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Abstract 
This paper compares the sustainability claims made by soccer mega event or-
ganizers FIFA and UEFA against the realities of the 2022 Soccer World Cup in 
Qatar and the 2024 UEFA European Soccer Championship in Germany. The 
comparison reveals massive discrepancies between the two perspectives. While 
acknowledging efforts made in both instances, the paper concludes that Qatar 
primarily engaged in sports washing, using the sustainability goals outlined for 
the World Cup as a tool for this purpose. Also Germany, though more ambi-
tious and successful in its sustainability efforts, still has room for improvement. 
Here the ambitions were set higher in order to achieve a lasting, heightened 
awareness of sustainability among all stakeholders in the long term. 
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1. Introduction 

Sustainability communication and sustainability reporting is an essential part of 
sustainability management, as knowledge of strengths and weaknesses makes im-
provements possible in the first place—also with the help and pressure of in-
formed stakeholders. Regardless of their own ambitions, companies are increas-
ingly being forced to deal with sustainability issues as a result of expanding legis-
lation. In 2021, the Supply Chain Due Diligence Act was passed, which imposes 
human rights due diligence obligations on companies with regard to their 
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suppliers. In addition, the EU’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive will 
require companies to expand and standardize their sustainability reporting from 
2023. The principle of dual materiality applies: companies must report both on 
the impact of their own business on people and the environment and on the im-
pact of sustainability aspects on the company (Schmiedeknecht & Ranisch, 2023). 

In contrast, there are only recommendations and guidelines for the preparation 
and implementation of environmentally friendly sporting events. There are also 
no legal requirements and regulations for the sustainability of sporting events in-
ternationally. There are currently only explicit regulatory, legal requirements for 
sustainability at sporting events indirectly, via the obligation to submit a sustain-
ability report for listed companies (Kleinschmidt, Bühler, & Nufer, 2023). 

The purpose of the paper is to compare the self-images (ideal) of the mega 
sports events organizers FIFA and UEFA in their sustainability communication 
with the public perceptions (reality) of sustainability regarding the 2022 FIFA Soc-
cer World Cup in Qatar and the 2024 UEFA European Championship in Ger-
many. 

This comparison reveals varying degrees of discrepancies between the two per-
spectives. The paper provides a balanced perspective, acknowledging both posi-
tive and negative aspects regarding both mega sports events. It offers recommen-
dations for future events. 

2. Principles of Sustainability Communication for Mega 
Sports Events 

Sustainability communication characterizes a process of understanding in which 
the focus is on future-proof social development with the guiding principle of sus-
tainability (Michelsen, 2007). In this process, communicators deal with the causes, 
arguments, alternatives for action and positions of sustainable development 
(Godemann & Michelsen, 2011). 

Fischer (2019) distinguishes between sustainability communication in the “nar-
rower” and “broader” sense. Sustainability communication in the narrow sense 
refers to the explicit thematization of sustainability, i.e. a direct discussion and 
active interpretation of the concept of sustainability. Sustainability communica-
tion in the broad sense also includes implicit thematization of sustainability. Alt-
hough sustainability is not the focus of the communication, indirect references to 
central sustainability issues (e.g. climate change) are recognizable. 

Dickel and Kronewald (2023) further differentiate between “communication of 
sustainability” and “communication about sustainability”. Communication about 
sustainability refers to processes in which information, interpretations and opin-
ions on sustainability issues are exchanged and discussed. Communication can 
take place on many different levels, from interpersonal face-to-face interaction to 
mass communication. Communication of sustainability, on the other hand, is 
characterized by a rather one-sided sender-receiver communication in which the 
sender pursues a specific communication goal. The aim here is to inform and 
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educate decision-makers or the public about sustainability aspects or to achieve a 
certain level of sustainable commitment and action without a dialog taking place. 

The theoretical foundation of sustainability management in sports including a 
detailed and up-to-date literature review can be found in Bühler and Nufer (2023). 

