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Introduction

The Olympic Games stand as the pinnacle of global sporting competition, bringing
together nations in a grand showcase of athletic excellence and national pride. Yet,
for participating countries, the stakes extend well beyond the field of play, encompass-
ing aspirations of national prestige, international recognition, and the validation of
domestic policies. As a result, both governments and private stakeholders invest
heavily in athletes and infrastructure, seeking not only to secure medals but also to
enhance their global standing through Olympic success.'

While athletic skill is essential, Olympic outcomes are shaped by a wide array of
non-sporting factors. Chief among these are corruption, gender inequality, and the
so-called host country effect — all of which can significantly influence a nation’s
Olympic performance. Although the performance boost enjoyed by host countries is
well-established, the degree to which this advantage is diminished by systemic issues
like corruption and gender inequality remains underexplored. These factors may
weaken the benefits of hosting, particularly when examining disparities in outcomes
between male and female athletes. A deeper understanding of these dynamics is essen-
tial for policymakers and sports administrators aiming to harness the Olympic Games
as a vehicle for both national advancement and social progress.

In this paper, we examine how corruption, gender inequality, and the host country
effect jointly shape Olympic outcomes. Specifically, we analyze how these factors
influence three key dimensions of performance: the number of athletes a country fields,
the number of medals won, and the efficiency with which participation translates into
success — measured by the conversion rate of athletes to medals. Our analysis places
particular emphasis on gender disparities in these outcomes. To this end, we construct a
panel dataset covering all Summer and Winter Olympic Games held between 2000 and
2022, a period characterized by significant geopolitical shifts and economic transfor-
mation. By disaggregating the data by gender, we shed light on the differential impact
of institutional and societal factors on male and female athletes in both editions of the
Games.

The host country effect is among the most well-documented phenomena in sports
economics research (Bernard & Busse, 2004; Forrest et al., 2010; Hoffmann et al.,
2002, 2004; Johnson & Ali, 2004; Lowen et al., 2016; Lui & Suen, 2008). Host nations
typically experience a substantial increase in medal counts relative to non-hosting
years. This effect is commonly attributed to a confluence of advantages: reduced travel
burden, familiarity with local conditions, automatic qualification in select sports, larger
delegation sizes, and heightened government and public investment in athletic prepa-
ration. Hosting the Games may also galvanize national pride and media attention, cre-
ating a more supportive environment for athletes.

Yet, the magnitude of the host country advantage varies widely across contexts.
Differences in institutional capacity, investment in sports infrastructure, and economic
development can moderate the extent to which host nations benefit (Forrest et al.,
2010). Wealthier countries with larger populations, for instance, are often better
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equipped to exploit the opportunity (Lowen et al., 2016; Lui & Suen, 2008). Building
on this literature, our study investigates the links between this advantage and two key
institutional variables: Corruption and gender inequality.

While corruption has received less attention than gender inequality in studies of
Olympic performance, its implications for sporting success are increasingly salient.
Corruption can undermine the efficacy of investments in infrastructure and athlete
development by diverting resources from their intended uses. In highly corrupt envi-
ronments, misallocation of funding, nepotism in athlete selection, and opaque gover-
nance can erode competitive preparation and athlete morale. As Shughart and
Tollison (1993) argue, athletes’ ability to retain the rewards of their success positively
influences performance; corruption threatens that incentive structure. Supporting this,
previous work shows that stronger civil and political liberties are linked to higher
Olympic success (Campbell et al., 2005), while lower corruption levels are associated
with a greater medal count (Pierdzioch & Emrich, 2013).

Gender inequality, meanwhile, remains a deeply entrenched barrier in global sport,
shaping participation levels, access to resources, and competitive outcomes. Countries
with higher gender equality tend to support more successful female athletes by ensur-
ing access to training, funding, and international opportunities. In contrast, women in
more unequal societies often face structural disadvantages, including limited institu-
tional support, reduced visibility, and fewer competitive pathways. For instance,
Bernini and Acton (2025) find that gender inequality in professional cycling leads to
fewer female participants, less competitive balance, and diminished success for
women. Olympic-specific studies remain limited, though existing research confirms
the trend: Johnson and Ali (2004) document increased female participation over
time (driven primarily by larger countries) but do not explore medal outcomes or
underlying institutional determinants. Lowen et al. (2016) find that gender equality pre-
dicts both increased participation and improved medal performance, even among male
athletes. We extend this line of inquiry by analyzing how gender inequality interacts
with the host country effect, potentially amplifying or mitigating its influence on
female Olympic performance.

By analyzing together three sporting outcomes — the host country advantage, the
role of corruption in sports, and the impact of gender inequality — this paper offers
a comprehensive account of the institutional determinants of Olympic success. The
findings have clear implications for policymakers and sports administrators: mitigating
corruption and promoting gender equity are not only matters of fairness and gover-
nance, but might also prove valuable strategies to enhance national performance on
one of the world’s most visible stages.

Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses

The Host Country Effect as Baseline. A large literature in sports economics docu-
ments that nations perform better when hosting the Olympics (Bernard & Busse,
2004; Forrest et al., 2010; Hoffmann et al., 2004; Johnson & Ali, 2004; Lowen
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etal., 2016; Lui & Suen, 2008). Explanations include reduced travel burdens, familiar-
ity with venues, automatic qualification in some events, and increased investment in
athletes and infrastructure. Supportive crowds and heightened national pride further
boost performance, making it reasonable to expect that hosting raises both participation
and success.

