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Olympic Games and Democracy

Abstract: We analyze whether the Olympic Games contribute to a process of democratization in the
awarded country, as postulated in the cases of the 2008 and 2014 Olympics, controlling for endogeneity
issues that may arise if the decision to award host status by the International Olympic Committee is
affected by democratization in the bidding countries. Building on a broad-spectrum model of concepts
and variables of democratization, we cannot reject the hypotheses that the Olympics have no effect on
the democratization trajectories of host countries, neither positively nor negatively. We check for
robustness of our results via a bundle of DiD and SCM methods and a number of alternative specifications.
The one-off event of the Olympic Games, although they attract considerable international attention, does

not seem to be able to lead to lasting changes in democratization.
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1 Introduction

Beyond capturing the interest and enthusiasm of fans around the world, international
sports events are discussed in the public square with respect to their socioeconomic and
political dimensions; this is particularly the case when the host country has political
structures that deviate from Western standards. Sports officials often argue that mega
sports events, accompanied by increased international attention, may create incentives
for more participation and stronger civil and human rights in the host countries. Such
aspirations may be backed by the Olympic charter, in its first fundamental principle:
“Olympism seeks to create a way of life based on [..] respect for internationally
recognised human rights and universal fundamental ethical principles” (International

Olympic Committee 2023).

For the 2008 Summer Games in China, the then-president of the International Olympic
Committee (I0C) Jacques Rogge proposed that "the Games are going to move ahead the
agenda of the social and human rights as far as possible, the Games are going to be a
force for good” amid controversy over freedom of speech and democracy (Reuters 2007).
According to Rogge, during the bidding process, Chinese representatives had assured
that “awarding the Games to China would advance the social agenda of China, including
human rights” (Hersh 2008). Then-Director General of the Chinese General
Administration of Sports Yuan Weimin stated, “In the next stage of our national
development, we will continue to open ourselves wider to the outside world and carry

out more reforms” (Associated Press 20071).

Note that there were concerns that 10C officials had not adequately inquired about
democratic participation, safety, and self-determination (Selection Of Beijing Seen As
Positive Step Toward Reform 2001; Hersh 2008). U.S. Representative Tom Lantos argued
that “[t]his decision will allow the Chinese police state to bask in the reflected glory of
the Olympic Games despite having one of the most abominable human rights records
in the world” (Shipley 2001). Moreover, during the run-up to the Games and in the

context of mounting protests in the face of Chinese actions in Tibet, great expectations
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for the flourishing of Chinese democracy were disappointed: Rogge called on China to
uphold their earlier commitment (“We definitely ask China to respect this moral
engagement.”), although Chinese officials such as foreign ministry spokeswoman Jiang
Yu were less than receptive (“I believe 10C officials support the Beijing Olympics and
adherence to the Olympic charter of not bringing in any irrelevant political factors. |
hope I0C officials continue to adhere to principles of the Olympic charter,” both quotes

Hersh 2008).

Similar debates can be found in the case of the Olympic Games of 2014 in Sochi (Russia),
where the treatment of construction workers and discriminatory anti-gay legislation
put pressure on the I0C. IOC president Bach (2014) expressed hopes of a positive
Olympic contribution: “This is the Olympic Message the athletes spread to the host
country and to the whole world: [...] Yes, it is possible [...] to live together under one roof
in harmony, with tolerance and without any form of discrimination for whatever reason.
Yes, it is possible—even as competitors—to listen, to understand and to give an
example for a peaceful society.” Despite these hopes, earlier concerns about Russia as a
host were later supported by reports of a Russian state-sponsored doping program
(McLaren 2016) and the invasion of Crimea, which began on February 27th, four days
after the end of the Games. Note that similar hopes also arose in the case of the FIFA
World Cup in Russia in 2018 regarding worker protection and anti-discrimination (FIFA

2017) and Qatar in 2022 (FIFA Human Rights Advisory Board 2020).

The evidence on the potentially limited power of mega sports events is somewhat
neglected. Scharpf et al. (2023) find evidence of increased repression in the local
proximity of international media hotels during the run-up to the FIFA World Cup in
Argentina in 1978. However, to the best of our knowledge, no studies on the effects of a

mega sports event on democratization at the national level exist.

We provide the first empirical analysis of such effects by analyzing the Olympic Games.
We draw on two branches of literature. First, for the identification of the determinants

of democracy and democratization, a natural starting point is Barro (1999), who
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identifies GDP per capita and average primary education as positive factors and the
educational attainment gap between men and women and a dummy indicating major
oil-exporting countries as negative factors. Acemoglu et al. (2008) argue that democracy
and income have the same underlying factors, namely, longer-term interwoven
development paths in politics and economics, but are not causally related. The impact
of income on democracy may be path dependent and nonlinear: Cervellati et al. (2014)
find positive effects for non-colonies and negative effects for former colonies, and Boix
(2011) finds weaker effects with higher income levels. Concerning education, almost all
authors confirm a positive effect (e.g., Glaeser et al. (2004), Castellé-Climent (2008)).!
However, there are caveats: the effects are stronger in lower income countries (Apergis
and Payne 2017), and a more equal distribution of education contributes to democracy
(Castell6-Climent 2008). Ahmadov and Holstege (2023) find significant but small
positive effects, particularly for primary and secondary but not tertiary education.
Supporting Barro, Tsui (2011) finds a negative effect of oil discovery on democracy, and
Aslaksen (2010) finds a negative effect of oil abundance. Ross (2015) provides a survey
on contrasting views. In a broad-spectrum analysis of as many relevant factors as
possible Teorell (2010), building on Hadenius and Teorell (2007), adds that a bundle of
socioeconomic development variables, such as media availability and the degree of
industrialization, economic crises, democratic neighboring countries, democratic
regional organizations, and peaceful protests, are positively associated, whereas

country size has negative effects.

