Avrticle history:

Received: 4 May 2024

Received in revised from: 24 May 2024
Accepted: 3 July 2024

Published online: 20 September 2024

s an S

New Approaches in Sports Mmanagement

Football Anti-Diplomacy of Iran and US; the Empowering role of Political Economy

Embargos

Assistant Professor, Department of Tourism Management, School of Management

Rahim Zare and Accounting, Allameh Tabataba'i University, Tehran, Iran. E-mail:
r.zare@atu.ac.ir
Corresponding Author, Department of Sport Management, Faculty of Sport
Mahdi Shariati Feizabadi™ Sciences and Health, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran. E-mail:
mshariati@nsu.ac.ir
Deputy Division Chief at the Resource Management and Policy Coordination
Division of the IMF's Institute for Capacity Development (IDC), USA, responsible
Fernando Delgado for Coordination and funding of the IMF technical assistance in macroeconomic
frameworks to member countries. E-mail: fernando.delgado@Ilehman.cuny.edu
Article Info ABSTRACT
Article type: Introduction: The intersection of football, diplomacy, and political economy, particularly

Research Article

Keywords:

US Embargo,
FIFA,

Soft Power,
Sport Sanctions.

in the context of U.S.-Iran relations, is a fascinating and complex topic. The confrontations
between Iran and the United States during the 1998 France World Cup and the 2022 Qatar
World Cup highlight the evolving dynamics of Iranian society and its relationship with the
world.

Methods: To analyze the thematic anti-diplomacy of football between Iran and the U.S.,
focusing on the impact of economic and political embargoes, Semi-structured interviews
with experts in international relations and sports management, using a snowball sampling
method until theoretical saturation was achieved.

Results: The research identified 18 codes across four primary themes reflecting how
embargoes influence football relations: Financial Concepts (4.27), Infrastructures (4.25),
Technical Concepts (4.17) and Communications (4.12).

Conclusion: The findings suggest that the current embargoes significantly exacerbate anti-
diplomatic sentiments in football, limiting the potential for positive interactions between
the two nations. Football is positioned as a critical component in the economicand political
exchanges between Iran and the U.S. However, the strengthening of embargoesis likely to
lead to increased challenges, rendering football diplomacy vulnerable. The research
highlights the intricate relationship between sport and geopolitics, underscoring how
economic and political factors shape international sporting relations. The potential
participation of Iranian football players in a major global event like the World Cup serves
as a pivotal moment that could either facilitate diplomacy or reinforce existing divisions,
depending on the broader political context. This nuanced understanding of football as a
reflection of political and economic realities offers valuable insights into the complexities
of international relations.
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Empowering role of Political Economy Embargos. New Approaches in Sports Mmanagement, 12(45), 1-15. doi:
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.: LAl Publisher: Iranian Scientific Association of Sports Management



2 4 New Approaches in Sports Mmanagement/ Volume 12/ Issue 45/ Summer 2024

Extended Abstract

Introduction

In 1998, the match between Iran and the U.S. was highly symbolic, representing a thaw in relations after years
of hostility following the 1979 Iranian Revolution. The game was notable not just for its political implications
but also for the sense of national pride it instilled in Iranians. The Iranian team’s victory was celebrated as a
unifying moment, transcending political divides and fostering a sense of national identity. The atmosphere in
Iran was one of hope and optimism, as many viewed the match as an opportunity to showcase a more positive
image of the country on the global stage.

Fast forward to 2022 in Qatar, the context had changed significantly. The Iranian national team faced a
more complex socio-political landscape, marked by internal unrest and calls for reform. The match was
overshadowed by protests against the Iranian government, particularly following the death of Mahsa Amini
and the subsequent demonstrations for women's rights and freedom. The team’s performance became a focal
point for both national pride and dissent, with some players using the global platform to express solidarity with
protestors back home.

In summary, while the 1998 match represented a moment of hope and connection, the 2022 confrontation
highlighted deep societal divides and the struggle for freedom within Iran. Both experiences reflect the shifting
narratives and aspirations of Iranian society over the year.

