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Abstract
During Donald Trump’s chaotic presidency, the intersections between sports and society transcended from the American 
context into a global one. While Trump’s rhetoric and policies caused divisions in the United States and abroad, they also 
provoked counter-reactions from different stakeholders in American sports that led to long-overdue needed structural change 
and even diplomatic achievement when bidding for international events. The article explores, discusses, and analyzes the 
roles of sports in Brand America and in U.S. public diplomacy during Trump’s time in the White House. The article is sig-
nificant as it furthers the discussion on future trends in sports, nation branding, public diplomacy, and country image, and 
on the place of the United States in the international system of a changing world.
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Introduction

The purpose of this article is to explore, discuss and analyze 
the role of sports in nation branding, public diplomacy, and 
country image in the United States (USA) during the presi-
dency of Donald Trump. When coming down the escalators 
of Trump Tower in June 2015 and announcing his presi-
dential candidacy, Donald Trump, spoke about the need to 
rebrand the USA in the minds of domestic publics, using 
the words “make America great again” (Time Staff 2015). 
Trump emphasized how foreign countries are taking advan-
tage of existing American policies, and the need to change 
trade agreements, military priorities, and especially secure 
borders and limit illegal immigration from Mexico, famously 
saying: “They’re sending people that have lots of problems, 
and they’re bringing those problems with us. They’re bring-
ing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. And 
some, I assume, are good people” (Time Staff 2015).

Since that speech, Trump consistently used negative 
rhetoric political strategy (Ross and Caldwell 2020), and 
through the use of Twitter, rallies, press conferences, and 

interviews, dominated and shaped the public discourse 
(Boucher and Thies 2019; Giroux 2019). Through popu-
list rhetoric, using rage, victimhood (Kelly 2020), simple 
language (Kayam 2018), and authoritarian ideology that 
appeals to fascist ideas (Giroux 2019), Trump constantly 
positioned himself as a successful businessman and an anti-
politician (Kayam 2018) that will bring a needed structural 
change to America. Through ultra-nationalism and anti-
globalism (Giroux 2019; Kayam 2018), Trump used fas-
cist politics and populist rhetoric while capitalizing on the 
constant media attention (Boucher and Thies 2019). Brown 
(2017) uses the term “apocalyptic populism” to describe 
“the chaos, and the calamity, the horror and even absurdity 
of Trump regime”. According to Brown (2017),

….with ‘Make American Great Again’ barely masked 
as ‘Make America White Male Again’, Trump con-
verted social and economic castration into a disinhib-
ited grab for that white male entitlement – a grab by 
the pussy or racial slur, by xenophobia, by denigration 
of the weak, by affirming the ‘poorly educated’, by 
attacking the cosmopolitans and urban elite. (Brown 
2017)

Donald Trump’s 2016 presidential campaign intersected 
with sports several times until the elections. On one hand, 
from white coach Bob Knight introducing him in a rally in 
Indiana, through dismissing bragging about sexual assault 
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as “locker room banter” (Nelson 2017), to criticizing Colin 
Kaepernick for not standing in the national anthem and call-
ing him to “find another country”, Trump used sports to 
appeal to his base (Tinsley 2017). On the other hand, from 
women’s golf in the LGPA Tour, through Kareem Abdul 
Jabbar and African American athletes, to the MLB Latin 
community, the sports world has also resisted Trump’s rhet-
oric. Such ambiguous relations continued after the elections, 
as President-Elect Trump was visited by athletes such as 
Floyd Mayweather, Jim Brown, and Ray Lewis and criti-
cized the NFL for losing ratings due to protest during the 
national anthem, while also being criticized by leading ath-
letes such as LeBron James.

During Donald Trump’s controversial presidency, the 
intersections between sports and society transcended from 
the domestic context into a global one on issues such as 
race, gender, nationalism, globalism, and American values 
(Boykoff and Carrington 2020; Fredrick et al. 2020; Murray 
2019; Schmidt et al 2018). Through his presidency, Trump’s 
administration used chaos as a policy of governance – a 
tactic used by authoritarian regimes and poses threats to 
democracy (Joseph 2017). According to Joseph (2017), 
chaos stimulates hate crimes, and the victims are blamed for 
the chaos. Yet, what is seemed like chaos can also be seen 
as a strategy to create energy (Kumar 2020). This article 
explores and discusses intersections of sports, public diplo-
macy, nation branding, country image, and the role of the 
USA in the international system during Trump’s presidency 
from his inauguration in January 2017 to the inauguration 
of his successor, President Joe Biden, in January 2021. The 
article argues that while Trump’s rhetoric continued to be 
divisive, racist, and xenophobic, and his time in office was 
indeed chaotic, US’s sports diplomacy and Brand America 
reached some diplomatic achievements that previous admin-
istrations were not been able to achieve. Furthermore, the 
article argues that the created chaos led to counter-reactions 
and to long-overdue change.

Sports, Nation Branding, and Public 
Diplomacy in America

Country images are studied through multiple fields, perspec-
tives, and lenses, such as business studies, social psychol-
ogy, communication, and political science. According to 
Buhmann and Ingenhoff (2015) “country images are both 
the cause and effect of social as well of psychological pro-
cesses, together with the multitude of their possible eco-
nomic, cultural, and political effects” (p. 104). They offer 
a four-dimensional model to analyze countries’ images: the 
functional dimension referring to the competences and com-
petitiveness of a country, the normative dimension referring 
to beliefs regarding the integrity of the norms and values of 

a country, the aesthetic dimension referring the beautify and 
the cultural and scenery attractiveness, which all lead to the 
sympathetic dimension which captures the general feelings 
and fascination of a country (Buhmann and Ingenhoff 2015).

