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3.5 Compromise or compromised? The bidding process for the award of the 

Olympic Games and the FIFA World Cup 

Stefan Szymanski1 

Introduction 

History will judge the period between 1998 (when the scandal broke over bribes paid to secure votes 

for Salt Lake City as host of the 2002 Winter Olympic Games) and 2015 (when Sepp Blatter, president 

of the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) for 17 years, resigned six days after the 

US Justice Department had issued indictments concerning corrupt activities by 14 senior figures in 

FIFA and marketing company executives) as the era when the governance of international sport came 

to the brink of collapse. Between the 1960s and the 1990s the administrators behind the world’s two 

most popular sporting events, the Olympic Games (summer and winter) and the FIFA World Cup, 

found themselves in control of events capable of generating billions of dollars in broadcast and 

sponsorship revenues, while incurring negligible costs. They found themselves to be dispensers of 

largesse on a massive scale. The evidence suggests that many administrators within these organisations 

have failed in their duties and succumbed to corruption.2 Since 1998 the International Olympic 

Committee (IOC) has been attempting to reform itself.3 Under Blatter’s leadership, the efforts of FIFA 

were, at best, half-hearted. Following his resignation, there is optimism in some quarters that a similar 

process can be undertaken within FIFA. 

 

The actual process of awarding the flagship events (the Olympic Games and the football World Cup) 

represents only one dimension of the corruption that has been identified within the IOC and FIFA, 

which is itself only a subset of the instances of corruption that can be found in sports.4 For example, 

most of the charges in the US Justice Department indictments of FIFA in May 2015 related not to the 
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World Cup itself but to the sale of broadcast and marketing rights to lesser tournaments in North and 

South America. Nonetheless, the IOC has acknowledged corrupt practices in the process of bidding for 

the right to host the Olympic Games, notably in the case of Salt Lake City. At the time of writing it 

seems likely that corruption will be acknowledged by FIFA in relation to several World Cups, and 

irregularities have already been acknowledged in relation to the bidding process for the 2018 and 2022 

events.5 Investigative journalists such as Andrew Jennings, who assisted the US Justice Department 

ahead of the FIFA indictments, have gone much further in alleging bribery and corruption in the 

bidding process.6 

 

Competition for the right to host these highly popular sporting events is often intense, and the decisions 

are often surrounded by controversy. The fundamental problem is that these are self-regulating 

organisations, and the scale of the events has grown much more rapidly than their capacity to manage 

them. The value of the broadcast rights for the Rome Olympics in 1960 was less than US$3 million 

(US$23 million at current values).7 The combined value of the broadcast rights for the 2010 Vancouver 

Winter Games and the 2012 London Summer Games was US$3,850 million,8 a near 170-fold increase 

in real terms in the space of just fourteen Olympiads. Sponsorship revenues have also increased 

dramatically. Both the FIFA World Cup and the Summer Olympic Games generate in the region of 

US$6 billion in terms of broadcast, sponsorship, ticketing and merchandising.9 A large fraction of those 

responsible for the governance of the IOC and FIFA are either current or former athletes, however. 

This is not necessarily the best preparation for business decision-making, even if these organisations 

now maintain large professional staffs. 

 

The decision as to where to award both the Summer and Winter Olympic Games is made by the 

members of the IOC, of which there are currently 100. Twelve are appointed as current athletes, eleven 
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are members ex officio as heads of large international sports federations. Thirty-seven members have 

competed in an Olympic Games themselves. The decision to award the football World Cup was, until 

2013, a decision of the Executive Committee, who are appointed by confederations and associations 

except the President, who is elected by the 209-member FIFA Congress. Following the alleged bribery 

surrounding the award of the 2022 World Cup to Qatar, future decisions, starting with the 2026 event, 

will be made by a vote of the full 209-member Congress. 

 

Background 

In the early years these organisations relied essentially on the goodwill of cities and governments 

around the world to host the events. Although some governments recognised the propaganda value of 

hosting (notably the Nazi government in Germany and the Berlin Olympic Games in 1936, and 

Mussolini’s Fascist government and the 1934 football World Cup in Italy), competition was often 

restrained, given the limited taxpayer support either requested or offered. The 1948 Olympic Games 

were hosted in London because no one else was interested, and until the advent of global broadcasting 

these events remained relatively low-key. 

