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Abstract 

 

Understanding Athletes’ Protests and 

Activism Regarding Freedom of 

Expression under Rule 50 of the Olympic 

Charter  

 

Maria Fernanda Delgado 

Global Sport Management, Department of Physical Education 

The Graduate School 

Seoul National University 

  
Rule 50 has served the International Olympic Committee (IOC) for 

some years, but as of now, it has sparked conversations on its legitimacy 

within the Olympic context given the current state of affairs of the world 

and the rise of athlete activism.  

Over the years, athletes have used the Olympic Games to express 

their grievances and have protested in many editions of this festival. Rule 50 

bans any demonstration in any Olympic venue regarding racial, social and 

political propaganda. This rule has been considered a violation of the human 

right of freedom of expression by some because of the recent growing 

power of athletes’ voices.  
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This study aims to review Rule 50 and its relevance in the Olympic 

Movement in regard to it being a violation of freedom of expression or not. 

The study will also attempt to find a middle ground between the IOC and 

the athletes in which both can be at peace with what Rule 50 indicates, 

represents and demands, whether this includes changes to the rule itself or 

not.  

Does the multiplicity of the participants’ opinions mitigate in favor 

of what is already established or towards a change or abolishment of Rule 

50? What could these changes look like? Are they feasible? A qualitative 

study consisting of a document analysis and semi-structured interviews on 

four groups of Olympic stakeholders was conducted to answer these 

questions.  

Athletes are known to follow rules, but in terms of Rule 50, it is 

important that all those affected by it have a comprehensive understanding 

of why the rule exists and how it serves the Olympic Movement. In context, 

the participants agree that there should be some limits to freedom of 

expression, especially during the Olympic Games. Participants also agree 

that athletes should be more involved in the decision-making process of the 

IOC, especially with rules that affect them directly.  

The author then proposes analyzing Rule 50 through the philosophy 

and history of the Olympic Truce; thus, asking athletes to leave their speech 

at the doors of the Olympic Games in order to come together through the 
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practice of sport, considering that the mission of the IOC is that of unifying 

rather than diving the sport community of the world.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

1.1. Background 

What will happen if a Team USA athlete kneels on the podium after 

winning a medal in the next edition of the Olympic Games in Tokyo? While 

that action might be expected by society today, Rule 50 of the Olympic 

Charter says otherwise.  

The International Olympic Committee (IOC) is the main global 

governing body in the sport industry. Ever since its conception in 1894, the 

IOC’s has strived to revive and host the modern Olympic Games 

(Georgiadis, Christopoulos & Christopoulos, 2003). A feat that was 

accomplished in 1896 when the first modern Olympic Games were held in 

Athens. Baron Pierre de Coubertin, known as the father of the modern 

Olympic Games, saw this revival as a way of bringing nations together 

under the practice of sport and fostering international understanding 

(Georgiadis et al., 2003; Parry 2007).  

Today, the Olympic Games are seen by 90% of the world’s television 

sets for at least 30 minutes during the 17 days of competition (Cottrell & 

Nelson, 2011). Needless to say, the Olympic Games is a global stage that 

people watch; hence, the IOC must work hard to preserve them and athletes 

must train hard to show their best athletic performances to the world. With 
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the Olympic rings being the most recognized symbol in the world (Ferrand, 

Chappelet & Séguin, 2012; Séguin, Richelieu & O’Reilly, 2008), the 

importance of the Olympic Games is undeniable.  

Historically, the Olympic Games have also been a platform for political, 

religious and racial incidents and demonstrations. For example, the 1936 

Berlin Olympic Games are often referred to as the ‘Nazi Games’ because of 

how Hitler used them to push his political German propaganda (Boykoff, 

2017; Cottrell & Nelson, 2011; Young, 2005). Along the years, athletes 

have also raised their voices during the Games to express their views on 

issues that affect their personal lives. Protests trace back to 1906 (Boykoff, 

2017) and continue today even with Rule 50 in place.  

Rule 50 of the Olympic Charter states that “no kind of demonstration 

or political, religious or racial propaganda is permitted in any Olympic sites, 

venues or other areas” (International Olympic Committee [IOC], 2019, p. 

90). In other words, an athlete is not able to protest any issues during the 

Olympic Games. This rule exists because the main focus of the Olympic 

Games is that of having sport competitions that highlight athlete 

performances, the values of sport and international unity (Athlete 365, 

2020a; Babjaková, Deten, Etoré, Geurtjens, Moerlang & Nelen, 2016). Thus, 

being an event that underlies mutual understanding goes hand in hand with 

the fundamental principles of Olympism stated in the same charter (IOC, 

2019).  
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1.2. Statement of the problem 

While Rule 50 stands within the Olympic Movement as the Olympic 

Charter is recognized as its rulebook (Faut, 2014), it can be argued that Rule 

50 goes against the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR). In its 

Article 10, the ECHR protects the right to freedom of expression of any 

human being (Council of Europe, 1952). An athlete as a human has the right 

of freedom of expression, but an athlete as an Olympian must comply with 

the Olympic Charter and its rules and regulations.  

Over the last few years, athletes have taken stands against political, 

religious and racial issues in many sporting events, including the Olympic 

Games. One of the most famous cases is that of American football player, 

Colin Kaepernick, kneeling during the United States’ national anthem as a 

protest to police brutality to the African-American community (Lindholm, 

2017). This incident started a trend or realization of athletes on the power of 

their platform. If they do something, people will notice.  

Athletes have been vocal about their discontent with Rule 50 over the 

years. As of February 2019, the IOC’s Athletes' Commission developed a 

set of guidelines to amend Rule 50 (Athlete 365, 2020a). Athletes believe 

that they should be able to use their platforms to “advocate for change on 
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issues of great importance to [them] and [their] world” (Athlete 365, 2020a, 

p. 1), including a platform like the Olympic Games. 

Due to recent events across the world, but mostly in the American 

continent, the IOC has reopened the conversation on Rule 50 and the 

Athletes’ Commission is preparing another document by surveying more 

athletes from around the world (Morgan, 2020a).  

1.3. Significance of the study 

The Olympic Games provide a stage or platform for athletes from all 

corners of the world to come together under the same rules of sport. In this 

setting, their differences are disregarded as they all follow the rules of the 

game. By participating, athletes inherently appreciate their opponents for 

who they are as athletes and not necessarily for their background or what 

they represent.  

It seems like even with the IOC’s efforts to sanction any type of 

demonstration, athletes still believe they should be able to express their 

views on issues that affect the world they live in (Bachman, 2020). The 

Olympic Games are one of the most important sporting events every two or 

four years and the Olympic rings are the most recognized symbol in the 

world (Ferrand et al., 2012; Séguin et al., 2008). Therefore, the Olympics 

are an attractive stage for athletes to voice their opinions on different 

matters because the nature of the event is that of bringing the international 

community together.  
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Changing or adapting Rule 50 could have major implications for the 

IOC. It is important to analyze why the rule was implemented in the the first 

place, why it has merit, legally or not, in the Olympic context, why there 

have been several protests over the years, what would it imply to allow full 

freedom of expression to stakeholders of the Olympic Movement (i.e. 

Olympic Athletes and National Olympic Committees [NOCs]) and how can 

the IOC loosen the grip to give the athletes some type of platform to voice 

their views while not compromising its ideals.    

1.4. Research Purpose  

The purpose of this study is to examine Rule 50 of the Olympic 

Charter and its implications on the dilemma of athletes’ activism and their 

right of freedom of expression considering that an Olympic athlete is both a 

human and an Olympian. Both of these titles have different implications.  

By doing a document analysis of different sources and a series of 

semi-structured interviews, a review of Rule 50’s prohibition of athletes’ 

protests and demonstrations in the Olympic Games and its ramifications will 

be done in order to determine the possible actions the IOC can take in 

regards to the issue’s current state of affairs.  

1.5. Research questions 

This study will consider the following research questions:  

RQ1. How did Rule 50 come to exist and why is it relevant in the 

Olympic Movement?  
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RQ2. In what ways does Rule 50 does or does not violate the 

human right of freedom of expression? 

RQ3. What is a direction the IOC can take regarding Rule 50 in 

order to maximize both its and the athletes’ interests within the 

Olympic context? 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

In order to establish a preamble for the study at hand, a brief literature 

review will be done in order to understand Rule 50 in detail and explore 

instances in which it has been breached in previous editions of the Olympic 

Games. Then, there will a brief discussion on freedom of expression and 

how it is both protected and restrained within the Olympic Movement. At 

last, the current state of affairs regarding the IOC and Rule 50 will be 

introduced to provide the context for this study to happen.  

2.1. Rule 50 – Historical Context   

In order to understand the conceptualization or Rule 50 of the Olympic 

Charter, it is important to take a look of the conception of the Olympic 

Games and the Olympic Charter.  

In the Ancient Olympic Games, the Olympic Truce was a period of 

cease-fire agreed by city states in Greek territory for a period before, during 

and after the Games. In this period, the city states agreed that the for the 

period of the Games, the Olympic rules were to be followed, written or not 

(Mestre, 2008; Miller, 2004).  

It was 14 years after the establishment of the IOC that the first set of 

rules were written for the modern Olympic era. In 1908, the “IOC 

Directory” came to life with a set of simple rules about the appointment of 

IOC members, among other things. The Olympic Charter became the rule 
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book of the Olympic Movement in 1924 but took the form of one specific 

document until 1978 (Mestre, 2008). The charter serves as a constitution for 

the Olympic Movement. Mestre (2008, p. 101) describes the Olympic 

Charter as a “heterogeneous legal text, which combines general principles 

with more technical rules and enshrines both coercive rules and mere 

standards of conduct.” The Olympic Charter is legally binding and valid 

because it is accepted in a voluntary basis by people (physical and legal) 

who wish to be associated with the Olympic Movement (Faut, 2014; Mestre, 

2008).  

The seventh Fundamental Principle of Olympism in the Olympic 

Charter states that “belonging to the Olympic Movement requires 

compliance with the Olympic Charter” (IOC, 2019, p. 12). Also, in the 

charter’s first rule, it is stated that members of the Olympic Movement 

“agree to be guided” by the document (IOC, 2019, p. 15). These two 

statements refer to the legal power that the Olympic Charter encompasses 

within the Olympic context. In order to be part of it or to participate in any 

activities or events planned by the IOC, one must follow this set of rules.  

Pierre de Coubertin, the founder of the modern Olympic Movement, 

envisioned the Olympic Games and the philosophy of Olympism as things 

that would go beyond political ideals (Boykoff, 2017). However, he did 

recognize that sport could contribute to social change, especially by 

promoting an event in which countries would come together under the 
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mutual understanding and agreement of the rules of both sport and the IOC. 

While this was a positive outcome of his movement, he was not keen of the 

idea of politics interfering with sport and the Olympic Games specifically 

(Boykoff, 2017).  

Different presidents of the IOC have taken different stances on the 

political influences in the Olympic Movement. Avery Brundage, IOC 

president from 1952 to 1972 was very protective of de Coubertin’s ideas 

(Boykoff, 2017). He too believed that the Olympic Games served as a break 

from the struggles of the world and these struggles had no place in the 

Olympic Movement.  

During Brundage’s term as president, the need for laws and statutes 

became necessary for the IOC. In 1955, the IOC drafted a document with a 

set of guidelines for cities who were interested in hosting the Games. This 

document included a guideline in which the cities wanted to hosting 

promised that there would be no political demonstrations in Olympic venues 

for the durations of the Games (Boykoff, 2017). Brundage claimed, “We 

must never permit the Olympic Movement to be used a tool or a weapon of 

any ulterior cause nor the Olympic Games to be a forum for demonstrations 

of any kind” (Edwards, 2012, as cited in Faut, 2014, p. 255).  

After the incident of the 1968 Mexico City Olympic Games (explained 

in detail later in this chapter), the IOC’s worry about potential protests and 

demonstrations increased. In 1970, a new rule against advertising and 
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propaganda was passed (Boykoff, 2017; Faut, 2014). This rule became the 

base for what is still known now as Rule 50.  

Now, with Thomas Bach as the president, the IOC has acknowledged 

that politics and the Olympic Games have crossed paths on various 

occasions (Boykoff, 2017). This statement, as obvious as it may seem, was 

an important step for the IOC as it realized and accepted a reality that affects 

their Movement directly. Bach and the IOC still claim that the Olympic 

Games are an event about sport and not about politics, religion, race or any 

other things that may be divisive (Faut, 2014). However, the IOC 

acknowledges that the decisions the organization takes can have political 

implications (Boykoff, 2017). Still, the Games should be a place that brings 

people together under the practice of sport. 

Rule 50 of the Olympic Charter explicitly states the following:  

1. Except as may be authorized by the IOC Executive Board on 

an exceptional basis, no form of advertising or other publicity 

shall be allowed in and above the stadia, venues, and other 

competition areas which are considered as part of the Olympic 

sties. Commercial installations and advertising signs shall not be 

allowed in the stadia, venues or other sports grounds.  

2. No kind of demonstration or political, religious or racial 

propaganda is permitted in any Olympic sties, venues or other 

areas. (IOC, 2019, p. 90)  
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As mentioned before, the Olympic Charter is the rulebook of any personal 

(physical or legal) that decides to be affiliated to the Olympic Movement 

and any of its events. To make sure this is understood, Rule 50 has a bye-

law in which the ninth paragraph mentions that  

the Organizing Committee of the Olympic Games (OCOG), all 

competitors, team officials, other team personnel and all other 

participants in the Olympic Games shall comply with the 

relevant manuals, guides, regulations or guidelines, and all other 

instructions of the IOC Executive Board, in respect of all 

matters subject to Rule 50 and this Bye-law. (IOC, 2019, p. 92)   

Since its inclusion in the Olympic Charter, Rule 50 has not been 

amended even with clear cases of political, religious and racial 

demonstrations in several editions of the Olympic Games. There is no clear 

punishment for violations against Rule 50. Each case is examined 

individually with the corresponding bodies, which include the IOC and the 

corresponding National Olympic Committee and International Federation, 

(Athlete 365, 2020a) and the decision is taken then.  

2.2. Cases of athlete activism in Olympic Games 

2.2.1. 1906 Athens Intercalary Games  

The first identified podium protest in an edition of the Olympic Games 

was in the 1906 intercalated Games in Athens. While this edition of the 

Games is not officially recognized by the IOC, the idea of the time was to 
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have Games every middle of the Olympiad held in Athens to honor the 

Ancient Olympic Games and because Greece argued that they already had 

the facilities to continue hosting the events. The idea, although not popular, 

was accepted but the only games held under this scheme where those of 

1906 (Guttmann, 2002).  

It was in these intercalary Games that Peter O’Connor, an Irish long 

jumper, was scouted by Great Britain’s NOC to participate in the Games. A 

sound Irish nationalist, O’Connor refused at first. At the time, Ireland had 

not formed a formal NOC, so his only option was to participate under Great 

Britain’s flag. He went on to win a silver medal in his athletic discipline and 

during the medal ceremony, he went up to the flagpole, climbed it and held 

a green flag that said ‘Ireland forever’ (Boykoff, 2017). While the 

consequences of his actions are unknown, he used his platform to make a 

political statement and not succumb under British authorities.  

2.2.2. 1936 Berlin Olympic Games  

Before the 1936 Berlin Olympic Games, de Coubertin was worried 

about the imminent rise of political influence in sport and was very vocal 

about it through his writings (Boykoff, 2017). 

During the 1936 Olympic Games in Berlin, Hitler was president of 

Germany and was promoting his anti-sematic agenda. During the Games, 

especially during the opening ceremony, some delegations did the now-

know Nazi salute to him and some athletes did it as well in the podium 
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when winning medals or when Hitler was in attendance (Babjaková et al., 

2016; Young, 2005). It is also important to mention that Avery Brundage, 

who was not president of the IOC yet, was very critical of the Games taking 

place in Germany under Hitler’s reign because of the political implications 

this would entail.  