International sanctions pose a significant challenge and influence the anti-diplomatic interactions between
Iran and the United States, particularly following three confrontations over the past thirty years. Consequently,
this research aims to explore how international sanctions, especially those from the U.S. Treasury Department
and the amended embargo, have impacted the relationship between Iranian and American football in terms of
anti-diplomacy.

Methods

This research is classified as applied research aimed at examining the anti-diplomatic interactions between
Iranian and U.S. football, emphasizing the reinforcing role of economic sanctions. The study employs a
qualitative thematic analysis approach, moving from initial data discovery and coding to identifying core
themes and patterns. For analyzing data from interviews (each lasting between 25 to 70 minutes), the six-phase
thematic analysis model by Braun and Clarke (2006) was utilized. The study's sample consisted of experts in
international relations and sports management. An inductive approach was used in the thematic analysis,
following Braun and Clarke's six-phase model.
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Fig 1. Braun and Clarke (2006) Thematic Analysis
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Results
The findings of this research indicated that four key dimensions—financial, infrastructural, technical, and
communicative—significantly influence the anti-diplomatic interactions between Iranian and U.S. football.

In the financial aspect, given the United States' governing role in international organizations such as the
World Trade Organization and the United Nations, which are the main economic political bodies globally,
many of the current challenges facing Iranian sports stem from the unilateral sanctions imposed by the U.S. It
is evident that international rewards and credits for Iranian football, such as bonuses for qualifying for the
World Cups in 2014, 2018, and 2022, as well as Iranian teams reaching the later stages of the AFC Champions
League (like Persepolis in the 2018 final), could resolve numerous club-related issues in the country.

For instance, during the 2018 World Cup in Russia, in the second half of the match between Iran and Spain,
all Iranian players wearing shoes from the American company Nike entered the field with stickers over the
Nike logo due to U.S. sanctions and Nike's restrictions on Iranian citizens. At that time, Nike announced that
Iranian national team players were prohibited from using its products. This decision was met with protests
from Carlos Queiroz, the coach of the Iranian national team, and complaints from the Iranian Football
Federation. A month later, Adidas also cut off its services to Iran, stating it would not print the names of Iranian
customers on shoes and apparel, eventually terminating its partnership with the country altogether.

In another example, in 2009, FIFA was set to transfer one million dollars to Iran for hosting the qualifiers
for the 2010 World Cup, but the funds were blocked by the U.S. and redirected to New York. Similarly, Iran's
bonus for qualifying for the 2014 World Cup was also frozen in the UAE. Queiroz remarked, "All funds have
been blocked by FIFA and the Asian Football Confederation.” He further stated in an interview with Anadolu
Agency last year that the sanctions had prevented Iran from arranging friendly matches with major global
teams.

Conclusion
Nearly half a century of political confrontation between Iran and the United States (1979 to present) has led to
numerous and diverse challenges in the realm of football, despite three international encounters (1998, 1999,
and 2022). Until 1997, no American athlete could compete in Iran, but this changed when the U.S. wrestling
team broke the taboo by competing at Azadi Stadium. Notably, American wrestler Melvin Douglas was
cheered by Iranian fans while holding a picture of Iran's leader. This article aims to first highlight the challenges
posed by political and economic sanctions between Iran and the U.S., and then discuss the impact of these
challenges on the anti-diplomacy surrounding football in both countries. Based on the research findings, the
following recommendations are proposed:
o Tax exemptions for the presence of foreign companies, particularly from China and Russia, in Iranian
football.
e Connection to SWIFT to facilitate the receipt and payment of fees and bonuses for foreign entities,
coaches, and players.
e Increase the share of governmental funding for football by allocating revenue from television
broadcasting rights (estimated at 750 billion tomans in 2021).
o Efforts to attract international broadcasting networks, such as Lebanon's LBC Sport, to Iran.
o Allocate 30% of the approved budget for completing infrastructure projects in football (to cover the
costs of completing sports projects valued at 53 trillion tomans).
o Organize joint training camps with neighboring countries like Saudi Arabia and the UAE to enhance
strategies and promote good relations.
o Establish an ecosystem for employment and income generation related to the free football industry in
the country.
Keywords: US Embargo, FIFA, Soft Power, US Embargo, Sport Sanctions
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