 

From the 1960s onward the bargaining power shifted in favour of the IOC and FIFA, and bidding 

intensified as the global reach provided by TV significantly enhanced the attractiveness of these events. 

This in turn created the incentive to pay bribes to secure victory in the bidding contest, thus 

necessitating the adoption of rules prohibiting such practices. Historically both FIFA and the IOC had 

operated as gentleman’s clubs, and, according to the received ideology, gentlemen cannot be 

corrupted.10 There were other aspects of the gentleman’s club mentality that caused problems. Most of 

the members came from Europe, and there was a strong tendency to engage in horse-trading. For 

example, in 1966 the hosts for the 1974, 1978 and 1982 World Cups were allocated simultaneously. At 
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the time West Germany and Spain were both interested, and so they did a deal: Spain refrained from 

bidding for 1974 and West Germany withdrew its bid for 1982.11 To insiders, this no doubt seemed a 

natural trade-off; to outsiders, it looked like a fix. 

 

The 1960s and 1970s saw a huge expansion of membership of these two organisations following the 

end of colonialism and the expansion of the number of sovereign nations. They brought different 

perspectives. While IOC founder Pierre de Coubertin and his followers had espoused an ideal of sport 

independent of politics and the state, many new nations saw sport and the state as intimately linked, 

and, indeed, in their own contexts saw the state as a major pillar in the support of sports organisations. 

By the 1960s the threat of boycotts from African nations if South Africa and Rhodesia were allowed to 

participate became evident. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s the survival of the Olympics in particular 

as a global event was challenged by the politics of national and international sport. In seeking to 

maintain the unity of their global organisations, the IOC and FIFA had to adapt to different cultural 

expectations. 

 

Over time, the bidding process has evolved significantly. While the fiction remains that cities bid to 

host the Olympics and national football associations bid to host the World Cup, the reality is that both 

require significant government support, political and financial alike. Thus a bid usually emerges 

through a process of domestic lobbying for government support, leading to a formal submission of 

interest. A process of review lasting up to two years then culminates in a vote at the relevant congress 

of the IOC or FIFA. 

 

Potential for corruption 
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Since the awarding of these events depends on bidding, it is not surprising that, as hosting has become 

more attractive, the role of inducements has grown. One problem for FIFA and the IOC has been to 

establish the difference between legitimate and illegitimate inducements. It can also be that attitudes to 

inducements can vary by culture and time. It is a matter of history, for example, that access to senior 

office (such as in the military or the civil service) in the nations of north-western Europe had to be 

bought well into the nineteenth century, and such practices were often exported to colonial 

administrations. By the twentieth century, though, such practices came be seen as corrupt and 

discredited; not everyone has followed the path of the western European nations, however, nor have 

they drawn the same conclusions. These differences can be seen in metrics such as those developed by 

Transparency International, which regularly identify European and North American nations as 

perceived to be among the least corrupt, and developing nations at the bottom of the list.12 

 

The key moment in the development of FIFA was the 1974 electoral defeat of then president Stanley 

Rous, an Englishman with a barely concealed colonial mentality,13 by João Havelange, a Brazilian, 

who promised to ensure that some of the riches generated by World Cup broadcast rights – mainly in 

Europe – would be recycled to African and Asian countries in exchange for their votes. This 

subsequent recycling of profits has been beneficial in terms of developing the sport in these countries. 

Sepp Blatter was Havelange’s chosen successor, and he made it his business that a World Cup should 

be played for the first time in Africa. As a result, the Havelange and Blatter regimes are not universally 

perceived to be as unambiguously damaging as they are in Europe. This helps to explain why Sepp 

Blatter has managed to hold office since 1998, despite the near-universal European perception that he is 

corrupt.14 
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The IOC is a more European organisation than FIFA (47 per cent of IOC members are from Europe). It 

acted more decisively in the face of corruption allegations in relation to the awarding of major events. 