While this was not a protest on its own, Hitler had made clear that he 

believed in the superiority of the ‘Aryan race’ (Boykoff, 2017) and 

discriminated against many religions and race, including black people. The 

1936 Games saw the amazing performances of American sprinter and long 

jumper, Jesse Owens, who won four gold medals in this edition of the 

Games (Guttmann, 2002; Young, 2005). While Hitler was expecting that 

German athletes would dominate on the Games, it was an African-American 

athlete who was giving an outstanding athletic performance. It is believed 

that Hitler left the stadium before one of the medal ceremonies to avoid 

greeting and acknowledging Owens in the medal ceremony (Young, 2005).  

2.2.3. 1968 Mexico City Olympic Games  

Perhaps the most known case of Olympic athlete activism, the Black 

Power Salute was not the only podium protest of the 1968 Games.  

2.2.3.1. Black Power Salute  

The case of the 1968 Mexico City Olympic Games’ protests has many 

sides. The image the world knows is that of American sprinters Tommie 
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Smith and John Carlos on the podium raising their fists and lowering their 

head while their national anthem was playing (Boykoff, 2017). Smith won 

gold and Carlos won bronze in the 200-meter dash. They decided to make a 

protest against poverty, discrimination and inequality of African-Americans 

in the United States. On the podium, Smith and Carlos wore black socks and 

no shoes, leather black gloves, beads around their necks and pins from the 

Olympic Project for Human Rights (OPHR). After their protest, both 

athletes were expelled from the village and went back to their country to be 

praised by some but criticized by many (Babjaková et al., 2016; Boykoff, 

2017; Elsborg, 2020; Faut, 2014; Montague, 2012; O’Bonsawin, 2015). 

They we also banned from international competition for some years 

(Reynolds, 2018). What perhaps was simple gesture at the moment is still 

relevant in the current state of affairs and it serves as motivation for athletes 

to do similar acts. The photograph of that moment is still relevant, so it is no 

surprise the IOC wants to avoid similar incidents. However, even when 

Smith and Carlos’ actions are praised by the IOC now, especially in the 

Olympic Museum, that same action would still be prohibited if any other 

athlete attempted to do it in the next edition of the Games in Tokyo (Elsborg, 

2020).   

Few people are familiar with the story of Peter Norman, the Australian 

silver medalist of the same event. Norman decided to join the protest few 

minutes before the athletes went to the medal ceremony. On the podium, he 
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was wearing an OPHR pin that he asked for from another Team USA 

member. He also helped Smith and Carlos plan their protest as one of them 

had forgotten their pair of gloves in the village. Norman suggested they both 

wear one on opposite hands (Montague, 2012; O’Bonsawin, 2015). Going 

back to Australia, Norman’s life was turned upside down for the decision he 

made in Mexico City. He was criticized and mistreated by the Australian 

Olympic Committee (AOC). He did not participate in the Munich 1972 

Games even though he qualified for two events on multiple occasions. He is 

still the best Australian sprinter in history, who eventually decided to retire 

from his professional career in the early 1970s (Montague, 2012; 

O’Bonsawin, 2015). During the Sydney 2000 Games, Australia did not 

celebrate him and his achievements; it was the USA Track and Field 

Federation who invited him to the events (Montague, 2012).     

2.2.3.2. Vera Čáslavská  

In the same Games in Mexico City, another protest or demonstration 

happened, but the story is almost a polar opposite. Vera Čáslavská was a 

gymnast from Czechoslovakia, who won six medals in 1968 (Elsborg, 2020; 

Reynolds, 2018). Months before the Games, Czechoslovakia was invaded 

by the Soviet Union and Čáslavská had to go into hiding and train with trees 

and potato sacks to avoid being arrested and be able to compete (Reynolds, 

2018). In one of the medal ceremonies, she had to share the podium with a 
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Soviet gymnast, so she decided to turn her head down and away from the 

Soviet flag while its anthem was playing. After the Games, she retired from 

sport, but things back home did not run so smoothly. She was not allowed to 

continue a life in gymnastics until the fall of communism in the late 1980s. 

She then became a member of her NOC and started coaching young 

gymnasts (Reynolds, 2018). In 1989, she was awarded the Olympic order 

and the United Nations Educational, Scientific & Cultural Organization’s 

(UNESCO) Pierre de Coubertin International Fair Play Trophy. Same 

offense, same games, different outcomes.      

2.2.4. 1972 Munich Olympic Games  

The 1972 Munich Olympic Games are often remembered because there 

was a terrorist attack in the Olympic Village that killed Israeli athletes (Lee, 

2011; Young, 2006). Much less known is the podium protest by Vince 

Matthews and Wayne Collett (Gillen, 2020). Team USA won gold and 

silver in the 400-meter race. When it was time for the medal ceremony, both 

Matthews and Collet wore incomplete uniforms and one of them was 

barefoot. They both stepped at the top of the podium after receiving their 

medals while the American anthem was playing. Both athletes were turning 

away from the flags, talked among themselves with their hands on their hips 

or with arms closed. As soon as the anthem finished playing, they left the 

podium quickly (Lee, 2011; Young, 2006). This protest was a flashback to 



 

 １７ 

the Games four years before and it had the intention of protesting the same 

thing, racial inequality and injustice.  

2.2.5. 1984 Los Angeles Olympic Games  

During the 1984 Games, which were already complicated due to a 

boycott by the Soviet block and allies (Babjaková et al., 2016; Guttmann, 

2002), there was another podium protest. This time, it was Canadian Alwyn 

Morris. He was a medalist in the 1000-meter kayak pairs event. When his 

name, along with his partner’s, were announced and they took their place in 

the podium, Morris held an eagle’s feather above his head. The meaning 

behind this action was to honor his late grandfather and highlight his 

indigenous background (Meissner, 2009; O’Bonsawin, 2015). Morris was 

the first aboriginal athlete from Canada to become a gold medalist and 

Olympic champion (Meissner, 2009). This protest did not make the 

headlines as much as the Black Power Salute, but it was an important 

moment for Canadian indigenous population. This incident is highlighted by 

Canada’s Olympic Committee in their official webpage (Canadian Olympic 

Committee [COC], 2020a). Morris since then has been inducted as a 

member of the Order of Canada in 1985 and a member of the Canadian 

Sports Hall of fame in 2000. He also serves as the President of the 

Aboriginal Sports circle in his country (COC, 2020a). Needless to say, the 

athlete was not sanctioned after violating Rule 50 and even if he received 

some criticism in his own country, his sport career and overall life was not 
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defined by his action on the podium. Instead, he has worked hard to 

increased aboriginal participation in sport (Meissner, 2009).    

2.2.6. 2000 Sydney Olympic Games   

After winning the 200-meter dash in her home country, Cathy Freeman 

waved both the Australian and aboriginal flags. While this demonstration 

was not on the podium, it was a moment leading up to the podium that had 

the eyes of the world on it. This case was different because in these 

particular Games, the aboriginal flag was allowed in certain Olympic venues 

as the Aboriginal flag is a declared official flag in Australia (Faut, 2014). In 

this specific case, Freeman was not violating Rule 50. O’Bonsawin (2015) 

argues that in this particular incident, the presence of the two flags in the 

Olympic stage combined with Freeman’s victory lap after her triumph, 

Olympism helped in the reconciliation of Australian people.  

2.2.7. 2012 London Olympic Games 

Before taking the ring, Australian boxer, Damien Hooper, wore a t-

shirt with the aboriginal flag before his fight in the qualifying rounds 

(Boykoff, 2017). After the fight, the AOC issued a statement in which they 

recognized the breach of Rule 50 and assured that Hooper was sorry and 

that the incident was a mistake that was not to happen again (Boykoff, 2017; 

O’Bonsawin, 2015). In the same statement, the AOC claimed that their 

organization understood that the purpose of Rule 50 was to protect and keep 
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the purpose of the Olympic Games as an event with a sport storyline, not 

one with political, religious or racial one.  

O’Bonsawin (2015) argues that marginalized and oppressed 

populations are even more affected by Rule 50 because they are required to 

take the identity of their colonizer, which is not a only a violation of 

freedom of expression. In her research, O’Bonsawin also claims that 

Hooper’s incident was somehow hypocritical after Cathy Freeman’s 

experience in the Sydney 2000 Olympic Games. Needless to say, the 

situations are different because in Sydney, the rule of law was that of 

Australia and the Olympic Charter and the IOC had agreed to allow the 

Aboriginal flag to swoon in some venues; therefore, there was no breach of 

Rule 50. Hooper’s case shows, that even when there is a breach of Rule 50, 

the consequences or punishment can be very different from case to case and 

they also depend on where and how the breach happens. Although Hooper’s 

action did not have serious consequences, it was seen as an offense to the 

Olympic Games and as a polar opposite of Freeman’s action in 2000.      

2.2.8. 2014 Sochi Olympic Games  

The 2014 Sochi Winter Olympic Games did not have any stadium 

protests but had other controversies related to the topic at hand. Before the 

Games, Russia passed an anti-LGTB law that was criticized by many 

athletes, arguing that this law was against the values of Olympism 

(Babjaková et al., 2016; Boykoff, 2017). Athletes found the irony of them 
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not being able to express their views but the Games being allowed to be 

hosted by a country that was clearly against the fundamental principles of 

the IOC and its charter (James & Osborn, 2014). This instance made many 

Olympic stakeholders question if sport and politics could truly be separated, 

which is an on-going conversation in actuality.  

Russian slopestyle snowboarder, Alexey Sobolev, placed a sticker on 

his board that inferred an homage to the Pussy Riot movement. When asked 

about it, he claimed that anything was possible and emphasized that he had 

not designed his board (Boykoff, 2017; Dillman, 2014). Cheryl Mass, 

another slopestyle snowboarder from the Netherlands, who identifies as 

lesbian, wore a rainbow design on her mittens during competition and 

showed them to the cameras while waiting for her score after her run 

(Boykoff, 2017; Ziller, 2014). Mass had criticized the Games being hosted 

on Russian before this particular incident.  

During the same Games, Canadian freestyle skiers were not allowed to 

wear stickers on their helmets in memoriam of Sarah Burke’s death and her 

advocacy to bring female freestyle skiing to the Olympic stage 

(www.abc.net.au, 2014; Faut, 2014; James & Osborn, 2014). Also, four 

Ukrainian athletes were not able to wear black armbands over their suits to 

honor the death of a teammate’s brother and the deaths of people protesting 

their political situation in Kiev (Faut, 2014; James & Osborn, 2014). These 

two incidents were considered as potential breaches of Rule 50.  
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2.2.9. 2016 Rio Olympic Games  

After crossing the finish line in the marathon event, Feyisa Lilesa from 

Ethiopia made a gesture with his arms crossed above his head. This gesture 

was repeated in the podium after the race and was a protest against his 

government’s political and social marginalization of the Oromo region 

where he is from (www.bbc.com, 2019). Because of his actions, he had to 

seek political asylum as he could not go back to his home country (Boykoff, 

2017; www.theguardian.com, 2016). It is important to mention that there are 

no reports of him replicating the gesture on the official medal ceremony in 

the podium in the Closing Ceremony. Also, the broadcasting of the 

ceremony did not show any attempts or protests whatsoever.  

The Rio Games also saw protests from the fans in the Opening and 

Closing Ceremonies and at some events. The fans were protesting the 

Brazilian government. At first, they were expelled from venues, but then a 

federal judge ruled in favor of freedom of speech (Boykoff, 2017). The in-

venue protest went directly against Rule 50 as spectators are also 

stakeholders of the Olympic Movement and their tickets have a contractual 

nature (Blackshaw, 2003), which indicated that they have duties and 

responsibilities.  

One of these duties is that of abiding by the Olympic Charter. In this 

particular situation, Brazil was in political turmoil and Olympic officials 

were against said protests in the events, but they finally allowed the ruling 
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of the federal judge to stand. In this case, Rule 50 was not enforced with the 

fans at the events as long as they followed the host country and the 

particular venue’s rules (Boykoff, 2017; Goodman & Gomez, 2016).  

Athlete activism in the Olympic Games is an issue and there is a 

historical context to prove it has happened and is prone to happen again 

even with a policy or regulation such as Rule 50 in place. Also, these 

instances in history attempt to validate the existence and relevance of Rule 

50 within the Olympic context. It is important to mention that these 

incidents are the ones with more popularity and that there might be other 

incidents that are not well known or known at all. With the rise of 

broadcasting, it could also be argued that some stakeholder, or the IOC itself, 

have control over what is actually seen by the eyes of the world.  

2.3. Athletes’ Rights and Responsibilities in Olympic Games 

2.3.1. Athletes’ Declaration  

The Athletes’ Rights and Responsibilities Declaration, Athletes’ 

Declaration for short, drafted by the IOC’s Athlete Commission (or Athlete 

365) was approved by the IOC Session on October 8th, 2018 in Buenos 

Aires, Argentina (IOC, 2020a). This Athletes’ Declaration was to be 

included as a reference in the Olympic Charter, giving greater significance 

and importance within the Olympic Movement and its stakeholders.  

The idea of having an Athletes’ Declaration started a year before as it 

was a popular topic among Athletes’ Commissions from different governing 
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bodies within the Olympic family and soon became part of the IOC 

Athletes’ Commission’s agenda (IOC, 2020a; IOC, 2020c). Its first outreach 

was in the IOC International Athletes’ Forum, held in Lausanne in late 2017, 

where 100 athletes voiced their opinion. The first round of survey was 

implemented after the forum reaching almost 200 athletes as a sort of 

elicitation to the information to narrow it down to themes and types of rights 

and responsibilities. A second survey was developed and sent to athletes in 

July 2018. A total of 4,292 athletes from 190 nations and 120 sport 

disciplines responded. These 120 sport disciplines included all the 91 

Olympic and Paralympic disciplines (IOC, 2020a).  

This document was a groundbreaking triumph for the Athletes’ 

Commission as it was a compilation of views and outlooks from around 

4,200 athletes from 190 countries (IOC, 2020b). Considering that 206 

nations are affiliated to the IOC, it is fair to say that they gathered a 

significant number of athletes and nations to draft a document that could 

cater to the majority of their needs.  

It is important to mention that these 4,200+ athletes practice different 

types of sport in a variety of settings and backgrounds; therefore, the 

declaration itself is broad and only contains “fundamental principles” (IOC, 

2020a) in order to be as inclusive as possible. The document includes 12 

rights and 10 responsibilities and was based and/or inspired by the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) drafted by the United Nations (UN) 
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in 1948. However, the document is designed to be updated and revised 

when necessary to maintain its relevance (IOC, 2020c).  

The process of drafting this declaration was of about one year as it tried 

to include as many athletes as possible. It is considered as a “historic 

moment for the recognition of athletes … globally” (Coventry as cited in 

IOC, 2020a, para. 4). The document was in charge of the Steering 

Committee that was integrated by a total of 20 Olympians from 15 countries, 

continental organizations, international federations, the IOC and the 

International Paralympic Committee (IPC).   

According to the Athletes’ Declaration, freedom of expression is an 

athletes’ right (Athlete 365, 2018). The Olympic Charter mentions that one 

of the powers of the Session, the IOC’s main body, (Chappelet 2008; 

Chappelet, 2016) is to “adopt or amend the Athletes’ Right and 

Responsibilities Declaration upon recommendation of the Athletes’ 

Commission and to promote respect for [the] declaration within the 

Olympic Movement” (IOC, 2019, p. 42). However, as mentioned above, the 

same charter has a rule that prohibits athletes from any “kind of 

demonstration or political, religious or racial propaganda … in any Olympic 

sites, venues or other areas” (IOC, 2019, p. 90). In a way, this rule 

contradicts one of the rights the athletes have and that is approved by the 

IOC and included in the same charter.  
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2.4. Freedom of Expression  

Freedom of expression is a human right of participants to not be told 

they cannot express themselves (Scanlon, 1978; Wellington, 1979). 

Freedoms are, in some ways, philosophical problems about the status of the 

rights that human have. For Scanlon (1978, p. 519), the object of rights is to 

“place limits on what individuals … may do.” Freedom of expression 

becomes complex when a certain expression threatens another one; 

therefore, placing limits can be controversial and need justification to seem 

valid.  

