
SPORT
INTEGRITY 
JOURNAL

VOLUME 01
EDITION 02

MAR
2022

THE TOUCHSTONE SPORT INTEGRITY PUBLICATION FOR ALL SPORTS STAKEHOLDERS

FEMALE LEADERSHIP
IN SPORT

THIS EDITION IS DEDICATED TO

Sports Governance

Media & Global Business

SIGA Showcase

Global Research

Legal Perspectives

12

38

52

70

84 WE’RE BACK IN PERSON
SEE OUR UPCOMING EVENTS

JOIN OUR GLOBAL MOVEMENT

#StandWithSIGA



The world celebrates women every March 
8, highlighting their achievements across 
numerous sectors, and the sports world 

is no different. The International Olympic 
Committee (IOC) took the occasion this year 
to fête achievements by women in the Olympic 
movement, FIBA Foundation spotlighted its female 
leaders in the field, countless federations, leagues, 
teams and organizations followed suit, and SIGA 
hosted its annual Female Leadership Summit. This 
recognition is well merited, but such achievements 
and trailblazers should be championed every 
single day and sports diplomacy can help do so 
by empowering female leadership. 

The sports diplomacy framework is a newer name 
for a centuries-old practice. Since the ancient 
Greeks, sports have been used to engage in the 
act of diplomacy: communication, representation, 
and negotiation. Thus sports diplomacy is when 
these actions occur in and around the sporting 
realm. The agents of diplomacy traditionally were 
representatives of the state: diplomats attached 
to Ministries of Foreign Affairs, heads of state, 
and national teams or elite athletes competing for 
their country at international competitions like the 
Olympics or FIFA World Cup. That’s why so many 
people equate sports diplomacy with govern-
ments. Yet, as J Simon Rofe argues, the concept 
of who conducts diplomacy has become more dif-
fuse. In an Internet-connected twenty-first century, 
citizens increasingly engage in diplomatic acts of 
people-to-people cultural, technical, or knowledge 
exchange particularly through sports diplomacy. 

That’s why a natural use of this unique tool is to 
empower female leadership. Many government 
sports diplomacy programs emphasize using 
sport to work towards greater gender equality in 
line with the UN Sustainable Development Goals. 
The U.S. Department of State’s Empower Women 
Through Sports program, created in 2012, is one 
such example; the UK Foreign & Commonwealth 
Office’s “Addressing Violence Against Women and 
Girls Through Football” in Kenya from 2014-17 
is another. But it is the use of sports diplomacy 
by the NBA-FIBA Basketball Africa League (BAL) 
that’s a powerful example of how this framework 
can be used by non-state actors to promote fe-
male leadership.  

The BAL is a history-making endeavor in many 
ways. It is the first pan-African professional sports 
league, the first time that an international sports 
federation partnered with a professional entity to 
create a new championship, and the NBA’s first 
outside of North America. In speaking with NBA, 
FIBA, and BAL executives for the Basketball Diplo-
macy in Africa Oral History Project, an initiative 
I co-directed through the Centre for Internation-
al Studies and Diplomacy at SOAS University of 
London, it was clear that the BAL was conceptu-
alized not just for the sports, entertainment, and 
business opportunities, but to also use basketball 
to work towards other, more community-centric 
goals. For, as former U.S. President Barak Obama 
noted upon the BAL’s launch in 2019, “this can be 
about a lot more than what happens on the court.”
 

DR. LINDSAY
SARAH
KRASNOFF

EMPOWERING FEMALE 
LEADERSHIP THROUGH 
SPORTS DIPLOMACY 

Consultant & Historian, 
Communications and Sports 
Diplomacy Research Associate. 
Centre for International Studies 
& Diplomacy. SOAS University of 
London.