The scandal surrounding the award of the 2002 Winter Olympic Games to Salt Lake City caused an 

internal crisis. It emerged that relatives of several IOC members had received educational scholarships 

worth tens of thousands of dollars. Various other forms of bribery were identified, including direct 

payments. As a result, six IOC members were expelled in 1999, four from Africa and two from South 

America. The IOC took steps to limit contact between members and the bidding committees, in 

particular prohibiting visits by members to potential hosts – a process that gave rise to extensive 

opportunities for corruption.15 Since 1999 allegations of corruption surrounding the award of the 

Olympics have not disappeared altogether, but the reform process has been advanced by some as a 

model of internal reform.16 

 

One contributory factor to this change may also be the growing role of the technical assessment. 

Historically the IOC has looked for guarantees and a clear plan for host cities, but in recent decades the 

detail required of bidders has grown considerably. Although the vote of the IOC members is still 

decisive, the technical assessment of the bid documents and the bid cities has become far more 

important. This reflects the fact that the contract between the host city and the IOC has also grown in 

size. For example, the technical manuals provided by the IOC for the London Olympics ran to about 

4,000 pages.17 Agreement to host the games also requires the host nation to change its laws, mainly in 

order to assure the IOC that its intellectual property (the Olympic rings, etc.) is fully protected. In 2014 

the city of Oslo in Norway announced that it was withdrawing its bid for the 2022 Winter Olympics, 

largely because of the scale of demands imposed by the IOC (such as providing cellphones to every 

IOC member, and seasonal fruit and cakes to be supplied in every member’s hotel room).18 

 



211 
 

The corruption allegations surrounding the award of the 2022 World Cup to Qatar have been the most 

damaging to FIFA, largely because of the obvious difficulty of playing the tournament in a country 

where temperatures in the summer hover around 40° Celsius.19 In 2014 FIFA decided that the event 

should be played in the Northern Hemisphere’s winter months, interrupting the regular league football 

calendar in many countries, creating further discontent. Additional concerns surround claims that 

hundreds of migrant workers are dying on stadium and infrastructure construction sites in Qatar,20 and 

the potential problems for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender players, officials and fans, who risk 

being arrested because of their sexual identity. 

 

In 2012 FIFA appointed Michael Garcia, a distinguished US lawyer, to investigate allegations of 

corruption surrounding the bid processes for the 2018 and 2022 World Cups. The report was delivered 

in 2014 but not published. A summary of the report, written by the chair of FIFA’s Ethics Adjudicatory 

Chamber, German judge Hans-Joachim Eckert, was published and then immediately repudiated by 

Garcia, on the grounds that it did not accurately reflect the substance of his original report.21 

 

In the Salt Lake City case the question of withdrawing the Games was never seriously considered by 

the IOC (even though the payment of bribes by the bidding committee was acknowledged), and FIFA 

had previously maintained that that the award to Qatar would not be nullified.22 Given the problems 

facing a tournament held in Qatar, however, the pressure to take the unprecedented step of nullifying 

the original decision has become a real possibility.23 Given that Qatar is the first nation from the 

Middle East to be awarded a World Cup, and the potential for the Qataris to use their immense wealth 

to lobby within FIFA, there must also be a real risk of a geographical split developing within the 

organisation. 

 



212 
 

Conclusion 

The awarding of the right to host sporting mega-events is inherently prone to corruption risks. Events 

involving contracts worth billions of dollars are distributed by between maybe 100 and 200 individuals, 

on grounds that are ultimately subjective. Those involved may have agendas that are often quite 

complex, and sometimes it is difficult to separate organisational objectives (such as the promotion of 

football) from personal objectives. The accusation of political and social bias is ever-present on all 

sides. Moreover, these are private organisations, not government agencies that can be forced by 

politicians to adopt particular rules (even if, in some cases, there is extensive overlap). Indeed, many 

would argue that there are large risks involved with allowing too much government interference in the 

running of international sports federations. 

 

There is no doubt that greater transparency in terms of bidding processes and decision-making can help 

to suppress some corrupt elements, but it is unlikely that the accusation of corruption, and perhaps the 

reality, can ever be completely removed. The greatest challenge, for FIFA in particular at the present 

time, is to find a consensus on the meaning of corrupt activities and agree an agenda that enables the 

organisation to minimise the risks of illicit payments while preserving the commitment to transfer 

resources to the developing nations – a commitment that has, at least in part, helped to make it such a 

powerful and cohesive organisation. 
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