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ABSTRACT

Governments have increasingly leveraged sports as a tool for tourism marketing, aiming 
to attract visitors, stimulate economic activity, and generate global media attention 
(Bowdin et al., 2011). To maximize these benefits, host nations must adopt a holistic and 
strategic approach to event planning and operations to ensure positive social, environmental, 
and social impacts are realized both during and after the event. Qatar hosted the latest 
edition of the FIFA World Cup™ (FWC), which is widely considered one of the largest 
global sporting events, with the final event attracting close to 1.5 billion viewers around 
the world. This research explores Qatar as a case study using a unique lens to examine the 
event’s alignment with Islamic values of ʿadl (justice), mīzān (balanced development), 
amānah (responsibility towards nature and society), and maṣlaḥa (preservation of public 
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good). This study adopts an autoethnographic approach, drawing on the author’s firsthand 
experiences and empirical insights gained over more than eight years of working with the 
organizers of the FWC 2022 in developing and implementing legacy and sustainability 
programming in Qatar. It proposes a theoretical framework to guide Muslim event 
organizers, non-governmental organizations, and governments in integrating Islamic 
values into the bidding and hosting of contemporary events, with the outcome of delivering 
a sustainable event with a lasting legacy. The primary objective of this study is to contribute 
to the academic discourse on mega-events and Islamic ethics, offering an assessment of 
how mega-events can be used as a catalyst for nationwide development by adopting 
positive value systems based on Islamic principles.

Keywords: Islamic values, sports tourism, mega-events, FIFA World Cup Qatar 2022, 
sustainable development

1. INTRODUCTION

Masterman (2014) states that modern sports events trace their origin to ancient Chinese, 
Greek, and Egyptian cultures, emphasizing that sports have played a pivotal role 
throughout history by significantly contributing to the development of societies. Hamil 
and Chadwick (2010) support this notion, describing sports as a deeply embedded 
sociocultural phenomenon. Today, sports have evolved into a global industry with 
substantial economic, political, social, and technological significance. Notably, 
governments are increasingly leveraging sports events as a strategy for tourism marketing 
because of their capacity to attract visitors, boost economic activity, and capture media 
attention (Bowdin et al., 2011, p. 24).

Against this backdrop, Qatar’s hosting of the latest edition of the FIFA World Cup™ 
(FWC), one of the largest sporting events in the world, with the final attracting close to 
1.5 billion around the world, serves as a fascinating case study. This research examines 
Qatar’s role as a host nation through a distinct lens, evaluating the event’s alignment 
with Islamic values such as ʿadl (justice), mīzān (balance between environment, social, 
and economic development), amānah (responsibility), and maṣlaḥa (public good). 
Rooted in the Qurʾan and the sunna of Prophet Muhammed (peace be upon him), these 
values serve as guiding principles for fostering inclusivity, preserving relationships with 
nature and society, and ultimately benefiting the wider community, leaving a legacy 
post-event.

This study adopts an autoethnographic approach, drawing from the author’s practical 
experiences and empirical insights gained over 8 years of engagement with the organizers 
of FWC 2022. The author’s roles evolved from a Legacy Analyst to a Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) Specialist, CSR Manager, and Sustainability Manager, contributing 
to the development and implementation of legacy and sustainability programs in Qatar 
and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) region. The choice of an autoethnographic 
approach stems from its ability to provide a nuanced understanding of personal experiences, 
complementing conventional research method gaps as outlined by Amos (2022). These 
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personal reflections will be supplemented with secondary research on mega-events and 
Islamic values. The research seeks to answer the following questions, offering fresh 
insights into the existing literature:

1.	 What are the legacies of mega-events, and how do they align with the Islamic values 
of ʿadl (justice), mīzān (balance between environment, social, and economic 
development), amānah (responsibility), inclusivity/diversity, and maṣlaḥa (public 
good)?

2.	 How can these Islamic values inform the development of legacy strategies for mega-
events, drawing from lessons learned from FWC 2022?

3.	 How can Muslim event organizers, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and 
governments apply these strategies to create a decision-making framework that 
integrates Islamic values into modern events bidding, hosting, and legacy planning to 
ensure a lasting impact?

By addressing these questions, the research aims to offer unique insights into the 
intersection of mega-events, Islamic values, and sustainable development, contributing to 
future event management practices as well as policy frameworks. The research aims to 
achieve the following objectives:

•	 Literature development: Expand the body of research on mega-events and Islamic 
values by assessing how mega-events can drive nationwide development, particularly 
by embracing positive value systems rooted in Islamic principles, such as ʿadl, mīzān, 
amānah, and maṣlaḥa.

•	 Framework development: Propose a practical framework, informed by Qatar’s 
experience, to guide Muslim event organizers, NGOs, and governments in leveraging 
Islamic values to create sustainable event legacies.

To achieve these objectives, the research utilizes the FWC 2022 as a case study, 
analyzing the broader impacts of mega-event legacies on society, the environment, and the 
economy. Ultimately, it advocates for a return to Islamic values and ethics to foster a 
deeper understanding of sustainable development. This approach aligns with Senturk’s 
(2022) concept of “rooted revival,” emphasizing the need to contextualize and internalize 
modernization rather than blindly or uncritically adopting Western paradigms.