Freedom of expression applies when a participant has something to 

express to a wide audience (Scanlon, 1978). In other words, a conversation 

between two people might not necessarily be considered in the interests of 

freedom of expression. The expressed thought should be to more than two 

people. For participants, freedom of expression is the ability to express their 

thoughts however and whenever they feel like it. Freedom of expression is 

important to audiences because they have the need to be informed, educated 

or entertained (Scanlon, 1978). When a person voices his or her opinion or 

view on a certain topic, he or she often wants to be listened to by a group of 

people.  

Certain views and certain ways of expression can influence different 

audiences in different ways. It is key to also identify bystanders in this 

conversation. “Regulation of expression to protect any of these bystander 



 

 ２６ 

interests can conflict with the interest of audiences and participants” 

(Scanlon, 1978, p. 528). Bystanders are also subject to freedom of 

expression as it might affect their surroundings and/or context (Scanlon, 

1978).  

According to Lenskjy (2004, p. 370), “universality of information 

freedom – a free press – constitutes a basic human right.” Human rights 

violations are a sensitive topic. Babjaková et al. (2016) argue that taking a 

neutral stance in human rights violation topics can indirectly allow for more 

damage to happen. Not saying anything is saying something too. The same 

authors also argue that standing up against these types of violations goes in 

hand with the Olympic principles of promoting a peaceful society that 

preserves human dignity (Babjaková et al., 2016). Rule 50 is a regulation 

that tries to influence or control how an athlete can express him or herself in 

an Olympic setting. Athletes have the human right to express themselves; 

hence, Rule 50 is controversial whether it is justified of not.  

2.4.1. United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights  

Article 19 of the United Nations’ UDHR points out that everyone has 

the right to freedom of opinion and expression. This right includes freedom 

to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart 

information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers (United 

Nations [UN], 1948; Glendon, 1997). This Declaration has been adopted by 
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the UN since 1948, meaning that all countries recognized by the UN must 

consider and follow it.  

2.4.2. European Convention of Human Rights  

Article 10 of the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) 

states that freedom speech includes the substance, the form and the method 

of the information (Faut, 2014; Letsas, 2007). In general terms, anything 

goes; freedom of expression includes any message on any means. While all 

the expressions are free, they do hold a certain hierarchy in terms on their 

legality and repercussions (Faut, 2014). The article is as follows: 

1. Everyone has the right to freedom of expression. This right 

shall include freedom to hold opinions and to receive and impart 

information and ideas without interference by public authority 

and regardless of frontiers. This Article shall not prevent States 

from requiring the licensing of broadcasting, television or 

cinema enterprises.  

2. The exercise of these freedoms, since it carries with it duties 

and responsibilities, may be subject to such formalities, 

conditions, restrictions or penalties as are prescribed by law and 

are necessary in a democratic society, in the interest of national 

security, territorial integrity or public safety, for the prevention 

of disorder or crime, for the protection of health or morals, for 

the protection of the reputations or rights of others, for 
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preventing the disclosure of information received in confidences, 

or for maintaining the authority and impartiality of the judiciary. 

(Letsas, 2007)  

Paragraph two of Article 10 has some exceptions, but they have to be 

“established convincingly” (Letsas, 2007). For example, political statements 

can and will be controversial but they are still protected under Article 10, 

regardless of their nature (Faut, 2014). In general, this Convention grants 

complete freedom of expression in any kind to any citizen.  

2.4.3. International Olympic Committee  

As of today, there are 206 NOCs recognized by the IOC and 

participating in the Olympic Games (IOC, 2019). The IOC has recognized 

more nations and territories than the UN, so for some territories, the 

Olympic Games is the only chance to be recognized and show their flag 

(Chappelet, 2008). In a way, it could be argued that the IOC has granted 

these nations and territories the freedom to express themselves 

internationally.  

The Olympic Games use sport as a tool to promote unity, uphold 

humanity and dignity and has no room for discrimination (Babjaková et al., 

2016). The Athletes’ Declaration mentions that all athletes have the right of 

freedom of expression (Athlete365, 2018). However, the Olympic Charter 

prohibits any type of political, racial or religious protest in its venues (IOC, 

2019). The Games are to be praised for the outstanding performances of the 
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athletes, but these are often shadowed by political issues of the countries 

they represent (Babjaková et al., 2016). O’Bonsawin (2015, p. 202) 

describes the Olympic Games as “inherently politicized sited for individual 

and collective manifestations” as she believes that they are a great platform 

for athletes to voice their political interests.   

2.5. Current state of affairs on Rule 50 and athlete activism 

The Olympic Charter and its Rule 50 is a way of protecting the 

“political neutrality [of the Olympic Movement]” and the “autonomy of 

sport” (IOC, 2019, p. 16). However, in the current state of affairs, athletes 

have spoken up about their feelings and position towards this rule.  

2.5.1. IOC’s New Year’s Message  

On January 1, 2020, IOC President, Thomas Bach, issued his 2020 

New Year’s message. In this statement, he made sure to reassure that the 

Games “are not, and must never be, a platform to advance political or any 

other potentially divisive ends” (Around the Rings, 2020; IOC, 2020f, para. 

17). The statement goes on to address the athletes and their responsibility in 

achieving this goal during the 2020 Tokyo Olympic Games. To Bach, 

athletes are essential to maintaining the political neutrality of the games 

inside the field of play and the podium. He urges athletes to notice the 

importance of not protesting on the field of play ceremonies. He also 

mentions that the vast majority of athletes from around the world agree that 

protesting in venues and ceremonies is not in their best interest and that 
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venues and ceremonies have no place for political or any kind of protests 

(Around the Rings, 2020; IOC, 2020f). Bach closes this remark by making a 

reference to the Olympic value of respect by saying, “respecting one’s 

fellow athletes also means respecting their unique Olympic moment and not 

distracting them from it with one’s own political views” (Around the Rings, 

2020; IOC, 2020f, para. 19). This message was published in the IOC’s 

website to welcome the year of 2020.  

2.5.2. Rule 50 Guidelines  

Following the IOC’s New Year’s message, the IOC Athletes’ 

Commission published the document titled "Rule 50 Guidelines" after a 

meeting with the IOC Executive Committee in the beginning of January 

(Morgan, 2020a). The IOC became concerned about the 2020 Tokyo 

Olympic Games after the summer of 2019 saw protests in Peru at the Pan 

American Games and in South Korea at the FINA World Aquatics 

Championships (de la Garza, 2019; Henao, 2019; Morgan, 2020a; 

Rutherford, 2019).  

In the document, the IOC Athletes’ Commission states that it believes 

that both the Olympic Village and the podium at the Olympic Games must 

remain free from political, religious or ethnic demonstrations but that some 

other places during the Olympic Games could grant Olympians a safe place 

to express their feelings and views.   
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The statement reinforces the thought that in order for the Olympic 

Games to attempt to bring the world together, it is necessary for everyone 

involved in the Olympic Movement to respect the diversity in its members 

(Athlete 365, 2020a).  

When an individual makes their grievances, however legitimate, 

more important than the feelings of their competitors and the 

competition itself, the unity and harmony as well as the 

celebration of sport and human accomplishment are diminished. 

(Athlete 365, 2020a, p. 2) 

The document goes on to explain that protests and demonstrations are not 

allowed in the following places: all Olympic venues, the field of play, the 

Olympic Village, the medal ceremonies and the Opening and Closing 

ceremonies (Athlete 365, 2020a). The Athletes’ Commission also mentions 

“other official ceremonies” but does not go into detail about what this term 

means.  

Athletes believe that athletes should have the chance to express 

themselves freely during press conferences and interviews in the mixed zone 

or other places, such as the International Broadcasting Center (IBC) and the 

Main Media Center (MMC). Others places for them to express their views 

include team meetings and digital, social or traditional media (Athlete 365, 

2020a).  
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Nonetheless, a distinction is made between expressing someone’s 

views and protesting. Protesting includes actions such as “displaying any 

political messaging, including signs and armbands, gestures of a political 

nature, like a hand gesture or kneeling and/or refusal to follow the 

Ceremonies protocol” (Athlete 365, 2020a, p. 2). Additionally, this 

document makes sure the athletes’ entourage is included in this specific set 

of guidelines.   

In terms of punishment for violating the rules stipulated in these 

guidelines, the corresponding NOC, International Federation (IF) and the 

IOC will take disciplinary action based on each individual case (Athlete 365, 

2020a, p. 3). There might be a loophole for Rule 50 by arguing in favor of 

freedom of expression. Athletes might have a way to challenge any 

punishment given by sport governing bodies, such as NOCs, IFs or the IOC 

itself to the Court of Aarbitration for Sport (CAS) (Blackshaw, 2003; Faut, 

2014) or to the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR), which is 

applicable in this case since CAS is founded under Swiss law and 

Switzerland is an European country (Blackshaw, 2003; Lindholm, 2017), in 

order to protect their human right of freedom of expression.  

2.5.3. Other statements  

Both the IOC’s New Year’s message and the Rule 50 Guidelines have 

received backlash from individual athletes and organizations. Global Athlete, 

an organization established to raise the voice of athletes and balance the 



 

 ３３ 

power between them and administrators, issued a statement days after 

Bach’s message (Global Athlete, 2020a). In an open letter in January 2020, 

Global Athlete argues that the IOC does not employ or compensate the 

athletes but asks them to give up their rights when competing in the 

Olympic Games. In the same statement, the organization calls for a fact 

check on the reasoning behind Rule 50. It asks athletes to stand together to 

face these situations because “silencing athletes should never be tolerated 

and to threaten them with removal from the Olympic Games is another sign 

of the imbalance of power between sport leaders and athletes” (Global 

Athlete, 2020b, para. 4). While this statement does not explicitly touch on 

the violation of freedom of expression, it shares the discontent that some 

athletes have with the existing Rule 50.  

In February, the IOC released a statement referring to free speech of 

Olympic athletes by IOC member, Richard Pound. In it, he mentioned that 

“in a free society, rights may come with certain limitations” (IOC, 2020d, 

para. 5). The statement goes on to fact check the situation of Rule 50 within 

the Olympic Movement and supporting the guidelines provided by the IOC 

Athletes’ Commission in which they agree that protests in Olympic venues 

and ceremonies should not be tolerated, but that athletes still have the right 

to express their opinions in other ways, highlighting how the IOC agreed to 

let athletes voice their opinions in press conferences, interviews and social 
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media (IOC, 2020d). Pound argues that Rule 50 symbolizes respect for 

diversity in ideas.  

Many other statements by different bodies have been made from the 

beginning of 2020 until now and will be included in the document analysis 

of this study.  

2.5.4. Current Status  

In June 2020, IOC President, Thomas Bach, reopened the dialogue 

around Rule 50 after a series of worldwide events that spark activism 

initiatives worldwide following the death of George Floyd, an African-

American citizen, at the hands of the police (Morgan, 2020b). As a result of 

this, some professional leagues from a variety of sports around the world 

have allowed athletes to peacefully protest before their events (MLB, NBA, 

WNBA, NASCAR, EPL, etc.) (Morgan, 2020b; Reese, 2020). The IOC also 

published an official statement in which they condemn any type of racism 

(IOC, 2020e) and reflects upon the Olympic Charter’s fundamental principle 

that speaks about no discrimination of any kind including “race, color, sex, 

sexual orientation, language, religion, political or opinion, national or social 

origin, property, birth or other status” (IOC, 2019, p. 12). This statement 

reinforced an Olympic ideal but also showed how the IOC adapted to 

currents trends and troubles affecting the world in actuality.  

Bach has decided to let the IOC Athletes’ Commission come up with 

suggestions about Rule 50 and how the athletes can voice their opinion on 
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the Olympic stage. In July 2020, the Athletes’ Commission decided to 

implement a worldwide survey to include a greater number of athletes than 

the previous one done before the publication of the Rule 50 Guidelines 

(Athlete 365, 2020b; Morgan, 2020c). This survey will be conducted while 

this study is done, so the results might not be available by the time this 

study is done.  
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Chapter 3. Method 

After gathering and conceptualizing secondary data in the literature 

review, a method can be developed to produce primary data through a 

qualitative research study (Malhotra, 2008). Secondary data helps establish 

the way the study will take and can also help realize the study’s objectives. 

This chapter will define the method chosen to realize this study.    

3.1. Research Design   

The nature of this study is qualitative and requires a multi-method 

study design composed of document analysis and semi-structured interviews 

to develop an issue analysis of Rule 50 and its implications on some 

stakeholders of the Olympic Movement.  

A document analysis was conducted from a variety of printed and 

electronic material. Document analysis, as defined by Bowen (2009, p. 27) 

is a “systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating documents.” Types 

of documents analyzed in this study include official statements, newspaper 

articles, blogs, minutes or summaries of meetings, application forms and 

other public records. This method will be cross-validated by the semi-

structured interviews to seek corroboration of the information found in the 

documents analyzed. The interviews were conducted to gather primary 

qualitative data to develop a comprehensive understanding of the 

respondents’ perceptions in an effort to describe the current situation and 
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provide insight on the issues and implications of Rule 50 on the IOC and its 

stakeholders.  

3.2. Participants    

The part of the study that requires interviews will require a sample of 

participants. Samples in qualitative studies are usually small and not 

necessarily representative of their entire population, so the findings gathered 

will give an overall picture of the problem that can serve as an introduction 

for further in-depth research (Malhotra, 2008; Marshall, 1996). This study 

attempts to interview five members from two relevant groups: Olympic 

athletes and NOC Officials from different countries. One athlete and NOC 

Official from each continent were interviewed to represent the international 

nature of the Olympic Movement and mirror the five Olympic rings. 

Athletes were chosen from both winter in summer sports to reflect the 

Olympic Movement. Gender equality was considered as well to try and have 

a balance.  

The sampling technique was chosen to be convenient to the 

researcher’s network and reach. As noted in the literature, convenient 

sampling tends to be less rigorous and might hinder the quality and 

credibility of the data (Marshall, 1996). Therefore, snowball sampling was 

also used subsequently with all the three target groups for the sake of the 

relevance of the data (Marshall, 1996). In addition, two IOC officials and 

two academics were interviewed to have another educated perspective from 
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inside and outside the Olympic context and contribute to the trustworthiness 

of the data.  

The participants were divided into four groups: Olympic Athletes, 

NOC officials, IOC officials and Academics. The demographic profile of 

the participants per groups will be discussed accordingly.  

3.2.1. Olympic Athletes  

 Five Olympic athletes were interviewed for the purpose of this 

study. Each of them came from a different continent making allusion to the 

five rings in the Olympic flag, which is the most recognized symbol in the 

world. The participants were three females and two males. Four of the 

athletes were retired except for one, who has already qualified for the 

upcoming Olympic Games in Tokyo. Four of the athletes participated in 

Summer Olympic Games and one in Winter Olympic Games. A more 

detailed description is provided in the following table:  

Table 1  

Demographic data of Olympic Athletes group 

Participant 

reference 
Continent Age Gender Sport 

Olympic 

Games 

Country 

represented 

Athlete_1 America 21 Female Shooting 
2016 & 

2020 
Argentina 

Athlete_2 
Africa & 

Europe 
50 Male 

Modern 

Pentathlon 
1992 Egypt 

Athlete_3 Europe 29 Female 
Rhythmic 

Gymnastics 

2012 & 

2016 
Italy 

Athlete_4 Asia 25 Female Swimming 
2012 & 

2016 
Qatar 

Athlete_5 Oceania 32 Male Bobsleigh 
2014 & 

2018 
Australia 
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3.2.2. NOC Officials  

Five NOC Officials were interviewed with the same purpose of the 

previous work. The representation of every continent, in accordance to the 

Olympic Charter, seemed relevant for the study. Four of the participants are 

current employees of their National Olympic Committee and one of them is 

a former employee. This group had three male and two female participants. 

All participants had at least three years of working experience in their NOC. 

A more detailed description is provided in the following table:  

Table 2 

Demographic data of NOC Officials group 

Participant 

reference 
Continent Age Gender NOC 

Working 

experience 

NOC_1 Asia 31 Male Lebanon Eight years 

NOC_2 America 27 Female Panama Six years 

NOC_3 Africa 67 Female Senegal Thirteen years 

NOC_4 Europe 28 Female Belgium Three years 

NOC_5 Oceania 63 Male New Zealand Five years 

 

3.2.3. IOC Officials 

Three IOC officials were selected for interview in this study. 