In the following, the sustainability of the two mega sports events, the 2022 FIFA 
World Cup in Qatar and the 2024 European Soccer Championships in Germany, 
will be examined. Was it possible to deliver what the organizers had promised in 
advance? To what extent do their self-image and the public’s perception of them 
match? 

3. Analysis of the Sustainability of the 2022 FIFA Soccer 
World Cup in Qatar 

In the run-up to the tournament, FIFA President Gianni Infantino promised that 
the 2022 World Cup in Qatar would be the best and most sustainable World Cup 
ever (Nufer & Nufer, 2023). 

3.1. Self-Image of the Organizers 

FIFA’s vision is to use the power of soccer to open doors. This included showcas-
ing Qatar’s identity through the World Cup, connecting people through a shared 
celebration of soccer, intercultural understanding and new opportunities for 
growth and development. New benchmarks should be set in terms of long-term 
community use of the infrastructure, smooth operations and unparalleled ser-
vices, which should have a positive impact on the organization of future World 
Cups and other major sporting events. In particular, the 2022 FIFA World Cup 
should create a sustainable and lasting legacy that contributes to both FIFA’s vision 
and Qatar’s national development goals. In other words, according to FIFA, sustain-
ability was at the heart of the 2022 World Cup from the outset (FIFA, 2020). 

In order to realize this vision, FIFA had developed a sustainability framework 
as the basis for its sustainability strategy for the 2022 FIFA World Cup in Qatar. 
This sustainability framework comprised goals, commitments, material topics 
and strategic objectives, which are divided into five pillars (see Figure 1): Human, 
Social, Economic, Environmental and Governance. The framework pillars corre-
sponded to the three dimensions of sustainability and the human, social, eco-
nomic and environmental pillars of FIFA’s National Vision 2030, with an addi-
tional pillar for governance (FIFA, 2020; FIFA, 2022). 

The five pillars of FIFA’s sustainability strategy are presented below—divided 
into FIFA’s overarching goals and its commitment to achieving these goals (FIFA, 
2020). 

3.1.1. Human 
Goal: Develop human capital and protect workers’ rights. 
Commitment: FIFA commits to protect the rights and well-being of workers 

employed at the 2022 World Cup sites and to promote their rights in projects and 
supply chains directly related to the World Cup. The aim is to achieve world-class 
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Figure 1. The five pillars of FIFA’s sustainability strategy for the 2022 World Cup in Qatar. 
Source: FIFA (2020): p. 20. 

 
standards and practices for workers. FIFA also aims to use the unique platform of 
the 2022 World Cup to develop a skilled and motivated workforce and encourage 
young people across the region. 

3.1.2. Social 
Goal: Achieve an inclusive tournament experience. 
Commitment: FIFA aims to make the 2022 World Cup an inclusive tournament 

experience that is welcoming, safe and accessible for all participants, visitors and 
communities in Qatar and around the world. In this way, a cultural understand-
ing, infrastructure and services as well as relevant expertise will be left behind in 
the local population. 

3.1.3. Economic 
Goal: Catalyst for economic development. 
Commitment: FIFA’s ambition is to promote economic growth and diversifi-

cation in Qatar and the region by linking local businesses to the value chains and 
innovation opportunities of the 2022 World Cup. It also aims to enable the tour-
nament venues, along with the associated services and infrastructure, to host fu-
ture events, attract new businesses and meet the needs of society. 
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3.1.4. Environmental 
Goal: Provide world-class environmental solutions. 
Commitment: FIFA is committed to hosting the 2022 World Cup in a fully car-

bon-neutral way and aims to set a benchmark for environmental responsibility by 
implementing leading standards for sustainable construction, waste and water 
management and low-emission solutions. This work will leave behind world-class 
environmental management expertise, technologies, companies and standards in 
Qatar and the region. 