Scholars also highlight the psychological dimension of the host effect. Competing at
home can enhance confidence, reduce stress, and increase motivation, yielding gains
beyond the material resources invested (Forrest et al., 2010). Hosting elevates the sym-
bolic value of medals, intensifying preparation by athletes and coaches, while the pres-
tige attached to the Games encourages governments and sporting bodies to expand
resources and refine selection processes. Together, these mechanisms reinforce the per-
formance advantage of host nations.

Corruption and Olympic Performance. Research in psychology and organiza-
tional behavior emphasizes that corruption undermines trust and weakens motivation
by disrupting the link between effort and reward (Shughart & Tollison, 1993). In the
sporting context, corruption can divert resources, foster nepotism in selection, and
erode athletes” morale, thereby diminishing preparation and performance. Prior empir-
ical work confirms this intuition: countries with stronger civil and political liberties,
and thus lower corruption, tend to achieve greater Olympic success (Campbell et al.,
2005; Pierdzioch & Emrich, 2013). It follows that higher levels of corruption should
be associated with weaker Olympic performance.

At a broader institutional level, corruption reduces the efficiency of public spending
on sport. When resources are siphoned away from infrastructure, training facilities, or
coaching programs, athletes are left with fewer opportunities to develop their skills.
Corruption also distorts incentives: selection to Olympic teams may be based on con-
nections rather than merit, weakening the competitiveness of the squad. Psychological
studies suggest that environments perceived as unfair depress motivation and perfor-
mance, as athletes doubt that effort will be rewarded equitably (Colquitt et al.,
2001). Thus, in highly corrupt systems, the positive incentives that typically accom-
pany Olympic preparation are muted, and the country’s overall performance suffers.

Gender Inequality and Olympic Performance. Psychological and sociological stud-
ies highlight how gender inequality restricts women’s participation, confidence, and
access to resources, while also shaping opportunity (Cooky et al., 2013; Deaner &
Smith, 2012; Stevenson, 2007, 2010). In sports economics, gender equality has been
shown to predict both increased female participation and improved outcomes for all ath-
letes (Lowen et al., 2016). Conversely, entrenched inequality reduces participation rates,
lowers competitive balance, and limits success for women (Bernini & Acton, 2025). We
therefore expect that higher levels of gender inequality will be linked to weaker Olympic
performance, with particularly adverse consequences for female athletes.

The mechanisms behind this relationship are both structural and cultural. Structurally,
gender inequality limits access to facilities, coaching, and funding, all of which are critical
to competitive success. Culturally, norms that undervalue women’s sports can reduce vis-
ibility, weaken pathways to elite competition, and diminish the motivational effects of
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public recognition. Importantly, these disadvantages extend beyond female athletes: more
inclusive sporting systems generate broader talent pools and more competitive environ-
ments, benefiting men as well. By contrast, in societies with entrenched gender inequality,
sporting development is segmented, resources are underutilized, and overall Olympic per-
formance declines.

Institutional Moderation of the Host Country Effect. Hosting magnifies both
strengths and weaknesses in a country’s sporting system. While the Games bring
investment, visibility, and motivation, these benefits may be blunted in contexts
marked by corruption or gender inequality. Corruption reduces the efficiency of
Olympic spending, while gender inequality prevents resources from translating into
equal opportunities for female athletes. The host country advantage is thus not uniform
but conditional on broader institutional quality, and it is likely to be smaller in societies
where corruption and gender inequality are more severe.

This perspective positions hosting as a stress test for national institutions: rather than
erasing governance and social disparities, the Olympics often amplify them. In contexts
with transparent governance and equitable social arrangements, the additional resources
and visibility associated with hosting can be translated efficiently into participation and
medals. In more corrupt or gender-unequal settings, however, the same influx of invest-
ment may be misallocated or captured by a narrow group, preventing the host country
from reaping the full benefits. This conditionality underscores the central theoretical
claim of this paper: that the host country effect is not automatic but contingent, and
that its magnitude depends critically on the quality of a country’s institutions.

Data

We construct a panel dataset covering all twelve Summer and Winter Olympic Games
held between 2000 and 2022. The data are drawn from multiple sources, including the
International Olympic Committee (IOC), the World Bank, and the Varieties of
Democracy (V-Dem) Project. By integrating these sources, we assemble a comprehensive
cross-national panel that captures Olympic participation and performance over two
decades. This structure allows for a detailed investigation of how the host country effect
interacts with country-level measures of corruption and gender inequality.

Dependent Variables. Our analysis focuses on three main variables: i) the number of
athletes participating from each country, disaggregated by gender; ii) the total number of
medals won, also disaggregated by gender; and, ii7) the conversion rate of athletes to med-
als, calculated as the number of medals per athlete. These variables are sourced from
Olympedia, a comprehensive database of IOC-related statistics. Together, they provide
a multidimensional view of Olympic success, capturing both the number of participation
and the efficiency with which countries convert athletic representation into medals. The
gender breakdown is essential to this study, enabling us to examine how corruption and
gender inequality affect male and female athletes differently.

Key Explanatory Variables. Our primary explanatory variables include: i) a
binary indicator for host country status, coded as one if the country hosted the
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Games in a given year and zero otherwise; and i) country-year measures of corruption
and gender inequality, both sourced from the V-Dem Project.’

Specifically, the corruption index, developed by Pemstein et al. (2023) and reported
by Coppedge et al. (2024), measures the pervasiveness of political corruption in a
given country-year. It covers six distinct types of corruption across different levels
of the political system, distinguishing between executive, legislative, and judicial cor-
ruption. Within the executive realm, the index differentiates between corruption related
to bribery and embezzlement. The index is calculated by averaging four sub-indices: 7)
public sector corruption; ii) executive corruption; iii) legislative corruption; and, iv)
judicial corruption. It ranges from 0 to 1, with 0 associated with the theoretical lowest
possible amount of corruption and 1 the most. As of 2022, the least corrupt country,
Denmark, had a score of 0.002, while Venezuela was the most corrupt country listed
with a score of 0.971.

