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Abstract:
Building a Local Sport Identity: The World Cup and its implications on community sports in
Qatar and Saudi Arabia

The FIFA World Cup 2022 in Qatar has resulted in more engagement in Qatar to promote local and
domestic sport on different levels. Driven by the overarching goal to enhance and improve physical
activities among the Qatari population that is suffering from civilian diseases such as obesity or diabetes,
Qatari governmental and non-governmental stakeholders have introduced a plethora of initiatives,
programs, and projects related to community sports. Against this backdrop, the World Cup needs to be
considered as a driving force and inspirational source for Qatar’s engagement to identify sports as an
instrument for social cohesion and human development on a national and local level. Additionally, the
promotion of sports and physical activity in light of the World Cup preparation has further emerged as a
cornerstone of Qatar’s identity construction and domestic nation branding and as an instrument of soft
power consolidation. In contrast, the development of a national sports industry inside Saudi Arabia with
multi-faceted implications on local sports communities is a relatively new phenomenon which is driven by
the Saudi leadership’s aspiration to promote socio-economic and sociocultural transformation, create a new
Saudi identity and include sports as a main driver for identity politics. Hereby, the World Cup 2022 and the
efforts Qatar has undertaken since it won the bid in 2010 has indirectly impacted the measures inside Saudi
Arabia to promote a local sports culture. Based on comprehensive empirical research, the article aims to
provide analytical insights into the emergence of a community-based sports industry in both Qatar and
Saudi Arabia by outlining the respective efforts to promote a local sport identity prior to the FIFA World
Cup 2022. The contribution thus deconstructs the political approaches outlined in the respective
development visions, addresses concrete case studies in both Qatar and Saudi Arabia and finally provides
a comparative dimension how the construction of a local and community sports industry features
prominently in both countries ambitions to preserve social cohesion amid fundamental social, economic,
and cultural transformation. For instance, Qatari champions in the promotion of the local dimension of
sports such as the Aspire Academy or Qatar Foundation are portrayed as well as Saudi institutions such as
the newly established Ministry of Sports and the Sports for All Foundation. In doing so, the contribution
provides a new insight into the nexus of identity construction, sports, and power consolidation on a local
and national level. In turn, it also analyzes the respective approaches inside Qatar and Saudi Arabia on a
comparative level which consequently contributes to the academic discussion on inner-Gulf competition in
terms of sports promotion.
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