3.1.5. Governance 
Goal: To set an example of good corporate governance and ethical business 

practices. 
Commitment: FIFA takes responsibility for managing the impact of the 2022 

World Cup through its own activities and those of its business relationships and 
value chains. FIFA creates a culture of compliance based on legal requirements 
and organizational guidelines and demonstrates transparency and accountabil-
ity to its stakeholders in relation to its sustainability decisions and perfor-
mance. 

In its sustainability strategy, FIFA sets out in detail how it intends to address 20 
material sustainability issues that it has prioritized and achieve its 22 defined strate-
gic sustainability goals through a broad range of sustainability initiatives (FIFA, 
2020). 

3.2. External Image in the Public Perception 

The 2022 FIFA World Cup in Qatar was by far the most expensive tournament of 
all time. Qatar spent around 220 billion US dollars on the World Cup. Few words 
were used more frequently by the Qataris in their World Cup bid than “sustaina-
bility”. And after the award, FIFA also played its part in this promise. In the fol-
lowing, selected aspects will be used to critically examine whether these announce-
ments could ultimately be kept (Nufer & Nufer, 2024). 

3.2.1. Climate Neutrality 
Qatar and FIFA declared the 2022 World Cup to be the first climate-neutral 
World Cup. This was to be achieved by fully offsetting all emissions through com-
pensation projects. The event’s CO2 emissions amounted to around 3.6 million 
tons, with 52% coming from travel to and from the event, 24% from new infra-
structure and 20% from accommodation. Although domestic flights were not nec-
essarily due to the short distances between the venues, numerous shuttle flights 
from neighboring countries were organized to compensate for the lack of accom-
modation in Qatar. In addition, stadiums had to be artificially cooled due to the 
high temperatures, which further called sustainability into question. Offsetting 
emissions through projects such as planting trees was criticized as ineffective, as 
the certificates came from a Qatari organization of questionable quality. In addi-
tion, the water consumption for watering the trees in a desert country is 
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problematic, as it has to be covered by energy-intensive desalination plants that 
produce environmentally harmful brine residues. Waste management during the 
World Cup involved recycling 60% of the waste and incinerating 40% to generate 
energy, with waste incineration releasing further greenhouse gases. 

3.2.2. Human Rights 
The human rights situation in Qatar is in stark contrast to Western standards. 
Women’s rights are restricted by male guardianship, and LGBTQIA+ people are 
discriminated against. Over 6500 migrant workers have died since the start of the 
construction projects for the 2022 World Cup, many in inhumane conditions, 
without sufficient pay and in overcrowded accommodation. Freedom of expres-
sion and freedom of the press are severely restricted, which is reflected in Qatar’s 
low ranking on the press freedom scale. 

3.2.3. Stadiums and Infrastructure 
The World Cup matches were played in eight stadiums, six of which were built 
especially for the tournament. These new buildings had a significant environmen-
tal impact due to the use and transportation of specialized materials. The prestige 
stadium 974 in Doha will be dismantled after the World Cup and rebuilt in Africa, 
causing further energy consumption and environmental impact. The future of the 
stadiums after the World Cup is still unclear, as soccer has not played a major role 
in Qatar to date and there is a risk that the stadiums will become “white elephants”. 

3.2.4. Energy Sources 
Qatar has the best conditions for producing sustainable solar energy using solar 
panels. Nevertheless, Qatar largely relies on climate-damaging fossil fuels because 
oil and gas are available locally in abundance. 

3.3. Conclusion: Sports Washing 

Since the World Cup was awarded in 2010, Qatar has done a lot to make a name 
for itself in sport (Muschong, 2022): The 2015 World Handball Championships 
were held in Qatar, and in 2019 the World Athletics Championships were held in 
Doha. The calculation behind this is “sports washing” (Mittag, 2022): Qatar is try-
ing to polish up the country’s image through sports-washing. The appeal of sport 
is used to present the country in a positive light and to cover up undesirable de-
velopments in the country. 