Similarly, the gender inequality index, also developed by Pemstein et al. (2023) and
reported by Coppedge et al. (2024), measures the political empowerment of women in
a given country-year. Political empowerment is defined here as a process of increasing
capacity for women, leading to greater choice, agency, and participation in societal
decision-making. It is constructed as the mean of three equally weighted components:
i) civil liberties; #i) civil society participation; and, iii) political participation. This com-
prehensive measure captures the various dimensions of gender inequality, making it a
robust indicator for analyzing its impact on Olympic performance. Like the corruption
index, it ranges from O to 1 in theory, although no country reaches either extreme: in
2022, Denmark scored the highest (0.961), while Afghanistan ranked lowest (0.025).

For interpretability, we rescale both indices to range from 0 to 100, with higher values
indicating greater corruption and more severe gender inequality.?

Control Variables. To address potential confounding influences, we include a set
of country-level control variables based on established predictors of Olympic perfor-
mance.* These controls, sourced from World Bank (2023) and Coppedge et al.
(2024), include: i) total population (in thousands), to account for differences in talent
pool size; if) GDP per capita (constant 2015 USD), to reflect national wealth and capac-
ity for sports investment; and iii) two binary indicators identifying countries that were
formerly part of the Soviet Union or that had centrally planned economies, as these
nations often retain strong state-backed sporting infrastructures and tend to outperform
otherwise similar countries (Forrest et al., 2010).

Dataset Overview. The final dataset includes observations for all twelve Olympic
Games held between 2000 and 2022 (six Summer and six Winter) yielding approxi-
mately 2,000 country-year observations. For analyses disaggregated by Games type,
we obtain roughly 1,000 observations each for the Summer and Winter Olympics.
Table Al. provides summary statistics, while Table A2. offers detailed descriptions
of all variables. Figure A.1 presents a global overview of participation, performance,
and institutional quality across countries.

Our analysis of the host country effect includes eleven distinct host countries, with
six unique hosts for each edition of the Games: Australia (Sydney 2000), the United
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States (Salt Lake City 2002), Greece (Athens 2004), Italy (Turin 2006), China (Beijing
2008 and 2022), Canada (Vancouver 2010), the United Kingdom (London 2012),
Russia (Sochi 2014), Brazil (Rio de Janeiro 2016), South Korea (Pyeongchang
2018), and Japan (Tokyo 2021). Although the sample of host nations is relatively small
(limiting statistical power in interaction analyses) it spans a diverse set of countries,
mitigating concerns about omitted variable bias.

Trends in the dependent variables for host countries are illustrated in Figure A.3,
which shows performance by year. We observe substantial jumps in both athlete par-
ticipation and medal counts during hosting years. For example, Greece fielded 426 ath-
letes in the 2004 Athens Summer Olympics — nearly four times its average across
other Games in the period. Likewise, South Korea earned 17 medals when hosting
the 2018 Winter Olympics, more than double its average and the highest total recorded
during the sample window.

Corruption, Gender Inequality, and the Host Country
Advantage

The Empirical Strategy

In this study, we investigate the effects of corruption and gender inequality, as well as
their interaction with the host country effect. We construct a panel dataset that covers
all Summer and Winter Olympic Games between 2000 and 2022 to estimate the fol-
lowing baseline specification:

Yc,l‘ =a+ i+ ,31Hc,t + ﬂzlc,t +AXZ,;7 + €crs (1)

where Y., represents one of the three outcome variables related to Olympic success: i)
the number of athletes participating from each country (disaggregated by gender); ii)
the total number of medals won (also disaggregated by gender); and, iii) the conversion
rate of athletes to medals (calculated as the number of medals per athlete). These var-
iables are observed for each country ¢ and year of Olympics ¢. H,, is a host country
dummy indicator, set to one if the country is hosting the Olympic Games in a given
year, and zero otherwise, and /.., represents one of V-Dem Project’s measures of cor-
ruption and gender inequality.® X, is a vector of control variables, including the size of
each country’s population, GDP per capita (in constant 2015 USD), and two dummy
variables for countries that were part of the Soviet Union or those who had a centrally
planned economy. The idiosyncratic error term is represented by €. ,. Year fixed effects
(4,) are incorporated into all specifications to control for global factors that vary over
time but are constant across countries, such as economic cycles, the COVID-19 pan-
demic, and Olympics-related policy changes (i.e., accounting for factors that affect
all countries similarly in a given year).

For total athlete count and total medal count, Equation (1) is estimated using the
Poisson Pseudo-Maximum Likelihood (PPML) regression method (Correia et al.,
2020). This approach is particularly well-suited for this analysis for several reasons.
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First, both outcome variables can be classified as count data.”. PPML allows the log-
arithm of the expected count to be modeled as a linear function of the predictors,
accommodating the non-linear nature of count-based outcomes. The estimation model
in the context of PPML is specified as:

log(E[Ye ) =a+ A+ pi1He + Bole, +X£,t}’ + €cts ()

where everything is the same as in equation (1), but the outcome variable is now the
logarithm of Olympic success for country c and year . Unlike ordinary least squares
(OLS) regression, which is not suitable for count data, PPML allows for a better fit
when dealing with non-linearities in count data such as overdispersion and zero infla-
tion. The ability of this model to effectively deal with a large proportion of zero is
highlighted by Silva and Tenreyro (2006), who state that it “provides a natural
way to deal with zero values of the dependent variable.” This is particularly useful
when we consider the medal count, as a large number of countries do not earn any
medals, especially in the Winter Games. However, the medal conversion rate, which
is not count data, does not present such difficulties. We thus chose to rely on an OLS
regression with the same specifications as (1) to conduct our analysis for this
variable.

