Hosting the FIFA World Cup
Economic boon or winner’s curse?
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Introduction
Why should a country bid to host the FIFA1 World Cup? Given the large
number of countries that consider bidding to host the quadrennial football
tournament2 and the smaller, but significant numbers over the years actually making formal bids to FIFA, the question might appear trivial. It is
seen by many politicians, national associations3 and the popular media as
a great matter of sporting prestige and national pride to stage the World
Cup, and even more so to win it. But are there other positive benefits that
make it rational to bid to host the tournament?
Germany hosted the FIFA 2006 edition, but world media attention is
already focused on the preparations underway by the next host, South
Africa, for FIFA 2010 (which will be the first time the finals have been
held in Africa). FIFA 2014 is expected to be held in South America, probably in Brazil, but already countries are considering whether or not to bid
to host the tournament after that to be held in 2018. Despite reports that
costs are already escalating over budget for the 2012 Olympics to be held
in London, the UK Government has stated it would strongly support a bid
by the FA to host the 2018 finals in England. It is not alone. Australia, the
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Fédération Internationale des Football Associations is the World governing body for association football and
takes responsibility for organizing and allocating the host for the FIFA World Cup among its members.
2
The FIFA World Cup tournament has taken place every four years since it was first held in Uruguay in 1930,
apart from the years 1942 and 1946 because of the Second World War. The timing of the World Cup ensures
there is no clash with the Summer Olympics, but sometimes the tournament takes place in the same year as
other competitions within the same sport such as the African Cup of Nations which was held in Egypt between
January and February 2006.
3
Football is organised in each country by national associations, such as the Football Association in England, and
there are currently 207 national associations affiliated to FIFA.
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Benelux countries (Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg) and
Mexico also have already expressed interest in contending for the honour.
It would seem that judging by the number of potential competing
nations, the economic benefits of hosting the tournament must be relatively unambiguous. However, there is a large, growing and divided literature analysing whether or not hosting big international sporting
tournaments like the World Cup, or even the Olympics, actually conveys
any concrete net economic benefits to the host country at all. On one side,
some studies argue that there are significant short-term and long-term
macroeconomic benefits in terms of increased GDP and greater employment that boost the economic growth of a host country over and above
what it would have been if the country had not hosted the tournament.
These studies normally look at the size of the demand boost arising from
hosting an event. This includes the necessary longer-term impact of the
investment required to improve the country’s sporting and other infrastructure that normally precedes a tournament. To this is added other positive economic influences, such as the additional consumer expenditure
generated by visitors to the sporting event itself when it actually takes
place. For all those estimates citing a significant boost in demand, there
are a number of extremely pessimistic studies made by some economists
indicating that hosting major sporting events has had a negligible, or even
a negative, impact on the economic growth of the host country. The range
and diversity of these economic estimates can be seen by reviewing and
categorising a selection of some of the ex ante and ex post studies4 of the
economic impact of the most recent World Cup tournaments (1994 hosted
by the USA; 1998 hosted by France; 2002 hosted jointly for the first time
by two countries—Japan and Korea; and the most recent tournament,
2006, hosted by Germany).
Why do these differences exist? Szymanski (2002) in an article published in this journal ascribed the optimistic estimates to arise from selfinterest on behalf of those with a direct incentive in a country hosting a
tournament:

4

Ex ante studies are produced before the event takes place, implying that changes in economic variables such as
GDP, consumer expenditure and employment arising as a potential result of the event, are forecasts. In contrast,
ex post studies carried out after the event has taken place imply that the figures of changes in economic activity
are measured estimates of what actually occurred.

146

WORLD ECONOMICS • Vol. 7 • No. 4 • October–December 2006

To read the remaining 18 pages of this article,
please Log In or Subscribe to World Economics.
Log in at: https://www.worldeconomics.com/Pages/SubscriberLogIn.aspx

New to World Economics?
Register online here:
https://www.worldeconomics.com/Information/Subscriptions.aspx