The research follows a structured approach to navigate through the literature, as 
illustrated in Figure 1. Section 2 reviews existing literature on mega-event legacies and 
sustainability and Islamic ethics, drawing insights from the FWC 2022. Section 3 proposes 
a theoretical framework for host nations to align mega-events with Islamic values to 
achieve long-term sustainability goals. Section 4 identifies key challenges and offers 
recommendations for decision-makers in the Muslim world, including event organizers, 
NGOs, and governments, on how to effectively embed Islamic values in event bidding, 
hosting, and legacy planning. Finally, Section 5 presents the study’s conclusions and 
broader implications.
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Figure 1. Funnel approach to literature review on mega-event legacies in the context of 
Islamic values and ethics.

2. BACKGROUND

2.1 Mega-Event Legacies
Matheson (2010) states that strategic planning for event legacies has emerged as an 
increasingly important phenomenon over the last two decades. The concept of legacy, its 
definition, and potential impact have been subjects of considerable debate among scholars, 
including Chappelet and Junod (2006), Preuss (2007), and Cornelissen et al. (2011). 
According to Chappelet (2012), the discourse on the legacy of mega-sporting events 
emerged in the 1990s, advocating a comprehensive approach that encompasses financial, 
economic, social, and environmental considerations. Preuss provides a concise definition 
of legacy as “all planned and unplanned, positive and negative, tangible and intangible 
structures created for and by a sporting event that remain longer than the event itself” 
(2007, p. 211). In essence, legacy refers to what remains from the mega-sporting event 
after its conclusion. Legacy has emerged as a critical consideration when bidding for and 
hosting major sporting events. Key questions considered by host countries’ officials, 
scholars, and practitioners include:

•	 What are the potential tangible (hard) and intangible (soft), positive and negative 
legacy impacts on individuals, ecosystems, society, and knowledge development?

•	 Can the costs of hosting these major events be justified in terms of taxpayers’ money, 
considering potential legacy outcomes?

•	 What are the ramifications if heavy infrastructure investment leaves the host city in 
financial debt, with underutilized facilities as “white elephants?”

•	 What are the opportunity costs of hosting major events, particularly in terms of 
redirected investments away from critical areas such as public health, education, and 
other essential infrastructure needs of the host community?
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Based on the insights gathered from more than 30 host cities and nations, the 
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has formulated a 
framework delineating the advantages of hosting international events. Table 1 presents a 
summary of the OECD’s discoveries, organized according to primary and secondary 
benefits.

Table 1. Benefits of hosting international events. Source: OECD (2008).

No. Primary Benefits Secondary Benefits

1 Alignment of the event with sector 
and business growth strategies in the 
city or nation

Post event usages of improved land and 
buildings

2 Private-public investment 
partnerships

Connectivity and infrastructure 
legacies 

3 Image and identity impacts attracting 
increased population, investment and/
or trade

Labor market impacts and social/
economic inclusion

4 Structural expansion of visitor 
economy and supply chain 
development and expansion

Secondary impacts in the property 
market

5 Environmental impacts, both in built 
and natural environments 

Global positioning, events strategy 
going forward, and project 
management capability

These primary and secondary benefits described in Table 1 can further be broken down 
to include a broader spectrum of hard and soft event-related legacies, as described by 
Preuss (2007), and/or as tangible or intangible, as explained by Chappelet and Junod 
(2006), in areas of economic, human, social, and environmental impact. The impacts are 
experienced across local, national, regional, and global scales, as depicted in Figure 2. 
Moreover, according to Aicher et al. (2019), tangible legacy refers to observable, easily 
identified, or physical transformations within the host community that persist post-event. 
In contrast, intangible legacy encompasses nonphysical changes related to knowledge 
transfer, governmental reform, the accrual of emotional capital for residents, participants, 
and spectators, psychological enhancements to the city’s image, and alterations in social 
structure.
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Figure 2. Types of event legacy. Source: Adapted from Preuss (2007), MacRury (2009), 
and OECD (2008).

Beesley and Chalip (2011) state that maximizing event benefits is possible through 
strategic planning and implementation to capitalize on the opportunities generated by 
events. Therefore, strategic planning efforts preceding event hosting should assess various 
economic, social, and environmental impacts and identify mitigation and adaptation 
measures to reduce adverse impacts and capitalize on potential opportunities.

The impact of hosting mega-events or the event legacies are often perceived positively 
by the host population (VisitScotland 2012). However, a historical review of mega-events 
hosted since 2000, including the Olympic Games and FWC, revealed mixed legacies, with 
some countries faring better than others in achieving wider legacy objectives. Figure 3 is 
also a testament to the globalization of sports, namely the FWC and Olympic games, 
highlighting how sports extend beyond national boundaries, reaching continents of 
Australia, Asia, Europe, Africa, and South America. This further supports the academic 
view of the globalization of sports, particularly football, as referenced by Dolles and 
Söderman (2005), Horton (2011), and Lee and Kim (2016), among others. The case for 
FWC 2022 will be discussed separately in Section 2.3.
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Figure 3. Comparative legacies from mega-events since 2000, including the Olympic 
Games and FWC. Source: Author’s analysis.