In Qatar, this development has been planned over several decades. The emirate 
began to realign its entire economic activities as early as the mid-1990s. From an 
orientation towards resources such as oil and gas deposits to increased tourism, 
conferences and sporting events. All that was missing was a particularly attention-
grabbing global mega sporting event. This missing icing on the cake was the 2022 
FIFA World Cup. 

Qatari athletes and teams play at best a minor role on the pitch. Against this back-
drop, the wealthy country has already made purchases in Europe, particularly in 
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soccer. For example, Qatar bought the Belgian soccer club KAS Eupen. More well-
known is Qatar’s involvement in the top French club Paris St. Germain, where Qa-
tari money has helped to sign world stars such as Neymar, Kylian Mbappé and Li-
onel Messi. Qatar has thus been shaping international soccer for years—but often 
plays a very controversial role. FC Bayern Munich also had close ties with Qatar—
too close for many fans of the German record champions (Muschong, 2022). Qatar 
is thus contributing to the commercialization of sport and changing its values. 

4. Analysis of the Sustainability of the 2024 European Soccer 
Championship in Germany 

With the motto “United by Soccer—In the Heart of Europe”, UEFA and DFB fo-
cused on the social dimension of this mega sporting event. But there were also 
corresponding ambitions in the ecological and governance areas (Pfeffel, Ratz, & 
Kühner, 2023). 

4.1. Self-Image of the Organizers 

UEFA’s vision is for the tournament to become a role model for sustainable events 
in sport and a driving force for sustainable development in Germany and Europe. 
As part of this holistic approach, UEFA wants to help make UEFA EURO 2024 
the most sustainable European Soccer Championship ever and, in cooperation 
with the DFB and the German authorities, become a role model for global events 
of this kind. The strategy comprises three pillars with eleven fields of action, which 
in turn are divided into 28 topics, 48 goals and 83 performance indicators (UEFA, 
2023a). 

The strategy focuses primarily on (UEFA, 2023a): 
• Reducing the impact on the environment, for example in the area of waste 

management. 
• Investing in a climate fund for projects to mitigate the unavoidable emissions 

associated with the tournament. 
• Preventing and combating all forms of discrimination and ensuring that the 

rights of all people are respected and protected. 
• Promoting physical activity and providing healthy food and drink options 

around the stadiums and venues. 
• Promote solidarity in German and European society by intensifying support 

for grassroots soccer. 
• Adoption of transparent, responsible and comprehensible conduct in the or-

ganization of the tournament. 
• Sharing knowledge and best practices through continuous discussions with 

stakeholders. 
• Innovate and collaborate with host cities, partners and other soccer stakehold-

ers to leave a lasting legacy. 
In a structured approach, the three ESG pillars (see Figure 2) Environment, 

Social and Governance are further broken down and form the basis for an action 
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plan, which is broken down into action areas, themes, objectives, activities and 
key performance indicators starting with the pillars (UEFA, 2023b). 

All ESG pillars and fields of action contribute to achieving the sustainable de-
velopment goals and are presented below (UEFA, 2023b). 

 

 

Figure 2. Pillars and areas of action of UEFA’s sustainability strategy for EURO 2024 in 
Germany. Source: UEFA (2023b): p. 5. 

4.1.1. Environment 
UEFA EURO 2024 will be organized to the highest sustainability standards. Envi-
ronmental aspects are at the heart of the event organization. The organizers are 
aware that such a major event attracts participants and fans from all over the world 
and leaves a significant carbon footprint. They are therefore determined to keep 
the environmental impact as low as possible. They take responsibility for environ-
mental protection, especially in the areas of climate protection and waste manage-
ment, and recognize that this challenge can only be met by working together. In 
cooperation with all interest groups, they want to promote active action, invest in 
a special climate fund for German grassroots sport and raise environmental 
awareness among fans. 