Initially, the target was to interview current IOC employees. They were 

approached and one of them was interview, but the participant had to 

withdraw from the study because of the ongoing consultation the IOC is 

doing on Rule 50 at the moment. After some consideration, two former IOC 

employees and one current IOC member were contacted and selected as 

participants of this study. Both participants are considered as key informants 
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as they have had the experience of drafting guidelines within the 

organization, which is of great relevance to this study. A more detailed 

description is provided in the following table:  

Table 3  

Demographic data of IOC Officials group 

Participant 

reference 
Continent Age Gender IOC working experience 

IOC_1 Oceania & Europe 59 Male Eighteen years 

IOC_2 America & Europe 45 Female Seven years 

IOC_3 America 68 Female Thirty-five years 

 

3.2.4. Academics  

 Two academics were considered as part of this study to increase the 

trustworthiness of the data. The two academics were selected based on their 

background and knowledge of the Olympic Movement. Both participants 

have publicly talked about the topic at hand recently and have an educated 

opinion, which provides an insightful perspective to this study. Two 

different continents were attempted and fulfilled. Both participants were 

male. A more detailed description is provided in the following table: 

Table 4 

Demographic data of Academics group 

Participant 

reference 
Continent Age Gender Occupation Area of study 

Academic_1 Europe 7 Male Emeritus Professor 
Sports Management 

& Sport Governance, 

Academic_2 America 2 Male 
Sports writer & 

Journalism Professor 
Olympic Studies 
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3.3. Data Collection   

The data for the document analysis was collected by a systematic 

search using keywords. Searches were for any documents pertaining to Rule 

50 of the Olympic Charter published by any Olympic stakeholder until 

October 2020. Documents were searched on official websites such as 

www.google.com, www.insidethegames.biz, and www.library.olympic.org, 

and through consultation with the Olympic Studies Center. Keywords were 

used to facilitate the search.  

For the interviews, the respondents were contacted by email or 

personal message services. They were given a brief description of the study 

before the interview and were asked to sign the “Informed Consent Form” 

(Appendix 1). The interviews were conducted via telephone or video-

message platforms such as Zoom, FaceTime or Skype. All interviews were 

voice recorded with the consent of the interviewee for further analysis. 

Anonymity was maintained and respondents will be identified by their role 

in each of the four target groups.   

Table 5 

Details of data collection methods 

Data source Searching/Sampling 

approaches 

Sample Research 

Questions 

 

 

Documents 

Search engines 

(www.google.com, 

www.indisethegames.biz, 

www.library.olympic.org) 

looking for any documents 

- Official statements 

- Newspaper articles 

- Opinion pieces/blogs 

- Meeting minutes 

- Application forms 

 

 

1 
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containing reference to Rule 

50, athlete activism in the 

Olympic Games, with a 

combination of key words 

such as podium, protest, 

demonstration, freedom of 

expression, etc. until the 

period of data analysis starts.  

- Public records 

- Academic journals 

 

 

Semi-

structured 

interviews 

Three groups of stakeholders 

directly associated with the 

study (Olympic athletes, 

NOC officials, IOC officials) 

along with academics with 

knowledge on the matter at 

hand. 

Sampling will begin as 

convenient to the researched 

and will then take a snowball 

approach for all four groups. 

Goal is to have an 

interviewee per continent to 

show diversity and reflect the 

Olympic ideal. 

For anonymity, interviewees 

will be identified by their 

group:  

 

- Five Olympic athletes – 

one per continent, summer 

and winter sports 

- Five NOC officials – one 

per continent, in term for at 

least one Olympic cycle  

- Three IOC officials – 

different countries attempted  

- Two academics – different 

countries attempted  

 

 

1, 2 & 3 

    

Using semi-structured interviews provides insights on the matter at 

hand. They are more flexible than a structured questionnaire and allow for 

more in-depth focus with each respondent (Malhotra, 2008). When trying to 

understand about the issues or implications of Rule 50, the researcher found 

useful to allow the sample to have room and time to think and develop their 

answers in order for data to be more rigorous.  

In-depth interviews are personal, non-structured and direct, but they 

have a base to allow the researcher to follow a path that get the desired 

information. The questions were based on a survey done by the Australian 

Olympic Committee Athletes’ Commission on July 2020 to their athletes 

(AOC, 2020; Pavitt, 2020). The interview questions were tailored to each 



 

 ４３ 

group based on their experiences and backgrounds. The four sets of 

questions are included in this document on Appendix 2.  

3.4. Data Analysis    

The data was analyzed by realizing a thematic analysis of the 

interviews. The data will be coded and categorized into themes in order 

draw conclusions upon it.  

Regarding the document analysis, documents were skimmed, read and 

interpreted. Content analysis organized the information into categories 

related to the research questions (Bowen, 2009). As far as the interviews 

were concerned, they were transcribed and coded upon completion. 

Thematic analysis is important in this context because at times, respondents 

and documents may refer to the same concepts in different ways.  

Thematic analysis, according to Clarke, Braun and Hayfield (2015, p. 

225) is a way of “systematically identifying, organizing and offering insight 

into the patterns of meaning (themes) across a data set” in order to answer 

the research questions. This type of analysis is accessible and flexible for 

the researcher and makes sure the findings are appropriate and open for 

easier interpretation of the researcher (Clarke et al., 2015). The six-phase 

approach to thematic analysis as described by Clarke et al. (2015) was used 

for the analysis of this study. The steps are as follows: 1. Familiarizing with 

the data, 2. Generating initial codes, 3. Searching for themes, 4. Reviewing 
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potential themes, 5. Defining and naming themes and 6. Producing the 

written analysis report in this manuscript.  

3.5. Trustworthiness    

The validity of the study corresponds to the three-lens approach by 

Creswell and Miller (2000) and will consider the lens of the researcher in 

doing the document analysis and interviews, the lens of the of the 

respondents of the interviews by sharing the views and the lens of 

individuals external to the study such us professors and tutors. This 

approach will consider triangulation, member checking and peer debriefing 

and thick, rich description (Creswell & Miller, 2000).  

The interviews were transcribed within a 24-hour frame from their 

competition. The researcher then sent the transcription to each of the 

participants to member check and validate that the information was true and 

in accordance to what was discussed in the interview. All participants 

responded positively and allowed the transcriptions to be used for the data 

analysis process. Interviews were also reviewed by the researcher’s tutor 

and peers in case of any misunderstanding while protecting the anonymity 

of the participants at all times.  
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Chapter 4. Findings 

After the data collection phase, the interviews were transcribed and 

codified using thematic analysis in order to attempt to provide answers to 

the research questions stated in the introduction of this paper. This chapter 

will go onto to present the findings from the document analysis and 

interviews conducted for the purposes of this study per research question.  

4.1. Rule 50 and its relevance in the Olympic Movement  

4.1.1. Document Analysis  

The Rule 50 Guidelines proposed by the IOC’s Athletes’ 

Commission are based on the idea that “it is a fundamental principle that 

sport is neutral and must be separate from political, religious or any other 

type of interference” (Athlete 265, 2020a, p.1). Neutrality and equality have 

been the main justification used by the IOC to implement this rule. The 

Fundamental Principles of Olympism mentioned in the Olympic Charter 

(IOC, 2019) ask for political neutrality in the Olympic Movement and all 

the organizations that are part of it.  

 Great opposition to the rule has come not only from athletes but 

also from NOC officials. The president of the Trinidad & Tobago Olympic 

Committee, Bryan Lewis, claims that Rule 50 is part of the racist legacy of 

former IOC president Avery Brundage (Ramnanansingh, 2020). He asks 

that in order for true change to happen, the IOC must first acknowledge that 
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the rule came to exist based on a racial agenda, following the incidents on 

the podium by African-American athletes in the 1968 and 1972 Games. 

While Avery Brundage was not president of the IOC when Rule 50 was 

formally incorporated to the Olympic Charter in 1975, he is believed to have 

contributed to making it happen (Ramnanansingh, 2020). It is important to 

mention that the Black Power Salute protest in the 1968 Mexico City 

Olympic Games was not a breach of Rule 50 because the rule was not in 

place at the moment. It was the IOC president at the time, fellow American 

Avery Brundage, along with the United States Olympic Committee who 

decided to expel both John Carlos and Tommie Smith from the Olympic 

Village at the time.  

While Avery Brundage was an integral part of the consequences of 

the Black Power Salute in Mexico City in 1968 and of the creation of Rule 

50, the reality of the IOC today is different. Athletes’ influence has 

increased in the last decade. More than ever before, athletes have the power 

to make significant change in sport, and the Olympic Movement is not 

exempt from this new wave (Chappelet, 2020). As mentioned in the 

Literature Review chapter of this study, most commercial leagues in the 

United States now allow certain types of demonstrations before their 

competitions start. Now, with the Olympic Games coming up, all eyes are 

on the Olympic Movement to see how this situation will be handled.  
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One important difference between the Olympic Games and other 

competitions or leagues is that athletes do not receive any type of monetary 

remuneration, from the IOC itself, for the participation in the Olympic 

Games (Chappelet, 2020). This could imply that athletes will try to get some 

kind of benefit for their participation in the Games, other than the right to 

call themselves Olympians or, if lucky, Olympic medalists/champions. 

Since other events are allowing protests/demonstrations on the podium, like 

the Commonwealth Games, athletes are expecting the IOC to follow (ABC 

News, 2020; Panam Sports, 2020a). It is important to remember that the 

IOC is a unique sports organization with goals that go further than simply 

staging a multi-sport mega event.  

As stated in the Olympic Charter (IOC, 2019, p. 15), “the goal of 

the Olympic Movement is to contribute to building a peaceful and better 

world by educating youth through sport practiced in accordance with 

Olympism and its values.” This goal is made tangible and visible through 

the Olympic Games. In a way, the Olympic Games are a demonstration of 

excellence, friendship through fair-play and respect, which are the Olympic 

values (ABC News, 2020). This respect is reflected by adhering to the rules 

of both the sport and the Olympic Charter. In this sense, Rule 50 remains 

relevant in the current state of affairs of the world because the Olympic 

Games belong to the world (ABC News, 2020). While there are problems in 

every one of the 206 nations that make up the IOC, the Olympic Games 
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provide an opportunity for them to come together despite their difference 

under the same language, sport.       

4.1.2. Interviews 

The following table shows the thematic analysis, in relation to the 

first research question, of the fifteen interviews conducted with the four 

groups described on the previous chapter.  

Table 6 

Thematic analysis for Research Question 1 

Research Question Themes Sub-themes 

RQ1 

How did Rule 50 

come to exist and 

why is it relevant in 

the Olympic 

Movement? 

Rule 50 

Background 

IOC 

Knowledge of Rule 50 

Equality 

Neutrality 

Parallel to Rule 40 

Avery 

Brundage 

Oppression 

Avery Brundage 

1968 

Relevance of the rule 

Athlete protection Athletes 
Protection 

Made by the athletes 

 

4.1.2.1. Rule 50 knowledge and background  

Based on the interviews conducted, the knowledge of Rule 50 as a 

whole is general among all groups. All athletes, NOC Officials, IOC 

Officials and Academics interviewed had a general sense of what Rule 50 

was about even if they could not recite it verbatim. However, the level of 



 

 ４９ 

knowledge changed among groups. Athletes used very simple language as 

to what the rule was about, while NOC and IOC officials used more 

technical details about it. IOC Officials and Academics had a clear 

knowledge of the rule and what it entails, whether they agreed with it or not.  

 The knowledge gap is more evident when trying to understand the 

context of Rule 50 and why and how it came into existence. Athletes do not 

really have the interest of how the rule came about. Only one athlete 

inferred some knowledge about why the rule was included in the Charter in 

the first place.  

I understand why [these] kind of rules were thought of in the 

first place… at that time, I think that the world was going 

through a lot of political moments that were not, let’s say, clear, 

maybe, because there was not a clear idea of what human rights 

were in that time. (Athlete 1, America)  

Another athlete expressed that rule is “there to keep the Olympic Games 

what the Olympic Games is actually meant to be,” which would be “coming 

together as, like, a world community.” Any form of activism in the Olympic 

stage would “dilute exactly what the Olympics is about” (Athlete 5, 

Oceania).   

NOC officials have more knowledge about the rule because they have 

had the need to enforce it or inform it to their athletes and delegations. 

Regarding the history of the rule, there is more understanding among this 
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group and it is this history that could serve as a justification as to why Rule 

50 exists in the current Olympic context.  

The Olympic Games came from a freedom festival … So, I 

think the freedom thing and we are all here to celebrate and to 

unite is really important for me personally, and in that way, I 

think a rule like this is gold. (NOC 4, Europe)  

The context of the creation of the rule and the understanding of the mission 

of the IOC are essential to the understanding of Rule 50. Another NOC 

Official highlighted the autonomy of the IOC and how they are working to 

“to be autonomous from politics and to respect all genders… religions… 

cultures… countries” because “it’s a platform to unite all people” (NOC 1, 

Asia). Understanding the essence or back story of the IOC is also necessary 

to put Rule 50 into context to fully analyze it and understand whether it has 

relevance in the Olympic Movement or not.  

One of the IOC Officials underlined the importance of understanding 

the context of the Rule 50 to fully grasp the context it provides in terms of 

athletes’ freedom of expression. Participant IOC 1 (Oceania & Europe) 

mentioned that “to try to understand these rules, you need to understand 

what is behind the principle of the rule.” Another participant from the same 

group talked about the IOC as “an institution that represents the whole 

world” (IOC 2, America & Europe); hence, the participant argued that it 

would be virtually impossible for such an organization to take a stance in 
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topics that are not related to sport. The participant made refence to the 

Fundamental Principles of Olympism listed in preamble of Olympic Charter 

and reiterated their importance by saying the following:  

It’s a fundament that there is no discrimination of any type, and 

it’s inclusive. It doesn’t matter what religion you have, what are 

your beliefs; it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter what is your 

gender identification as long as it does not interfere on the 

competition. (IOC 2, America & Europe)  

The identity of the IOC is important because its mission, vision and values 

should align with all its activities, rules and regulations.  

As described by one of the academics, the Olympic Games is “a time 

of two weeks to bring the young people of the world together in a way to 

depoliticize the world, not politicize it” (Academic 2, America). The idea 

that the IOC is a global organization that tries to bring countries together 

through a sport competition is reason enough for a rule like Rule 50 to be 

relevant in the Olympic Movement, as it aligns with what the IOC intends to 

represent.  

4.1.2.2. Athlete Protection  

Athlete protection as a justification for Rule 50 was a recurring idea 

with all participants in all sample groups. The idea that Rule 50 was created 

to protect both the athletes and the IOC is a common thought across the 
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board. The motivations or understanding of this protection might be slightly 

different and will be explored in detail according to each group.  

Athletes have contradicting views. One of the participants claimed 

to be against Rule 50, but that the IOC should “establish limits of what we 

can say or what we can’t say during the Olympics” (Athlete 1, America). 

Establishing limits is one of the things that Rule 50 attempts to do regarding 

athletes expressing themselves, so while the athlete might not agree with the 

rule as it is right now, the athlete believes that the rule’s action and intention 

is needed within the Olympic context. When asked if they would change 

anything from the rule, an athlete claimed the rule is supposed to “protect 

athletes” (Athlete 3, Europe) and therefore, all changes should be aimed at 

achieving that goal. Another athlete expressed how the rule should “help the 

athlete” and the IOC, “so everyone wins in this situation” (Athlete 4, Asia).   

NOC officials follow the thought that Rule 50 is there to protect 

their athletes; however, one participant expressed that protection extends the 

athletes themselves. “I do believe the Rule 50 is there for something and it 

might seem to protect the athlete or to protect the game mostly and the event, 

what actually shows in TV” (NOC 2, America). Participant NOC 4 (Europe) 

referred to Rule 50 as a “framework to protect the neutrality of our athletes 

and coaches.” The participant also says that this concept of protection can 

be perceived in different ways and can be seen as a negative thing by some.  
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From the perspective of the IOC participants, the reason the rule 

was established “was to protect the athletes. It wasn’t to harm the athletes” 

(IOC 1, Oceania & Europe). In the case of Rule 50, the participant argues 

that it was the athletes who came up with the idea of implementing this rule 

as a result of the protests seen in the 1968 Mexico City Olympic Games. 