2.2 Islamic Principles
A widespread misconception suggests that legacy planning principles for sustainable 
development are not rooted in Islamic values and traditions, often viewed as primarily 
derived from Western sources introduced to the Middle East. However, a closer analysis 
uncovers that Islamic teachings have emphasized sustainability and the responsibility to 
create positive legacies as a fundamental duty for Muslims for nearly 1,400 years.

The first modern use of the word “sustainable” was introduced to the literature by the 
Club of Rome’s report “Limits to Growth.” Additionally, as introduced earlier, “Our 
Common Future” coined the term sustainable development in 1987. John Elkington 
further contributed to the literature by coining the term “triple bottom line” to explain that 
sustainability is an integration/intersection of social, economic, and environmental values.

The nexus between sustainable development and religion has been extensively studied. 
Narayanan (2013) identified three key ways in which religion can significantly contribute to 
fostering sustainable development: by drawing on its values and principles, promoting social 
and ecological activism, and aiding individual self-development. More recently, Al-Jayyousi 
et al. (2023) explored the connections between Islamic faith and sustainability, particularly 
in the context of climate policy. Their research examined how faith-based value systems and 
religion can play a pivotal role in shaping policy development and institutional practices.

Allah defines the creation in its perfect balance (mīzān) in Surah Ar-Rahman (The 
Merciful):

The Most Merciful,
Taught the Qurʾan

Created Humankind
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Taught him Eloquence
The sun and the moon move in precise calculation

And the stars and the trees prostrate
And the heaven He raised and imposed the balance

That you not transgress within the balance
And establish weight in justice and do not make deficient the balance

(The Qurʾan 55:1–9)

In Surah Ar-Rahmān (The Merciful), Allah describes the creation in perfect balance 
(mīzān), emphasizing the significance of sustaining the equilibrium and promoting justice 
(ʿadl) in all actions, including stewardship of the environment. It is intriguing that the Club 
of Rome report (1972) concludes with the same idea of humanity imposing limits on itself 
to attain a state of global equilibrium, carefully balancing population and production.

The fundamental difference between the United Nations–led development agenda in 
the form of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the Islamic value-driven approach 
lies in the comprehensive worldview and guidance offered by Islam, which encompasses 
all facets of life, including the relationship between humanity and the environment 
(Ahmed, 1998). Sarkawi et al. (2016) argue that the current concept of sustainability fails 
to account for the religious obligation of Muslims and their motivation to maintain balance 
in utilizing the Earth’s resources without harming nature. This practice is rooted in seeking 
God’s mercy and accumulating good deeds for the akhirah (the afterlife) in order to enter 
Paradise, which is regarded as the ultimate objective.

The Holy Qurʾan repeatedly emphasizes the concept of ʿadl, mīzān, amānah, 
inclusivity, and maṣlaḥa, underscoring the stewardship (khalīfah) role of humankind on 
earth and the imperative of maintaining balance in resource use and environmental 
protection. These five key Islamic values, encapsulating principles of sustainability and 
leaving a lasting legacy, form the foundation of this research. Illustrated in Figure 4, they 
are structured as a Bayt Al Maṣlaḥa model, with ʿ adl as the cornerstone upon which mīzān, 
khalīfah, amānah, and inclusivity rely, culminating in the assurance of maṣlaḥa symbolized 
as the roof of the house.
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Figure 4. Bayt Al Maṣlaḥa—five core Islamic principles that drive sustainability and 
legacy approach. Source: Author’s analysis.

Imam Al-Ghazali (1993) elaborates on the concept of maqāsid sharia (objectives of 
Islamic law), which directly relates to maṣlaḥa and ʿadl, by outlining five essential 
elements: protection of al-dīn (religion), al-nafs (life), al-aql (intellect), al-naṣl (lineage), 
and al-māl (wealth). These elements align directly with the pursuit of the five Islamic 
principles driving sustainability and legacy within the Bayt Al Maṣlaḥa model.

2.2.1 Bayt Al Maṣlaḥa: Five Core Principles

a. ʿAdl (Justice)
The Holy Qurʾan emphasizes justice and fairness in all facets of our lives, from individual 
levels to business transactions and government policy. Justice (ʿadl) forms the foundational 
concept of the Bayt Al Maṣlaḥa model (Figure 4), protecting fundamental rights and 
applying good governance practices (Al-Jayyousi, 2012). Allah mentions in the Qurʾan, 
“O you who have believed, be persistently standing firm for Allah, witnesses in justice” 
(4:135). The verse urges Muslims to stand firm for justice and bear witness to it. 
Consequently, justice and fairness serve as foundational pillars for the other principles 
discussed in this study, which are aimed at promoting sustainable events. Isfahani (1987), 
as cited in Mohamed (2020), asserts that God used the word al-mīzān to refer to justice 
because justice results in balance, and balance exhibits itself in concrete actions of justice.