The term public diplomacy was introduced in the 1960s 
referring to “the conduct of foreign policy through engage-
ment with international publics” (Cull 2010, p.11). Tradi-
tional definitions of public diplomacy emphasize the use of 
communication with foreign publics as a tool for govern-
ment, organizations, and individuals to try and achieve a 
more favorable image of the country and ultimately improve 
foreign policy goals (Cull 2008; Gilboa 2006; Nye 2004). 
More contemporary definitions also analyze the role of 
private citizens through people-to-people diplomacy (Han-
delman 2012), private companies influencing a country’s 
image through commerce as corporate diplomacy (Ordeix-
Rigo and Durate 2009; White 2015). Public diplomacy falls 
under the umbrella term of soft power (Nye 2004), a term 
coined by political scientist Joseph Nye that pertains to the 
attempts to achieve foreign policy goals through attractions, 
rather than through military force and or economic sanc-
tions. Other domains of soft power include culture, and 
shared values (Nye 2004). One manifestation of cultural 
diplomacy is through sports (Arning 2013; Signitzer and 
Coombs 1992).

After World War II and during the Cold War the USA 
used smart power, a combination of both soft power and 
hard power to shape its international image (Nye 2008). 
Using smart power the Untied States created alliances and 
achieved foreign policy goals (Nye 2008), which eventually 
led to the collapse of the Soviet Union, leaving the USA 
as the only superpower. According to Nye (2008), in the 
last decades “US foreign policy has tended to over-rely on 
hard power because it is the most direct and visible source 
of American strength” (p. 6). Since the invasion to Iraq in 
2003 the image of the USA and Brand America has deterio-
rated and anti-American sentiments have increased (Martin 
2007; Nye 2004, 2008). According to the Nation Brands 
Index, “disapproval of American invasion of Iraq affected 
the world’s view of the American population American 
products, American culture, and even the American land-
scape itself” (Anholt 2010, p. 68). One way of analysis of 
the image of the USA over time is through The Good Coun-
try Index (2020), which measures what countries contrib-
ute to the world beyond their own borders. During Trump’s 
Administration, the USA was ranked 38th overall, scoring 
especially low on international peace (108), on planet and 
climate from (82), and science and technology (48). The 
strongest ranking of the USA was 9th on health and wellbe-
ing (The Good Country Index 2020). Some of the values 
attributed to Brand America are freedom and capitalism, 
along with arrogance, ignorance insensitivity, and self-
absorption (Martin 2007).
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In the context of sports, from a corporate diplomacy per-
spective, the sports business industry is also associated with 
some of the values embodied in Brand America, such as 
capitalism and individualism. Martin (2007) argues that the 
“Nike Swoosh is a badge that identifies the wearer as some-
one who’s energetic and a bit of the rebel, whether roller-
blading or lying in a hammock” (p. 99). Through the Cold 
War, the USA has been using sports for public diplomacy 
purposes through a variety of methods. Perhaps the two most 
famous examples were (a) “ping pond diplomacy” and the 
establishment of official relations with China developing 
from a friendly table tennis game between delegates in the 
1970s, and (b) the USA leading a 60-countries boycott of 
the 1980 Moscow Olympic Games after the Soviet Union 
invaded Afghanistan (Murray 2019). The Soviet Bloc retali-
ated with a boycott of their own when the USA hosted the 
Olympic Games four years later in Los Angeles (Dubin-
sky 2019a). When looking at people-to-people diplomacy, 
through the “Black Power Salute” track and field athletes 
Tommy Smith and John Carlos manifested a protest against 
racial injustice in America, shedding a dark light about the 
liberal values the United States tries to associate with. From 
corporate diplomacy perspective, American companies have 
shaped and changed the Olympic Movement and global 
sports, through private sponsorships and television rights, 
making the Olympic Movement neglect its amateurish roots 
and adapt American capitalism (Dubinsky 2019b). The USA 
has hosted Olympic Games more times than any other coun-
try since their revival in 1896.

The USA’s use of sports for domestic and foreign policy 
transcends partisan politics. The neorealist paradigm posi-
tions the state’s survival in the center of the international 
system prioritizes military strength and economic goals over 
international institutions, and is associated with right-wing 
parties (Legro and Moravcsik 1999). Yet, it was a Repub-
lican President, Richard Nixon, who visited China after a 
table tennis match (Pigman 2014). Furthermore, Republican 
Presidents signed two of the most important socially ori-
ented laws that changed American sports: President Nixon 
signed Title IX, a law that prohibits discrimination based 
on gender in the American education system and led to 
American women dominating the Olympic Games in the 
twenty-first century (Graham 2016). Republican President 
George H. W. Bush signed the Americans with Disabilities 
Act, which prohibits discrimination based on disabilities in 
the public sphere and led to the development of Paralym-
pic athletes (Woods and Butler 2021). On the other hand, 
although the left-wing is more associated with the liberal 
paradigm, that does emphasize the importance of collabo-
rations and international institutions (Powell 1994), it was 
Democratic President Jimmy Carter who decided to boycott 
the 1980 Olympic Games for foreign policy purposes. As 
regardless of partisan politics the USA sees value in the 

role of sports in American foreign policy, sports diplomacy 
initiatives are officially part of the Bureau of Educational 
and Cultural Affairs (n.d.) at the U.S. Department of State. 
The U.S. Department of State’s Sports Diplomacy Division, 
originally known as SportsUnited, was founded in the early 
2000s in the wake of 9/11 (Bureau of Educational and Cul-
tural Affairs, n.d). The office offers various programs for 
American citizens to travel overseas, uses American ath-
letes as envoys and goodwill ambassadors (Bureau of Educa-
tional and Cultural Affairs, n.d; Cooper 2019), and initiates 
programs for non-American citizens to visit the USA, with 
sports being the bridge to promote American values. The 
focus on sports by the U.S. Department of State, regardless 
of partisan affiliation, is aligned with Nye’s (2008) recom-
mendation for America to rediscover its smart power.