Their aim being that of creating an equal platform during the Games for all 

athletes participating. Athletes wanted to make sure that their Olympic 

experience was protected from outside influence, meaning anything that was 

not related to sport.    

From the Academics, one of the participants mentioned that Rule 50 

could serve as a way to “empower athletes” as long as it adapts to the 

current state of affairs (Academic 2, America). Assuming that an 

empowered athlete feels safe, this can be included as part of the athlete 

protection code in this analysis.  

4.2. Rule 50 and the human right of freedom of expression  

4.2.1. Document Analysis 

The documents analyzed for this particular research question were 

deemed not relevant by the researcher because of their subjectivity. Most 

documents found were based on the personal opinion of the writer; therefore, 

they provided similar input as the interviews.  
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4.2.2. Interviews  

The following table shows the coding for the second research 

question of this study that reviews the ways in which Rule 50 could be seen 

as a violation of the human right of freedom of expression.  

Table 7  

Thematic analysis for Research Question 2 

Research Question Themes Sub-themes 

RQ2 

In what ways does 

Rule 50 does or 

does not violate the 

human right of 

freedom of 

expression? 

Freedom of 

expression as a 

human right 

Freedom 

of 

expression 

Limitation 

Violation 

Right 

Athletes should be able 

to voice their opinions 

and views 

Freedom while not 

violating other's freedom 

Rule 50 as a 

rule, not a law 
Rules 

Law of the land 

Spirit of sport 

Obligation/Code of 

conduct 

 Responsibility 
 

 

4.2.2.1. Freedom of expression as a Human Right  

Participants from all groups were asked if they believed Rule 50 

was violation or limitation of an athlete’s human right of freedom of 

expression and the answers varied across all sample groups.   

One athlete was very sure of his/her position of Rule 50 not being a 

violation of freedom of expression and when asked why, the response was 
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simple, “because I’m playing sports!” Then, the participant went on to say, 

“we are all equal in this sport event and that’s all that matters” (Athlete 2, 

Africa). The majority of athletes interviewed do not regard Rule 50 as a 

violation of freedom of expression; however, some see it as a limitation. 

Even if this is the case, the athletes understand why the rule is in place and 

are somehow in agreement with it.  

As far as NOC Officials, the opinions were mixed. One participant 

(NOC 1, Asia) argued that freedom of expression is not violated but rather 

protected because “people usually, as human beings, abuse democracy or 

the freedom of speech.” The participant also noted that the best thing the 

IOC can do is remain neutral “to stand in the middle and in this way, they 

are not working against humans but they are just treating humans at the 

same level” (NOC 1, Asia). Other NOC Officials felt that the rule was rather 

restrictive and claimed that it might be out of line with the current state of 

affairs of the world. The rule could use some evaluation and be open to 

change because “nowadays, we know the platform that sports have and the 

difference they can make” (NOC 2, America). When asked to go into detail, 

the answers become more complex because while it can be argued that Rule 

50 could be a violation of freedom of expression, the participants also 

argued that there is a need for the rule to exist. “It is violated because if you 

prevent people from exercising their right, I think it is a violation of human 

rights because everyone has the right to protest provided that that protects 
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human rights as well” (NOC 3, Africa). It is important to mention that NOC 

Officials have direct contact with both the athletes and the IOC and have the 

perspective of both sides when discussing about Rule 50. One summarized 

the debate that has brought up this rule to the forefront of athlete activism 

conversations lately.   

I think that it was probably a fair rule when they first brought it 

out … I think society has changed and I think it needs to be 

reviewed… I think the current young generations of athletes, I 

don’t think are prepared to live with Rule 50 the way it is at the 

moment. I think it needs to change to reflect current views and 

current concerns and current protests. (NOC 5, Oceania)  

Noting that the current state of affairs has changed the way we perceive 

athlete activism over the past years is important when thinking about the 

relevance of Rule 50 within the Olympic Movement because it can be 

perceived as a violation of human rights, which the IOC says it protects.  

 Nonetheless, this discussion does not have a right or wrong answer; 

rather, it has conflicting or polarized perspectives. One IOC Official (IOC 1, 

Oceania & Europe) claimed that when trying to understand if Rule 50 is a 

violation of freedom of speech “there is no black and white; there’s ‘no, 

that’s a breach of human rights and that’s not;’ there’s no clear line that 

breaks it.” The concept of “blurred lines” was used by all participants in 
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some way or another. A great representation of this is summarized by the 

following quote: 

My experience is that looking at the world, at a global sense, 

there is no one answer like that. So, that’s why Rule 50 becomes 

complicated because what is absolute for one person, you can’t 

cross that line, is not the same for some else from a different 

religion or a different color or a different country. It’s just 

different. (IOC 1, Oceania & Europe)  

While an athlete should be able to voice his or her opinions for being a 

human being, their freedom to do so should not violate or get in the way of 

another athletes’ freedom to do the same thing. Following this idea, Rule 50 

does have a valid raison d’être in sport and life, for that matter. Another 

way to illustrate this point is described by another participant from the same 

group:  

You are not violating anybody’s human rights because 

everybody is welcomed. However, when everyone is welcomed 

here, they do not have the right to discriminate because then, 

you are violating what you are there representing. (IOC 2, 

America & Europe)  

The Olympic Charter indicates what the IOC stands for and all the rules in 

the document are there to ensure that the IOC remains neutral and fosters 

equality in everything it does, especially the Olympic Games. The third 
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participant from this group clarified that when it comes to freedom of 

expression, the right is granted by the governments of the world. This does 

not mean that organizations, especially private ones like the IOC, should 

offer the same rights (IOC 3, America). There should be a balance between 

universal human rights and what the IOC stands represents.  

 The Academics gave two important angles to analyze whether 

athletes’ human right of freedom of expression is violated by Rule 50. From 

one side, one participant argues in favor of freedom of speech but 

recognizes that speech is limited to all human beings every day and in 

almost every circumstance. The participant (Academic 2, America) provided 

an example to further explain this claim, “You’re not allowed … to stand in 

a crowded theater and yell, ‘Fire!’ You know, you’re not allowed to do that. 

It’s dangerous, so there are limits on speech everywhere.” The other 

perspective will be further analyzed in the next subsection.  

4.2.2.2. Rule 50 as a rule, not a law  

All participants were asked if they believed Rule 50 should stay as 

is or if it required any changes. The answers were a mixture of opinions, but 

all participants did express the need for some kind of 

rule/guideline/framework that can encapsulate the debate around Rule 50 

and what it entails.  
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One of the responsibilities of the athletes is that of following the 

rules, these being the rules of the sport they practice, the rules of the 

competition they participate in or the rules of the place where they live, train 

and/or compete. Athletes have a deep understanding of following rules and 

rules are a language they speak fluently. While some athletes are not in 

favor of Rule 50 as it stands right now, they recognize the need for “limits 

of what athletes can or can’t express” (Athlete 1, America). The reason for 

these limits being that of not being to express “some ideas that are against 

human rights” (Athlete 1, America). Or as participant Athlete 2 (Africa) put 

it, “I think an athlete has the right to demonstrate something he wants, but as 

long as he is not violating someone else’s rights.” This inferring that there is 

a need for a framework that tells athletes what they are able to do and not to 

do. “I think it’s important to put rules, to put some obligations for people 

who represent their countries in sports or people who attend the Games” 

(Athlete 3, Europe). This sample of athletes is not opposed to the 

implementation of rules on freedom of speech, as long as the rules favor 

them and the causes they believe in.  

It is also important to mention the Code of Conduct or the certain 

rights and responsibilities that athletes agree to and sign in order to 

participate in the Olympic Games or even to be part of their NOC. The 

importance of this action is highlighted by all three groups except athletes.  
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NOC officials touched on how athletes have a certain level of 

knowledge of the rules, including Rule 50, because it is a requirement for 

the NOCs to inform them.  

We have a kind of rules commitment we make the athletes sign 

before they are part of the delegation or before being officially 

accepted. The have to sign and then we bring the papers to the 

police. They have to put the stamp showing that they agree with 

what it is said in the rules. (NOC 3, Africa)  

These rules cannot control what an athlete does or not, but they serve as an 

opportunity for the NOC to inform them about their rights and 

responsibilities. In order to participate in any Olympic related activities, 

whether with their NOC or the IOC, “everyone needs to sign” (NOC 4, 

Europe). Another participant (NOC 5, Oceania) complimented with, “Our 

athletes will be asked to sign whatever is presented; our athletes will be 

asked to sign a contract to say they will not break … Rule 50 or any other 

rules.” Having this document also serves as protection for the NOC and the 

IOC to fully enforce the rules that make up the Olympic Charter.  

 Tying to this idea, the IOC officials group shared some similar 

views but in a stronger or more aggressive manner.  

You are in there in an event participating, which by the way, 

you know the rules when you came in. So, you agreed to 

participate and if you agreed to participate, it’s like terms and 
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conditions, you know? That you click at the bottom of the page. 

You might have not read, but it’s in there, which is, you know, if 

you were aware of it, nobody is violating your human rights. 

(IOC 2, Americas & Europe)  

The IOC could take a ‘my house my rules’ approach because they are the 

owners of the Games and the Olympic Charter is the document that people 

and organizations have to abide by to be part of the Movement.  

 One participant from the Academics group (Academic 2, America) 

summed it up as, “if you don’t like the rule, don’t go,” which is another way 

to approach this dilemma. If the rule is necessary, whether it stays as it is 

now or changes, there will be some who will not agree with it and they have 

the option to decide to not participate. Another academic brings up an 

important perspective. The rules of the Olympic Charter are not laws, but 

the athletes do have to respect the laws of the land that hosts the Olympic 

Games. The participant (Academic 1, Europe) stated, “Some things are not 

allowed by law already … this is why it is so difficult to define what is 

allowed and what is not allowed.” To summarize this section, Participant 

Academic 1 (Europe) further explained, “The freedom of speech is not 

absolute. It is bounded by the rules and the laws of the different countries 

and it varies, of course, from country to country.” This is regardless of what 

the IOC has to say.  
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4.3. Maximizing the IOC and athletes’ interests within the Olympic 

context regarding Rule 50.  

4.3.1. Document Analysis 

Document analysis was not part of the researcher’s initial plan to 

answer this question; therefore, only interviews were considered as findings 

for this particular research question.  

 

4.3.2. Interviews  

The next table shows the continuation of the thematic analysis 

performed on this study corresponding to its third research question. The 

themes and sub-themes show a condensed set of actions that both the 

athletes and the IOC could implement in order satisfied both of their needs 

and reach an agreement or middle ground regarding Rule 50.  

Table 8  

Thematic analysis for Research Question 3 

Research Question Themes Sub-themes 

RQ3 

What is a 

direction the 

IOC can take 

regarding Rule 

50 in order to 

maximize both 

its and the 

athletes’ 

interests within 

the Olympic 

context? 

Spectrum Spectrum 

Protection of athletes 

Protection of sport 

Protection of IOC 

Blurred lines 

Athletes' voice 

Athletes' 

voice 

Forums 

One-on-one talks 

Athletes' commission and 

representatives 

Feeling of 

identity 

Want to feel part of 

something bigger 
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Include in decision and 

rule making 

Able to voice my opinion 

Guidelines Guidelines 

Specific/Clear 

General/Broad 

Cultural 

Possible 

changes 
Changes 

Re-evaluation of rules 

over time 

Different interpretation 

Rewording to allow but 

restrict 

Communication 

within the 

Olympic 

Movement 

IOC 

More spaces to include 

athletes 

Acknowledge the 

power/voice of athletes 

Evolution and 

reinterpretation of rules 

Athletes' 

Commission 

Consultations 

Funding 

Effective communication 

NOCs 

Safe spaces 

Effective communication 

Athletes' native language 

 

4.3.2.1. Spectrum  

The nature of the topic of this study is very subjective as it deals 

with concepts that can be defined or interpreted in many different ways and 

this was particularly reflected in all interviews in all groups. Most athletes 

referred to it as “limits,” “blurred limits,” “shady spaces,” “grey spaces,” 

“depends on the situation” or “case by case scenarios” (All Athletes 

participants).      
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One NOC Official (NOC 1, Asia) was blatant and stated, “I think 

either it’s white or black. There is no grey for Rule 50.” Another NOC 

Official (NOC 2, America) declared the opposite and claimed that, “The 

respectful line is very blurry right now.” Other key words from this group 

include “respect,” “balance,” “blurry line,” “unclear,” and “two sides.”  

One IOC Official (IOC 1, Oceania & Europe) talked about the 

importance of establishing where this line is, “Is there a line? How do we 

make it so that all athletes can enjoy the moment, so that one person’s 

moment cannot be destroyed by someone else’s activism?” but at the same 

time stated, “It’s not a matter of what one person believes. It’s a matter of 

trying to work something out that works for all.” This falls under the idea 

that the IOC stands for equality and an even playing field for all those who 

decide to participate in the Games or be part of the Olympic Movement. 

Another IOC Official (IOC 2, America & Europe) claimed, “If you stand for 

equality, you cannot take a stand of one side or the other because then, 

you’re not being equal,” so in a way, Rule 50 is a way of maintaining the 

IOC’s equality position and avoid them to taking a stand in any issue 

regarding a particular problem in the world given the fact that they are an 

institution that represents the world as a whole. 
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4.3.2.2. Guidelines 

While Rule 50 is there in the Olympic Charter, according to 

Participant Academic 1 (Europe), the rule is “vague and it’s open for 

interpretation.” Therefore, all participants were asked if they thought 

guidelines were needed to further explain the details and repercussions of 

Rule 50. All participants across all groups agreed.  

Athletes claimed that in order to avoid those grey places or shady 

areas, “like everywhere and in everything, there must be rules” (Athlete 3, 

Europe). At the same time another participant (Athlete 5, Oceania) 

expressed how this can difficult because “they would never be able to put 

guidelines on everything because they’ll never be able to figure out all the 

issues that people are going to want to protest about.” There is a constant 

discussion about what these guidelines should be, but the importance of 

having them in place is evident.  

NOC Officials regard the guidelines as a help for them in order to 

enforce certain rules on their athletes. Participant NOC 1 (Asia) commented, 

“I think the more guidelines you have, the more written stuff you have, it’s 

easier for athletes to understand and it’s easier to implement punishment.” 

This same participant also explained the need for NOCs to understand and 

adopt these guidelines to their own context, so it is easier for athletes to 

understand them. Setting these guidelines is complicated because the IOC is 

a cumulative of 206 nations with many differences. Another NOC Official 
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(NOC 2, America) proposes the IOC to go a guideline that considers all 206 

NOCs and what they consider is right and wrong. The participant also 

acknowledged that that level of specificity is hard to achieve, so it is best for 

experts to try to find “a place, a time when everyone is taken into account” 

(NOC 2, America). Another participant summarized the complexity of this 

situation in the following statement: 

I think that’s critical. I think for the Games to run smoothly, 

there needs to be, as clear as possible, a set of guidelines as to 

what is allowed, where they can do it, what sort of things are 

allowed and where possible, roughly, what sort of consequences 

they might face. So, I think, the more transparent and the more 

open and more clear everybody is before the Games, the better it 

will be; the better they will run. (NOC 5, Oceania) 

The participant also expressed the importance of the words used in these 

guidelines to be a determinant factor for their understanding and acceptance. 

This concept is further explored by respondents in other groups.  

IOC Officials have clear that one “can’t set a rule without 

guidelines” (IOC 1, Oceania & Europe). The participant also emphasized on 

the clarity that is needed for the guidelines to be effective, taking into 

consideration that they have to be broad enough to be inclusive of all 206 

NOCs. Again, it goes back to the idea to that the solution is something that 

works for all, or at least the vast majority.  
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Academics brought different perspectives to the guidelines 

regarding Rule 50. Participant Academic 1 (Europe) highlighted the difficult 

of drafting these guidelines because these have to both follow the rules of 

the Olympic Charter and respect the laws of the land where the Olympics 

are taking place. “They cannot be too specific because it’s not only the 206 

countries and laws of these countries; it is the laws of the countries where 

the Olympic are taking place, which is quite important” (Academic 1, 

Europe). Keeping in mind that freedom of speech is not absolute anywhere 

in the world, “it is difficult to define what is allowed and what is not 

allowed” Academic 1, Europe). If argued that Rule 50 is not there to violate 

freedom of expression, then there is a contrast of ideas on what these 

guidelines should look or sound like.  

