situation in Estonia when we know more money is being directed to national 

security? How would you assess whether the Estonian sports movement financially 

depends on the state budget?  
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RELATIONSHIPS, PARTNERSHIPS AND COLLABORATION  

 

1) Do sports organizations in Estonia contribute to Estonia's foreign policy and 

security position in Russia's war against Ukraine? If so, how?  

2) For example, in the case of the International Tennis Association, Russian and 

Belarusian tennis players have retained the right to compete neutrally since the 

beginning of the war. At the same time, Estonia comprehensively deplores the 

competition of these athletes. How difficult is it to navigate in a situation where the 

visions of the international federation and the country of Estonia differentiate?  

3) Nearly a year later, the IOC reversed its initial decision and began looking for ways 

to allow athletes back into the arena. Now Belarusian and Russian athletes will be 

allowed to compete in the Olympics under a neutral flag. What is your 

organization's position regarding the admission of Russian and Belarusian athletes 

to the Olympics? To what extent is it different from an international federation?   

4) Has Estonia's position in international federations improved due to Estonia's strong 

presence in the international media in connection with Russia's war in Ukraine?  

5) How has cooperation with other countries and their federations changed in these 

700 days? Have you been able to create new collaborations and find partners by 

explaining Estonia's position?  

6) How much of an impact do joint statements have, for example, from different 

ministers and athletes alike, on the IOC? Can you give any examples? 

 

EFFECT ON ATHLETES  

 

1) How has the war affected the livelihoods of Estonian athletes both at home and 

internationally?  

2) We have had cases where Estonian athletes participate in competitions and 

tournaments, for example, in Russia, or compete with Russian or Belarusian 

athletes. At the same time, the firm political position of our country has been and 

still is that any association with the athlete of the aggressor state is not acceptable. 

Is it possible for the EOC and the Estonian associations/federations to control the 

movement of their athletes? If so, how? 

3) What are the long-term consequences of the war for Estonian sport?  
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Interview Questions in Estonian  

 

SPORT JA DIPLOMAATIA EESTIS  

 

1) Palun kirjeldage oma rolli spordiorganisatsioonis, kus te töötate? Kas ja kuidas see 

on muutunud alates Venemaa sõja algusest Ukrainas? 

2) Rahvusvaheline spordi liikumine on rajatud põhimõttele, kus kõik osapooled on 

seotud läbi Olümpia Harta ning lubanud jääda neutraalseks nii spordi korraldamisel 

ja arendamisel, kui ka rahvusvaheliste võistluste korraldamisel. Samas oleme 

näinud, kuidas spordiga seotud inimesi, rahvusvahelisi võistluseid kasutatakse 

poliitilistel eesmärkidel, tõstmaks või parandamaks riikide mainet, arendamaks 

majandust. Millised on Teie arvates spordi ja poliitika seosed? 

3) Eesti Välisministeerium on oma 2030 aasta strateegias öelnud, et spordipoliitika on 

osa kultuuripoliitikast, mis aitab meil tõsta oma riigi mainet ning tugevdada meie 

positsiooni ka rahvusvaheliselt. Millised on Teie arvates spordi ja diplomaatia 

seosed Eestis?  

4) Olümpia Harta rõhub rahvuslike olümpiakomiteede autonoomsusele, kuid 

sealjuures märgib, et oluline on teha koostööd valitsuse ning teiste osapooltega, et 

täita oma missiooni. Sealjuures on nende ülesanne nimetada tiimiliikmeid 

Olümpiamängudele. Nii EOK kui ka Kultuuriministeeriumi ühine eesmärk on 

toetada tippsporti ja võimaldada meie tippsportlastele esindada Eestit 

rahvusvahelisel areenil. Kuivõrd leiate, et läbi spordi esindab ja kaitseb Eesti oma 

poliitilisi huve? 

5) Teame, et spordi ja poliitika seos riigiti on erinev, kuid samas leitakse, et spordi 

edukus on paljudes riikides otseses sõltuvuses riigi rahakotist, muutes seeläbi kogu 

liikumise sõltuvaks poliitikast. Milline on olukord Eestis, kui teame, et üha rohkem 

raha suunatakse riigi julgeolekusse? Kuidas te hindaksite: kas Eesti spordiliikumine 

on rahaliselt sõltuv riigi eelarvest?  

 

PARTNERLUS JA KOOSTÖÖ 

 

1) Kas ja kuidas panustavad spordiorganisatsioonid Eestis Eesti välispoliitikasse ning 

julgeolekupositsioonile Venemaa sõjas Ukraina vastu?  
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2) Näiteks tenniseliidu puhul on vene ja valgevene tennisistidel sõja algusest peale 

jäänud õigus neutraalselt võistelda. Samas taunib Eesti terviklikult nende sportlaste 

võistlemist. Kui keeruline on laveerida olukorras, kus rahvusvahelise alaliidu ja 

Eesti VV nägemused erinevad?  

3) ROK muutis ligi aasta hiljem oma esialgset otsust ning hakkas otsima võimalusi, 

lubamaks sportlased tagasi areenile. Nüüd lubab nii valgevene kui ka vene 

sportlased neutraalse lipu all võistlema ka Olümpiale. Milline on teie 

organisatsiooni seisukoht seoses vene ja valgevene sportlaste lubamisega 

Olümpiale? Kuivõrd see erineb rahvusvahelisest alaliidust?   

4) Kas Eesti positsioon rahvusvahelistes alaliitudes on paranenud, seoses Eesti tugeva 

kohaolekuga rahvusvahelises meedias seoses Venemaa sõjaga Ukrainas?  

5) Kuidas on koostöö teiste riikidega ja nende alaliitudega nende 700 päeva jooksul 

muutunud? Kas olete suutnud läbi Eesti positsiooni selgitamise luua uusi koostöid 

ja leidnud partnereid?  

6) Kui suurt mõju avaldavad ühisavaldused näiteks nii erinevate ministrite kui ka 

sportlaste poolt ROKíle? Kas oskate tuua näiteid? 

 

MÕJU SPORTLASTELE 

 

1) Kuidas on mõjutanud alanud sõda Eesti sportlaste toimetulekut nii kodusel kui ka 

rahvusvahelisel areenil?  

2) Meil on olnud juhtumeid, kus Eesti sportlased osalevad võistlustel, turniiridel 

näiteks Venemaal või võistlevad koos vene või valgevene sportlastega. Samas on 

meie riigi kindel poliitiline seisukoht olnud ja on siiani, et igasugune seotus 

agressorriigi sportlasega ei ole aktsepteeritav. Kas ja kuidas on EOKl ja alaliitudel 

võimalik kontrollida oma sportlaste liikumist?  

3) Millised on sõja pikaajalised tagajärjed Eesti spordile?  
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