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ABSTRACT 

The intersection of intellectual property and sport has become increasingly complex 

and significant in today's globalized world. With the rise of multinational 

corporations, cross-border digital media platforms, and globalized events, the 

protection and exploitation of IP rights in the sport industry has become a critical 

issue. This article provides a comprehensive overview of the current trends and 

challenges in the area of international IP and sport, with a focus on the challenges 

faced by stakeholders in the industry. The article examines and assesses the impact 

of international IP laws and treaties on the sport industry. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The majority of the well-known sports, including football, basketball, tennis and, 

athletics, have developed into significant international competitions.  In the modem era 

intellectual property rights (hereafter IPR and IP for Intellectual Property) have 

become a major source of revenue for the sports industry. 

Sports industry has faced new challenges related to the protection of IPR, including the 

increased globalization
1
 of the industry, the rapid pace of technological innovation, 

and the challenges of enforcing IPR in the international context. Despite these 

challenges, the importance of IPR in the sports industry remains unchanged, and they 

continue to play a critical role in the success
2
 and growth of the industry

3
. 

The protection of IPR in sport is becoming increasingly important as the commercial 

value of sports continues to grow. Understanding the intersection of IP law and sport is 

crucial in order to ensure that athletes, teams, and organizations are properly 

compensated for their rights. 

By utilizing the IPR that are available through active marketing, broadcasting, and 

promoting many other marketable choices, leagues have been able to realize 

significant financial rewards and benefits. Major sporting events like the Olympics, 

FIFA World Cup, etc... can therefore be viewed as centers for IP, brand valuation, and 

commercialization. 

Recently, there have been some new challenges related to the protection of IPR in the 

sports industry, such as how the industry is growing more quickly than ever before, 

and the difficulty of enforcing IPR in an international context. Despite these 

challenges, IPR play an important role in the success of the sports industry, and will 

continue to do so in the future. 

In that sense, according to the World Intellectual Property Organization
4
 (hereafter 

WIPO): The global sports ecosystem is a ―unique landscape that brings together 

multiple players with overlapping interests‖. IPR—including patents, trademarks, 

designs and copyright— underpin the commercial relationships that maintain and 

support the ecosystem
5
.  

 

Objective of study 

This article will examine the intersection of IP law and sport, exploring the challenges 

and opportunities presented by this relationship. By analyzing the international legal 
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framework that governs IP in sport, this article aims to shed light on the key issues and 

provide insights into the future of international IP protection in the sports industry. 

Importance of study 

This area of study is important because it exploring the challenges and opportunities 

presented by the intersection of international IPR and the sports industry, this area of 

study provides valuable insights into the future of the sports industry and the role that 

IP will play in shaping its growth and success. 

Problematic 

The sports industry is rapidly evolving and so is the legal framework that governs it. 

While the principles of IP law apply to the sports world, the unique aspects of sport 

create challenges in the protection and enforcement of IPR. For example, there are 

questions surrounding the protection of team logos, the use of athlete's likenesses, and 

the ownership of broadcast rights. As a result, there is a need for a comprehensive 

understanding of the interplay between international IP law and the world of sport. 

Structure 

The article is structured as follows: after this introduction, the next section (second) 

will provide an overview of the international legal framework that governs IPR in 

sport. This section will examine the relevant international and national laws and 

treaties, and will analyze the challenges and opportunities presented by these legal 

provisions. 

The third section of the article will examine the intersection of international IPR and 

the sports industry. 

The fourth section is centralized Analysis of the challenges and opportunities 

presented by the legal framework. 

The fourth section will look to the future, by proposing the best practices for 

managing IP in the sports industry. 

Finally, the conclusion will summarize the main points of the article, reflect on the 

importance of understanding the interplay between IP law and sport, and offer final 

thoughts on the future of this field. 
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2. International legal framework governing IPR 

The history of IPR in sport dates back to the late 19th century
6
 when the first 

trademark and copyright laws were introduced in many countries. In the early days of 

sport, IPR were not considered a major concern. However, as the sports industry grew 

and became more commercialized, the protection of IPR became increasingly 

important. 