When you have somebody from any one of the world’s flash 

points and those people have strongly held political opinions, I 

can respect and understand their perhaps strongly held desire to 

want to give voice to those opinions, but at the same time, the 

idea of an Olympic competition is to meet each other with 

respect and friendship under the guides of athletic excellence. 

And so, those two things are in direct contrast with each other. 

(Academic 2, America) 
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That is why it is so difficult to conceptualize and communicate these 

guidelines in a proper manner to everyone involved while still maintaining a 

firm stance on what the Olympic Movement represents.  

4.3.2.3. Possible changes to Rule 50  

When asked what changes they would like to see in regards to Rule 

50, the answers, as expected, where an array of possibilities and different 

options; however, the vast majority of participants would like the rule to 

stay.  

Athletes, in general, want more places for them to be able to 

express their opinions within both the Olympic Games and the Olympic 

Movement. One athlete (Athlete 1, America) is clear on the rule needed to 

change because human beings have the right to express themselves with the 

following statement: “I think that an athlete shouldn’t be punished to 

express their thoughts as it is in the limits of human rights” granted that this 

is within the limits this participant mentioned earlier. Another athlete 

(Athlete 4, Asia) claimed the rule should stay because “the world really 

needs equality, fairness and just you know, encouraging diversity and just 

learning from each other and then, this all relates; it goes back to sport.” 

While the rule might need some modifications, its existence is validated and 

require by the group it affects the most, athletes.  
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NOC Officials were more critical about the issue. One participant 

(NOC 1, Asia) discretely called for a discussion about the rule by saying, 

“It’s always good to discuss certain rules after a certain period of time. It 

doesn’t mean that we need to change, but it’s good to discuss.” While, 

another participant (NOC 5, Oceania) was more direct about it stating, “I 

think it needs to change to reflect current views and current concerns and 

current protests.” Other participants asked for the IOC to consider the 

current “context” (NOC 3, Africa) and to clearly define the elements of the 

rule, “either we define what propaganda is or we make exceptions to the 

rule” (NOC 2, America). While participants agree that the is a need for a 

rule like Rule 50, they do not necessarily agree that it should stay as it is 

given the current state of affairs.  

IOC Officials were very firm on their thoughts based on their 

personal experiences drafting guidelines for the institution. “You can’t set a 

rule without guidelines … So, there are a lot of things that need to be taken 

into consideration” (IOC 1, Oceania & Europe). The other participant (IOC 

2, America & Europe) explained that, “Guidelines [are] mandatory because 

that is where you actually can understand if you are crossing the line or 

not.” The need for further explanation to what is stated in the Olympic 

Charter is imminent and needed for better understanding.  

The Academics groups continued this thought. One participant 

(Academic 1, Europe) expressed how the rules of the Olympic Charter, 
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especially Rule 50, are “vague and [are] open to interpretation.” The 

participant went on to further explain, 

In all laws, all rules, you cannot define every word and even if 

you do, there are still discussions about the definitions, so 

interpretation is needed and the interpretation should be done by 

those who are in charge of the rules. (Academic 1, Europe) 

The same participant (Academic 1, Europe), who acted as a key informant, 

also presented the idea of rewriting the rule “in the sense of making 

everything possible, except some exceptions in some places.” Maybe an 

amendment to the rule in terms of its wording would bring the clarity that 

all groups claim is needed for clarification or further guidelines. The other 

participant (Academic 2, America) took a completely different approach by 

claiming, “I think Rule 50 should stay as it is, and I think that I’m 

completely in favor of athlete activism … I just think that that activism 

ought not to extend to the podium of the Olympic Games.” While the 

participant claims that Rule 50 stays as is, the need for clarification infers 

that the rule should be clearer for everyone within the Olympic Movement. 

4.3.2.4. Athletes’ Voice  

In order for the discussion around Rule 50 to reach an equilibrium 

point between the needs of the IOC and the needs of the athletes, 
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participants were asked about what the athletes could do in order to help the 

IOC reach a point where their needs are met.  

Athletes, as expected, want more spaces for their voices to be heard. 

They want to have a more active participation in the creation of rules that 

directly affect them. Participant Athlete 2 (Africa) thinks that athletes 

should talk to their national athletes’ commissions and communicate their 

thoughts and opinions in order for them to receive permission or denial to 

do something, taking into consideration Rule 50, its guidelines and the rules 

of the land that the action is happening. Another participant expressed,  

I think the athletes should feel more involved in the IOC world 

because my impression is … we feel that we belong to our 

federation and then to our country and then to our NOC. We 

don’t feel we belong to a bigger family. (Athlete 3, Europe)  

Athletes proposed to have forums with the IOC in which they could express 

themselves or have athlete representatives per country who can talk on 

behalf of them directly to the IOC. These forums or talks could be done in 

person, electronically or during the Olympic Games in designated places in 

the Olympic Village.  

 NOC Officials expressed that rules are meant to be followed, so if 

athletes want to express themselves, they can do so “on their own 

platforms” (NOC 1, Asia). Another NOC official (NOC 2, America) 

claimed that athletes “have to take a stand in the most respectful way they 
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can.” The idea of having athlete forums was also mentioned by this group 

on several occasions. One participant (NOC 4, Europe) expressed that “the 

most important thing is to let athletes speak because those rules are now 

stated or put by the IOC, but it’s not clear at all that the athletes do have a 

voice in these rules.” When the rules are set, the NOCs must comply with 

them and enforce them on their athletes.  

 IOC Officials were skeptical about athletes’ involvement in the 

rules; however, one of the participants claims that the IOC has a very open 

policy in which they consider everyone’s opinion to come up with a solution 

that works best for everyone, not only the organization itself. “It’s what’s 

best for the athletes, what’s best for the culture of the Olympic Movement” 

(IOC 1, Oceania & Europe). There is no mention of involving the athletes in 

the rule making process by this group.  

 As mentioned before, one of the participants (Academic 1, Europe) 

believes that the interpretation of the rules needs to be done by the people 

who make them, and in this case, it is the IOC. At the same time, this 

participant recognized that athletes’ voice is slowly growing and will 

influence decisions in the future. “But in the end, it all comes down to what 

kind of voice the athletes have in the system and what of benefits do they 

get from the system, including economic benefits.” Also claiming that, 

“Athletes will want some kind of return” for their participation in the 

Olympic Games other than “the glory of sport” (Academic 1, Europe). 
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Another participant (Academic 2, America) reiterated the importance of 

empowering the athletes of the world, “but at the same time, respect the 

time and space that is the podium.” Further discussion of potential protests 

on the podium will be included in this manuscript in another section.  

4.3.2.5. Communication within Olympic Movement  

Communication within the Olympic Movement is an important part 

for Rule 50. Given all the current conversations around the topic, it is 

critical that the IOC communicates its decisions to the all stakeholders, so 

they can be informed.  

 Athletes want both freedom and limits, but they want to know about 

them. Also, they want to know about these rights and responsibilities. One 

participant expresses that whatever changes in Rule 50 happen, the athletes 

should know and a way to do this is through their NOCs and their 

international and national federations.  

Clearly explained to the athlete because a lot of the NOCs don’t 

do that. [They] know it, but athletes don’t know it, and when 

they violate it, it is unfair to give them such punishment when he 

didn’t know from the start that this is the consequence. (Athlete 

2, Africa)  

One suggestion for this to happen is for the NOCs to adapt the rules in their 

own languages so that athletes have a better understanding of them. Another 
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suggestion by the same participant is that both the IOC and the NOCs can 

make a concise and short version of the rules, so that athletes actually pay 

attention. Participant Athlete 3 (Europe) stated, “Maybe they sent me an 

email or some document. I don’t remember, but like 200 pages of 

documents that I never read, so yeah, I think this is a problem.” The 

communication line is complex and every part of it must put its best effort 

to get the information to the athletes.  

 NOC Officials were more in depth with their description on how to 

more effectively communicate with athletes about Rule 50 and its guidelines. 

Participant NOC 1 (Asia) commented that “explaining with examples what 

they can and can’t do” can be an effective way for athletes to have a clear 

understanding of what the rule actually entails. The participant continued, 

“it’s a matter of each National Olympic Committee with their own culture, 

their own country, their own context” (NOC 1, Asia). Another participant 

(NOC 2, America) claimed that NOCs should stand by their athletes and 

that “National Olympic Committees … are a safe space.” Participants also 

expressed the importance of having good communication with their athletes 

in order to create good relationships with them. One participant (NOC 3, 

Europe) claimed that their goal as a NOC is to “Connect, really connect. If 

there is a problem, they find us and … the NOC is there to help them and 

support them.” All participants from this group were asked a scenario 

questions in which they had to describe what they would do and how they 
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would feel if one of their athletes breached Rule 50 in the podium. All 

respondents claimed responsibility for possibly not doing their job correctly, 

which is that of informing their athletes that such actions are not permitted 

in the Olympic context.  

 The IOC Officials did not mention the NOCs punctually but did 

highlight the chain of communication that is needed for athletes to receive 

the information about Rule 50. Simply put,  

That’s agreed with the Athletes’ Commission then should be 

trickled down … so, it needs to get to the athletes the many 

different touch points. It’s not just writing the rules and that’s it. 

It doesn’t work that way. You really need to get it to the athletes 

and you need to get them to understand. (IOC 2, America & 

Europe)   

While the responsibility of transferring this information to the athletes is 

mainly on the NOCs, there are other touch points in which the athletes can 

familiarize themselves with Rule 50 and its guidelines, especially if they 

change before the upcoming games in Tokyo in 2021.  

 Academics did not discuss this topic in particular, but one 

participant did make a comment about the role of NOCs. The participant 

(Academic 2, America) expressed that if one athlete decides to protest even 

when knowing the rule, then the responsibility lies on the NOC Officials. 

The participant explained, using an example, that NOCs should be very 
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clear with their qualified athletes as to tell them that Rule 50 is in place and 

that they are expected to follow it, given that they are representing one out 

of 206 nations int the world. And that if they violate the rule, the NOC has 

no option but to abide by the Olympic Charter and the organization and the 

athlete will face the consequences, regardless of whether they agree or 

sympathize with the rule or not.  

4.4. Additional findings  

4.4.1. Consequences  

Participants across all groups were asked if they had knowledge 

about the consequences about breaching Rule 50. Athletes were not clear on 

the consequences. Answers were very severe and all participants mentioned 

getting expelled from the Olympic Games or being stripped of their medals 

and/or other achievements.  

NOC Officials also had limited knowledge of the consequences of a 

breach of Rule 50; however, they were very strong about this issue being 

unrelated to sport performance, so the stripping away of medals seemed too 

harsh of a punishment. One participant (NOC 2, America) claimed, “Your 

physical strength and the actual movement has nothing to do with your 

political stance or the racial agenda that you got.” This statement can also 

infer that the sole focus of the Olympic Games is that of athletic 

performance and not about individual beliefs.  
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IOC Officials have a broader understanding of the consequences of 

breaching Rule 50, mostly because they are former employees of the 

institution itself. One participant (IOC 2, America & Europe) expressed how 

even if they know the consequences, “Athletes feel very very much 

enchanted by the possibility of participating on the Olympic Movement and 

don’t spend enough time looking exactly at the details of what it entails to 

participate.” This feeling of enchantment can be the reason why some 

athletes and even team officials do not look at the Olympic Charter into 

detail, and this is one of the ways that misinformation can occur.   

One of the participants from this group (Academic 1, Europe) made 

a case for the importance of athletes knowing the consequences as they 

could get in trouble with the law in some cases. Rule 50 is related to 

freedom of speech, but freedom of speech is universal, not particular to the 

Olympic context, so it is “under the law of the country where the speech is 

taking place … There are some speeches that are forbidden and for which, if 

you have them, you can be convicted, indicted and then convicted.” This 

statement is also a case as to why it is reasonable that the consequences of 

breaching Rule 50 are determined on a case-by-case basis. it is very 

important to take the context of the incident into consideration. 

4.4.2. Protests on the podium  

Rule 50 has been in the limelight recently because of the rise of 

athlete activism and media coverage of it. Most of this conversation is 
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centered around the podium of the Olympic Games and if athletes should be 

able to protest their grievances or demonstrate their points of view there. 

Participants from three groups (Olympic Athletes, NOC Officials and IOC 

Officials) were asked what they would do or feel if an athlete would do a 

salute, a kneel, a shout or any gesture protesting any kind of issue on the 

podium.  

Athletes had mixed answers, but they all highlighted the importance 

of having a special moment in the podium. Participant Athlete 1 (America) 

mentioned, “I would stand still and do my stuff because now I know that the 

most important this for me is the medal that I won.” Another participant 

(Athlete 3, Europe) argued that sadness and disappointment would be 

feelings associated with this situation because “this is a moment for 

everybody. It is a moment that you will remember for life and these people 

are using this moment for something that has nothing to do with the 

Olympics.” If asked if the participant would take part in the protest or 

demonstrations, participant Athlete 5 (Oceania) expressed, “I would 

participate in a way that wouldn’t take away from what we are actually there 

for and that’s to get medals and to show that our country is represented.” 

The podium remains a sacred space to athletes because it represents athletic 

excellence.  

NOC Officials have mixed feelings and opinions about the issue. 

Some argue that the podium and the field of play should be clear of any 
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protests or demonstrations. Others are very loyal to what the rule says, so 

whatever the rule says is what should be allowed or not, despite of their 

personal views. One NOC Officials states the following,  

As an athlete, you shouldn’t do it during competition … 

Competition should not be the place or the time to raise 

awareness of nothing because that is the spirit of sport; to 

actually have a fair change of competing with each other. (NOC 

2, America)  

It is unclear if the podium is part of the competition or field of play itself or 

if it could be treated as something different. 

IOC Officials have a very clear view about the podium, which 

relates back to the concept of it being a symbol for athletic performances. 

One participant expressed the intention of the IOC to implement Rule 50 in 

regards to the podium. 

One of the key things is that is someone spent their life with the 

goal to get to the Olympic Games and they got to the best of the 

world and they are standing in the podium, we want them to 

enjoy that moment. (IOC 1, Oceania & Europe) 

The podium is regarded as the pinnacle of hard work and dedication of sport 

that has little to do with what the athlete is going through on a personal level.  

Academics were not asked the question but gave some insight on 

the podium of the Olympic Games. One participant (Academic 1, Europe) 
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urged for the definition of places where protests and/or demonstrations can 

happen, including if the podium is to be considered as part of the field of 

play or not, taking into considerations that there are specific circumstances 

in which they are not physically in the same place. “I think this has to be 

protected a little bit so that you don’t implicate other in your own 

demonstrations, whatever it is” (Academic 1, Europe). The other participant 

from this group claimed that the interpretation of Rule 50 is clear in the 

aspect that it prohibits demonstrations on the podium. The participant 

(Academic 2, America) argued that he is in favor of athlete activism, but “I 

just think that that activism ought not to extend to the podium at the 

Olympic Games.” This debate is perhaps one of the most important points 

of the entire discussion around Rule 50 at the moment.  

4.4.3. Cultural undertone  

This study indirectly aimed to discover if there was a cultural 

influence of the thought that Rule 50 was a violation of freedom of 

expression and if some cultures were more prone to want to protest than 

others.  

One participant for the Olympic Athletes (Athlete 3, Europe) group 

mentioned, “I think that the will to protest is the same worldwide, but I 

think that some countries, some cultures have more possibility to protest 

some others no because … somewhere it’s much more difficult to protest.” 
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The diversity of athletes from 206 nations can also be translated in their 

willingness to use the Olympic Games as a platform to express themselves.  