The main focus of this analysis is on the interaction terms between the host country
status and the measures of corruption and gender inequality. By including these inter-
action terms, the analysis aims to uncover whether corruption and gender inequality
modify the host country advantage across different outcome variables (separated by
gender) and Olympic Games (i.e., Summer vs. Winter):

log (E[Ye,]) = a+ A+ f1Hey + Poley + ByHIey + Xy + €cs, (3)

where HI,, represents the interaction term between the host country dummy indicator
and each measure of corruption and gender inequality.

When equation (3) is estimated via PPML, the interpretation of the coefficients is
derived by exponentiating them. For example, if ﬁ3 is the estimated coefficient for
the interaction term (HI.,), then /s represents the multiplicative effect on the expected
count of Y., for a one-unit increase in HI.;, holding other variables constant. To
express this multiplicative effect as a percentage change in the expected count, the fol-
lowing formula is used: (¢”* — 1) x 100. The coefficients featured in Panel A and B of
Tables 1 to 4 correspond to the exponentiated forms of the coefficients from which we
have subtracted 1, thus directly providing the multiplicative effect.

Other studies in the literature rely on other predictors in their analysis. Notably,
Lowen et al. (2016) rely on the percentage of the population that is Muslim, and finds
a negative relationship with the number of athletes of both genders sent. We however
decided not to include it to avoid issues linked to collinearity with the female empow-
erment index. Similarly, Forrest et al. (2010) use the share of public expenditure on
recreation, and identifies a positive relationship with Olympic performance. We ulti-
mately decided not to use it ourselves, due to lack of statistical significance found in
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their paper, as well as concerns with regard to the data: as they highlight themselves, it
was estimated through the amount spent on “recreational, cultural and religious
affairs,” a broad category that may hide disparities between countries.

Estimating the Direct Effects

In Table 1, we present the results from estimating equation (2), focusing on the direct
effects of the host country indicator, the corruption index, and the gender inequality
index.

First, the results of Table 1 underscore the significant advantage that host countries
enjoy during the Olympics. The host country effect, which is represented by a binary
variable equal to 1 if the country is hosting the Olympic Games, is consistently positive
and statistically significant across all outcome variables considered. When looking at
the number of athletes competing across in Summer Olympic Games — Panel A, col-
umn (4) — the coefficient for the host country effect indicates an increase of about
265% in the number of athletes a country fields, when both corruption and gender
inequality are accounted for. For the Winter Olympics, the increase in athlete partici-
pation for host countries is even larger (approximately 90 percentage points higher).
The substantial increase in the number of athletes competing reflects the significant
resources and attention that host countries typically invest in preparing for the
Olympic Games, ensuring that a larger contingent of athletes is fielded, as well as guar-
anteed qualifications in certain sports such as football and volleyball for the host coun-
try. Since countries from 2000 to 2012 sent on average 51 athletes when not hosting,
and using the host country coefficient found in column (4) of panel A of Table 1, we
find an increase of 135 athletes when hosting. In comparison, when considering the
Summer Olympics from 1996 to 2012, (Lowen et al., 2016) find an increase in the
number of athletes sent to the Summer Olympics by a host country of around 222 ath-
letes. This difference might be explained by their choice of method, which differs from
ours as they rely on a Tobit regression with random effects by country. Results from
Panel B and Panel C confirm the existing results in the literature by showing that
the positive effect of hosting the Olympic Games extends to the number of medals
won, as well as to the conversion rate of medals per athlete. The effect of being a
host country on conversion rate is less pronounced than on the number of athletes
and medals, as these opposing trends influence the conversion rate. As a point of com-
parison, looking at the Olympic Games between 1952 and 2004, Lui and Suen (2008)
estimate that host countries experience a 112% (using a Poisson model) and 149%
(using a negative binomial model) increase in medals won, while we find a similar
increase of 93%.

Second, Table 1 highlights that corruption (which we have scaled to range from 0 to
100, with 100 indicating higher corruption) is consistently negatively associated with
Olympic success. The PPML coefficients for corruption suggest that higher corruption
levels is linked to fewer athletes being fielded fewer medals won, and a lower conver-
sion rate of medals per athlete. For example, the estimated coefficient in Panel A,
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column (2), implies that a 1-point increase in the corruption index is associated with a
1.6% decrease in the number of athletes a country sends to the Olympics. In the Winter
Olympic Games, the same increase in corruption corresponds to a 2.7% reduction in athlete
participation. As an example, in 2014, Norway had a corruption score of 0.6 and sent 110
athletes. Had they had a score equal to that of the United States (5.6), this coefficient sug-
gests that they would have sent 96 athletes instead. In Panel B and Panel C, the results
imply a similar reduction in the number of medals won and in the conversion rate (medals
per athlete). For example, a 1-point increase in the corruption index is associated with a
1.6% decrease in the number of medals won and a 2.1% reduction in the share of medals
won per athlete competing in the Summer Olympics. The negative impact of country-level
corruption on Olympic success likely stems from corruption’s tendency to misallocate
resources, reduce transparency, and undermine the morale and preparation of athletes.
The estimates of Table 1 align with the existing limited evidence on the relationship
between corruption and Olympic success. For example, looking at data from the 2008
Summer Olympics, Pierdzioch and Emrich (2013) find a reduction of 2.0% in the count
of medals won for a 1-point increase in the corruption perception index published by
Transparency International.