GLOBAL RESEARCH

74 75

VOL 01 - #002 - MAR 2022



The league exudes sports diplomacy in its DNA. The degree of 
communication, representation, and negotiation involved be-
tween state and non-state actors is diverse and widespread. 
Each season 12 teams from 12 African nations compete for 
the BAL title, their rosters composed of eight country nationals 
and a small handful of players from other countries. This year, 
the competition is co-hosted by three different states: Senegal, 
Egypt, and Rwanda. Key BAL partners include Visit Rwanda, the 
country’s tourism and marketing arm, U.S. sports manufacturer 
Wilson, and Hennessy, part of the France-based LVMH Group. So, 
while there are government representatives involved, the BAL’s 
sports diplomacy efforts focus on individual citizens and their 
personal exchanges. 

One of the topics that the BAL communicates about is gender 
equality. For, although it’s a professional men’s sports competi-
tion, it proactively promotes female leadership within the larger 
basketball ecosystem that it is building.

According to BAL President Amadou Gallo Fall:

“the league is an evolution of what [the NBA has] been doing on 
the continent all these decades … I’m talking about grassroots 
infrastructure, courts, providing equipment, building the local ex-
pertise in terms of training of trainers and coaches. And we have 
done all these across gender.”

These pioneers are engaging in sports diplomacy by communicating, 
representing, and negotiating perceptions about the BAL, basketball, 
and Africa more broadly. They represent female leadership on and 
off the court, that basketball is an arena of equal opportunity. They 
negotiate cultural attitudes about women in sports, policymaking, 
governance, and more. And they visually communicate to genera-
tions worldwide that if they see it, they can be it. Take a recent ex-
ample that Coach Mills recounted to Andscape: a mother took her 
two daughters to an AS Salé match in Senegal in order to watch the 
basketball tactician in action.  “I have to remind myself that young 
girls in particular need to see women in these roles,” Mills said.

The women of the BAL are just one example of non-state actors en-
gaged in sports diplomacy working to empower female leaders. But 
they are not the only ones, and it is incumbent upon the global sports 
community to develop better policies and initiatives to promote, sup-
port, and sustain them. 

To create more intentional strategies requires work and investment. 
It necessitates moving beyond greater awareness of the ways that 
sports diplomacy can serve as a tool to empower female leader-
ship. It requires educating organizations and/or governments of this 
framework, its uses (and abuses), and the resources available to 
them. Here are three places to start: 

1. Communications and storytelling are of high importance, 
especially given of diplomacy’s core acts: to communicate. Invest 
in telling the stories of women who lead, the trail blazers who are 
empowering others thanks to the cultural, technical, and knowledge 
they exchange on and learn from through sports diplomacy efforts. 

2. Build and cultivate deeper networks for women-to-women support, 
as well as extending the web of male allyship. The networked sports 
diplomacy world can provide critical advantages and opportunities 
for state and non-state actors alike. 

3. Bear in mind that sports diplomacy’s impact on one person, helping 
to empower just one female leader, has trickle-up and trickle-down 
effects for entire organizations. The investment in one individual 
has the ability to scale-up and enrich all and can lead to team-wide 
benefits. 

The idea for this piece originated from conversations at the March 
8, 2021 “Empowering Women in Sports Diplomacy” roundtable and 
interviews for the Basketball Diplomacy Africa Oral History Project, 
as well as discussions with my SIGA mentee, Bethany Hushon, and 
members of the #SIGAWomen Global Mentorship Programme Sarah 
Solémalé and Maureen Rosita Ojong Ebob-Besong.

To that end, the BAL is co-built by fema-
les who are blazing new trails through the 
sports landscape. The league has women 
helming different critical functions, from 
its sound and music coordinator (Ke-
nyan-American DJ Poizon Ivy) and former 
WNBA players like Astou N’Diaye who 
participate in promotional and community 
events to those leading on-court: two re-
ferees (Sara Gamal and Dorothy Okatch), 
an assistant coach (Dakar Université 
Club’s Khardiata Sourang Diop), and a 
head coach with AS Salé’s Liz Mills.
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