Concerning the second branch of literature, cf. Firgo (2021), Wood and Meng (2021), and
Fourie and Santana-Gallego (2011, 2022) find significant macroeconomic effects of the
Olympic Games. The booster analyses of Hotchkiss et al.; Hotchkiss et al. (2003; 2015),
Rose and Spiegel (2011), and Briickner and Pappa (2015), which may have received the
most attention, suffer from combinations of sample selection bias, variable selection

bias, and trend misspecifications (Maennig and Richter 2012; Langer et al. 2018;

! For a contrasting view, see Acemoglu et al. (2005).
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Feddersen and Maennig 2013). Note that some studies also find negative economic

impacts of mega sports events (Mitchell and Stewart 2015; Nitsch and Wendland 2017).

Chapter 2 surveys our data set and the empirical strategy. The results of a panel analysis
of the effects of the Olympics on democracy are presented in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4

elaborates on the country-specific effects.

2 Data

To measure democracy, we use the indices produced by Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem,
Coppedge et al. 2024), whose values range from O to 1 (with higher scores being
associated with more democracy) and typically fall within the 0.1-0.8 range. Compared
with other democracy indices such as those compiled by Freedom House and the Polity
project, V-Dem is based on a larger number of independent coders and has more
rigorous reliability validation and, furthermore, provides a more detailed scale
(Coppedge et al. 2019). V-Dem scores the extent of democracies in five dimensions.
These dimensions are intended to describe a) the responsiveness of the government to
the will of the voters, b) the protection of individual rights from government overreach,
c) the degree of political participation, d) the quality of public dialogue and its focus on
the common good, and e) the equality in political rights and freedoms. We use the
average of the five original indices as our main dependent variable. Generally, V-Dem

data are highly granular in their component parts and final scoring.

For our estimation of the impact of the Olympics on democracy, we follow the
abovementioned literature on the determinants of democracy, primarily Teorell (2010),
and use the data on GDP, population, and years of schooling from the Penn World Table
(PWT). For years of schooling, the PWT aggregates data from Barro and Lee (2013) as well
as Cohen and Soto (2007), which have been updated in Cohen and Leker (2014). The
national figures for GDP are converted to the log of per capita GDP. We also consider the
attainment gap between men and women, measured as the difference between

completed years of schooling. Following Teorell (2010) (who in turn follows Ross 2001),
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we include variables for oil rents (share of GDP) and trade (share of GDP) as indicators
for dependence on natural resources and trade, respectively, and furthermore include
the share of nonagricultural economic activity as a measure of socioeconomic
development following Teorell (2010) and the share of the population living in cities. The
data for these four variables were obtained from the World Bank. Information on
religious groups is taken from the National Religion Dataset compiled by the World
Religion Project, and data on ethnic fractionalization (defined as the probability of two
randomly selected citizens belonging to the same ethnic group) are taken from the
Historical Index of Ethnic Fractionalization (HIEF) by Drazanova (2020), which expands
the measurement first proposed by Alesina et al. (2003) to include more modern data.
Religion has been a mainstay in the democratization literature since Barro (1999), and
we follow Teorell (2010) in including ethnic fractionalization. Furthermore, we use
contiguity data from Stinnett et al. (2002) to find the average democracy of each
nations’ neighbors and use that average to measure the potential impact of democratic

diffusion, again following Teorell (2010). Descriptive statistics are given in Table 1.

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics: Whole sample

Mean  Std. deviation Minimum  Maximum
V-Dem democracy index .3335353 .255196 .0114 .8572
Log of per capita GDP (PPP) 8.707383 1.213181 5.499628 12.55511
Democracy of neighbors .2671704 .2325238 0 .8421
No neighbors (binary) 277778 .3338546 0 1
Share of Muslims .2566859 3643284 0 1
Index of ethnic fractionalization 4386208 .2712895 .001 .89
Years of schooling 5.881218 3.579703 0 15.802
Oil rents (% of GDP) 4153148 10.39847 0 87.18431
Mineral rents (% of GDP) .8656145 2.645031 0 39.66755
Trade (% of GDP) 73.3629 48.61978 .0209992 437.3267
Non-agriculture (% of GDP) 82.95996 14.77365 10.58549  99.96987
Urban population (% of total) 48.69876 24.35067 2.077 100
Log of population 8.888568 1.738094 3.69694 1417583
Gap between male and female schooling .8825133 .9811825 -2.294 4.517
Log of country size (km) 11.90148 2.090227 5.703783 16.61218
Share of Christians .5143955 .3804276 0 .9951
Share of Jews .0061319 .0642961 0 .8856
Share of Buddhists .0459898 1660251 0 .9669
Share of Hindus .0244269 104287 0 .8134
Share of non-religious .0633595 122281 0 .79
Share of religious (other) .0993228 159962 0 .8507963
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3 Empirical strategy