Third, Table 1 highlights a strong and negative relationship between gender
inequality and Olympic success. As shown in Panel A, column (3), a 1-point increase
in the gender inequality index (scaled to range from 0 to 100, with 100 indicating
higher inequality) is associated with a 4.0% reduction in the number of athletes a coun-
try fields at the Summer Olympics. When considering the number of medals won
(Panel B) and the conversion rate (Panel C), the coefficients indicate a reduction by
3.9% and 2.7%, respectively. For instance, in 2016, Germany and the United States
had a (reversed) gender inequality score of 4.6 and 9 respectively. The estimated asso-
ciation suggests that, had Germany had the same gender inequality as the United
States, they would have earned 35 medals, or a 7 medal decrease compared to the
42 medals that they earned. Similarly, as can be seen in column (7), a 1-point increase
in the gender inequality index is associated with a 8.6% decrease in the number of ath-
letes fielded at the Winter Olympics. The effects on the number of medals earned and
the conversion rate are even more pronounced, with a decrease of respectively 11.3%
and 7.4% in number of medals earned and in the conversion rate. This result is in line
with the existing evidence on the negative relationship observed between the Gender
Inequality Index and different measures of Olympic success during the Summer
Olympic Games from 1996 through 2012 (Lowen et al., 2016). However, the stronger
effect we observe for Winter Olympic Games might be of particular interest to policy-
makers, due to its large size and statistical significance, as well as the high cost asso-
ciated with training athletes capable of participating in the Winter Olympics.

Mediating Factors of the Host Country Effect

Across Tables 2 to 4, we present the results from estimating equation (3), focusing on
the interaction between the host country dummy indicator and each measure of
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corruption and gender inequality. We present different outcomes — participation,
medal counts, and conversion rates — first without a breakdown by gender
(Table 2), and then separately for female (Table 3) and male (Table 4) athletes. The
results presented in these three tables offer a nuanced understanding of how corruption
and gender inequality interact with the host country effect to influence Olympic out-
comes. The host country effect, typically characterized by a significant advantage in
terms of both athlete participation and medal counts — as shown in Table 1 — is
not uniform across all contexts. Instead, the effect varies depending on levels of cor-
ruption and gender inequality in the host country.

When considering the number of participating athletes, we observe a negative cor-
relation with both corruption and gender inequality. First, higher corruption levels gen-
erally are linked to a lower number of athletes participating in the Olympics,
particularly in the Summer Olympic Games. This effect is even more pronounced
and statistically significant when considering gender inequality, which is associated
with a 2.7% decrease in participation for a 1-unit increase in the measure of gender
inequality in the host country (Table 2, Panel A). These results underscore how societal
factors can limit opportunities for athletes, especially in environments where corrup-
tion and gender disparities are more prevalent. When disaggregated by gender, the
coefficients highlight that female participation is particularly vulnerable to these fac-
tors. In Table 3, Panel A, a 1-unit increase in the gender inequality index is associated
with a 3.5% reduction in female athlete participation in the Summer Olympic Games.
This suggests that in societies with greater gender inequality, the potential for women
to participate in sports may be limited, even when their country is the Olympic host.
Lastly, for male athletes (Table 4, Panel A), the interaction effects are less severe but
still notable. Both corruption and gender inequality are correlated with a slight reduc-
tion in participation in the Summer Olympic Games for the host country, respectively
0.9% and 2.0%. While we cannot conclude statistical significance from this sample,
these results suggest that while male athletes are also affected by corruption and gender
inequality, the impact is more significant for female athletes, indicating a gendered
dimension to how these societal issues influence Olympic participation in the host
countries. These dynamics are less pronounced in the Winter Olympics, where the
interaction between the host country effect and these variables is close to zero, as
can be seen in columns (6) and (7) of Table 2. This is possibly due to host country
selection bias or socioeconomic characteristics, as winter sports are more prevalent
in wealthier nations with lower levels of corruption and gender inequality.

The number of medals won by a host country, a key indicator of Olympic success, is
similarly correlated with corruption and gender inequality. As seen in Table 2, Panel B,
corruption is associated with significantly reduced medal count in the Summer
Olympics, with a 1-unit increase in corruption in the host country connected to a
2.8% decrease in the number of medals. Gender inequality exhibits an even stronger
link, with a 4.0% reduction in medals won for every unit increase in this index. As
seen in (Table 3, Panel B) and (Table 4, Panel B), the link between both corruption
and gender inequality and medal count is similar for men and women when it comes



76 Journal of Sports Economics 27(1)

to the Summer Olympics. This is not the case for Winter Olympics: Indeed, the inter-
acted coefficient between host country and gender inequality and host country status
and corruption in Table 3 indicate a positive relationship with the number of medals
earned by male athletes, and a neutral one on those earned by female athletes, while
the uninteracted coefficients still indicate a negative association. While corruption is
connected to a reduction of 2.8% in the medal count in the Summer Olympic
Games for men, in the Winter Olympic Games it is linked to an increase of 3.0%.
Gender inequality is similarly tied to a 4.5% reduction in Summer medals for men,
but also to an increase in Winter medals by 3.6%. In contrast, for women, corruption
and gender inequality are associated to a respectively 2.7% and 3.3% drop in medal
count , while having an effect that is close to null for the Winter Olympics. This sug-
gests that in the Winter Olympics, where sports are often more niche and less accessi-
ble, corruption and gender inequality in host countries might paradoxically benefit
certain male athletes, potentially by skewing resource allocation or selection processes
in their favor, while not significantly affecting female athletes. Alternatively, consider-
ing the lower diversity amongst host countries for the Winter Olympics, this may be
due to some form of omitted variable bias.