Chaos and governance in Trump’s White 
House

Through xenophobic, racist, and misogynistic rhetoric and 
policies, spreading lies and misinformation, dozens of scan-
dals including two impeachments, paying hash money to a 
porn star, a revolving door of dozens of administrators fired 
or leaving, mishandling the COVID19 pandemic leading to 
hundreds of thousands of avoidable deaths, a mob of sup-
porters violently storming the Capitol and not allowing a 
peaceful transition of power, and having his account sus-
pended from Twitter and Facebook, Trump’s administra-
tion has been chaotic (Giroux 2019; Heuman and Gonzalez 
2018; Guerlin 2018). Trump used anti-politically correct-
ness as a strategy (Kayam 2018), ridiculing people with 
disabilities, belittling political opponents, and repeatedly 
calling Democratic Senator Elizabeth Warren “Pocahontas” 
(Quealy 2021) making fun of her Native American ancestry 
claims. Internationally, the chaotic environment was incited 
and manifested by referring Haiti and African countries 
as “shithole” (Giroux 2019; Heuman and Gonzales 2018; 
Joseph 2017), anti-immigration policies where “brown bod-
ies are re-confirmed as the enemy” (Heuman and Gonzales 
2018, p. 338), promoting islamophobia and banning travel 
from Muslim countries (Joseph 2017), constantly calling 
COVID19 as the “Chinese virus” or “Kong Flu” (Frias 
2020). According to Giroux (2019), some of Trump sup-
porters and the Republican Party “bought into the script of 
ultra-nationalism, encouraged anti-Semitic mobs, embraced 
a militant masculinity, demonized racial and ethnic others, 
supported an unchecked militarism and fantasies of empire, 
and sanctioned state violence at home and abroad” (p. 718).

Chaos as a form of governance “has been used by fas-
cist, authoritarian regimes, military and nonmilitary dicta-
tors, union-busting employers and reality-TV show host” 
(Joseph 2017, p. 486). Giroux argues that Trump “tapped 
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into America’s worst impulses” (p. 717) and that “his ultra-
nationalism, white supremacist views, and racist diatribes 
coupled with his attack on immigrants, the media, African-
Americans, and Muslims are indicative of a politics right 
out the fascist playbook” (Giroux 2019, p. 717). Ross and 
Caldwell (2020) analyzed Trump’s negative rhetoric through 
Twitter as a political strategy. Some of the most used key-
words Trump used were “MakeAmericaGreatAgain”, its’ 
initials “MAGA”, and “Americafirst” (Ross and Caldwell 
2020, p. 19). He was even compared to “Orwell’s bogey-
man dictator” (Rodden 2020, p. 260). One of the dangerous 
byproducts of using chaos as a tactic is creating disconnec-
tion (Joseph 2017). During Trump’s Presidency, dozens of 
senior official administrators have been ousted or resigned, 
including high-level secretaries, chiefs-of-staff, press secre-
taries, senior advisors, and other officials (BBC World 2020; 
Seddiq 2020). Kumar (2018) argued that what is seemed as 
staff chaos, Trump sees as staff energy and uses that to lash 
at the media for loving to portray chaos in the White House. 
Lashing at the media and portraying news organizations as 
fake has also been a popular theme in Trump’s social media 
use (Ross and Caldwell 2020).

As a populist leader, Trump often rejected multilateral-
ism, withdrawing the U.S. from the Trans-Pacific Partner-
ship, withdrawing from the Paris Climate Agreement, quit-
ting UNESCO, quitting the UN Homan Rights Council, and 
pulling out with the Iran Deal (Friedman 2020; Schneiker 
2020). Yet, part of the incoherency of Trump’s presidency 
also includes forming a summit with North Korean leader 
Kim Jong-Un, moving the American embassy in Israel to 
Jerusalem, and taking a different approach to the Middle 
East, brokering normalization deals between Israel and sev-
eral Arab and Muslim countries in the region. Thus, while 
there are various approaches to analyze if Trump’s Presi-
dency was un-purposefully chaotic, or strategically driven, 
there was much incoherency between the rhetoric, policies, 
and outcomes.

Domestic power struggles shape 
international relations

The social protests during Trump’s presidency transcended 
from the American context to a global one, forcing national 
and international governing bodies to revise their poli-
cies. When Colin Kaepernick, former quarterback of the 
San Francisco 49ers, sat on the bench or knelt during the 
national anthem in preseason games in the fall of 2016, he 
was criticized by fans, media, and even teammates as “anti-
American” and for being disrespectful to the U.S. military 
(Schmidt et al 2018). Kaepernick’s protest was one of the 
peaks of what sociologist Dr. Harry Edwards (2016) iden-
tifies as the fourth wave of black athletes activism. The 

wave is characterized by “securing and transferring power 
via economic and technological capital” (Cooper et  al. 
2017, p. 162), led by athletes who were already established 
financially and supported the Black Lives Matter (BLM) 
movement, including LeBron James. While most protests 
occurred domestically in American leagues, in September 
2016, USWNT player Megan Rapinoe, knelt during the 
American anthem before an international friendly match 
between the USA against Thailand (Schmidt et al 2018). 
As a result, Kaepernick and Rapinoe were labeled “anti-
American, anti-military, and anti-nationalist” (Schmidt 
et al 2018, 654), and US Soccer instituted a policy requir-
ing athletes to stand during the national anthem. Although 
the protests were not directed towards a specific adminis-
tration, Donald Trump criticized the protest and protesters, 
famously saying “Wouldn’t you love to see one of these NFL 
owners, when somebody disrespects our flag, to say, ‘Get 
that son of a bitch off the field right now. Out! He’s fired. 
He’s fired!’” (Boykoff and Carrington 2020). Yet, although 
Trump enjoyed the support of quite a few team owners (Can-
cian 2020), such comments caused counter-reactions that 
not only encouraged protests domestically, but led to policy 
changes pertaining as well to international sports (Carroll 
2020; West 2020).

Through his presidency, Trump and American athletes 
criticized each other continuously through traditional media 
and social media. As a result, championship-winning teams 
and athletes refused the bi-partisan tradition to visit the 
White House or were not being invited (Gaines 2019). As 
the wave received support from more athletes, the business 
industry also embraced the protesters, including Nike (CNN 
2018a). In the 2019 Pan American Games hammer thrower 
Gwen Berry and fencer Race Imboden won their compe-
titions and protested during the playing of the American 
national anthem in their medal ceremonies (Sterling and 
Almasy 2019). Some of the change in policies could have 
been seen there, as the athletes did not suffer the same fate 
as Tommie Smith and John Carlos did when protesting in the 
1968 Olympic Games and got kicked off the team, and only 
received 12 months probations (Sterling, and Almasy 2019). 
Thus, already by 2019, American athletes were challenging 
official policies of the USOPC and sports governing bodies, 
against protesting in international sports events, while some 
of the sponsors were supporting that form of activism.