To ensure that our estimates of the effect of the Olympics on democracy are not driven
by omitted variable bias, we control for other determinants of democracy based on the
literature which were described in the previous section. Specifically, our model is based
on Teorell (2010), with added country-specific and yearly time fixed effects (which
corresponds to one of his robustness tests). The dependent variable is the change in
democracy measured by first differences of the V-Dem index, and we lag the
independent variables to prevent distortions caused by reverse causality and to reduce
serial correlation in the error terms.? Similarly to Teorell, we also include lagged levels of
democracy asindependent variables to help eliminate serial correlation in the error term
and account for possible issues of reverse causality. The fixed effects help combat
potential unobserved heterogeneity between countries and secular trends. The model

used to explain changes in democracy is as follows:

ADit = ¢i1Dit—q + i2Ditp + BiXir—1 ta; +ye + & (1)

where X;:-1is a matrix of the lagged independent variables, g; is the respective vector of
coefficients, @jand y:are country and time fixed effects, respectively, and ¢;;is the error
term. The standard errors are clustered at the country level to account for potential

serial correlation in the error terms.

To estimate the effect of hosting the Olympic Games on changes in democracy, we make
use of a difference-in-differences framework following Bertrand et al. (2004). The
treatment we examine is a country hosting the Summer or Winter Olympics. In line with
Rose and Spiegel (2011) and Briickner and Pappa (2015), we use non-host countries

(assuming data availability) as the control group.’

2 While the use of lagged dependent variables may introduce a Nickell 1981 bias, the panel should be long
enough at T = 24 to reduce this to a tolerable level.

3 For an overview of all host countries in our dataset, see Table B5 in the Appendix.
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With respect to treatment duration, we follow Rose and Spiegel (2011), Briickner and
Pappa (2015), Langer et al. (2018), and Maennig and Richter (2012) by including lags of
ten years after hosting the Olympics. In line with these authors, we also add ten years
of leads to test the main DiD assumption of (conditional) parallel trends. The inclusion
of these leads and lags further mitigates variable selection bias. The leads are relevant
since Olympic bids are usually decided seven years before the event itself in our period
of analysis. Additionally, Olympic bids are often discussed in the applicant countries and
prospective host cities even before the host election. Infrastructure projects are also
sometimes initiated during this time, potentially inducing dialogue between the
government and the population, protests, or changes in policing in anticipation of
international press attention. As such, it is well possible for effects to occur even before
the official start of the actual Games. Furthermore, it could also be possible that political
changes such as greater political freedom or changing legislation as a result of shifting
political attitudes in light of the Games do not immediately manifest. These delayed
effects necessitate a large number of lags after treatment. Our working model to test

for the potential effect of the Olympic Games on democracy is as follows:

ADyy = ¢i1Dyp—1 + Gi2Die—p + BiXip—q + Xj211:;1(T =t + )

+Xi200, 1T =t =) +a;+y, +e (2)

where T is the time of the treatment, i.e., the n; code for the leads, and 6; are the

treatment effects.

4 Results

Baseline results

We start by replicating Teorell (2010) with his original data period (Table 2, Column 1)
following Equation (1). Our results are broadly in line with those of Teorell. We find
significant effects of past levels of democracy on current changes in democracy,
combining to a joint effect of 0.1559-0.2790 = -0.1231, indicating that level shifts in

democracy are typically followed by a reversion to the mean. As was found by Teorell,
8/37
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we find a significantly positive impact of the level of democracy of neighboring

countries.

In line with Teorell (2010) and Acemoglu et al. (2005, 2008), we find no significant effects
of income per capita or education on democratization. We also find that religion does
not have a significant effect on changes in democracy, again in line with Teorell (2010)
but also Tsui (2011).% In a similar vein, our insignificant estimates for oil rents (measured
as a percentage of GDP) are in line with the robustness analysis including the fixed

effects of Teorell.

Overall, especially considering that we added fixed effects to the model of Teorell and
used a different measure of democracy as our dependent variable, the results in Column

1 point toward the robustness of our findings.

Column 2 reports the results when the same specification is used but with an extended
time period from 1972 to 2014. The dummy variable indicating whether a country has no
land borders has a smaller and less significant effect for the longer period, but

otherwise, the results are comparable.

Table 2: The determinants of democracy and the Olympic effect

(1) (2) 3)

VARIABLES 1972-2006 1972-2014 1972-2014
Lag of democracy 0.1600"** 0.1636™** 0.1635***
(0.0423) (0.0352) (0.0354)
Second lag of democracy -0.2830*** -0.2748*** -0.2749***
(0.0356) (0.0297) (0.0299)
GDP per capita (In) -0.0076 -0.0046 -0.0046
(0.0047) (0.0036) (0.0036)
Change of GDP per capita (In) 0.0102 0.0083 0.0083
(0.0109) (0.0090) (0.0090)
Democracy of neighbours 0.0574*** 0.0465** 0.0467**
(0.0215) (0.0193) (0.0194)

% The significant negative effects of the share of Muslims found by Barro (1999) tend to disappear when
regional or country fixed effects are included (see the sections including additional controls in Barro
1999 and Teorell 2010). Notably, the share of religions in the population tends to be quite persistent,
implying that the inclusion of country fixed effects results in relatively little statistically exploitable
variation in the variables.
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No land borders