Lastly, the conversion rate of medals per athlete provides insight into how effi-
ciently a host country translates its athlete participation into Olympic success. The
results in Table 2, Panel C, show that corruption generally goes alongside a lower con-
version rate, particularly in the Summer Olympics, where a 1-unit increase in corrup-
tion is linked to a 11.6% reduction in the conversion rate. Gender inequality is similar,
with an associated 18.9% reduction, highlighting that in more unequal host countries,
even when athletes do participate, they are less likely to achieve success. For female
athletes (Table 3, Panel C), the overall trend in corruption and gender inequality indi-
cates that these factors are associated with a lower ability of female athletes to compete
effectively on the world stage. Male athletes (Table 4, Panel C) show a similar pattern,
with corruption linked to a 14.1% reduction in the conversion rate in the home country
in the Summer Olympic Games. However, in the Winter Olympic Games, corruption is
associated to an increase of the conversion rate by 4.9%, although neither result is sta-
tistically significant. This suggests that in host countries where Winter sports dominate,
societal issues like corruption and inequality might not be as detrimental to male ath-
letic performance, and might even create environments where certain athletes excel,
possibly due to less competition or more targeted support.

Our findings with regards to the interacted term in the Winter Olympics were sur-
prising, as they seemed to contradict the rest of our results, as they are largely positive,
although never at a statistically significant level. As can be seen in Table A3. however,
this positive correlation for the host country with regards to corruption is primarily
driven by Russia. We offer the following two hypotheses that may explain this:
First of all, Russia might have more largely benefited from the spending from the
Soviet Union on sport than other ex-Soviet countries. Howell (1975) for instance high-
lights that Moscow alone built seventy stadia in forty-five years, including “The most
outstanding sports complex in the Soviet Union [...] which is in the center of Moscow.
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On the 450-acre area, there is a stadium seating 103,000-105,000 people, a 50-meter
pool with a seating capacity of 15,000 and an ice arena with a capacity of 10,000, a
20,000 capacity stadium for handball, volleyball, or basketball, seven soccer and
goal ball fields, thirty tennis courts, a ski jump, two archery fields, and numerous out-
door basketball and volleyball courts. This huge complex is already close to being suf-
ficient to hold an Olympic Games.” A higher concentration of Soviet-era investments
in Russian territory might explain its over-performance, even relative to other Soviet
countries. Second, and most importantly, Russia has been sanctioned by the World
Anti-Doping Agency for its state-sponsored doping-program, which operated from
2011 to 2015, involving the “vast majority” of sports (Sport, 2016). Most concerning
for our purpose, this program which went on for 4 years, overlaps with the Sochi 2014
Winter Olympic Games, bringing in serious concerns over Russian athletes’ performance.
Upon removing Russian performance at the 2014 Winter Games, we observe that the inter-
acted coefficient between host country and inequality becomes once again negative, sug-
gesting that the negative correlation previously found might hold if we exclude this outlier.
The interacted coefficient with gender inequality does not change in a statistically signifi-
cant manner. This might indicate that there exists no significant links between gender
inequality and performance when hosting the Winter Games. Alternatively, it might also
be due to the nature of the host countries themselves. Unlike corruption, which is spread
out quite evenly among hosts even when Russia is removed, gender inequality is very con-
centrated, with all but one host having a score between 7.5 and 11 (China is the exception,
with a score of 40), which may negatively impact predictive power.

Discussion and Policy Implications

This study deepens our understanding of the host country effect by highlighting that
Olympic success is shaped not only by logistical and environmental advantages but
also by the broader institutional context in which hosting occurs. While the traditional
host country advantage (driven by factors such as increased investment, home crowd
support, and reduced travel strain) is well-established, our findings challenge the
assumption that this benefit is uniformly realized. Instead, we show that the effective-
ness of hosting in boosting Olympic outcomes is significantly conditioned by non-
sporting factors, including corruption and gender inequality.

A central finding is the presence of negative interaction effects between host status
and both corruption and gender inequality, especially in the context of the Summer
Games. Gender inequality, in particular, emerges as a powerful constraint on
Olympic success for female athletes. Even when countries host the Games (typically
a moment of heightened investment and attention) structural gender disparities persist,
limiting participation and reducing medal potential. This pattern echoes broader trends
in the literature, which point to the enduring influence of societal norms and institu-
tional barriers that restrict women’s advancement in sport (Bernini & Acton, 2025;
Cooky et al., 2013; Deaner & Smith, 2012; Leeds & Leeds, 2024; Lowen et al.,
2016; Stevenson, 2007, 2010).
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Corruption similarly erodes the host country advantage by reducing the efficiency
and equity of resource allocation. Misappropriated funds, favoritism in team selection,
and lack of institutional accountability can all compromise athlete development and
preparation. Our results indicate that these effects are particularly salient in the
Summer Olympics, where the greater scale and diversity of sports increase the risk
and impact of corrupt practices (Johnson & Ali, 2004). These findings underscore
the importance of good governance and institutional integrity in ensuring that hosting
translates into actual performance gains (Campbell et al., 2005; Pierdzioch & Emrich,
2013; Shughart & Tollison, 1993).