2.1. IPR  

2.1.1 Definition  

―Intellectual property law is that area of law which concerns legal rights associated 

with creative effort or commercial reputation and goodwill. The subject matter of 

intellectual property is very wide and includes literary and artistic works, films, 

computer programs, inventions, designs and marks used by traders for their goods or 

services. The law deters others from copying or taking unfair advantage of the work or 

reputation of another and provides remedies should this happen. There are several 

different forms of rights or areas of law giving rise to rights that together make up 

intellectual property.‖
7
  

According to The World Trade Organization (hereafter WTO) IPR are the rights given 

to persons over the creations of their minds. They usually give the creator an exclusive 

right over the use of his/her creation for a certain period of time
8
. 

IPR such as copyrights, trademarks and designs are important sources of value for the 

sports world. Sporting goods may be subject to patents, designs, copyrights and 

trademarks. Because the technology used in swimwear is so original, patents have 

been applied for, logos printed on swimwear can be registered as trademarks, 

designers can obtain copyrights, and physical designs can be used as industrial designs 

you can register
9
. These registrations can be used to protect the unique design value 

and marketing opportunities associated with sporting goods
10

.  

In addition to that, IPR are used as marketing tools towards the branding of sporting 

games, sponsorship, teams, celebrity status, broadcasting and media deals etc. Various 

football clubs around the world such as Manchester United, Real Madrid, Barcelona 

and Liverpool are a perfect example of IP brand capitalization. 

2.2 International legal framework 
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IP law
11

  is a complex field that governs the creation, protection, and use of intangible 

assets such as trademarks, patents, copyrights, and trade secrets. IP law plays a crucial 

role in the sports industry, where IP rights are frequently at the center of disputes and 

negotiations. 

International Intellectual Property (hereafter IP) law is governed by various treaties 

and conventions, the most important of which is the Paris Convention for the 

Protection of Industrial Property (Paris Convention) and the Berne Convention for the 

Protection of Literary and Artistic Works (Berne Convention). The Paris Convention 

provides protection to industrial property, including patents, trademarks, and designs, 

while the Berne Convention provides protection to literary and artistic works, 

including musical works, photographs, and film. 

IPR in the sports industry are governed by a combination of international and 

national
12

 IP laws and other specific regulations related to sports. Relevant laws and 

treaties related to IP in sport include: 

Trademark laws were developed to protect the unique identities of businesses and 

organizations, including sports teams and organizations. The first trademark law was 

introduced in the United States in 1870
13

, and similar laws were soon adopted in other 

countries. The trademark laws provided sports teams and organizations with legal 

protection for their logos, names, and other unique identifiers. 

Copyright laws were introduced to protect the original works of authors and creators, 

including the writers of books, music, and other forms of artistic expression. In the 

sports industry, copyright laws were used to protect the rights of broadcasters and 

other content providers to air live events and to distribute sports content. 

The development of trademark and copyright laws had a significant impact on the 

sports industry, allowing teams, organizations, and other industry stakeholders to 

protect their IP and to better control the use of their names, logos, and other assets. 

This protection helped to increase the revenue generated by the sports industry and to 

support its growth and expansion
14

. 

Today‘s competitors have the capacity to ensure a wide scope of their brand through 

trademark law and have the capacity to uphold their trademarks, more than 

the normal citizen. A brief history of the interaction between competitors and 

trademarks is fundamental to get it this drift. Indeed more foundational to 

understanding this range is the current state of trademark law.  
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This comment begins by portraying development all through the history of sports-

related trademarks and what is causing the development, taken after by the 

laws permitting for this to happen
15

. 

These laws and treaties provide a framework for the protection of IPR in the sports 

industry, but it is important to note that the specifics of each law and treaty can vary 

from country to country. It is important for those involved in the sports industry to 

seek the advice of knowledgeable professionals to understand their rights and 

obligations under these laws and treaties
16

. 

3. The intersection of international IPR and the sports industry 

In the modem era IPR have become a major source of revenue
17

 for the sports 

industry. Legal theories of copyright, trademark, right of publicity, and even patent 

have been successfully invoked to permit individual sports teams and the leagues and 

associations to which they belong to capture more and more revenue from their fans
18

. 

International IPR and the sports industry are closely intertwined and play a critical role 

in the growth
19

 and success of the industry. The rapid pace of technological innovation 

and the increasing global reach of the sports industry have made IP protection a central 

concern for athletes, teams, organizations, and others involved in the industry. The 

main issues in this area include the protection of trademarks, copyrights, and patents in 

the sports industry, the enforcement of IPR in the international context, and the 

balance between protecting IPR and promoting competition and innovation. 