The NOC Officials groups aligns with this thought. One participant 

reiterates that it is different from one country from another. Participant NOC 

1 (Asia) expressed, “I think it depends on the conflicts, on the culture, on 

the beliefs, on the struggles they are facing.” There are many aspects to take 

into consideration when trying to analyze if an athlete would consider 

breaching Rule 50.  

One of the IOC Officials claims that this approach is unfair for Rule 

50 because there might be two athletes protesting the same thing but having 

different consequences in their home nations for their actions. The 

participant explained it in the following way: 

If you were to take a country like America, yeah? They are a 

free country and they are free to protest. It’s part of what they 

are allowed to do. Many countries around the world, if an athlete 

were to protest, it would mark the end of their sporting life. It 

may mean when they get back home, they will be 

excommunicated. It may mean they get sent to jail. (IOC 1, 

Oceania & Europe) 

It might be clear that cultures do look at protests and demonstrations in a 

different way, so maybe that is a legitimate reason to keep them away from 

the Olympic Movement. Also, another participant from this group (IOC 3, 
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America) kept reminding that the IOC is made up of 206 NOCs, with 206 

different ways of life and that should be considered when making decision 

regarding this matter.  

One participant from the Academics group mentions how there 

could be a possibility of analyzing a culture influence on the intention of an 

athlete to breach Rule 50. Participant Academic 1 (Europe) emphasized that 

“some athletes have been educated in a system where you can express 

yourself more than others.” This could also imply that athletes can be 

educated to follow the rules stipulated in the Olympic Charter. 

4.4.4. Causes  

The subjectivity of the topic of this study comes with an array of 

opinions that show that this can be considered a “pandora’s box” (Academic 

2, America). If the IOC decides to remove Rule 50, this could become more 

problematic. “If you say they’ve got the freedom to protest all sorts of 

things … that’s going to shambles” (NOC 5, Oceania). Also, it could be a 

possibility that the more it happens, the less impact it would have. If anyone 

can protest or demonstrate, then it becomes less and less effective. Here is a 

list of the topics and/or issues that the participants mentioned as probable to 

cause a demonstration on the Olympic Games or that are worth protesting 

for to the participants of this study.  
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Table 9  

Frequencies of Topics/Causes mentioned 

Groups 
Athletes 

NOC 

Officials 
IOC Officials Academics 

Topics/Causes 

Azerbaijan-Armenia  2  1 

Black Lives Matter 4 4 2 1 

Black Power Salute 1 1 1 2 

Breonna Taylor  1 1  

Caster Semenya  1   

Cathy Freeman    1 

Child labor  1   

Climate change  1   

Colin Kaepernick    1 

Donald Trump  1  1 

Doping  2   

Formula 1  1   

Human Rights  1   

Iran-USA    1 

ISIS  1  1 

LGBT+ rights 1 1 1 1 

Olympic Truce  1  1 

Palestine-Israel 1 1 1  

Racism 2 3  1 

Saudi Arabia    1 

Serena Williams  1   

Sexual harrasment and 

abuse 
1 2 2  

South Korea-Japan    1 

The Haka   1   

Women’s equality 4 2 1  

Women's rights 1 
 

2 
 

 

The variety of topic covered by 15 participants is an example of how every 

human being has different thoughts and considered certain topics to be write 
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or wrong based on their own personal beliefs. Allowing athletes or anyone 

involved in the Olympic Movement to be able to express themselves 

anywhere at all times might be more challenging than rewarding on an 

individual and collective perspective.  
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Chapter 5. Discussion and Conclusion 

5.1. Discussion   

Data analysis was done to respond to all three research questions of 

this study and by each of the four group of participants. Some additional 

findings were included in the previous chapter as they will be relevant for 

the discussion and conclusion, which will be included in this chapter. The 

chapter will present a more comprehensive analysis of the data and literature 

to answer the questions of the study and provide a new perspective to 

analyze Rule 50 in accordance to the Olympic context, in which it exists.  

This chapter will also include the conclusion of the study, its 

limitations, implications and further research opportunities to further expand 

the theory about this topic and validate the data under other circumstances 

or after a relevant period of time.   

5.1.1. Maintain the status quo or change  

Rule 50 came to exist to protect the neutrality of the IOC and the 

Olympic Games. Its main drive might have been that of political neutrality, 

as at the time that it was implemented, Avery Brundage’s agenda was 

prevalent in the Olympic Movement. His term as IOC president is known 

for him being a strong protector of de Coubertin’s idea that politics and the 

Olympic Games should not be mixed (Boykoff, 2017; Edwards 2012).  
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The incident of the 1968 Mexico City Olympic Games, in which 

Tommy Smith and John Carlos did the now famous Black Power Salute 

(Boykoff, 2017; Elsborg, 2020; Faut, 2014), was a before and after in 

Brundage’s motivation to enforce rules that would prohibit such types of 

protests or demonstrations. Some argue that Brundage followed a more 

personal agenda that involved racist and anti-sematic beliefs. As stated 

before, there has been a recollection of Brundage’s meetings in which he 

mentions that these rules should be included in the Olympic Charter to 

suppress athletes from expression their views on certain topics (Panam 

Sports, 2020b; Ramnanansingh, 2020).  

In current times, Rule 50 still tries to maintain the neutrality of the 

IOC and the Olympic Movement. The rule has been interpreted in many 

ways at different times, depending on the context. As of today, athletes and 

other officials could consider it as a violation or limitation of their human 

right of freedom of expression. The rule itself says that such demonstrations 

are not “permitted in any Olympic sites, venues or other areas” (IOC, 2019, 

p.90), which is direct as to saying that it is not allowed anywhere at any time.  

The Olympic Charter includes maintaining and promoting the 

political neutrality of the Olympic Movement as a way of strengthening its 

unity as one of the roles of the IOC (IOC, 2019, p. 16). It is a responsibility 

of the IOC to maintain this neutrality, which gives place for a rule like Rule 

50 to thrive if it is argued that the rule is there to protect the athletes and the 
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continuity of the Olympic Games. As one of the participants of this study 

stated, “If you stand for equality, you cannot take a stand of one side or the 

other because then, you’re not being equal” (IOC 2, America & Europe). As 

a note, the participant used the words neutrality and equality 

interchangeably.  

Whether the IOC has authority to decide what is right or wrong in 

the world is questionable. The IOC is an international body that oversees 

sport and its development (IOC, 2019). That is what the IOC is meant to and 

should do. However, they are the owners of the Olympic Games and the 

leaders of the Olympic Movement.  

At the end of the day, they run the Games and I would say they 

probably got the authority to say, ‘This is the way it’s got to be 

and this what we will accept and this what we won’t accept and 

this is what may happen to you if you don’t follow the rules.’ So 

yeah, I think they probably got the legal authority to do it. (NOC 

5, Oceania)   

As pointed by one of the participants, the IOC, with the Olympic Charter, 

has the authority to set its rules and those who want to be part of the 

Olympic Movement and/or participate in the Olympic Games ought to abide 

by them. 

 It is yet unclear and subjective, if Rule 50 is the best way to protect 

the neutrality of the IOC and the Olympic Games; therefore, the athletes 
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have started conversations around the topic that have led to a global online 

consultation by the IOC’s Athletes’ Commission to understand what is on 

athletes’ mind and to consider them when taking a decision that is going to 

affect them directly (Athlete 365, 2020b; Morgan, 2020c), which goes hand 

with athletes’ and NOC Official’s perception that these rules should be 

meant to protect athletes and with athletes taken into consideration. Athletes 

want to become more involved in the process and have a voice in things that 

affect them to avoid being seen or used as “sort of a pawn on a chessboard” 

(Athlete 5, Oceania).  

 According to the preliminary surveys done nationally by some 

NOCs (AOC, 2020; COC, 2020b; Morgan, 2020d), specifically Australia, 

Canada and Ireland, athletes would like to see Rule 50 stay for the podium 

but change for other places within the Olympic venues. Based on the 

research done for this study, the athletes would like to leave the podium free 

of any demonstrations or protests and let it be a sacred ceremony celebrating 

athletic performance. While many athletes do not agree on Rule 50 and its 

implications entirely, they agree that there is a time and a place adequate or 

inadequate for them to voice their opinions. One participant (IOC 3, 

America) refers to the podium as a “solemn ceremony” that is meant for 

athletes to get their medals. As Abrahamson (2020, para. 43) puts it, “The 

problem at the podium is twofold: your protest raises the very real issue of 

ruining another athlete’s moment.” This shows the understanding that 
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freedom of speech is not absolute under certain circumstances, so there is a 

legitimate reason to have Rule 50 in place.  

 Also, it is important to mention that the ongoing and sudden 

conversation around Rule 50 that led to the global online consultation by the 

IOC is a result of some athletes that want to eradicate Rule 50. With the 

analysis of literature and the data collected for the study, it can be concluded 

that the louder voices are not necessarily the ones who represent the 

majority of their population. When asked directly, via this study or the 

NOCs, it can be seen that the majority of athletes would like Rule 50 to stay, 

with some changes, but the rule is somehow accepted and respected by the 

athlete community, NOC Officials, IOC Officials and Academics; therefore, 

this argues in favor of its relevance in the Olympic Movement.  

5.1.2. Is freedom of expression free?  

As mentioned in the previous section and by one of the participants, 

there is no such thing as absolute freedom of speech. Both Scanlon (1978) 

and Wellington (1979) agree that humans have the right to not be told what 

they can or cannot express. Freedom of expression is considered a human 

right by both the United Nations (UN, 1948) and the European Convention 

of Human Rights (Faut, 2014; Letsas, 2007). However, just having freedom 

of expression does not mean one can say anything at any time at any place. 

Freedom of expression is limited hundreds of times per day every day, and 
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“it is bounded by the rules and the laws of the different countries, and it 

varies, of course, from country to country” (Academic 1, Europe).  

When athletes agree to participate in an edition of the Olympic 

Games, they consciously sign the Code of Conduct in which they agree to 

abide by the rules of the Olympic Charter and by the law of the land that is 

hosting the Olympic Games. With this, changing or defining what is right 

and wrong to express becomes harder for the IOC because there are 

hundreds of countries with different laws affiliated to the organization. This 

might serve as justification as to why Rule 50 is “vague and open to 

interpretation” (Academic 1, Europe). It is also important to mention that 

what might be considered legal is not always considered moral.  

These laws include restrictions on freedom of speech. “There are 

some speeches that are forbidden [in certain places] and for which, if you 

have them, you can be convicted” (Academic 1, Europe). By understanding 

that the jurisdiction of the IOC is also limited, Rule 50 becomes even more 

complex. One proposal by one of the participants (Academic 1, Europe) is 

quite interesting and relevant. The IOC can work on the wording of Rule 50. 

Rewording Rule 50 is also a suggestion by the Canadian Olympic 

Committee (COC, 2020b). Rule 50 could reaffirm what is widely accepted 

and stipulated by the UN and the ECHR, that freedom of speech is a human 

right and that all participants of the Olympic Games have it; however, that 
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this freedom of expression is granted except in some places and at some 

times, just like any other law in the world.  

5.1.3. Equilibrium point  

Trying to reach a point to maximize both the IOC and the athletes’ 

interests within the Olympic context derives a highly subjective 

conversation. As discussed throughout this paper, the rise of athlete activism 

of the last few years and the rise of athletes’ power in, general, have made 

some changes on what could otherwise be considered as timeless rules, 

thoughts or beliefs.  

According to Chappelet (2020), since the 1970s, athletes have asked 

the IOC for more room in decision-making spaces, for more opportunities to 

profit from their appearance in the Games and to be able to express their 

political grievances in Olympic venues and sites. The IOC has responded by 

creating and giving more power to athletes’ commissions at international 

and national levels, but athletes want more. The IOC has also included 

athletes to their other various commissions to have an athlete’s voice present 

in all the parts that make up the Olympic Movement (Chappelet, 2020). 

Currently, the highlight is on athletes’ freedom of speech in the Olympic 

Games.  

It is hard to know if this issue will ever reach a point where both 

parties are satisfied. Athletes will keep demanding things because as the 

Olympic Movement and other sports organizations claim, they are at the 
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center of any action they take (Chappelet, 2020). The Olympic Movement 

and the Olympic Games are nothing without the athletes. Athletes know this 

and have decided to use their power to demand for change.  

One important thing, as mentioned before, that athletes have in their 

favor is that they do not receive monetary compensation for their 

participation in the Games. So, they are bound to demand some other kind 

of compensation for keeping the Olympic Movement running. Athletes are 

getting noticed and are becoming leaders of their sports, communities and 

the world. Their voice has an impact and it is rising by the hour. It is crucial 

to make them part of the decision-making process. 

On the other hand, in order for athletes to be more present in the 

decision-making processes of their sports and the international sport scene, 

they have to be educated on various aspects. Sure, athletes can demand for 

their freedom of speech to be respected, but they have to understand 

everything that changing or overthrowing Rule 50 might entail. They have 

to have the knowledge to give educated opinions that can serve not only 

them but the majority of athlete community.  

While the equilibrium point is unclear and subjective, what is clear 

is that the more athletes are involved in the solution, the better is going to be 

for all parties involved.  
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5.1.4. Olympic Truce perspective   

For context, a brief review of the Olympic Truce history, evolution 

and significance over the years will be presented. The idea of the Olympic 

Truce comes from Ancient Greece and the Ancient Olympic Games. The 

period of the truce called to end all hostile activities in the PanHellenic 

territory for a determined period of time before, during and after the Games 

at Olympia (Filis, 2016; Yalouris, 1982). This period would start when the 

heralds of Olympia announced the Games and scholars estimate this period 

lasted one to three months before and after the Games (Crowther, 2015; 

Filis, 2016; Yalouris, 1982). The aim was to ensure the safety of the 

participants and spectators of the Games who decided to travel to Olympia 

for the sacred festival.  

The period of the truce called for a ceasefire between city-states in 

the Greek territory at the time (Mestre, 2008; Miller, 2004; Yalouris, 1982). 

It is important to note that in antiquity, Greece was a land of many 

territories that were in constant war. This period of truce was respected for 

1,200 years with only a few small incidents (Syrigos, 2009). No other law, 

especially a peace-related one, has been active for such a long period of time, 

which shows how important the Olympic Games in antiquity must have 

been. So much that people and communities were willing to stop and pause 

whatever they were going through and attend the Games.  
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It was until 1993, that the IOC along with the UN decided to start 

the initiative to launch an International Olympic Truce (Briggs, McCarty & 

Zorbas, 2004). While the concept of Olympic Truce is not so present in the 

modern Olympic Games, there have been glimpses of hope. For example, 

the times when North and South Korea have marched as one in some 

Opening Ceremonies (Briggs et al., 2004), the last one being the 2018 

PyeongChang Winter Olympic Games, which also saw a unified Korean 

women’s ice hockey team for the first time in history.  

Rule 50 might not be directly related to the Olympic Truce, but it 

can be interpreted from that perspective. The Olympic Truce, since antiquity, 

asked athletes, delegations and spectators to leave their weapons and/or 

problems at the doors of Olympia in order to have a peaceful Olympic 

Games that valued athletic prowess. It asked city-states to push the pause 

button on whatever was going on and concentrate on the Games at Olympia.  

Athletes have certain knowledge about Rule 50, but they might not 

understand why the rule exists and why the rule is important in the Olympic 

context. This could be inferred as a lack of education on Olympic Education 

or a dilution of the meaning of the Olympic Games over time. However, if 

Rule 50 is conceptualized or framed as part of the Olympic Truce, athletes 

could possibly understand its importance of maintaining the neutrality and 

equality of the Olympic Games and the importance and power that the 
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Games have in terms of bringing people of 206 nations together under one 

common thing, that being sports.  

In the Olympic Village, athletes get to live together to try to get rid 

of stereotypes and acknowledge each other as fellow athletes and fellow 

human beings (ABC News, 2020). In a way, Rule 50 is asking athletes to 

mute their personal grievances and to leave their weapons, such as speech, 

outside of the Olympic Games to focus on their athletic performances and 

the things that make them similar rather than different. Words can be 

considered very dangerous weapons that can start big-scale problems.  

This perspective is unique to the Olympic Games. But, when the 

Olympic Games are seen as what the IOC stands for, in terms of a festival in 

which the world comes together and celebrates sports, then there is no room 

for weapons of any sort, except those required in some sports.  