Share of Muslims

Ethnic fractionalization

Years of schooling

Share of oil rents of GDP
Share of mineral rents of GDP
Share of trade of GDP
Non-agricultural share of GDP
Share of population in cities
Population (In)

Male-female education gap
Treatment

Year 1after treatment

Year 2 after treatment

Year 3 after treatment

Year 4 after treatment

Year 5 after treatment
Country-specific FEs

Yearly FEs

Observations
R-squared

0.0560
(0.0437)
0.0608
(0.0496)
-0.1084
(0.0829)
-0.0024
(0.0027)
0.0002
(0.0002)
0.0008
(0.0008)
0.0000
(0.0001)
-0.0003
(0.0003)
0.0002
(0.0003)
-0.0007
(0.0125)
0.0018
(0.0030)

YES
YES
2,390
0.2034

HCED 77 — Olympic Games and Democracy

0.0352 0.0346
(0.0302) (0.0301)
0.0402 0.0404
(0.0334) (0.0337)
-0.0416 -0.0415
(0.0438) (0.0442)
0.0004 0.0005
(0.0018) (0.0019)
0.0001 0.0001
(0.0002) (0.0002)
0.0002 0.0002
(0.0005) (0.0005)
0.0000 0.0000
(0.0000) (0.0000)
-0.0002 -0.0002
(0.0002) (0.0002)
-0.000T -0.000T
(0.0002) (0.0002)
0.0007 0.0003
(0.0063) (0.0064)
0.0033* 0.0034*
(0.0020) (0.0020)
-0.0022
(0.0033)
-0.0062
(0.0043)
-0.0078***
(0.0026)
-0.0009
(0.0041)
-0.0036
(0.0031)
-0.0012
(0.0027)
YES YES
YES YES
3,188 3,188
0.1873 0.1875

ok sk

p<0.01,** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Standard errors are in parentheses and clustered at the country level. In all specifications,

a constant was estimated but not reported. All specifications contain a full set of year and country fixed effects. The
baseline DiD specification in (3) contains ten lags and ten leads that were estimated but only partially reported here.

For the full model, see Table B1in the Appendix.

Column 3 of Table 2 reports the results of a Bertrand et al. (2004) baseline difference-in-

differences (DiD) estimation corresponding to Equation (2). The newly added treatment

variable is equal to one for hosts of the Summer or Winter Olympic Games during the

year of the event. We follow Briickner and Pappa (2015) and Langer et al. (2018) and

include ten years of lead (not reported in Table 2) and lags of ten years (partially reported

10/37



HCED 77 — Olympic Games and Democracy

in Table 2). For a more accessible overview of the Olympic effect, we refer the reader to
Figure 1, which presents the treatment effects estimated via Equation (2) and partially
reported in Column (3) of Table 2 as an event study plot. These effects are mostly
insignificant apart from the second lag, which is significantly negative, pointing to at
least no significant effect in the direction of expressed hopes. Figure 1 also shows the
ten leads of the treatment variable, which are all insignificant, meaning that we have
no reason to reject the assumption of conditional parallel trends. These results are also

reported in tabular form in Table B1in the appendix.
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Figure 1: DiD estimation of the Olympic effect from Equation (2), according to Bertrand et al.

(2004)
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Robustness
To evaluate the robustness of our results, we first considered potentially different

effects of the Summer Olympics and Winter Olympics but did not find different results.

Second, we use more recent estimators that allow for heterogeneity in treatment
effects. For example, during our period of observation, both Norway and the United
States host the Olympics, but given the difference in population sizes between the two,
a much larger proportion of Norway’s population is directly affected by the event.
Furthermore, different political systems and norms (e.g., Brazil versus Canada) that are
not readily captured by our covariates also suggest that not all countries are equally
affected. These features may be best accommodated by the estimator of de
Chaisemartin and d'Haultfoeuille (2023, 2024), which we call the “DCDH estimator”

hereafter. We use the same control variables as before and again consider a ten-year

> Details are available from the authors on request.
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period each before and after treatment. Heterogeneous DiD models such as the DCDH
estimate a separate set of OLS regressions for each average treatment effect and
therefore do not report covariates or an R-squared, so we switch directly to an event

study presentation.

The results of estimating Equation 2 with the framework suggested by de Chaisemartin
and d’Haultfoeuille are illustrated in Figure 2. Again, the leads of the Olympics suggest
(conditional) parallel trends, whereas the lags suggest no effect of the Olympics on the
prevalence of democracy, with none of the point estimates being significantly different

from zero.

Figure 2: DiD estimation of Equation (2) after DCDH
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Third, there may be reasons for concern about the independence of our selected
treatment. For example, prior to the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the end of the
Cold War, mega sports events such as the Olympics were part of a systemic conflict
between Western-aligned and Soviet-aligned states (Espy 1981; Sarantakes 2010).

Consequently, applications and, as a result, hosting decisions may be considered
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nonindependent of the level of democracy in the applicant countries. Thus, we exclude
from this point onwards all the years before 1990 from our sample to limit our analysis
to the years in which the Olympic Games can freely influence democracy without being
steered in a particular direction by overt geopolitical conflicts. The results of estimating
Equation (2) via DCDH for games after 1989 illustrated in Figure Alin the Appendix again

find no evidence of significant Olympic effects on democracy.