b. Mīzān (Balance)
Principles of ʿadl and mīzān are closely linked to each other as God planted them in all 
beings and things in the universe, which manifests divine justice (Mohamed, 2020). The 
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Islamic concept of mīzān is closely connected with the terminology al-wasaṭiyyah, rooted 
in the Arabic word wasaṭ, meaning moderation and fairness. Allah says in Surah al-
Baqarah: “Thus, have We made of you an umma (community) justly balanced (wasaṭan), 
that ye might be witnesses over the nations, and the Messenger a witness over yourselves 
…” (Qurʾan 2:143). This describes Muslims as an ummatan wasaṭan (justly balanced 
ummah), conveying Islam’s message of peace, justice, and moderation toward God’s 
creation (people, animals, and the natural environment). It should be noted that over 500 
Qurʾanic verses guide environmental stewardship, with Prophet Muhammed’s life 
(PBUH) serving as a role model for justice and equity (Hassan & Cajee, 2002, as cited by 
Aburounia & Sexton, 2022).

c. Inclusivity and Diversity
The Qurʾan promotes inclusivity and respect for diversity, recognizing differences as 
signs of God. Allah revealed in the Holy Qurʾan, “O mankind, indeed We have created you 
from male and female and made you peoples and tribes that you may know one another. 
Indeed, the most noble of you in the sight of Allah is the most righteous of you” (49:13). 
As stated in the verse, differences in sex, race, and language are all manifestations of God 
rather than reasons for superiority over one another. Allah encourages mutual understanding 
and getting to know one another, highlighting diversity as a unifying force among 
humanity. Adamiyyah—stemming from our common origin in Adam (PBUH) —is a 
source of unity rather than a cause for division. The only distinction between individuals 
in the sight of God is based on their deeds and righteousness.

d. Khalīfah and Amānah (Stewardship and Trust)
Islam teaches that humans are stewards of the Earth, responsible for its care and 
preservation as described by God in the Holy Qurʾan: “He is the One Who has placed you 
as successors on earth and elevated some of you in rank over others, so He may test you 
with what He has given you. Surely your Lord is swift in punishment, but He is certainly 
All-Forgiving, Most Merciful” (6:165).Sarkawi et al. (2016) emphasize that humans’ 
responsibility to God aligns with stewardship toward nature. Furthermore, Bsoul et al. 
(2022) highlight how environmental protection, advocated by the SDGs, is deeply 
embedded in Islam and was practiced by Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) in the 6th century. 
The Qurʾan encourages avoidance of excessive consumption and wastefulness and 
promotes social justice through sharing food with the poor: “It is He Who has brought into 
being gardens, the cultivated and the wild, and date-palms, and fields with produce of all 
kinds, and olives and pomegranates, similar (in kind) and variegated. Eat of their fruit in 
season, but give (the poor) their due on harvest day. And do not waste, for God does not 
love the wasteful” (6:141). 

e. Maṣlaḥa (Public Interest)
Morales (2016) defines maṣlaḥa as an Islamic legal concept that has been pivotal in 
understanding Islamic policy, governance, and discourse. Bsoul et al. (2022) argue that 
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only through improved ethical and moral relationships toward nature can we encourage 
responsible resource management, environmental protection, and sustainable development. 
However, this responsibility extends beyond the individual to wider public policy 
implications. The concept of maṣlaḥa underscores the importance of policy and actions 
benefiting society.

It is noteworthy that other models, as Al-Jayyousi (2012), explore development with 
“good life” (ḥayāt ṭayyiba) at its core, with a larger circle representing the construction of 
the universe (imārāt al-kawn). The four components he outlines are ʿadl (justice), ihsān 
(excellence), arhām (social capital), and limiting fasād (mischief). However, unlike the 
theoretical model presented by Al-Jayyousi, my framework differs by focusing on the 
interplay between Islamic principles and the three pillars of sustainability—namely 
economic, social, and environmental dimensions—with an operationalized decision-
making framework that aims to leave a lasting positive legacy from events. Nevertheless, 
both frameworks share a focus on ʿadl and limiting harm, as captured under maṣlaḥa.

The key Islamic principles outlined in the Bayt Al Maṣlaḥa model, including justice, 
balanced development, responsibility towards nature and society, and preservation of 
public good, are rooted in the Qurʾan and the sunna.  These principles serve as the building 
blocks for inclusive events that benefit all members of the community, preserving 
relationships with nature and society and ultimately benefiting the wider community, 
leaving a legacy. This is explored further in the case study of FWC 2022 and in the 
theoretical framework in Section 3 to guide event organizers’ decision-making.

2.3 FWC Qatar 2022 Case Study
Mega sporting events matter at sociological, political, cultural, and economic levels, 
driving nations towards a global society (Horne & Manzenreiter, 2006). Historical 
experiences show that host nations of mega-events vary in economic, human, social, and 
environmental development trajectories, with a mix of developed and developing countries 
and a clear North–South divide (Figure 5). It is also clear that there are measurable 
differences in size, population, and culture between various host nations. Unique 
opportunities and challenges arise for each host, demonstrating that solutions successful 
in one setting may not immediately transfer to others.

Qatar’s unique position as a mega-event host is evident in its status as the smallest but 
wealthiest nation per capita to host the tournament (Figure 5). A comparison of the last 
four FWC hosts reveals stark economic contrasts, with Qatar’s gross domestic product 
(GDP) per capita (USD 87,661) over 13 times higher than of South Africa (USD 6,766) 
and over 6 times higher than of Russia (USD 15,270) (World Bank, 2022).
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Figure 5. Comparison between the last four countries to host the FWC in terms of GDP 
per capita in USD in 2022. Source: World Bank Data (2022)

According to Brannagan and Giulianotti (2018), states pursuing soft power, like Qatar, 
risk soft disempowerment, inviting unwanted attention and greater international scrutiny 
that may potentially discredit the nations’ (in)/actions. The soft disempowerment in the 
context of Qatar is centered around four main themes, mainly human rights concerns, 
including workers’ welfare and LGBTQ+ rights, environmental impacts, financial costs, 
and legacy use of facilities post-event.