Without IPRs, it would be very difficult to market sports events, sports persons and 

sports teams, because sports bodies and individuals would have nothing to 

commercialize or sell. No one is going to pay substantial sums of money for the grant 

of any rights to be associated with sports events or to sponsor sports personalities and 

teams without those rights, especially exclusive ones, being recognized by law and, as 

such, being legally enforceable against others that have not been granted those rights 

and—even more importantly—have not paid anything at all for the privilege of 

exploiting them commercially
20

. 

 

The intersection will be demonstrated trough the following main point, where the 

international IP organizations and most popular sport organizations have asserted that:  

 

3.1 WIPO Intergovernmental Committee on Intellectual Property and Genetic 

Resources, Traditional Knowledge and Folklore (IGC): The IGC was established by 

WIPO to develop recommendations and guidelines for the protection of genetic 
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resources, traditional knowledge, and folklore. This committee also considers the 

impact of IP on sports and the protection of IP rights in the sports industry
21

. 

 

3.2 The Fédération internationale de football association (hereafter FIFA) 

continuously develops and protects a large variety of brand assets, including logos, 

words, titles, symbols and other identifiers which it uses, or allows others to use under 

licence, in connection with its events such as the World Cup tournaments and other 

activities of the organization
22

. 

FIFA's IP is protected in territories around the world by copyright, trademark and/or 

other forms of IP and laws such as unfair competition, passing off and any other 

relevant legislation
23

. 

Regardless of the Argentina-France finale of the 2022 World Cup, IP has emerged 

victorious in terms of patents and trademarks. A parting thought for the readers would 

be to consider the application of copyrights, designs and plant protection which cover 

grounds of broadcasting, jersey kits, training kits, and football turfs. All the 

aforementioned forms play a large role in attracting more fans to the game but are also 

faced with more prevalent issues such as illegal streaming and design infringement 

which are to be debated on another day
24

. 

3.3 International Olympic Committee (hereafter IOC) Olympic Charter: The IOC 

Olympic Charter provides a framework for the protection and use of IP rights 

associated with the Olympic Games. The Charter outlines the rights and obligations of 

the IOC, National Olympic Committees, and other parties involved in the Olympic 

Games
25

. 

One of the ways in which the IOC, the host city and other stakeholders, support the 

athletes in their efforts to achieve exceptional performances is through ensuring that a 

robust IP strategy is in place to protect the IP assets associated with the Games. IP 

protection is crucial in ensuring that we can continue to generate revenues, which are 

then redistributed for the benefit of sports and athletes around the world
26

. 

 

3.4 World Anti-Doping Agency (hereafter WADA) Code: The WADA Code outlines 

the rules and regulations related to the use of performance-enhancing drugs in sports
27

 

and provides for the protection of IP rights related to anti-doping measures. 

WADA was established in 1999 as an international independent agency to lead a 

collaborative worldwide movement for doping-free sport
28

. 

 

3.5 International Basketball Federation (hereafter FIBA) IP Guidelines: The FIBA 

IP Guidelines provide guidance on the use and protection of IP rights related to 
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basketball. The guidelines cover issues such as the use of player images, logos, and 

team names
29

. 

 

4. Analysis of the challenges and opportunities presented by the legal framework 

While the legal framework for IP in sport provides protections for the creators and 

owners of IP, it also presents challenges and opportunities for the industry. One 

challenge is the difficulty in enforcing these laws and protecting IPR in the fast-paced 

and dynamic world of sport. On the other hand, there are also opportunities for 

innovation and growth in the industry, such as the development of new technologies 

for broadcasting and sharing sports content. 

It is important to have a deep understanding of the legal framework governing IP in 

sport in order to effectively navigate the challenges and opportunities presented by this 

intersection of law and sport. 

Challenges and opportunities presented by the legal framework for IPR in sport 

include balancing the interests of various stakeholders, keeping up with technological 

advancements, enforcing IPR, creating new revenue streams, protecting innovations 

and creations, and encouraging investment and growth in the sports industry. 