Fourth, up to this point, the control group consisted of all countries available with
decent data coverage. This choice was motivated by other macro studies on Olympic
effects (Rose and Spiegel 2011; Briickner and Pappa 2015). However, there is evidence of
data selection bias when using an invalid control group (Langer et al. 2018; Maennig and
Richter 2012). We therefore use propensity score matching (PSM, Rosenbaum and Rubin
1983) to define a control group of countries that are comparable to Olympic host
countries. We match based on data from 1985 to avoid issues of matching being
influenced by treatment or anticipation effects (although this leads to the exclusion of
Russia and Germany due to a lack of relevant data) and requires countries to be located
on the common support for the propensity score to be included. The variables used for
matching are taken from our section on the determinants of democratization following
advice from Caliendo and Kopeinig (2008). The results are reported in Figure A2 in the
appendix. Again, there are no significant treatment effects in the ten-year window after
hosting the Olympics, and pre-treatment placebos do not indicate a violation of

conditionally parallel pre-trends.

Fifth, we conduct further robustness checks to ensure that our estimations are not
affected by certain features of our Olympic treatment. Rose and Spiegel (2011) and
Briickner and Pappa (2015) found significant and economically large announcement
effects of the Olympic Games in terms of consumption, investment, and exports.
Announcement effects could also occur in the area of democracy development: since
successfully nominated countries are increasingly in the world's public eye from the
moment of nomination, it could be argued that their governments will adjust their

behavior both to not appear repressive to the wider world and to prevent anti-
14/37



HCED 77 — Olympic Games and Democracy

government actions during a time of heightened scrutiny. As a result, we consider an
alternative specification where the date of the host election at the respective 10C
session is chosen as the treatment date. In addition, we specify a model in which the
treated group consists of successful applicants rather than hosts.® The results for both
specifications are reported in Figures A3 and A4 in the appendix. As before, the model

outcomes remain broadly unchanged.

Finally, there may be concerns about pooling autocratic and democratic countries in the
same treatment or control group. For example, pooling implicitly assumes that
treatment effects are roughly the same between treated countries. Prior examinations
of Olympic effects have mostly focused on economic impacts, where this is less of an
issue than for democratic effects: we effectively assume that a potential Olympic effect
on democracy would be the same in the U.S. and China and then compare these two
countries to a control group containing vastly different political systems. As the vast
majority of our treated countries are democratic countries, we exclude Russia and China
from our treatment group to avoid confounding Olympic effects. As an alternative, we
restrict the control group to members of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) based on the high rate of membership of our treatment group
in the OECD and its commitment to upholding democratic standards to avoid unfair
comparisons between treated and non-treated countries. The results of estimating
Equation (2) via the DCDH estimator on the democratic sample are presented in Figure
A5 in the Appendix. Again, the graph suggests neither potential violations of the parallel

trend assumption nor any significant Olympic effect on changes in democracy.

Results for autocracies
Thus far, we have sought to estimate potential Olympic effects averaged over all host
countries or for democratic countries exclusively. However, autocratic countries may be

the most interesting subjects: There was little public argument about whether the UK

8 For an overview of all applicants in our dataset, see Table B5 in the Appendix.
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in 2012 or Japan in 2020 would become more democratic and respectful of civil rights in
the wake of their Olympics, but for China in 2008 and Russia in 2014, this was at the
heart of public debate. More recent concerns about sports washing, i.e., the
instrumentalization of mega sports events to improve international attitudes toward
the host country despite continued repression and human rights violations, are similarly

centered on autocracies.

However, our preceding approach could face difficulties in establishing a suitable
control group in the case of autocratic countries. Most democratic applicants are alike
in their general socioeconomic development and interest in public relations by means
of mega sports events and additionally share membership in international
organizations such as the OECD, which uphold standards of governance and public
participation. The autocratic states in our sample, Russia and China, exhibit far more
idiosyncratic political and economic systems, which may lower the reliability of

applicants as a control group.

We thus extend our approach by analyzing the cases of the Olympics of Russia in 2014
and China in 2008 via the synthetic control method (SCM) (Abadie 2021; Abadie et al.
2015, 2010), which simulates the subject of interest by calculating a weighted average
of other subjects optimized to mimic the treated subject as closely as possible in terms
of selected covariates and pre-treatment trends. The resulting synthetic control can
then be used as a counterfactual where the event of interest did not take place. This
approach is similar to classical DiD approaches, in which both attempt to find or create
the best matching control group to isolate the effects of the examined treatment. The
SCM approach has the advantage of identifying country-specific effects without large
data needs, implying that we can estimate effects for Russia and China independently

of each other.

While more robust than DiD, the SCM results are sensitive to their exact specification
with respect to the pre-treatment matching period and the post-treatment prediction

interval as well as with respect to their donor pool. In accordance with earlier studies,
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we define the pre-treatment period using ten lags, although our pre-treatment fits
expand past this period. We choose a prediction horizon of ten years, similar to the post-

treatment window we selected for our previous DiD approach.

For China, we selected admissible countries for the donor pool based on geographical
proximity, membership in free trade agreements, and intergovernmental
organizations.” For Russia, we settled on a donor pool drawn from a wider base after a
synthetic control based on former members of the Soviet Union failed to match
democratic development in Russia before the 2014 Olympics. We further assume that
the democracy level of neighboring countries in the donor pool is not affected by the

Olympic Games in the treated country.