Each of these topics require deeper study to ensure themes are adequately addressed 
and explore underlying issues, validity of the criticism, and responses of the Qatari 
government in producing mitigation plans in the short-, medium-, and long-term. 
Considering that FWC 2022 was hosted a little over a year ago at the time of writing, the 
legacies from the mega-event are still being realized. Cornelissen et al. (2011) emphasize 
the importance of sustaining legacies well beyond the event itself to secure long-term 
impact, suggesting evaluations to be conducted for at least 20 years following the event.

Li and McCabe (2013) divide the time dimension of legacies into three stages: short-, 
medium-, and long-term. For FWC 2022, early signs of positive legacy transformation 
have been in infrastructure improvements across Qatar, including but not limited to new 
sporting facilities; and urban legacy, including hotels, parks, roads, and transportation 
networks, including metro, light rail, and buses (Figure 6). Figure 6 is a stark illustration 
of how Qatar in the 10 years from 2013 to 2022 developed its infrastructure at a more 
rapid pace than it has in more than in 60 years from 1950 to 2013. Qatar’s hosting of the 
FWC 2022 was a significant catalyst driving this exponential growth over the last decade.
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Figure 6. Comparison between infrastructure development in Qatar. Source: Supreme 
Committee for Delivery & Legacy (n.d.). 

It is important to note that in Qatar’s case, due to its vast hydrocarbon wealth, their 
choice for hosting the mega-event did not result in the opportunity cost of not investing in 
other vital public services such as healthcare, education, and other services. Also, it did not 
leave the Qatari government in huge debt as in the cases of the Athens 2004 Olympics, 
FWC 2014, and the 2016 Olympic Games in Brazil (Becatoros, 2012; Smith, 2012). 
However, there are still question marks around whether Qatar will be able to utilize all its 
sporting infrastructure built for the FWC 2022, including seven new state-of-the-art 
stadiums and 32 team base camps. At present, we have already witnessed most of the 
stadiums being used during the recent AFC Asian Cup 2023 from January to February 
2024, and several venues have already become home grounds for Qatar Stars League 
matches.

According to EuroNews (2023), organizers stated that two stadiums, namely, Ahmad 
Bin Ali and Al Janoub stadiums, will undergo a reduction in capacity by half, allowing 
Qatar to donate approximately 40,000 removed seats to sub-Saharan African nations to aid 
in the development of their footballing infrastructure. Such conversion costs for these two 
stadia and the maintenance costs for the other remaining assets will be an ongoing burden 
on the state, especially if they are under-utilized over their life cycle of 30 to 50 years.

Despite the criticism, Qatar’s comparative country brand index, from 2010 to 2020, 
rose from 70 to 18 in the global rankings in 2020. This further demonstrates that before 
hosting the FWC, Qatar already began realizing its vision of delivering hard and soft 
legacy outcomes from the physical transformation of the country to increasing global 
awareness of Qatar, establishing an appealing hub for business and tourism.

Another positive legacy outcome already realized has been the increase in tourism 
post-event. The number of international arrivals to Qatar almost doubled between 2019 
(taken as a pre-COVID-19 baseline at 2.1 million visitors) and 2023, reaching more than 
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4 million (Figure 7). Already, the first 2 months (January and February) of 2024 are 
showing promising tourism numbers, with close to 1.3 million visitors during this period. 
Whether the current boosted tourism figures can be sustained over the long term is yet to 
be seen. Even if it is sustained, there may be other variables that could boost tourism in the 
future, and it will be difficult to isolate any future economic and tourism impact occurring 
solely on Qatar’s hosting of the FWC 2022.

Figure 7. International arrivals to Qatar by year (2019–2024 February). Source: Qatar 
Tourism.

From a sociological perspective, the FWC has catalyzed fostering greater cultural 
exchange among people of diverse religions and cultures. The tournament unites fans 
from around the world to celebrate their shared love of football, breaking down cultural 
barriers and promoting mutual understanding, tolerance, and respect. 

Qatari organizers have consistently promoted the event as a means of fostering unity 
and cultural cohesion between the East and the West. Hassan Al Thawadi, head of the 
FWC Qatar bid committee and the Secretary General of the Supreme Committee for 
Delivery & Legacy responsible for organizing the event, stated that “uniting people, 
breaking down social barriers, and bridging the gap between East and West are all part of 
the legacy of staging the first FWC in the Middle East and Arab world.” Encouraging 
cultural exchange among stakeholders involved in the FWC, with a specific emphasis on 
deepening appreciation for the culture of Qatar and the wider region, was a key goal 
outlined in the FWC Qatar 2022 Sustainability Strategy.

Consistent with this strategy, one of the key outcomes of the FWC was an increase in 
cultural exchange through a rise in the number of tourists visiting the country. Tournament 
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organizers have reported that over 1.4 million fans from across the globe visited Qatar for 
the FWC. The mega-event showcased Islamic culture and Qatari hospitality, dispelling 
stereotypes and promoting acceptance of the religion and its followers. From this 
perspective, one can argue that this event served as a tool to promote greater understanding 
and acceptance of Islam and Islamic cultures.