By contrast, we find no significant interaction effects in the Winter Games and even
observe weakly positive effects for male athletes. This asymmetry likely reflects the
distinct characteristics of Winter Olympic host nations, which tend to be wealthier,
more institutionally stable, and better resourced. As Johnson and Ali (2004) note, par-
ticipation in the Winter Olympics is more strongly correlated with national income than
in the Summer Games. In such contexts, stronger governance and more targeted invest-
ment may help insulate athletic performance from the negative effects of societal
inequality. Moreover, in environments where corruption and gender disparities are
less pronounced — or are counterbalanced by institutional supports — male athletes
may even experience enhanced benefits from hosting. As we mentioned however, these
findings are likely to have been affected by unique characteristics of Russia, and must
thus be considered with precaution.

Taken together, these findings highlight that the host country effect is not a fixed or
automatic advantage but one that is conditional on broader societal conditions. Hosting
the Olympics can amplify a country’s strengths, but it can also expose and magnify
underlying institutional weaknesses. For policymakers and sports administrators, the
implications are clear: efforts to improve Olympic outcomes must go beyond logistical
planning and infrastructure investment. Enhancing transparency, reducing corruption,
and advancing gender equity are key measures not only to foster more inclusive and
effective sports systems overall, but also to maximize the returns from hosting.
These institutional reforms, that carry broader societal benefits, also reinforce the
Olympic spirit of fairness and inclusion.

Conclusions

Olympic success is shaped not only by athletic performance but also by the broader
institutional and societal context in which countries operate. This paper demonstrates
that non-sporting factors (particularly corruption and gender inequality) exhibit signif-
icant negative correlation with the well-documented host country advantage, especially
in the Summer Games and for female athletes. While hosting the Olympics generally
confers performance benefits, these gains are far from guaranteed and may be under-
mined by weak governance or entrenched social disparities.

In this paper, we investigate the interactions between the host country effect (a phe-
nomenon where nations generally perform better when hosting the Olympics) and the
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levels of corruption and gender inequality. We construct a panel dataset for all Summer
and Winter Olympic Games between 2000 and 2022 to analyze how these factors influ-
ence the number of athletes a country fields, the number of medals won, and the con-
version rate of athletes to medals, with a particular focus on gender disparities. The
results indicate that while hosting the Olympics generally provides a performance
boost, this advantage is significantly diminished in countries with higher levels of cor-
ruption and gender inequality, particularly in the Summer Olympics and among female
athletes. These findings underscore the importance of institutional quality in realizing
the full potential of Olympic investment and spotlight the need for transparent gover-
nance and inclusive sports policy.

Our results also raise important questions for future research. What mechanisms
link corruption and gender inequality to Olympic outcomes? Do similar dynamics exist
in other major sporting events, such as the FIFA World Cup or FINA World Aquatics
Championships? And what are the long-term impacts of hosting on national sports sys-
tems, political accountability, and gender equity? Addressing these questions is crucial
not only for improving competitive performance but also for advancing equity and
integrity in global sport.
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Notes

1. Many National Olympic Committees (NOCs), as well as public and private actors, offer
financial rewards to athletes for their Olympic performances (International Olympic
Committee, 2024), underscoring the value placed on sporting achievement at all levels of
society.

2. Our description of the indexes used largely draws from Coppedge et al. (2024), where more
detailed information regarding them can be found.

3. These indices are widely used in political science and economics to measure institutional
quality and social equity. Their consistent cross-national methodology makes them particu-
larly well-suited for our longitudinal, comparative analysis. See Figure A.2 for a scatter
plot illustrating the relationship between them.

4. See Lowen et al. (2016) for a review of relevant predictors.
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5. Ex-Soviet countries include Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Estonia, Georgia, Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova,Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, and
Uzbekistan. Former centrally planned economies in our model include Albania, Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, China, Croatia, Cuba, Czech Republic, Hungary, North
Macedonia, Poland, Romania, and Slovakia.

6. The models in columns (1) and (5) of tables 1 through 4 do not include the /.., term. Similarly,
the equations whose results are featured in columns (4) and (8) include two terms, one rep-
resenting corruption and one representing gender inequality, each with their own coefficients.

7. Count data are non-negative integers representing the number of occurrences of an event
within a fixed period. They exhibit properties such as non-linearity, overdispersion (the var-
iance exceeds the mean) and zero-inflation (an excess of zero counts) that complicates stan-
dard regression models.

8. Bernini and Acton (2025) find that an increase in gender inequality not only negatively affects
the overall number of professional female cyclists but also skews gender balance and results
in fewer wins and podium finishes for women.
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Appendix
Additional Figures and Tables

Table A.l. Summary Statistics.

Mean St. Dev. Min  Max

) @ G @
Panel A: Olympic Success
Number of Athletes, Total 337 782 0.0 744.0
Number of Athletes, Female 14.3 372 00 472.0
Number of Athletes, Male 19.4 42.3 0.0 341.0
Number of Medals, Total 32 10.5 0.0 160.0
Number of Medals, Female 1.3 50 00 79.0
Number of Medals, Male 1.7 54 0.0 71.0
Medals per Athlete, Total (X 100) 4.1 70 00 64.5
Medals per Athlete, Female (X 100) 4.2 92 00 100.0
Medals per Athlete, Male (X 100) 4.0 72 00 70.0
Panel B: Measures of Corruption and Gender Inequality
Corruption Index (%) 51.1 304 02 97.1
Gender Inequality Index (%) 284 193 37 96.5
Panel C: Country-Level Control Variables
Population (thousand) 36536.2 1369447 9.6  1417173.1
GDP per Capita (Constant 2015 USD, thousand) 13.1 20.1 0.3 178.9
Soviet Union or Centrally Planned Economy 0.1 03 00 1.0

Notes: The table reports summary statistics at the country-year level. The years considered are 2000-2022.
For a description of the variables and sources, see Section 3 and Table A.2.
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Table A.2. Variable Description.