4.1.2. Social 
UEFA EURO 2024 is about people and their shared passion. The tournament 
unites people of all ages and different backgrounds, nationalities and abilities. The 
organizers actively campaign against all forms of discrimination and ensure that 
the rights of all are respected. Diversity and inclusion will be celebrated at UEFA 
EURO 2024 and it will be ensured that all social groups and minorities can par-
ticipate. Health and wellbeing are fundamental to sport and the tournament aims 
to promote healthier lifestyles and improved wellbeing through soccer activities 
for all ages. In addition, UEFA EURO 2024 aims to strengthen solidarity in Ger-
man and European society by strengthening links with grassroots sport. 

4.1.3. Governance 
UEFA EURO 2024 acts transparently, responsibly and comprehensibly in all its 
activities. It involves the respective interest groups and discusses, among other 
things, risks in connection with sustainability aspects and human rights. As part 
of their good governance objectives, the organizers plan to organize the tourna-
ment in compliance with international human rights standards and conduct train-
ing on human rights and sustainability. The ongoing exchange of knowledge and 
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best practices through regular discussions with stakeholders will benefit civil so-
ciety, institutions and the sports industry. Sustainability activities will be actively 
promoted through communication campaigns. Finally, the impact of the tourna-
ment will be assessed through an independent study. 

4.2. External Image in the Public Perception 

It is difficult to ascertain whether the commitment to sustainability on the part of 
UEFA, DFB and EURO 2024 GmbH was intrinsically motivated or a result of in-
creasing pressure from stakeholders. The influence of previous mega sporting 
events that have implemented extensive sustainability goals and measures cer-
tainly also played a role in the extent of the commitment to EURO 2024 (Pfeffel, 
Ratz, & Kühner, 2023). 

4.2.1. Positive Aspects: Sustainable Successes 
The motto “United by Soccer—In the Heart of Europe” was reflected in the com-
munication about EURO 2024. This orientation, which emphasizes accessibility, 
inclusion and integration and actively combats racism and discrimination, came 
across as coherent and consistent (Pfeffel, Ratz, & Kühner, 2023). 

In contrast to Qatar, no new stadiums were built in Germany, which signifi-
cantly reduced emissions and at the same time promoted the economic sustaina-
bility of the event. Germany largely relied on its existing infrastructure, which 
meant that there were no discussions about the long-term impact of new build-
ings. The most striking innovation was the “zoning”, i.e. the division of Germany 
into four areas in terms of the organization of the venues and team bases during 
the group phase. Training camps were no longer allocated on a first-come-first-
served basis, but according to their distance from the venues, which shortened 
transportation routes and reduced emissions. Another environmentally friendly 
measure was the EMAS (Eco Management and Audit Scheme) certification of all 
stadiums. In addition, external stakeholders with expertise were involved in the 
implementation of the sustainability goals of EURO 2024 and the ten locations in 
advance, such as the Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conservation, 
Nuclear Safety and Consumer Protection and the Öko-Institut (Pfeffel, Ratz, & 
Kühner, 2023). 

The promise of a climate-neutral European Championship, which had been 
made at the World Cup in Qatar, was avoided by the organizers for the tourna-
ment in Germany. From an ecological point of view, every major sporting event 
places an additional burden on the climate. According to the Öko-Institut, around 
70% of the CO2 footprint was caused by emissions in the transport sector due to 
the arrival and departure of fans who came to Germany for EURO 2024 to watch 
the matches in the stadium or celebrate in the fan zones. Fans were encouraged to 
travel to the matches by train. The organizers wanted to achieve this with dis-
counted train tickets: all fans in possession of a European Championship ticket 
could travel to the matches by train throughout Germany for €30, or €40 in first 
class. At the European Championship venues, local public transport could be used 
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free of charge around the match day with the stadium ticket. At the same time, 
the number of parking spaces at the stadiums was limited during the European 
Championships and the available parking tickets were expensively priced. Of the 
€24 parking fee per match day, €5 went to the European Championship Climate 
Fund. In Berlin, Frankfurt, Hamburg and Leipzig, the stadium parking lots re-
mained completely closed. UEFA paid €25 per ton of CO2 into the European 
Championship Climate Fund to compensate for the emissions that remained in 
the carbon footprint—a total of around €7 million, which will be distributed to 
climate protection projects in amateur clubs in Germany. More than 4000 clubs 
applied to use the money from the UEFA fund to implement sustainable projects 
(Mixa, Rieger, & Lerche, 2024; N.A., 2024). 