The wave of protests in 2020, after the deaths of George 
Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Jacob Blake, during the 
COVID19 pandemic, transcended races, genders, and even 
nationalities and resulted in sports organizations changing 
their policies. Edwards (2020) referred to the protests as a 
new, fifth wave, of activism. Although completing their sea-
son in “a bubble” in Orlando, NBA players were especially 
active, stopping to play after the shooting of Jacob Blake and 
forcing their owners to open the arenas as voting centers for 
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the 2020 Presidential Elections to encourage voting from 
black communities who historically suffer from voter-sup-
pression (Morse and Martin 2020). WNBA players were also 
extremely active on racial issues, especially Atlanta Dream 
players taking a stand against incumbent Senator and one of 
the team owners Kelly Loeffler supporting Democratic Sen-
ate candidate Raphael Warnock, which changed the political 
landscape in America (Gregory 2021). These protests led 
to cultural and policy changes in the USA and internation-
ally. The counter-reaction of cancel culture and getting rid 
of offensive symbols (Ng 2020) especially relating to racial 
history manifested through sports with NASCAR prohibited 
Confederation flags in races (ESPN News Service 2020) and 
even the State of Mississippi taking off the Confederate Flag 
from the state flag after pressure from student-athletes, the 
Southeastern Conference and the NCAA (Bromberg 2020). 
The NFL officially allowed protests (Romo 2020) and Euro-
pean soccer leagues integrated a policy of starting games 
with a moment of kneeling against racism (Grez 2020). Both 
US Soccer who forced the national team players to stand 
during the national anthem in 2017 and the USOPC who 
reprimanded the athletes who protested in the Pan Ameri-
can Games in 2019, changes their policies giving athletes 
a green light to protest during international events (Carroll 
2020; West 2020).

Fearing politics will overshadow the Olympic Movement 
and the return of the mass Olympic boycotts of the 1970s 
and 1980s, IOC President, Thomas Bach, called to reconcile 
the freedom of speech with focusing on sports, writing that 
“Overwise, the Games will descend into a marketplace of 
demonstrations of all kinds, dividing and not uniting the 
world” (Bach 2020). Thus, the influence of internal pressure 
groups such as athletes and BLM on domestic and inter-
national policies, challenge the neorealist paradigm about 
the state being a unitary actor (Legro and Moravcsik 1999), 
forcing the international system to monitor and respond to 
domestic power struggles.

The U.S. uses gender for diplomacy

From the government, through the business industry, to 
private citizens, the USA uses a variety of methods to 
try to portray the country as a pioneer in women’s sports, 
much due to Title IX, legislation from the 1970s, pro-
hibiting discrimination in the education system based 
on sex (Woods and Butler 2021). As a result of Title IX, 
U.S. universities that enjoy millions of dollars generated 
through the men’s football programs, have to give female 
athletes the same conditions the revenue-generating male 
athletes, giving American women a sustainable competi-
tive advantage over international opponents where the 
sport is developed through clubs and not the education 

system. In the 2016 Olympic Games in Rio de Janeiro, not 
only American women won more medals than American 
men, they won 27 gold medals, a number of gold medals 
that only Great Britain won (Graham 2016). Furthermore, 
Title IX is an effective recruitment tool as thousands of 
international female-athletes study and compete in the 
USA as student-athletes (NCAA Research 2019), thus 
being exposed to the American culture and lifestyle while 
further improving the intercollegiate competition. Title 
IX also prohibits sexual assaults in universities. Thus, a 
culture of sexual abuse directly challenges the authenticity 
of the image the USA wants to project and can negatively 
impact the normative dimension of a country (Buhmann 
and Ingenhoff 2015).

One of the first public counter-reactions to Donald 
Trump’s elections was the Women’s March of 2017, when 
the day after his inauguration hundreds of thousands of 
women marched in Washington, DC, and millions marched 
across the rest of the USA and the world, protesting against 
misogyny and for social justice (Nelson 2017.). The marches 
were also a counter-reaction to Trump’s misogynistic rheto-
ric, including the Access Hollywood tape where he brags 
about how people in power positions can force themselves 
on women and justified it as “locker room banter” (Nelson 
2017). American athletes took part in the marches, including 
several US Women’s National Team (USWNT) players (Solo 
2017; Klingenberg 2017). Historically, the USWNT has 
been fighting for women’s equality, breaking glass ceilings, 
along with dominating international competitions including 
before and after winning the 2019 FIFA Women’s World 
Cup (The Daily Show with Trevor Noah 2019). Megan Rapi-
noe, co-captain of the USWNT in the 2019 FIFA World 
Cup, announced she would not go to the White House if 
the Americans will win the cup (Fredrick et al. 2020) and 
refused to sing the national anthem in protest of Trump’s 
policies. In October 2017, the #MeToo Movement, a femi-
nist movement against sexual violence, exploded (Dastagir 
2019), putting a spotlight on a systematic culture of sexual 
abuse, mostly by men in power positions. A few days later, 
Olympic champion McKayla Maroney (Mckayla 2017) 
shared on social media her story of being abused by former 
gymnastics doctor Larry Nassar, followed by the hashtag 
#MeToo. The sexual abuse scandal in the U.S. Olympic 
Committee, USA Gymnastics, and Michigan State Univer-
sity, was exposed in late 2016 by the IndyStar newspaper 
in Indiana (Alesia et al. 2016; Lansing State Journal and 
IndyStar and USAToday Network, n.d.). Maroney’s post, 
along with other athletes such as legendary team captain 
Aly Raisman, sharing their story, exposed the scandal to a 
much larger audience, leading to hundreds of more women 
to come forward about the abuse, and to waves of resigna-
tions (Lansing State Journal and IndyStar and USAToday 
Network, n.d.).
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According to Cull (2010), for public diplomacy to be 
effective, it must be connected to policy and requires cred-
ibility. The abuse by Larry Nassar occurred over decades, 
under the presidencies of Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, 
and Barack Obama (Alesia et al. 2016). While the image 
of resistance and fight for change enhances the reputation 
of Brand America as free and rebellious (Martin 2007), 
millions of women marching against Trump, against sys-
tematic sexual abuse, and a culture of entitlement by men 
in power taking advantage of their positions, can challenge 
the narrative of the U.S. being a world leader for women, 
including through sports. Although Trump “outlined fund-
ing cuts to every governmental department, except defense” 
(Murray 2019, pp. 122–123), The U.S. State Department 
supports several bi-partisan initiatives of using sports as a 
way to reach global audiences (Bureau of Education and 
Cultural Affairs, n.d.). Some of them are organized directly 
through the department, and some through partnerships 
with other organizations and universities. The International 
Visitor Leadership Program (IVLP) (n.d.) launched in 1940 
and brought over 5,000 exchange participants to the U.S., 
over a period of 80 years. In 2019 the program focused on 
women in sports media focusing especially on “the strides 
that women and girls have made in the decades since Title 
IX, while also addressing the obstacles female sports jour-
nalists face in the United States and abroad” (Office of the 
Spokesperson 2019). Emphasizing the impacts of Title IX 
and the growth of women in American sports to strategic 
communities that can send the desired message as influ-
encers or through foreign media outlets is just one of sev-
eral programs and tactics the U.S. State Department uses 
to promote the image and reputation of the USA. “Step in, 
Dream Big” (n.d.) focuses on empowering girls and women 
through sports and includes a global mentoring program. 
Furthermore, dozens of female athletes served as envoys of 
the Department of State. Another example of a non-parti-
san sports diplomacy initiative is partnerships between the 
Department of State, universities, and the private industry. 
For example, the Center for Sport, Peace, and Society at 
the University of Tennessee leads the international women’s 
empowerment program, as part of the U.S. Department of 
State and ESPNW Global Mentoring Program (bmaples 
2019).