Qatar’s hosting of the FWC 2022 also faced heavy criticism, mainly from Western 
media outlets and politicians, citing reasons such as the lack of a footballing culture, 
excessively hot weather for football, workers’ welfare, and LGBTQ+ rights, amongst 
others. There were instances where the criticism took racist and Islamophobic undertones 
as Muslims and Qataris were depicted as inferior and unworthy of hosting the FWC 2022. 
Green (2021) from Oxford Bibliographies defines Islamophobia as a “fear of and hostility 
toward Muslims and Islam that is driven by racism and that leads to exclusionary, 
discriminatory, and violent actions targeting Muslims and those perceived as Muslim.” 
Islamophobia refers to fear, prejudice, or discrimination against the Islamic religion or 
people who practice it. Georgetown University conducted an extensive research project on 
Islamophobia, stating that it does not occur randomly but is spread through generously 
financed networks of ideologues, media personalities, think tanks, and social and political 
entities.

This research captured instances where media criticism turned to racist and 
Islamaphobic remarks as Muslims and Qataris were depicted as inferior and unworthy of 
hosting the FWC 2022. Below is a high-level overview of Islamophobic statements made 
in several European media outlets. Figure 8 depicts a cartoon published by French 
newspaper Le Canard Enchaine, depicting the Qatar National Football Team as angry 
terrorists holding weapons while playing football.

Figure 8. French newspaper Le Canard Enchaine’s depiction of the Qatar National 
Football Team. Source: Al Jazeera News. 
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In another incident, a Danish channel, TV 2 News, came under heavy criticism after 
their anchor, Soren Lippert, compared Moroccan players hugging their mothers during 
their celebrations with monkeys on live television (Figure 9).

Figure 9. A Danish news anchor holds an image of monkeys embracing and compared it 
to Morocco’s National Team players hugging their mothers. Source: Doha News. 

Amidst the instances mentioned above, additional cases of Islamophobic remarks 
surfaced in Western media. For instance, Germany’s Welt TV alleged that the Moroccan 
team made an “Islamic State gesture” after defeating Portugal. The image (Figure 10) 
captured Moroccan players holding their national flag with raised index fingers, a symbol 
used by Muslims for years to affirm their oneness of God and of one’s faith. However, it 
is worth noting that this gesture is also commonly used in celebration by non-Muslim 
players like both Ronaldos from Brazil and Portugal. Despite this, Welt TV conflated the 
gesture with members of a terrorist group.

Figure 10. Moroccan players celebrating their victory. Source: Middle East Eye.
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Last, a memorable moment during the Finals saw Argentina players, led by Lionel 
Messi, receiving honors on stage from the Amir of Qatar, Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al 
Thani, who presented Messi with a bisht—a traditional and honored men’s cloak—as a 
symbol of respect and honor in Arab culture. However, this act was criticized as “a bizarre 
act that ruined the greatest moment in World Cup history” by the British newspaper The 
Telegraph, which has since changed its headline for the article, and “Absolutely grim” by 
Fox Sports headline (Figure 11).

It is interesting when criticism aimed at Qatar is compared with past events. For 
instance, at the 2004 Athens Olympics, athletes were often seen wearing olive wreaths, a 
nod to ancient Greece (Figure 13). Similarly, after Brazil’s 1970 World Cup victory in 
Mexico, Pele was photographed wearing a sombrero. Notably, there were no similar 
media narratives criticizing the use of these cultural symbols by athletes.

Figure 11. Western media (The Telegraph, UK, and Fox Sports, USA) coverage of Messi 
wearing the bisht. Source: Fox Sports.
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Figure 12. The 2004 Athens Olympics and 1970 World Cup victory celebration by Pele 
in Mexico. Source: https://nation.africa/kenya/sports/football/pele-shows-why-brazil-
would-forever-be-world-cup-favourite-4020860.

Elamin (2023) describes the prevalent media narratives during Qatar’s hosting of the 
FWC in 2022 as divisive and reinforcing the “East versus West” dichotomy. Furthermore, 
Nereim (2022) states that the mega-event brought a disproportionate array of negative 
coverage, which Qataris describe as giving descriptions of their country and people from 
an outdated and stereotypical perspective, painting an image of Qatar that is contrary to 
reality. Despite such criticism, Qatar has demonstrated that a Muslim and Arab nation can 
successfully host a spectacular FWC, lauded by FIFA’s president as the best edition to 
date. This sentiment was echoed by fans in the BBC poll after the event, with 78% naming 
the Qatar World Cup the “best of the century” (Figure 13).