Figure 3 shows the SCM results for China in 2008 and Russia in 2014. The solid lines
indicate the observed level of democracy, and the dashed lines represent the synthetic
control. The vertical lines indicate the timing of both the Games and the later exogenous

shocks.

Both the adherence to parallel trends before treatment and the effect of the Olympic
games on democracy are clearly observable. Inmediately after treatment, there is no
deviation of the treated country from its synthetic control, indicating that there is no
Olympic effect. We acknowledge the notable deviations of the observed data from the
synthetic control in Figure 3. Following Abadie and Gardeazabal (2003), such exogenous
shocks to the dependent variable do not affect model performance as long as they are
sufficiently distant from and unrelated to the treatment. In the underlying case, we
consider both requirements to be fulfilled. Both shocks are sufficiently far removed from
the respective Olympic games that we can rule out correlation and can be explained by
corresponding events: Chinese democracy falls below its control following the
appointment of XiJinping as the General Secretary of the Chinese Communist Party and

his subsequent “anti-corruption campaign” and other centralizing reforms. Russian

7 For detailed information on the Chinese donor pool, see Table B2 in the Appendix.
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democracy rose above its synthetic control following a shock to a key member of the
relevant donor pool: the Venezuelan government delayed and ultimately permanently
suspended a recall referendum with broad popular support targeting President Nicolas
Maduro in 2016. This incident and a broad economic crisis prompted further protests

and government crackdowns such as the National Assembly being stripped of its power.

Figure 3: SCM estimation of country-specific Olympic effects for Russia and China

Beijing 2008

154

Olympic Games
Xi Jinping elected

|
|

.05

0 .
1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

China synthetic China

18/37



HCED 77 — Olympic Games and Democracy

Sochi 2014
51 2 s
08
45 O 13
o | @
a G
a8 -
~ o ¢
351 T PN
=
31 =
25 _ i
21 —7M\\\\\ i
—
15 :
1 ,
T T T T T T
1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020
Russia synthetic Russia

SCM is not regression-based, does not provide estimates of standard errors, and thus
does not allow for hypothesis tests, which makes falsification of the model difficult. As
a result, the SCM relies heavily on robustness checks. Abadie and L'Hour (2021) propose
two main robustness checks for SCM approaches, namely, in-space and in-time placebo
tests. In-space placebos aim to show that the deviation of synthetic controls from
observed data is unique for all countries in the donor pool and therefore not random.®
In the present case, no model revealed a notable post-treatment effect, meaning that
in-space placebo tests would not be conclusive. We conduct the in-time placebo test by
resetting the year of treatment to one year before the respective country was awarded
hosting rights or the Olympic Games. The results are reported in Figure A5. In the case
of China, the results remain broadly the same, with only slight deterioration in fit as

predictor parameters exit the ten-year prediction interval. In the Russian case, the model

8 We also examine the efficacy of our SCM models compared to single country DiD approaches with a
single treated unit. We find that all synthetic controls match pre-treatment characteristics of the
treated country more closely than the donor pool. Considering that the donor pool would be used as
the control group in a DiD approach, we posit that the SCM approach is more appropriate in this
application. The results are given in Table B3 and B4 in the Appendix alongside with more detailed
information on the composition of the synthetic controls of our autocratic countries.
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fit declines noticeably. While unfortunate, this is not entirely unexpected due to the
difficulty of finding a suitable donor pool that would achieve pre-treatment fit, Russia’s
donor pool is not restricted; this means that selecting a different time for treatment
causes the newly modeled synthetic control to differ much more from the original

analysis than it does in the other examples, leading to larger deviations.

5 Conclusion

We first test whether the Olympic Games contribute to the democratic development of
host countries. By analyzing data on Olympic games between 1972 and 2014, we first
establish the reliability of our data by reproducing the results of Teorell (2010) with our
newly collected dataset. Focusing mostly on the period between 1990 and 2014 and
utilizing multiple approaches, including the state-of-the-art policy evaluation methods
of heterogeneity-robust differences-in-differences as well as individual country analysis
based on the synthetic control method, we do not find significant evidence of the effects
of the Olympic Games on democracy, neither in democratic nor autocratic states. After
multiple robustness tests, we posit that these results are robust to heterogeneous
treatment effects, different control group selections, and specifications of the

treatment window.

There are caveats to keep in mind with respect to our results. First, our scope is limited
to the period of 1990-2014. Second, our analysis happens at a relatively aggregated level
of yearly values of overall democracy, meaning that we may overlook smaller scale
effects such as the ebb and flows in repression or broad changes in public opinion that

are not reflected in legislation.

Our results highlight opportunities for future research. If the Olympics do not produce
significant effects on economic growth, as suggested by the majority of the economic
literature, nor on democratization according to our analysis, the question of their actual
effect still remains. Presenting a positive public image to global audiences may be

relevant, as (at least in democracies) popular opinion drives policy, including foreign
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policy. Finally, while we consider a decade-long post-treatment window, effects could
manifest after that period, especially if we consider that democratization need not be a

steady process.
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Appendix A: Figures

Figure A1: DiD estimation after DCDH on years from 1989 onwards
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Figure A2: DiD estimation after DCDH with matched treated and control groups
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Figure A3: DiD estimation after DCDH, treatment timing backdated to successful application
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Figure A4: DiD estimation after DCDH, successful applicants instead of hosts as treatment group
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Figure A5: DiD estimation after DCDH, for democratic treatment- and control group
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Figure A6: SCM Robustness: In time placebo fiir Russia and China
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Appendix B: Tables