Positioning women in leading positions in sports did 
not necessarily need to come from the government. During 
Trump’s administration, women broke institutional barriers 
in sports organizations, leagues, and teams. Susan Lyons 
was elected as the president of the United States Olympic 
& Paralympic Committee (USOPC), Cindy Parlow Cone 
became the first female president of US Soccer, Becky Ham-
mon became the first woman to coach in an NBA game, 
offensive assistant coach Katie Sowers coached at the Super 
Bowl, Kim Ng was appointed as the first female general 

manager in American professional sports, soccer goalkeeper 
Sarah Fuller became the first female athlete to play and score 
in a college football game in one of the “Power Five” con-
ferences, and even the World Wrestling Entertainment had 
three women headlining WrestleMania in 2019, two of them 
being American and one Irish (Doggett 2019; Emmrich 
2021; Peterson and Blum 2020; Team USA, n.d.). Thus, 
through bi-partisan public diplomacy, people-to-people 
diplomacy, and corporate diplomacy, American stakehold-
ers much value in associating its image and policies as a 
leader for women in sports. When scandals, protests, and 
structural abuse occur, the credibility of the message is also 
being challenged, requiring more branding efforts to keep 
using Title IX and gender as an effective diplomatic tool.

Brand America has questionable values

Whether through official public diplomacy, people-to-people 
diplomacy, or corporate diplomacy, the history of American 
diplomacy through sports has been inconsistent and con-
troversial. Not boycotting the 1936 Olympic Games held 
under Nazi Germany, leading 60 countries to boycott the 
1980 Olympic Games in Moscow for political purposes, 
playing the victim when the Soviets retaliate four years later, 
and not boycotting the Olympic Games in the 2008 Beijing 
or the 2014 Winter Olympic Games in Sochi, demonstrate 
the functionalist and realist U.S. approach to international 
sports (Dubinsky  2019a, b; Murray 2019; Pigman 2014). 
American athletes and companies have been associated with 
doping scandals, including Lance Armstrong who was com-
pared to the “mafia” (Busfield 2013) by the United States 
Anti-Doping Agency (USADA), and Marion Jones who 
served times in prison for lying to federal agents after being 
involved with the BALCO labs doping scandals (Associ-
ated Press 2008). During Trump’s administration, it was the 
Nike Oregon Project, a project founded with the goal of 
making American distance runners competitive, who was 
caught involved with doping, after coach Alberto Salazar 
received a four-year ban for violating three doping codes 
(Sgobba 2019). Closing the Nike Oregon Project due to a 
doping scandal adds to Nike’s history of controversies and 
criticism including abusing factory workers in sweatshops, 
intensive promotions that resulted in crime and violence, 
having inconsistent social messages (Minhong 2020). Dur-
ing Trump’s presidency, while Russia received a doping 
ban from international competitions, international sports 
organizations have not sanctioned the USA. Although Nike 
remained a sponsor of Team USA even after the Nike Ore-
gon Project doping scandal, and the USOPC failed to protect 
female athletes from being abused, not only the Americans 
did not receive international sanctions of being suspended, 
Los Angeles was awarded to host the 2028 Olympic Games.
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Brand America is associated with values such as free-
dom, capitalism, along with arrogance, ignorance, and self-
absorption (Martin 2007). During Trump’s administration, 
some of these values have been contracting with each other, 
especially when there was potential for financial gain. For 
example, freedom of speech against China. While the NBA 
was one of the most progressive organizations supporting 
athletes activism, and LeBron James one of the leaders of 
the current waves, when Daryl Morey, former general man-
ager of Houston Rockets, supported the protesters in Hong 
Kong against the Chinese government, he received domestic 
and international criticism (BBC News 2019). The league 
referred to the comment as “regrettable”, and James as “mis-
informed”. The NBA is estimated to be worth $5 billion 
in China (Chinni 2019), and Murray’s comments about a 
non-democratic country risked the partnership. Thus, the 
league and American values could be seen as hypocritic, 
pick-and-choosing when activism and freedom of speech 
could and should be celebrated, and choosing causes accord-
ing to financial gain and dependency, rather than ethics. 
Other examples of how financial incentives provoked nega-
tive images of American were USWNT being portrayed as 
bullies and arrogant over-celebrating against Thailand in 
the 2019 FIFA World Cup, framing their action as part of 
their fight for equal pay (The Daily Show with Trevor Noah 
2019), or top American NBA players deciding not to join 
the national team for the 2019 Mundobasket (Ziller 2019), 
in which the team eventually finished in the seventh place 
in one of the most American-dominated sports (Schuhmann 
2019).