 

In the sports industry, the strategic use of IPR has significant potential, which can lead 

to economic development in many ways. From generating income from the sale of 

sports equipment to boosting international trade, IP rights can productively enhance a 

country‘s reputation. Staging sports events at both national and international levels can 

enrich the social and cultural fabric of all countries. However, it is a matter of fact that 

yes; the business of sports requires a strong legal framework to support IP rights for 

managing the operational and logistical issues associated with organizing such sports 

events.  Therefore, all countries should integrate IP and sports-related objectives into 

their nation‘s development strategies to drive social and economic progress. 

The legal framework governing IP in sport presents both challenges and opportunities. 

Some of the challenges include: 

1. Conflicting IP rights: In many cases, multiple parties may claim IP rights in the same 

aspect of a sport. This can lead to disputes over the ownership and use of IP rights. 

2. Balancing IP rights and free speech: IP rights in sport can conflict with free speech 

rights, particularly in the context of news reporting and commentary. 
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3. Protecting IP rights in the digital age: With the rise of digital technology, IP rights in 

sport are increasingly being threatened by piracy, counterfeiting, and other forms of 

unauthorized use. 

 

 

5. Best practices for managing IP in the sports industry include: 

1. Obtaining Trademarks and Copyrights: Teams, organizations, and athletes should 

obtain trademark and copyright protection for their logos, names, and image to prevent 

unauthorized use and infringement. 

2. Licensing Agreements: Licensing agreements are a common way to manage IP in the 

sports industry. These agreements allow organizations to license the use of their IP to 

others, such as merchandise manufacturers and broadcasters. 

3. Contracts and Legal Mechanisms: Contracts and legal mechanisms, such as cease and 

desist letters and lawsuits, can be used to enforce IPR and prevent infringement. 

4. Monitoring for Infringement: Regular monitoring for infringement, through online 

searches and market surveillance, can help organizations to quickly identify and 

address any unauthorized use of their IP. 

5. Collaboration with Industry Partners: Collaborating with industry partners, such as 

licensing agents and law firms, can provide organizations with additional resources 

and expertise to effectively manage their IP. 

6. International Harmonization of IP laws: Working towards the harmonization of IP 

laws across different countries can help to standardize protection and enforcement in 

the global sports industry. 

To balance these considerations, organizations must take a nuanced approach to IP 

protection. This can include adopting licensing models that encourage competition and 

innovation, such as open-source or fair, reasonable, and non-discriminatory licensing, 

and avoiding anti-competitive practices, such as price-fixing or exclusive dealing 

arrangements. Additionally, governments can play a role in balancing IP protection 

and competition through antitrust and competition laws that prevent anti-competitive 

behavior and promote fair competition. 

To strike the right balance, organizations must consider the following: 
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1. Promotion of Competition: IP protection should not restrict competition or limit the 

ability of others to enter the market. For example, strict trademark protection could 

prevent new entrants from using similar logos or names, thereby limiting competition. 

2. Encouragement of Innovation: IP protection should not prevent innovation. For 

example, overly restrictive patent protection could prevent others from using and 

building upon existing technology. 

3. Prevention of Anti-competitive Behavior: IP protection should not be used to engage 

in anti-competitive behavior, such as tying arrangements or abuse of dominant market 

position. 

 

Moreover, technology has had a significant impact on the protection of IPR in the 

sports industry. The rise of digital platforms and the increasing use of technology for 

the distribution of sports content has created new challenges for organizations and 

individuals trying to protect their rights. Some of the key impacts of technology 

include: 

1. Increased Difficulty in Monitoring Infringement: The proliferation of digital platforms 

and the ease with which content can be shared online has made it more difficult to 

monitor and prevent infringement. This has led to a greater risk of unauthorized use of 

IP, such as the unauthorized distribution of game footage. 

2. Greater Need for Technologically Advanced Tools: To effectively manage IP in the 

digital age, organizations and individuals need to have access to technologically 

advanced tools, such as content recognition software, to monitor for infringement and 

protect their rights. 

3. Emergence of New Forms of Infringement: Technology has created new forms of 

infringement, such as the unauthorized use of game footage in video game mods that 

were not previously possible. 

4. Changes to Traditional Business Models: The rise of digital platforms has disrupted 

traditional business models, such as broadcast rights, and has created new challenges 

for organizations to protect their rights and generate revenue. 