A large number of smaller measures were implemented in the European Cham-
pionship cities to promote the idea of sustainability (e.g. bicycle workshops, 
drinking water fountains or campaigns against food waste). In the fan zones, there 
was space for educational offers and inclusive projects that could be presented to 
the fans. Social sustainability was also ensured by the art and culture program that 
took place during the European Championships with numerous projects. The fed-
eral government supported a total of 60 individual projects in the municipalities, 
not just at the European Championship venues. The federal government’s support 
program also included a Volunteer Academy. There, the 16,000 volunteers at the 
European Championships laid the foundations for further commitment with spe-
cial offers and were able to gain further training and qualifications (N.A., 2024; 
Mixa, Rieger, & Lerche, 2024). 

4.2.2. Negative Aspects: Need for Optimization 
EURO 2024 GmbH, DFB and the host cities followed the guidelines of the UEFA 
sustainability goals and thus complied with the ISO 20212:2012 standard and the 
United Nations’ sustainable development goals. This foundation gives their goals 
a solid basis. However, the communicative structure of EURO 2024 was in need 
of optimization: While the organizer communicated concrete criteria or dimen-
sions, the host cities did not adopt these identically, but instead oriented them-
selves on the basic structure of the triple bottom line (Pfeffel, Ratz, & Kühner, 
2023). 

The selection of locations was mainly based on the criterion of net seating ca-
pacity, which meant that the accessibility of the seats was neglected and the area 
of sustainability was only given a below-average weighting in the criteria mix. In 
addition, according to UEFA’s own information, EURO 2024 employees traveled 
over 30,000 km in Germany to compile the list of hotels and training facilities. In 
view of the comparatively small area of Germany and the digital age, the question 
arises as to whether there were alternative ways of obtaining this information in a 
more sustainable manner (Pfeffel, Ratz, & Kühner, 2023). 

However, the main focus of criticism was the mobility of fans. Doubts were 
raised in advance as to whether the notoriously unreliable Deutsche Bahn, with 
its dilapidated infrastructure, was sufficiently well positioned to transport tens of 
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thousands of fans on a match day. After all, there were considerable differences in 
the implementation of the local transport concepts at the individual locations—
and thus also in the possible need to catch up. In six of the ten European Cham-
pionship cities, it was generally possible to travel by car and park directly at the 
stadium. A general ban on cars in the vicinity of the stadium would have been 
expedient. The demand that there should be no short-haul flights during the Eu-
ropean Championships was also not heard (Gielisch, 2024). The exchange be-
tween the organizing GmbH and the DFB with critical environmental protection 
groups during the tournament was defensive and rather undesirable (Fischer, 
2024a). The organizers wanted to form so-called “regional clusters” when design-
ing the match schedule in order to minimize fans’ travel distances, at least in the 
preliminary round. This promise was only partially kept, with France, for exam-
ple, playing its group matches in Düsseldorf, Leipzig and Dortmund. Austrian 
fans also commuted between Berlin and Düsseldorf (Mixa, Rieger, & Lerche, 
2024). 

While the ecological measures were already formulated very comprehensively 
and purposefully in advance, the social measures were highlighted prominently 
but were less detailed (Pfeffel, Ratz, & Kühner, 2023). Many targets were not spe-
cific enough. There were often no clear indicators as to when a target had been 
achieved. In addition, there was a failure to make exemplary measures for indi-
vidual stadiums standard. For example, Werder Bremen bans cars in the vicinity 
of the Weser Stadium at its Bundesliga matches (Fischer, 2024b). 