Table B1: Determinants of democracy and Olympic effect, full table

cracy

(1) (2) (3)

VARIABLES 1972-2006 1972-2014 1972-2014
Year 10 before treatment -0.0014
(0.0030)
Year 9 before treatment -0.0013
(0.0029)
Year 8 before treatment -0.0028
(0.0028)
Year 7 before treatment -0.0023
(0.0038)
Year 6 before treatment -0.0006
(0.0037)
Year 5 before treatment -0.00M
(0.0027)
Year 4 before treatment -0.0024
(0.0035)
Year 3 before treatment -0.0031
(0.0048)
Year 2 before treatment -0.0025
(0.0029)
Year 1 before treatment -0.0030
(0.0035)
Treatment -0.0022
(0.0033)
Year 1 after treatment -0.0062
(0.0043)
Year 2 after treatment -0.0078***
(0.0026)
Year 3 after treatment -0.0009
(0.0047)
Year 4 after treatment -0.0036
(0.0031)
Year 5 after treatment -0.0012
(0.0027)
Year 6 after treatment 0.0013
(0.0036)
Year 7 after treatment -0.0019
(0.0030)
Year 8 after treatment -0.0028
(0.0038)
Year 9 after treatment -0.0017
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Year 10 after treatment

Lag of democracy

Second lag of democracy
GDP per capita (In)

Change of GDP per capita (In)
Democracy of neighbors

No land borders

Share of Muslims

Ethnic fractionalization
Years of schooling

Share of oil rents of GDP
Share of mineral rents of GDP
Share of trade of GDP
Non-agricultural share of GDP
Share of population in cities
Population (In)

Male-female education gap
Share of Christians

Share of Jews

Share of Buddhists

Share of Hindus

Share of non-religious

Share of other religions

0.1600***
(0.0423)
-0.2830***
(0.0356)
-0.0076
(0.0047)
0.0102
(0.0109)
0.0574***
(0.0215)
0.0560
(0.0437)
0.0608
(0.0496)
-0.1084
(0.0829)
-0.0024
(0.0027)
0.0002
(0.0002)
0.0008
(0.0008)
0.0000
(0.0001)
-0.0003
(0.0003)
0.0002
(0.0003)
-0.0007
(0.0125)
0.0018
(0.0030)
-0.0280
(0.0340)
-0.2413
(0.3155)
-0.0005
(0.0245)
-0.0191
(0.0610)
-0.0556**
(0.0234)
0.0046
(0.0217)
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0.1636***
(0.0352)
-0.2748***
(0.0297)
-0.0046
(0.0036)
0.0083
(0.0090)
0.0465**
(0.0193)
0.0352
(0.0302)
0.0402
(0.0334)
-0.0416
(0.0438)
0.0004
(0.0018)
0.0001
(0.0002)
0.0002
(0.0005)
0.0000
(0.0000)
-0.0002
(0.0002)
-0.0001
(0.0002)
0.0007
(0.0063)
0.0033*
(0.0020)
-0.0123
(0.0193)
-0.0049
(0.1106)
0.0105
(0.0207)
0.0840**
(0.0408)
-0.0365**
(0.0183)
0.0134*
(0.0079)

(0.0030)
0.0004
(0.0030)
0.1635**
(0.0354)