Figure 13. BBC poll on the best World Cup of the century. Source: BBC News

https://nation.africa/kenya/sports/football/pele-shows-why-brazil-would-forever-be-world-cup-favourite-4020860
https://nation.africa/kenya/sports/football/pele-shows-why-brazil-would-forever-be-world-cup-favourite-4020860
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3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Drawing on my FWC 2022 experience and research in the field of sustainability and 
Islamic ethics, I have developed the following theoretical framework to assist decision-
makers and event organization bodies in the Muslim world to apply Islamic values to 
contemporary event bidding and hosting processes to leave a lasting positive legacy. 
Expanding on Section 2.2, which introduced Bayt Al Maṣlaḥa and its five core Islamic 
principles, this section proposes a decision-making tree methodology linked to Islamic 
principles and sustainability pillars. This approach outlines the process of the decision-
making model in a flowchart with yes or no questions leading to possible pathways for 
event organizers to consider. It is important to note that the Islamic principles previously 
presented, such as justice, fairness, and inclusivity, have been grouped to give a stronger 
emphasis and avoid repetition.

3.1 Islamic Principles: Justice, Fairness, and Inclusivity
The Holy Qurʾan emphasizes justice and fairness in all facets of our lives, starting at the 
individual and extending to business transactions and government policy. Similarly, events 
should uphold principles of justice and be inclusive in nature.

	Holy Qurʾan 5:8: “O you who have believed, be persistently standing firm for Allah, 
witnesses in justice, and do not let the hatred of a people prevent you from being just. 
Be just; that is nearer to righteousness.”

	Hadith (Bukhari): “The Prophet (peace be upon him) said, ‘Do you know who will go 
first on the Day of Resurrection to the shade of Allah? Those who are just in their 
rulings.’”
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3.2 Islamic Principles: Balance
Principles of ʿadl (justice) and mīzān (balance) are closely linked to each other as they 
have originally been planted by God in all things and beings in the universe, which is a 
manifestation of divine justice according to Mohamed (2020).Hence, conveying Islam’s 
message of balance and moderation toward God’s creation, including people, animals, and 
the natural environment, should be embedded in event planning, delivery, and legacy.

	Holy Qurʾan 55:7-9: “And the heaven He raised and imposed the balance. That you 
not transgress within the balance. And establish weight in justice and do not make 
deficient the balance.”

	Hadith (Tirmidhi): “The Prophet (peace be upon him) said, ‘the best of your actions is 
the most balanced.’”

3.3 Islamic Principles: Stewardship and Responsibility
Islam teaches that humans are stewards (khalīfah) of the Earth, responsible for its care and 
preservation. Hence, event organizers have a responsibility to create positive social, 
environmental, and/or economic impacts meanwhile minimizing harm.

	Holy Qurʾan 6:165: “And it is He who has made you successors (khalīfah) upon the 
earth …”
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	Hadith (Abu Dawood), “The Prophet (PBUH) said, ‘The world is sweet and green 
(alluring) and verily Allah is going to install you as vicegerent in it in order to see how 
you act.’”

3.4 Islamic Principles: Public Good
Imam Al-Ghazali states that maṣlaḥa (public good) comprises factors aimed at ensuring a 
benefit or averting harm. Thus, asserting that safeguarding life, religion, intellect, lineage, 
and property all constitute maṣlaḥa. From an event perspective, events should be designed 
to promote public good across economic, social, and environmental pillars.
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4. CHALLENGES AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The proposed theoretical framework aims to offer valuable insights from Qatar for Muslim 
event organizers, NGOs, and governments globally, guiding them in applying Islamic 
principles to contemporary events and projects for enduring legacy. However, organizations 
may encounter various hurdles when transitioning to innovative, sustainable business 
models aligned with Islamic values. These challenges include resistance to change, 
financial constraints, lack of management commitment, culture supporting Islamic values 
and sustainability, and lack of capacity and resources to monitor, evaluate, and report on 
sustainability performance to environmental and social capital. Addressing these 
challenges requires strategic approaches by introducing design thinking as described 
below:

1.	 Resistance to change: Lack of management commitment and a culture supporting 
sustainability can hinder progress. According to Razzouk & Shute (2012), introducing 
design-thinking methodologies can aid in problem-solving, enabling teams to identify 
and solve business challenges, including adopting sustainable practices.

2.	 Lack of understanding and implementation of Islamic values: Key recommendation 
is to integrate Islamic values of ʿadl, mīzān, khalīfah, amānah, and maṣlaḥa into 
organizational policies, procedures, and business models through design-thinking 
workshops, establishing governance steering groups for decision-making based on 
proposed framework, and offering capacity-building training to key decision-makers 
such as managers and supervisors, and assigning designated champions across the 
organization.

3.	 Financial costs: Incorporating Islamic values that drive sustainable innovation may 
incur initial expenses. Emphasizing long-term benefits such as cost savings, 
environmental impact reduction, reputation enhancement, and regulatory compliance 
can justify these costs.

4.	 Measuring sustainable performance: Lack of standardized methods for evaluating 
sustainability aligned with Islamic values, including impact on environmental and 
social capital, poses a challenge. Utilizing the proposed theoretical Islamic framework 
along international recognized standards like the Global Reporting Standards that sets 
standards based on Environment, Social, and Governance (ESG) metrics to report on 
the most material/important topics to organizations and its stakeholders, can support in 
addressing this concern. Technology can aid in data collection, including measuring 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, waste, and wastewater amongst other areas to 
measure, analyze, report, and outline corrective actions to mitigate adverse impacts 
and analysis for informed decision-making.