Variable Description

Source

Olympic Success
Number of Number of male and female athletes
Athletes competing in each Olympic Game.

Number of Medals  Number of medals won in each Olympic
Game.

Medals per Athlete Number of medals won divided by the
number of athletes fielded. We have
multiplied this measure by 100.

Measures of Corruption and Gender Inequality

Corruption Index ~ The index measures the pervasiveness of
political corruption in a given
country-year. It covers six distinct
types of corruption across different
levels of the political system,
distinguishing between executive,
legislative, and judicial corruption.
Within the executive realm, the index
differentiates between corruption
related to bribery and embezzlement.
The index is calculated by averaging
four sub-indices: i) public sector
corruption; ii) executive corruption;
iii) legislative corruption; and, iv)
judicial corruption. We have scaled the
index to range from 0 to 100, with
higher values indicating more

corruption.
Gender Inequality ~ The index measures the political
Index empowerment of women in a given

country-year. Women'’s political
empowerment is defined as a process
of increasing capacity for women,
leading to greater choice, agency, and
participation in societal
decision-making. The index is formed
by averaging three equally weighted
sub-indices: i) civil liberties, ii) civil
society participation, and iii) political
participation. We have scaled the

Authors’ calculations from
Olympedia and the
International Olympic
Committee

Authors’ calculations from
Olympedia and the
International Olympic
Committee

Authors’ calculations from
Olympedia and the
International Olympic
Committee

Pemstein et al. (2023) and
Dahlberg et al. (2024)

Pemstein et al. (2023) and
Dahlberg et al. (2024)

(continued)
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Table A.2. Continued.

Variable Description Source

index to range from 0 to 100, with
higher values indicating greater gender
inequality.
Control Variables
Population Number of all residents, regardless of World Bank (2023)
legal status or citizenship.
GDP per Capita GDP per capita in constant 2015 USD.  World Bank (2023)

Soviet Union or Dummy indicator for countries that Authors’ calculations.
Centrally were part of the Soviet Union or had a
Planned centrally planned economy. Ex-Soviet
Economy countries include Armenia, Azerbaijan,

Belarus, Estonia, Georgia, Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova,
Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan,
Ukraine, and Uzbekistan. Former
centrally planned economies in our
model include Albania, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Bulgaria, China, Croatia,
Cuba, Czech Republic, Hungary,
North Macedonia, Poland, Romania,
and Slovakia.

Table A.3. Interaction Coefficients for Winter Games Hosts, Excluding Russia in 2014.

Olympic Success
Dep. variable:

Corruption Gender Inequality
Athlete Medal Conversion Athlete  Medal Conversion
Count Count Rate Count Count Rate
(N o) 3) 4) &) (6)
Host X —0.022** —0.028** —0.120
Corruption
0.011) 0.011) (0.226)
Host X Gender 0.004 0.030 —0.027
Inequality
(0.014) (0.020) (0.277)
Pseudo-R-Squared 0.58 0.60 0.65 0.63
R-squared 0.26 0.25
Observations 823 823 363 820 820 363

Notes: The table replicates the model in equation (3) estimating the effect on Winter Games, excluding
Russia. Controls are: Population; GDP Per Capita (Constant 2015 USD); two dummy indicators for Soviet
Union and Centrally Planned Economies. Year fixed effects included in every model. Robust standard errors
in parenthesis. ***, **, and * indicate statistical significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.
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Figure A.l. Map of Olympic Success, Corruption, and Gender Inequality. (a) Number of
Athletes (Sum), 2000-2022, (b) Number of Medals (Sum), 2000-2022, (c) Corruption
(Average), 2000-2022 and (d) Gender Inequality (Average), 2000-2022.

Notes: Data on the number of athletes fielded and the number of medals won are sourced from
Olympedia, a comprehensive online database that tracks International Olympic Committee
(IO0C)-associated statistics. The corruption index, developed by Pemstein et al. (2023) and
sourced from Coppedge et al. (2024), measures the pervasiveness of political corruption in a
given country-year. It includes measures of six distinct types of corruption across different
levels of the political system, distinguishing between executive, legislative, and judicial
corruption. The index is calculated by averaging four sub-indices: i) public sector corruption; ii)
executive corruption; iii) legislative corruption; and, iv) judicial corruption. The gender
inequality index, also developed by Pemstein et al. (2023) and sourced from Coppedge et al.
(2024), measures the political empowerment of women in a given country-year. This index is
composed of three equally weighted dimensions: i) civil liberties; ii) civil society participation;
and, iii) political participation. We have rescaled both the corruption index and the gender
inequality index to range from 0 to 100, with higher numbers indicating greater levels of
corruption and gender inequality, respectively.
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Figure A.2. Corruption and Gender Inequality Across Countries in 2022.
Notes: The scatter plot illustrates the relationship between corruption and the gender
inequality index. The accompanying histograms show the distribution of corruption scores (top

left) and gender inequality values (bottom right). The two variables exhibit a correlation of
0.602.
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Figure A.3. Dot Plots of Outcome Variables by Host Country. (a) Athlete Count: Summer
Olympics, (b) Athlete Count: Winter Olympics, (c) Medal Count: Summer Olympics, (d) Medal
Count: Winter Olympics, (e) Conversion Rate: Summer Olympics and (f) Conversion Rate:
Winter Olympics.

Notes: The figure plots athlete counts, medal counts, and medal conversion rates for host
countries across Summer and Winter Olympics between 2000 and 2022.
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