0.2749***

(0.0299)
-0.0046
(0.0036)
0.0083
(0.0090)
0.0467**
(0.0194)
0.0346
(0.0301)
0.0404
(0.0337)
-0.0415
(0.0442)
0.0005
(0.0019)
0.0001
(0.0002)
0.0002
(0.0005)
0.0000
(0.0000)
-0.0002
(0.0002)
-0.0001
(0.0002)
0.0003
(0.0064)
0.0034*
(0.0020)
-0.0125
(0.0196)
-0.0075
(0.1124)
0.0118
(0.0209)
0.0848**
(0.041)
-0.0372*
(0.0189)
0.0141*
(0.0076)
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Country-specific FEs YES YES YES
Yearly FEs YES YES YES
Observations 2,390 3,188 3,188
R-squared 0.2034 0.1873 0.1875
Robust standard errors in parentheses, *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
Table B2: Donor Pool SCM China
Country Name in dataset geographical | Data (informal)
coverage association
Indonesia Indonesia Southeast 1960-2021 ASEAN , (Tiger
Asia state)
Cambodia Cambodia Southeast 1960-2021 ASEAN
Asia
Lao Lao PDR Southeast 1960-2021 ASEAN
Asia
Malaysia Malaysia Southeast 1960-2021 ASEAN, (Tiger
Asia state)
Myanmar Myanmar Southeast 1960-2021 ASEAN
Asia
Phillipines Philippines Southeast 1960-2021 ASEAN, (Tiger
Asia state)
Singapoure Singapore Southeast 1960-2021 | ASEAN, Tiger state
Asia
Thailand Thailand Southeast 1960-2021 ASEAN ,(Tiger
Asia state)
Vietnam Vietnam Southeast 1960-2021 ASEAN
Asia
Japan Japan East Asia 1960-2021 OECD
South Korea Korea, Rep. East Asia 1960-2021 Tiger state
North Korea | Korea, Dem. People’s East asia 1960-2021
Rep.
Mongolia Mongolia East asia 1960-2021
Hong Kong | Hong Kong SAR, China East asia NA Tiger state
Taiwan NA East asia NA Tiger state
Bangladesh Bangladesh South Asia 1971-2021 SAARC
Bhutan Bhutan South Asia 1960-2021 SAARC
India India South Asia 1960-2021 SAARC
Nepal Nepal South Asia 1960-2021 SAARC
Pakistan Pakistan South Asia 1960-2021 SAARC, ECO
Sri Lanka Sri Lanka South Asia 1960-2021 SAARC
Afghanistan Afghanistan Central Asia 1960-2021 SAARC, ECO
Azerbaijan Azerbaijan Central Asia 1990-2021 ECO, former SU
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Iran Iran, Islamic Rep. Central Asia 1960-2021 ECO
Kazakhstan Kazakhstan Central Asia 1990-2021 ECO, former SU
Kyrgyztan Kyrgyz Republic Central Asia 1990-2021 ECO, former SU
Tajikistan Tajikistan Central Asia 1990-2021 ECO, former SU
Turkey Turkiye Central Asia 1960-2021 ECO
Turkmenistan Turkmenistan Central Asia 1990-2021 ECO, former SU
Uzbekistan Uzbekistan Central Asia 1990-2021 ECO, former SU
Russia Russian Federation Central Asia 1985-2021 former SU
Table B3: Specifics: Beijing ‘08
Donor excluded Composition Predictor | Treated | Synthetic | Average
Pool Donor pool
See Russia 0.6 % lag 1 .0906 .0902292 | .310324
Table B2 Afghanistan
Myanmar 25% lag 2 .0903625 | .0900655 | .3105915
Indonesia
Uzbekistan 7.5% Srilanka | lag3 .0901333 | .089681 | .3106411
Turkmenistan | 6 % Pakistan lag 4 .0894 .0890169 | .3105373
Tajikistan 83.1% North lag 5 .0885692 | .0882253 | .3103734
Korea
Kyrgyztan 0.2 % Thailand | lag 6 .0879667 | .0875402 | .3102322
Kazakhstan 0.2 % Turkey lag 7 .0875818 | .0872233 | .309896
Azerbaijan lag 8 .08716 .0868916 | .3095254
lag 9 .087 .0864899 | .3088565
lag 10 .086725 | .0864516 | .3074339
Table B4: Specifics: Sochi "14
Donor excluded | Composition Predictor | Treated | Synthetic | Average Donor
Pool pool
Global China 22% lag1 .2814667 | .2815883 | .4116519
Bangladesh
32.5% Eritrea lag 2 .28546 .2855639 | 4116058
7.9% Haiti lag 3 .2890737 | .2891957 | .4113548
4.5% SriLlanka | lag4 .2930667 | .2931678 | .4110123
0.7% Moldova | lag5 2973059 | .2974501 | .4105746
6.8% Mali lag 6 3022375 | .3023179 | .4099888
1.4% Myanmar | lag7 3074933 | .3076363 | .4092779
2% Turkey lag 8 3133286 | .3134963 | .408429
42.1% lag 9 3198923 | .320024 | .4074725
Venezuela
lag 10 .3268833 | .3270567 | .4060825

Table B5: Hosts and applicants for the Olympic games in our dataset
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Year Summer or Host country Applicants Election date
Winter
1972 Summer Germany Spain, Canada, 25/4/1966
USA
1972 Winter Japan Canada, Finland, | 25/4/1966
USA
1976 Summer Canada USSR, USA 12/5/1970
1976 Winter USA Switzerland, 12/5/1970
Finland, Canada
1980 Summer USSR USA 13/10/1974
1980 Winter USA - 13/10/1974
1984 Summer USA - 18/5/1978
1984 Winter Yugoslavia Japan, Sweden 18/5/1978
1988 Summer South Korea Japan 30/9/1981
1988 Winter Canada Sweden, Italy 30/9/1981
1992 Summer Spain France, 17/10/1986
Yugoslavia,
Australia,
United
Kingdom,
Netherlands
1992 Winter France Bulgaria, 17/10/1986
Sweden,
Norway, Italy,
USA
1994 Winter Norway Sweden, USA, 15/9/1988
Bulgaria
1996 Summer USA Greece, Canada, | 18/9/1990
Astralia, United
Kingdom,
Yugoslavia
1998 Winter Japan USA, Sweden, 15/6/1991
Spain, Italy
2000 Summer Australia China, United 23/9/1993
Kingdom,
Germany,
Turkey
2002 Winter USA Sweden, 16/6/1995
Switzerland,
Canada
2004 Summer Greece Italy, South 5/9/1997
Africa, Sweden,
Argentina
2006 Winter Italy Switzerland 19/6/1999
2008 Summer China Canada, France, | 13/7/2001
Turkey, Japan
2010 Winter Canada South Korea, 2/7/2003

Austria
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2012 Summer United Kingdom | France, Spain, 6,/7/2005
USA, Russia

2014 Winter Russia South Korea, 4/7/2007
Austria

2016 Summer Brazil Spain, Japan, 2/10/2009
USA

2018 Winter South Korea Germany, 6/7/2011
France

2020 Summer Japan Turkey, Spain 7/9/2013

2022 Winter China Kazakhstan 31/7/2015

2024 Summer France - 13/9/2017
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