These examples pale in comparison to the chaos cre-
ated in college athletics. During the COVID19 pandemic 
as different leagues, conferences, schools and even teams 
within the schools had different policies if to hold a sea-
son or not (Kalman-Lamb et al. 2020; Mirabito et al. 2020). 
While most divisions, conferences, and universities canceled 
their 2020 fall athletic competitions, Trump encouraged the 
“Power Five” conferences who generate billions of dollars to 
hold a football season (Vasquez and Carvajal 2020), which 
eventually happened. College football players generate bil-
lions of dollars through television rights, yet the student-
athletes are not allowed to receive a salary. Although PAC-
12 players published an article in the Players Tribune (2020) 
threatening to opt-out of the season (Silva et al. 2020) unless 
several demands will be met, including “Distribute 50% of 
each sport’s total conference revenue evenly among ath-
letes in their respective sports” (The Players Tribune 2020). 
According to Borghesi (2017), in an open market, the salary 
value of college football players will vary between $21,000 
for a low-star player, not including tuition scholarships and 
accommodations, to $799,000 for a five-star recruit. In an 
article published in the British Guardian, Silva, Kalman-
Lamb and Mellis, portrayed universities and conferences 

using “union-busting” tactics. Only 2% of football college 
players going professionally, African-American being the 
lowest income demographics in America and over-repre-
sented in college football (Woods and Butler 2021), the sport 
that is already scrutinized for putting players at the risk of 
brain damage, and universities and conferences generate bil-
lions from the television rights and other forms of methods 
(Borghesi 2017). Eventually, all Power Five conferences 
held football seasons. By December 2020, college sports 
reported over 6,500 positive cases in athletic departments 
(Blinder et al. 2020). Inconsistent policies occurred in col-
lege basketball, another multi-million-dollar industry, with 
some conferences and universities making different deci-
sions if to play, pause, or cancel their seasons (Kalman-
Lamb et al. 2020; Mirabito et al. 2020), adding to the overall 
chaotic situation.

Time after time during his presidency, the Trump admin-
istration, and American sports organizations and athletes 
were confronted between choosing moral value or financial 
capital, and when push came to shove, decisions were mor-
ally questionable at best. Such decisions led to inconsistent 
and controversial policies and outcomes. As the credibil-
ity of public diplomacy is tied to good policies (Cull 2010) 
and an image of a country also depends on its normative 
dimension (Buhmann and Ingenhoff 2015), doping, cheat-
ing, criticizing speaking out against oppression, exploitation, 
and constantly choosing money over moral values, shed a 
dark light on American moral values.

Sports diplomacy manifests in different 
forms

During Trump’s presidency, some of the intersection 
between traditional public diplomacy that pertains to for-
eign policy (Cull 2010), people-to-people diplomacy by pri-
vate citizens (Handelman 2012), and corporate diplomacy 
through the private industry (Ordeix-Rigo 2009) could be 
seen through the role of basketball star Dennis Rodman in 
Trump’s mixed relations with the Supreme Leader of North 
Korea Kim Jung-Un. Since 2013 Rodman visited North 
Korea several times for basketball purposes, establishing 
relations with Kim, yet the Obama administration has not 
followed up on that with forming official relations (Mur-
ray 2019). Although not being an official part of the del-
egations (Cooper 2019), Rodman traveled to Singapore for 
the Trump-Kim historic summit in 2018, going on CNN 
wearing a “Make America Great Again” and speaking about 
establishing his relations with the North Korean leader based 
on having good times and talking about basketball, bringing 
joy to the people of North Korea through sports, and being 
thanked by Trump’s White House (CNN 2018b). Accord-
ing to Cooper (2019), Rodman’s trip to Singapore was an 
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example of “maverick behavior by celebrities in interna-
tional relations” (p. 170) and was sponsored by PotCoin, a 
digital currency for cannabis. Another form of intersection 
between the different forms of diplomacy occurred when 
Trump’s administration negotiated the release of three 
UCLA basketball players that were arrested in China after 
being caught shoplifting (Carroll 2017). This exemplifies the 
role of universities promoting American culture through an 
international basketball game between UCLA and Georgia 
Tech in Shanghai, the personal reputations of Americans 
misbehaving abroad, and the official roles of inter-govern-
ment relations engaging in diplomacy leading to the release 
of the players.

The only Olympic Games taking place during Trump’s 
administrations were the 2018 Winter Olympic Games in 
PyeongChang in South Korea. Some forms of diplomacy 
could be seen through the Asian-American representation 
in Team USA. Korean-American gold medalist Chloe Kim 
and bronze medalists in figure skating Chinese American 
Nathen Chen, and Japanese-Americans Mirai Nagasu and 
the siblings Alex and Maia Shibutani, continue the legacy of 
Asian-Americans succeeding in the Winter Olympic Games 
and winter sports. The siblings were also official envoys of 
the U.S. Department of State, touring together with former 
world champion and Olympic Medalist Chinese-American 
Michelle Kwan, who became an official diplomat under 
Republican and Democratic administrations. From an Amer-
ican corporate diplomacy perspective and the Olympics, one 
of the most U.S.-recognized brands, McDonald’s, stopped its 
partnership with the Olympic Movement (Guardia sport and 
agencies 2017) after 41 years. There was also a controversy 
about diversity around PyeongChang 2018, after openly 
gay bronze-winning medalist Adam Rippon declined to 
meet Vice President Mike Pence during the Winter Games, 
criticizing Pence’s stands on gay conversion therapy (Sims 
2018).