4.3. Interim Conclusion: Increased Sustainability Awareness and 
Necessary Increase in Ambition 

On the one hand, the planning of the EURO 2024 sustainability commitment 
showed numerous promising approaches. On the other hand, it also became clear 
that not all stakeholders approached the topic of sustainability with the same con-
sistency during implementation. The planning took into account the high sustain-
ability requirements to a large extent, but a more or less large discrepancy arose 
during implementation. It should be noted that UEFA did not impose any sanc-
tions for breaches of the criteria, which raises the question of the extent to which 
the venues and organizers may have lacked an incentive to implement the com-
municated measures. Furthermore, transparent communication should create an 
inclusive process. This should be an approach that is also suitable for other stake-
holders to monitor sustainability commitment. In addition, spectators in particu-
lar, but also the media and sponsors, could exert pressure to hold the EURO 2024 
organizers accountable if they neglected sustainability measures (Pfeffel, Ratz, & 
Kühner, 2023). 

As an interim conclusion, there are high hopes that UEFA EURO 2024 will 
contribute to bringing not only sporting enthusiasm but also a lasting, increased 
awareness of sustainability to Germany and the ten host cities. Whether these am-
bitions will actually be achieved in the long term remains to be seen, i.e. can only 
be conclusively evaluated at a later date. 
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In terms of policy, the focus is on ensuring that major sporting events continu-
ously improve in terms of sustainability. Sustainability standards are developing 
rapidly. This requires a constant increase in ambition (Hornung, 2024). 

5. Implications 

In view of the enormous size of mega sporting events, the question arises as to 
whether such events can be made sustainable at all. A study by the University of 
Lausanne on the sustainability of the Olympic Games between 1992 and 2020 
came to the conclusion that the overall sustainability of the Games can be rated as 
mediocre and has continued to decline over time (Beuthner, 2022). A similar 
trend applies to tournaments such as soccer World Cups or European Champi-
onships. The focus on profit creates incentives to make these competitions bigger 
and bigger. And the bigger these events become, the more destructive they are for 
the environment, the economy and society. 

A future sustainable organization of such mega sports events therefore seems 
unrealistic. In order for such events to become sustainable, they would have to be-
come smaller—and that contradicts the event organizers’ goal of making a profit 
(Faix, 2022). If organizers really want to take the issue of sustainability seriously, 
there is no way around downsizing events in the future. However, FIFA and UEFA 
are taking the exact opposite approach: while the 2022 World Cup was held with 
32 participants (and 64 matches), the next World Cup in 2026 in the USA, Canada 
and Mexico will feature 48 nations and significantly more matches. The same ap-
plies to the European Championship tournaments, which have been successively 
expanded over time from 4 participating nations to 8 and 16 and now 24 nations. 
Such bloating is counterproductive from a climate protection perspective. 

A step in the right direction would be to give the issue of sustainability a greater 
role when awarding mega sporting events in the future. Sustainability standards 
must become central award criteria. 

6. Conclusion 
In this paper, the self-images of the organizers FIFA and UEFA (target) in their 
sustainability communication and the external images in public perception (ac-
tual) with regard to the sustainability of the 2022 World Cup in Qatar and the 
2024 European Soccer Championship in Germany were compared. This compar-
ison leads to discrepancies of varying degrees. 

In 2022, Qatar tried to polish up the country’s image through sports washing. 
In other words, the sustainability goals formulated for the World Cup, which were 
ultimately largely not achieved, were a means to an end. 

In Germany in 2024, the ambitions regarding sustainability were set much 
higher. This made sense, as it is the only way to achieve a lasting, heightened 
awareness of sustainability among all stakeholders in the long term. 
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