5.2. Implications 

5.2.1. Theoretical implications  

The theoretical implications of this study are those of contributing 

literature and primary data to a topic that has been discussed in the past but 

is becoming more relevant in this day. As mentioned in the previous section, 

this study opens the door for future and more detailed research on the matter 

at hand with new discoveries or updated literature.  

Having a theoretical framework on the topic can also serves as a 

basis for an educational program for athletes and other Olympic Movement 
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stakeholders on what the Olympic Charter and Rule 50 are, their rights and 

responsibilities as members of the Olympic family and the human rights, 

such as that of freedom of expression. It is imperative to continue the 

education of not only participants of the Olympic Games, but anyone who 

wants to be involved in the Olympic Movement, directly or indirectly.  

5.2.2. Practical implications  

 The results of this study can be applied in sports organizations to 

further explain Rule 50 to its members and participants. It is important that 

athletes and officials have knowledge of what is Rule 50 and what it implies 

to those who want to be part of the Olympic Movement. Also, it is 

important to highlight the importance of including athletes and those who 

are directly affected by the rule in any of the conversations that are done 

around them. At the same time, the hierarchy of the IOC, or the rule makers, 

needs to be respected, so the system keeps working.  

Understanding the rule, its implications and listening to the athletes 

seems to be the best solution for the IOC or any sport governing body to 

come up with a solution that can work for the majority of the people they 

represent. One of the aims of this study was that of further understanding 

Rule 50 and evaluating its relevance in the current context. It is important 

that this evaluation is done continuously as the context might and will 

change and the role of athletes in the sport industry will also have more or 

less impact in the next years.  
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5.3. Limitations and Further Research Opportunities  

Some of the limitations faced by the researcher were time 

constraints. Also, the ongoing consultation being done by the IOC’s 

Athletes’ Commission at the same time as this study was conducted could 

be regarded a limitation in terms of gathering data from the IOC Officials. 

In terms of the document analysis, some documentation, especially meeting 

summaries and minutes were hard to access with such limited time to get the 

authorization to do so. The document analysis might not be as thorough as it 

could be.  

At the time this thesis was being written, the IOC’s Athletes’ 

Commission started their online consultation with athletes from all over the 

world in order to come up with a new proposal for the IOC Executive Board 

that would represent the majority of the athlete community with respect to 

Rule 50 and its guidelines. The results of this consultation will be published 

by the end of 2020 or the first quarter of 2021 (Athlete 365, 2020b). It 

would be important to extend the discussion of this study by incorporating 

the results from this consultation since they will represent the vast majority 

of the world’s athletes.  

Further research could also be done by including more Olympic 

stakeholders as participants groups. The Olympic Movement has many 

stakeholders that have a say in what happens, so it might be beneficial to 
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include the perspective of International Federations, Olympic Sponsors, 

Organizing Committees or others.  

5.4. Conclusion  

This study centers on a review of Rule 50, its relevance in the 

Olympic Movement, the possible violation of the human right of freedom of 

expression and the rise of athlete activism over the past few years and 

because of the current state of affairs happening in the world. Four groups 

representing some Olympic stakeholders were interviewed to get insights on 

their opinions and perceptions on the topic and documents were analyzed to 

give a comprehensive answer to the study’s research questions and provide 

additional findings.  

The topic at hand is very subjective in nature because all 

participants have a very personal opinion of what should be allowed and 

what they think is right and wrong in the world. Nonetheless, it is these 

same participants that have a direct contact and are affected by Rule 50 and 

its ramifications.  

In the beginning, it seemed that the question was whether Rule 50 

should stay or not as part of the Olympic Charter, but with the study, it can 

be shown that the multiplicity mitigates in favor of the status quo rather than 

changing the rule. Even after concluding this, it is important to mention that 

Rule 50 could use some work to address its past and give a more updated 

version that resonates better with all the parties it affects, especially the 
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athletes. While this job is not easy, the IOC is stretching from its original 

ways and is giving athletes more power in what goes. It is hopeful to think 

that through this cooperation, both the athletes and the IOC can come up 

with a solution that does not compromise the values of the Olympic 

Movement and gives the athletes a safe place where they can express their 

thoughts and beliefs while also unifying 206 nations through sport. All of 

this in a compound sentence encapsuled in Rule 50 in the Olympic Charter.  
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Appendixes  

Appendix 1. Informed Consent Form  

Informed Consent Form 

 

My name is Maria Fernanda Delgado and I am a Global Sport Management 

master’s degree candidate at Seoul National University. I am conducting a 

study on Rule 50 of the Olympic Charter, which prohibits political, religious 

or racial protests and demonstrations on any Olympic venue. Hence, Rule 

50 might be argued as a violation of the human right of freedom of 

expression. The purpose of this research is to examine Rule 50 and the 

implications it would have if the International Olympic Committee (IOC) 

were to amend it to cater for both its and the athletes’ needs given the 

current state of affairs in the world and the rise of athlete activism in the 

sport’s scene. 

 

Participants  

Participants from four groups will be interviewed: Olympic athletes, 

National Olympic Committee officials, IOC officials and academics. All of 

them will be reached by electronic means and interviewed in the same way, 

mostly in part because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Confidentiality is 

assured for all participants as all information is for academic purposes only.  

 

Procedure 

All interviews will be conducted in the same way and follow the same 

guideline: 

 Participants will be contacted and confirm electronically  

 Interviews will be conducted via telephone or video-chat platforms  

 All interviews will be audio-recorded and transcribed  

 Participants might be contacted after the initial interview for follow-

up questions or clarification  

 Participants can withdraw at any time or refuse to answer any 

question without hesitation 

 

Confidentiality  

 The recorded interview will be destroyed after the transcription is 

done 

 Pseudonyms and other words disguising any interview details will be 

used to protect the identity of the participants  

 Extracts from the interviews maybe be directly quoted in the final 

study manuscript  
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 The participants may communicate any hesitation to the researcher  

 

 

I understand that the transcript of my interview and this signed consent will 

be retained for a total of three months (90 days).  

 

 

 

                          

            

__________________________  __________________________ 

     Participant                  Researcher 

        Initials & Signature             Name & Signature 

 

 

Appendix 2. Interview questions per participant group  

Interview questions – Olympic Athletes 

 

Demographic: 

- Age 

- Gender 

- Nationality 

- Sport 

- Olympic Games participated in 

- Country represented 

 

Do you know what Rule 50 of the Olympic Charter states? 

 

What do you understand from the second section of Rule 50 that states that 

“no kind of demonstration or political, religious or racial propaganda is 

permitted in any Olympic sites, venues or other areas”? 

 

Do you feel like your human right of freedom of expression is violated or 

limited by Rule 50? 

 

What is your position in regards to Rule 50 in the current state of affairs? 

Do you think it is fair? Do you think it should stay as it is? 

-If not, what changes would you recommend? 

 

Do you know the consequences of breaching Rule 50? Do you think these 

consequences are clear? How can they improve? 
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Do you think the Olympic Games are a good platform to voice your 

personal views and opinions? Why or why not? 

 

What can the IOC do to give athletes spaces to voice their opinions? 

 

What can the athletes do in order to voice their opinions but also follow the 

IOC’s rules and regulations? 

 

Do you believe an athlete should be able to protest or demonstrate any view 

they have? If not, which views should be allowed and which should not? 

Why? 

 

How and where should athletes be able to express themselves during the 

Olympic Games?  

 

In what ways would you like to express yourself during the time of the 

Olympic Games? 

 

Do you think there should be a set of specific guidelines of what should or 

should not be allowed when protesting or demonstrating your beliefs in the 

Olympic Games? Can you provide any examples? 

 

Suppose you are on the podium in the Olympic Games and a fellow athlete 

decides to do a salute, kneel, shout or do any gesture protesting any kind of 

issue. What you would you do? How would you feel? Does it depend on 

what the protest is about? 

 

Do you think there are causes worth protesting about? Which ones and why? 

Which ones are not O.K. and why? 

 

Any final thoughts or comments? 

 

Interview questions – NOC officials 

 

Demographic: 

- Age 

- Gender 

- Nationality 

- NOC  

- Working period   

 

Do you know what Rule 50 of the Olympic Charter states?  
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What do you understand from the second section of Rule 50 that states that 

“no kind of demonstration or political, religious or racial propaganda is 

permitted in any Olympic sites, venues or other areas”? 

 

Do you feel like athletes’ human right of freedom of expression is violated 

or limited by Rule 50? 

 

What is your position in regards to Rule 50 in the current state of affairs? 

Do you think it is fair? Do you think it should stay as it is?  

-If not, what changes would you recommend?  

 

Do you know the consequences of breaching Rule 50? Do you think these 

consequences are clear? How can they improve? 

 

Do you think the Olympic Games are a good platform for athletes to voice 

their personal views and opinions? Why or why not?  

 

What can the IOC do to give athletes spaces to voice their opinions?  

 

What can the athletes do in order to voice their opinions but also follow the 

IOC’s rules and regulations?  

 

Do you believe an athlete should be able to protest or demonstrate any view 

they have? If not, which views should be allowed and which should not? 

Why?  

 

Do you think there are causes worth protesting about? Which ones and why? 

Which ones are not O.K. and why?  

 

How and where should athletes be able to express themselves during the 

Olympic Games?  

 

In what ways would you like athletes to express themselves during the time 

of the Olympic Games?  

 

Do you think there should be a set of specific guidelines of what should or 

should not be allowed when athletes are considering protesting or 

demonstrating their beliefs in the Olympic Games? Can you provide any 

examples? 

 

Suppose one of the athletes from your delegation decides to do a salute, 

kneel, shout or do any gesture protesting any kind of issue on the podium at 
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the Olympic Games. What you would you do? How would you feel? Does it 

depend on what the protest is about? 

 

Any final thoughts or comments? 

 

Interview questions – IOC officials 

 

Demographic: 

- Age 

- Gender 

- Nationality 

- Department 

- Working period   

 

Do you know what Rule 50 of the Olympic Charter states?  

 

What do you understand from the second section of Rule 50 that states that 

“no kind of demonstration or political, religious or racial propaganda is 

permitted in any Olympic sites, venues or other areas”? 

 

Do you feel like athletes’ human right of freedom of expression is violated 

or limited by Rule 50? 

 

What is your position in regards to Rule 50 in the current state of affairs? 

Do you think it is fair? Do you think it should stay as it is?  

-If not, what changes would you recommend?  

 

Do you know the consequences of breaching Rule 50? Do you think these 

consequences are clear? How can they improve? 

 

Do you think the Olympic Games are a good platform for athletes to voice 

their personal views and opinions? Why or why not? 

 

What can the IOC do to give athletes spaces to voice their opinions?  

 

What can the athletes do in order to voice their opinions but also follow the 

IOC’s rules and regulations?  

 

Do you believe an athlete should be able to protest or demonstrate any view 

they have? If not, which views should be allowed and which should not? 

Why?  
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How and where should athletes be able to express themselves during the 

Olympic Games?  

 

In what ways would you like athletes to express themselves during the time 

of the Olympic Games? 

 

Do you think there should be a set of specific guidelines of what should or 

should not be allowed when athletes are considering protesting or 

demonstrating their beliefs in the Olympic Games? Can you provide any 

examples? 

 

Suppose one or more athletes decide to do a salute, kneel, shout or do any 

gesture protesting any kind of issue on the podium at the Olympic Games. 

What you would you do? How would you feel? Does it depend on what the 

protest is about? 

 

Do you think there are causes worth protesting about? Which ones and why? 

Which ones are not O.K. and why?  

 

Any final thoughts or comments? 

 

Interview questions – Academics 

 

Demographic: 

- Age 

- Gender  

- Occupation  

- Area of study 

 

Do you know what Rule 50 of the Olympic Charter states?  

 

What do you understand from the second section of Rule 50 that states that 

“no kind of demonstration or political, religious or racial propaganda is 

permitted in any Olympic sites, venues or other areas”? 

 

Do you feel like athletes’ human right of freedom of expression is violated 

or limited by Rule 50? 

 

What is your position in regards to Rule 50 in the current state of affairs? 

Do you think it is fair? Do you think it should stay as it is?  

-If not, what changes would you recommend?  
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Do you know the consequences of breaching Rule 50? Do you think these 

consequences are clear? How can they improve? 

 

Do you think the Olympic Games are a good platform for athletes to voice 

their personal views and opinions? Why or why not? 

 

What can the IOC do to give athletes spaces to voice their opinions?  

 

What can the athletes do in order to voice their opinions but also follow the 

IOC’s rules and regulations?  

 

Do you believe an athlete should be able to protest or demonstrate any view 

they have? If not, which views should be allowed and which should not? 

Why?  

 

How and where should athletes be able to express themselves during the 

Olympic Games?  

 

In what ways would you like athletes to express themselves during the time 

of the Olympic Games? 

 

Do you think there should be a set of specific guidelines of what should or 

should not be allowed when athletes are considering protesting or 

demonstrating their beliefs at the Olympic Games? Can you provide any 

examples? Is this necessary? 

 

Do you think there are causes worth protesting about? Which ones and why? 

Which ones are not O.K. and why?  

 

Any final thoughts or comments? 
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국 문 초 록 

 

올림픽 헌장 50 조에 명시된 올림픽 참가선수들의 

표현의 자유에 대한 저항과 행동주의의 이해 

 
마리아 페르난다 델가도 

서울대학교 대학원 

체육교육과 글로벌스포츠매니지먼트 

 

 

 올림픽 규칙 50 은 국제올림픽 조직위원회 (IOC) 에서 다 

년간 사용되어 왔지만 최근 들어서 세계적으로 올림픽에 적합한지 

재조명이 되기시작하고 행동주의가 활발해지면서 논의가 시작되었다. 

과거 올림픽 선수들은 올림픽을 이용해 자신의 감정을 표현하면 시위를 

하곤 했다. 규칙 50 에서는 올림픽 장소에서 인종적, 사회적, 정치적 

선전에 관한 어떠한 시위도 금지를 하였다. 하지만 본 규칙은 표현의 

자유에 대한 인권 위반이라는 이유로 최근에 커져가는 선수들의 영향이 

힘을 실어 주고있다.  

본 연구는 규칙 50 을 고찰하고 올림픽 운동과 관련하여 인권 

표현의 자유가 위반되는지에 목적을 두고있다. 그리하여 IOC 와 

선수들간의 중립적인 위치를 도출하여 룰을 바꾸거나 안 바꾸거나 

평화롭게 규칙 50 을 이어갈 수 있기를 기대한다. 
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연구문제로는 다수 참여자의 의견이 현재 규칙 50 아니면 

규칙 50 이 바뀌거나 폐지되는데 완화 될 수 있을까? 또한 실현이 

가능할까? 에 대해서 선정된 올림픽 이해당사자 4 그룹을 상대로 문서 

분석과 반구조적 인터뷰를 통한 질적 연구를 실시하였다. 

대부분 선수들은 규칙을 따른다고 알려져 있지만 이와 관련된 

모든 이들은 규칙 50 의 존재 이유 및 올림픽 운동에 어떻게 반영되고 

있는지 포괄적으로 이해하는게 중요하다고 생각한다. 본문에 언급되어 

있듯이 참여자들은 표현의 자유도 어느 정도의 제한이 필요하다고 

하였다. 또한 선수들이 IOC 에서 하는 의사결정 과정, 특히 그들에게 

직접적인 영향을 미칠 수 있는 규칙 관련해서는 더 많은 참여를 할 

필요가 있다고 동의하였다. 

저자는 올림픽 휴전의 철학과 역사를 통하여 규칙 50 에 대한 

새로운 접근을 다음과 같이 제시해본다; 세계의 스포츠 지역사회가 

나눠지지 않고 통합되야한다는 IOC 의 미션을 고려하여 올림픽 경기를 

통해 하나가 되려면 선수들에게 연설은 올림픽 동안은 삼가하면 어떨까 

조심스레 제안해본다.  

 

주요어: 행동주의 선수, 규칙 50, 표현의 자유, 올림픽 게임, 

국제올림픽 조직위원회, 올림픽 헌장 

학  번: 2019-25091 
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