Another form of sports diplomacy manifested through 
winning bids to the 2024 Winter Universiade in Lake 
Placid in 2023, the 2026 FIFA World Cup together with 
Mexico and Canada, and the 2028 Olympic Games in Los 
Angeles (Hernandez 2009; Lake Placid 2023 2019; Lud-
vigsen 2019; United States Olympic Committee 2017). 
Hosting mega sports events embody opportunities for 
countries and communities to showcase their history and 
culture (Arning 2013), and achieve social, financial, and 
political goals (Dubinsky 2019a). Trump’s xenophobic 
terminology and separatist foreign policy were overshad-
owed by both the Olympic bid and the FIFA World Cup 
bid emphasizing diversity and sustainability through the 
integration of minorities and using existing facilities or 
through collaboration with neighbor-countries (Ludvig-
sen 2019; United States Olympic Committee 2017). While 
during Barack Obama’s presidency Chicago lost the bid to 

host the 2016 Olympic Games to Rio de Janeiro the USA 
lost to Qatar the bid to host the 2022 FIFA World Cup, 
Trump’s era left a legacy to his successors of the USA 
being an attractive hosting country for mega-events.

Although not hosting the Olympic Games and not hav-
ing the opportunity to use opening ceremonies for soft 
power (Arning 2013), American cultural diplomacy 
through sports could be seen through the Super Bowl. The 
Super Bowl is the most-watched annual televised event in 
the USA, connecting American football with the American 
way of life (Schimmel 2011) through traditions such as 
the national anthem, expensive and creative commercials, 
military-oriented rituals, and the halftime show. Among 
the American headlining artists performing in the halftime 
shows during Trump’s presidency were Lady Gaga, Justin 
Timberlake, Maroon 5, and Jenifer Lopez (along with Sha-
kira) (Fernandez 2020). During the 2020 half time show, 
Lopez, a Latino-American born to Puerto Rican parents, 
opened a feathered cape representing the flag of Puerto 
Rico while her daughter was singing “Born in the USA” 
and she was singing “Let’s get loud” (Blest 2020). Such 
performance was interpreted as a protest against Trump’s 
mishandling of the disaster of Hurricane Maria, his rac-
ist rhetoric, and anti-immigration policies. As Lopez 
explained, “Other people can try to build walls, keep us 
out or put us in cages. We are proud to recognize that all 
of us together is what makes this beautiful country truly 
great” (Shewfelt 2020). The Super Bowl halftime show can 
add to the aesthetic dimension of a country (Buhmann and 
Ingenhoff 2015) portraying the culture of the country as 
rich and diverse, but the protests can have a mixed impact 
on the normative dimension, shedding light on free speech, 
and on questionable moral values.

Several former presidents have been former athletes or 
doing sports recreationally during their time in the White 
House (Kiger 2019). Throughout his presidency, Trump 
was constantly playing golf, mostly in his owned golf clubs. 
Since coming into office, Trump visited his golf courses 
over 300 times, costing the taxpayer over $150 million (Date 
2020; Draper and Pennington 2021), played golf with former 
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe during the American 
President’s visit to Japan (Liptak 2019) and awarded several 
golf players, including Tiger Woods, the President Medal of 
Freedom – the highest civil honor in the USA (Draper and 
Pennington 2021). However, after the attack on the Capitol, 
the Professional Golfers’ Association of America (PGA of 
America) decided to move the planned 2022 PGA Cham-
pionship from Trump National Golf Club in Bedminster, 
New Jersey. Whether through the U.S. President himself, the 
Department of State, organizations, corporations, university 
teams, diverse athletes, misbehaving athletes, maverick ath-
letes, or celebrities, sports diplomacy manifested through 
Trump’s presidency in various, and at-times-inconsistent 
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and self-contradicting ways, sending a variety of mixed-
messages about the image of America.

Chaos creates energy but exposes 
the vulnerabilities of a country

Kumar (2020) explained Trump’s view of governance as 
creating energy by having administration officials leaving 
or fired through his presidency. The non-stop chaos during 
the four years at the White House, provoked pressure groups 
in America to demonstrate an active civil society, in which 
sports figures played a key role domestically and internation-
ally, especially on race, ethnicity, gender, and American tra-
ditions and lifestyle. The chaos during Trump’s presidency 
also exposed U.S. vulnerabilities. The lack of a nationally 
regulated healthcare system, along with an emphasis on per-
sonal freedom and the centrality of the economy, and mis-
handling by the administration, resulted in a social, finan-
cial, and health disaster, leading to hundreds of thousands 
of avoidable deaths. Such repeating failures pertain to the 
normative, functional, aesthetic, and sympathetic images of 
a country (Buhmann and Ingenhoff 2015).

Trump’s presidency has been full of tragedy and vio-
lence, including the deadliest mass shooting in American 
history in Las Vegas in 2017. The Las Vegas Golder Knights 
commemorated the victims by retiring the number 58, the 
number of people who died at that time from the shootings 
(Donato 2018). Amid several incidents of mass shootings, 
Gregg Popovich, head coach of Team USA who coached 
most of his career in San Antonio, Texas, and served in the 
American Air Force, questioned the rights to carry weapons 
and the relevance of the Second Amendment of the U.S. 
Constitution (Zillgitt 2018). Beyond the scandals, the res-
ignations, and the pandemic, Trump himself continuously 
ignited chaos since running for office, appealing to far-right, 
white supremacists, neo-Nazis, leading “lock her up” chants 
against Hilary Clinton during the 2016 campaign, referring 
to some of the people marching in Charlottesville where 
neo-Nazis were shouting “Jews will not replace us” as “good 
people” and having “many sides” to the deadly events that 
followed, calling the Pride Boys to “stand back and stand 
by” during the 2020 presidential debate, and making false 
accusations about mass-elections fraud calling to his sup-
porters not to go in peace on the day they stormed the U.S. 
Capitol (Giroux 2019; Heuman and Gonzales 2018; Kelly 
2020; Pilkington 2018). The immediate response by the 
sports world came from athletes expressing their disgust not 
only with taking over the mob taking over the U.S. Congress 
but with the lack of response by law enforcement. While 
during the Black Lives Matter protests armed law enforce-
ment officers were visible and active, during the storming 
of the Capitol people took selfies with security guards. 