To address these challenges, organizations must adapt to the changing technological 

landscape and make use of the latest tools and technologies to protect their IPR. This 

can include investing in content recognition software, implementing robust digital 

rights management systems, and pursuing legal action against infringers. Additionally, 

organizations must stay informed about emerging technologies and developments in 

the industry to ensure they are effectively protecting their rights in the ever-changing 

technological landscape. 
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Conclusion  

In conclusion, the sports industry is a complex and rapidly evolving field that poses 

unique challenges for the protection of IPR. From the inadequately protected rights in 

the global context to the impact of technology on traditional business models, 

organizations and individuals must navigate a complex landscape to effectively protect 

their rights. 

However, by understanding the key issues and best practices for managing IP, 

organizations and individuals can take steps to ensure their rights are protected and 

they are fairly compensated for their creations. It is also important to balance IP 

protection with competition and innovation, which requires a nuanced approach that 

takes into account the potential impact on market dynamics and the overall industry. 

Looking forward, it is clear that there is a need for continued research in the area of 

international IP and sport. This could include studies on the effectiveness of current 

protection mechanisms, the impact of technology on IPR, and the ways in which 

organizations can better protect their rights in the global marketplace. Additionally, 

research could focus on the development of new legal and technological tools to help 

organizations effectively manage their IPR in the face of an ever-changing 

technological landscape. 

In short, the challenges posed by IPR in the sports industry are complex and ongoing, 

but with continued research and collaboration between industry stakeholders, 

organizations and individuals can find effective solutions that balance protection with 

competition and innovation. 

One of the key factors contributing to the inadequate protection of IPR in the sports 

industry is the lack of harmonization of laws across different countries. Every country 

has its own set of laws and regulations regarding IPR, and these laws can vary 

significantly from one jurisdiction to another. This creates an environment in which it 

is difficult to protect IPR globally, as different countries may have different standards 

and enforcement mechanisms. 

Another factor that contributes to the inadequacy of IPR protection in the sports 

industry is the ease with which infringement and counterfeiting can occur. With the 

widespread availability of high-tech printing and manufacturing equipment, it is 

relatively simple for counterfeiters to produce fake merchandise and sell it at a lower 
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price than the genuine article. This not only undermines the value of the original 

product but also dilutes the brand and reputation of the team or athlete. 

Moreover, the rapid pace of technological advancement and the growing use of digital 

media have created new challenges for the protection of IPR in the sports industry. 

With the rise of online platforms, it has become easier for individuals to access and 

distribute copyrighted materials, such as music, images, and videos. This has made it 

more difficult for sports organizations and athletes to protect their IPR and control 

how their image and brand are used. 

In conclusion, the global nature of the sports industry, combined with the varying 

levels of IPR protection across different countries, has created an environment in 

which IPR is often inadequately protected. This leads to infringement and 

counterfeiting, which undermines the value of the original product and dilutes the 

brand and reputation of the team or athlete. It is essential for sports organizations and 

governments to work together to develop harmonized laws and regulations to better 

protect IPR in the sports industry. 
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2 ―Since the 1970s, sport has assumed an ever-increasing role within the globalization 

of business and public events with sports participants, capital, and labor moving 

around the world. With global sport events like the Fédération Internationale de 

Football Association (FIFA) World Cup of soccer [football] or the Olympic Games 

capturing worldwide audiences, sports events have become highly sought-after 

commodities. Professional sports in developed economies are viewed as a pathway out 

of poverty; some examples are soccer [football] players in Africa and Latin America 

or runners from Africa and the Caribbean‖. James J. Et al. (2018) ―The sport industry 

in growing economies: critical issues and challenges‖ International Journal of Sports 

Marketing and Sponsorship, 19:2, p. 110.  

The term [football] is added by the author. Technically, the words football and soccer 

are both correct. They describe the same sport which was codified by the Football 

Association in 1863 and the words can be considered synonyms.  

3  ―..both sport and the global business surrounding it have not only survived a wide 

range of challenges, but have become one of the most powerful corporate 

entertainment industries in history. Yet, some problems have endured, and new 

challenges and threats to global sport have emerged.‖  

James J. Et al. Op.cit.p 114. 

4
 The World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) is a specialized agency of the 

United Nations that works to harmonize the intellectual property laws of countries 

around the world. Although the roots of the WIPO go back to 1883, WIPO became an 

agency of the United Nations in 1974, with a mandate to administer intellectual 

property matters recognized by the member states of the UN. In 1996, WIPO 
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