5.	 Environment and social audits: Organizations can conduct regular environmental 
and social audits internally and across its supply chain to identify areas of improvement. 
This means that working with suppliers is crucial to enforce any meaningful change 
and may require working directly with suppliers to build their capacity and provide 
resources for them on an ongoing basis.
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However, relying solely on design thinking and theoretical frameworks can pose risks 
of being time-consuming and costly for organizations. Another potential risk is failing to 
fully assess the problem statement, resulting in a simplified assessment that overlooks root 
causes, key enablers, and/or barriers, which can hinder driving real impact and systemic 
change within the organization. Therefore, organizations should utilize the theoretical 
framework for key strategic decisions, such as event bidding decisions, post-award event 
planning and implementation, and post-event legacy assessment. It is not recommended to 
apply the proposed theoretical framework for every operational decision, especially major 
decisions and milestones as outlined here.

This thesis advocates for a revival within organizations to reconnect with Islamic 
values, promoting sustainability as internal concepts derived from Islamic values rather 
than exported from elsewhere to fit into the local context. This approach facilitates the 
easier adoption of sustainability pillars in the Muslim world by directly linking 
sustainability aspirations with local culture and traditions. However, further research is 
required to develop frameworks that effectively promote Islamic values and integrate 
them with operational sustainability-based standards and metrics, particularly tailored to 
serve host nations in Muslim-majority countries.

From the perspective of FWC in Qatar, further research is necessary to explore the 
post-event legacy, examining the human, social, environmental, and economic impacts 
over the potential mid-term (3–5 years) to long-term (5–10 years) periods, and how they 
have contributed to the country’s development trajectory. Additionally, more research is 
needed to evaluate events hosted by other Muslim nations, analyze their experiences, 
adopt sustainability pillars, incorporate Islamic values, and identify existing gaps in this 
field. Sociologically, there is a gap in research in understanding the opinions and attitudes 
of non-Muslim fans visiting Qatar during the mega-event compared to the prevailing 
narrative in Western media. Investigating the potential shift (positive or negative) in fans’ 
perspective of Qatar and Islam after the event, particularly focusing on two groups—
specifically those who physically visited Qatar and those who watched the event on TV—
would be intriguing.

5. CONCLUSIONS

This research introduces a novel approach for evaluating mega-event legacies by 
incorporating Islamic values into a theoretical decision-making framework. It highlights 
the shared principles between Islam and the concept of creating positive legacies for 
society and the environment. These principles, deeply rooted in Islamic teachings, include 
ʿadl (justice), mīzān (balance), maṣlaḥa (public good), khalīfah (stewardship of the earth), 
and amānah (responsibility entrusted by God). The study leverages autoethnographic 
reflections and empirical insights gained from the author’s involvement with the organizers 
of the FWC Qatar 2022, including contributing to the development and implementation of 
legacy and sustainability programming in Qatar and the region. This was supplemented by 
secondary research from the event management and sustainability literature as well as 
news coverage of the FWC 2022.
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The article concludes that, while there were clear indications of alignment with Islamic 
values as a moral and ethical framework outlined in the Qatar National Vision 2030, Qatar 
did not explicitly articulate a strategy to promote these values during the FWC 2022. 
Nevertheless, Islamic principles organically influenced decision-making as implicit 
guidelines, reflecting Qatar’s Arab Muslim identity and conservative Islamic ethos. This 
was largely facilitated by Qatari leadership, whose adherence to Islamic values was 
inherently embedded in the event’s organizational processes.

The research emphasizes the need to transition from leadership-driven value generation 
to a more systematic approach to decision-making. It advocates for the development and 
application of an Islamic value-based framework, rather than assuming that Muslim-
majority countries will naturally align with Islamic principles in their policies and actions 
when bidding for and hosting events. With event organizers often employing a globally 
diverse workforce, including managerial staff, a systemic approach becomes even more 
essential.

The study aims to enrich the literature on mega-events and Islamic values by examining 
how such events can drive national development through the adoption of positive value 
systems rooted in Islamic teachings. The proposed framework offers practical insights for 
Muslim event organizers, NGOs, and governments, providing strategies to integrate 
Islamic principles into modern events and projects to ensure lasting legacies. However, it 
notes that relying solely on theoretical frameworks can be resource-intensive and time-
consuming. As such, the study recommends employing this framework for key strategic 
decisions—such as event bidding, post-award event planning and implementation, and 
post-event legacy assessment—rather than for all operational decisions.

A limitation of the research is its exclusive focus on Islamic values, which may limit 
its acceptance outside the Muslim world. Future research could explore the development 
of a parallel model based on shared Abrahamic values, incorporating the three major 
world religions: Islam, Christianity, and Judaism. Such a model would require close 
interfaith collaboration among religious leaders, businesses, communities, NGOs, 
universities, and research institutions.

A key recommendation of this study is to emphasize the importance of revitalizing 
these concepts and reestablishing the connection between sustainability and Islamic 
values, framing sustainability as an intrinsic aspect of Islamic teachings rather than an 
externally imposed idea. To foster greater acceptance of sustainable development and the 
SDGs within Muslim communities, policymakers, public and private institutions, and 
NGOs should revisit the deep-rooted links between sustainability and Islamic principles. 
However, a degree of localization is essential to tailor these overarching values to the 
unique needs and challenges of different regions and cities, ensuring the development of 
sustainable and inclusive events.
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