International media covered the reactions of the American 
sports world, covering different forms of protests in the NBA 
and citing athletes and coaches expressing their disgust, 
being ashamed, admitting “this is who we are”, referring 
to the rioters as terrorists and systematic racism (Guard-
ian sport and agencies 2021; TSN.ca staff 2020). The USA 
has been presented as anarchy by international media, and 
foreign press, world leaders and diplomats were questioning 
America’s Democratic image, and its moral right to lecture 
other countries (Ellyatt 2021; Pop and Dube 2021). Several 
foreign and domestic politicians, including Austria-born 
former Republican Governor of California and ex-body-
building champion Arnold Schwarzenegger, compared the 
attack on the Capitol to the violence of the Nazis in Europe 
(Schwarzenegger 2021). Coach Popovich called to impeach 
Trump to send a message “to a world that’s laughing at us” 
and that he is “embarrassed to be an American and see what 
people saw” (Petrini 2021).

Donald Trump’s disastrous presidency ended with an 
insurrection attempt in which a former Olympic cham-
pion participated in wearing a Team USA jacket, a second 
impeachment which was supported by a national team coach, 
athletes and coaches quoted on international media that the 
USA is a racist country. While it is likely that the shame 
(Petrini 2021) and calamity (Brown 2017) had negative 
impacts on some of the normative and functional dimensions 
of the image of the USA (Ellyatt 2021; Pop and Dube 2021), 
the overall impact of sports on American nation branding 
and public diplomacy during Trump’s presidency is more 
complex. While Trump used anti-politically correctness as 
a rhetoric strategy (Kayam 2018), insulting people with dis-
abilities and calling racist names to political opponents, the 
world of sports constantly countered, usually with financial 
incentives. After pressure from sponsors, the Washington 
Redskins dropped the “Redskins” racist name that refers to 
a history of genocide of Native Americans (Furst 2020). The 
United States Olympic Committee changed its name to the 
United States Olympic and Paralympic Committee (2019) 
equaling medal monetary awards for medal-winning. The 
almost non-stop chaos under Trump’s administration might 
have energized a more active civil society, starting addressed 
some long-due injustices, such as changing protests policies, 
not using racist names, allowing protests, and even consid-
ering fundamental changes in the structure of American 
sports through compensation of student-athletes with new 
legislations (McCollough 2021). American entrepreneurship 
manifested through technological solutions, enabling sports 
leagues such as the NBA to complete their season in “a bub-
ble” in Florida (Kowitt 2020). On the other hand, ignoring 
science such as climate change or the pandemic for financial 
or political purposes, portrayed the U.S. as a lagging coun-
try, leading to mishandling annual natural disasters and to 
avoidable deaths. While thousands of Americans were dying 
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daily from COVID19, in New Zealand, where the leader-
ship made decisions based on science, three months after the 
outbreak of the pandemic rugby games were played in front 
of full stadiums in a coronavirus-free country (Grantland 
2020). Donald Trump’s presidency ended with an insurrec-
tion in which a former Olympic champion participated in, 
a second impeachment which was supported by a national 
team coach, athletes, and coaches quoted on international 
media that the United States is a racist country, and even 
Bill Belichick, one of the most successful NFL coaches in 
history who even wrote Trump a congratulation letter in 
2016 declined to receive the Medal of Freedom (Gardner 
2021). The ongoing chaos in Trump’s White House and the 
countless counter-reactions exposed the vulnerabilities of 
the USA, leading to one disaster after another.

Conclusion

Through discussing roles of sports in U.S. public diplomacy 
and Brand America during Donald Trump’s presidency, the 
article argued that the almost non-stop chaos led to avoid-
able disasters but also created counter-reactions leading to 
long-due change and some achievements that can potentially 
improve the USA’s country image in the future. The arti-
cle constantly showed that traditional definitions of public 
diplomacy (Gilboa 2006; Cull 2010) are not sufficient to 
explain the role of sports in international relations, and when 
analyzing sports in people-to-people diplomacy and corpo-
rate diplomacy, internal contradictions might arise. While 
the USA’s aesthetic dimension (Buhmann and Ingenhoff 
2015) might improve through hosting opportunities, the 
functional and normative dimensions of America are under 
scrutiny. The article sheds light on the internal contradic-
tions of American values, and on the gaps between claims 
for freedom, democracy, and opportunities and a history of 
genocide, slavery, racial and gender discrimination, having 
contemporary manifestations of racism, misogyny, exploita-
tion, and even an insurrection attempt which all have impli-
cations on sports and society and the image of the USA.

There are several limitations and delimitations to this 
article and much future research is needed. As the article 
does not attempt to measure how sports changed the image 
of the USA during Trump’s administration, future studies 
should analyze how Trump’s presidency impacted the USA’s 
sympathetic dimension (Buhmann and Ingenhoff 2015). The 
international system is constantly changing along with the 
role of sports (Dubinsky 2019a; Murray 2019). The Brexit 
changes labor conditions in sports in Great Britain, Rus-
sia was banned for systematic doping, China won bids to 
host international sports events in the early 2020s, and in 
the Middle East, the newly established relations between 
Israel and a few Arab and Muslim countries embody 

athletic collaborations while Qatar’s role in global sports 
keeps growing. The world of sports is bound to change, with 
unclear financial and health implications of COVID19, the 
ever-developing evolution of the sport-tech industry, the 
growth of esports beyond East Asia and already adapting 
markets, different legislations on gender and transgender 
athletes, and climate change and the ethical responsibili-
ties of hosting countries, cities, and communities to sustain-
ability and to this planet. To maintain its place in a leading 
position in the global system, the USA uses smart power 
(Nye 2008), employing both hard powers through military 
force and economic sanctions and soft power through public 
diplomacy, political values, and culture. Trump left office 
when American Democracy is being ridiculed around the 
world, thousands of Americans were dying daily from the 
pandemic, and influential sports figures expressing a lack 
of faith in the efficiency of American security forces and 
in American governmental institutions. Whether or not the 
USA’s place as a hegemonic superpower is on the decline 
or not will depend on the following American administra-
tions, including their use of sports for nation branding and 
public diplomacy.
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