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Globalizing Professional Sports: A National Disaster 

Professional sports have been a focal point in American culture for the past 

century. As far back as 1870, American newspapers have referred to baseball as "The 

National Pastime" (22). We have also seen technology advancing to once unimaginable 

heights and in turn the world seeming to shrink around us, so it shouldn’t surprise anyone 

that America’s greatest games are now being viewed worldwide on television and 

through the Internet. Recently, there has been a push from both the European and Asian 

markets to spread these organizations into their cities. While these foreign countries may 

have teams already established in the sports of baseball, basketball and football, the level 

of competition is simply inferior to that which we see here in America. On October 28, 

2007 the New York Giants played the Miami Dolphins in the first NFL game played 

outside North America, in London. NFL Commissioner Roger Goodell has recently set 

up a system that allows for two games to be played outside the country each year. It has 

also been proposed that the annual Pro Bowl game be moved outside of Hawaii for a 

year, most likely to London or Australia according to NFL senior vice president of 

special events Frank Supovitz. Commissioner Goodell has also made it a goal to have 

NFL teams permanently placed in Europe within the next decade and even went as far as 

to propose a Super Bowl overseas one day. 

The NBA has similar plans; they have set up NBA China, a program already in 

place that allows a few teams to hold their training camp and a few exhibition games in 

Shanghai. Last year, both the Cleveland Cavaliers and Orlando Magic made the trip. To 



go even further, the association is considering adding a European Division to its’ league, 

in which 5 teams would play home games overseas.  

Baseball is no different as the MLB season started in Japan this year, with a series 

between the Boston Red Sox and Oakland A’s. The MLB is also pushing deeper into 

Asia, as American owners have started to purchase Japanese teams. Chances are high 

that, “These owners seeking bigger returns on their investments may look to abandon 

Asian leagues altogether and form a new system, very likely as a part of MLB.”(22) 

Though these may seem like brilliant, progressive ideas, one must look closer at 

the situation at hand to realize this is a train wreck waiting to happen. As stated earlier 

America has embraced sports for years, many franchises have thousands of loyal fans so 

it doesn’t make any sense to take these teams to an unproven market and fan base. This 

would also result in a loss of interest from Americans, as their teams would be playing at 

awkward hours due to the fact that they’d be seven or eight time zones away. As a New 

York Giants fan myself, I was upset to find out that I would have to watch the London  

game on tape delay. Not only that, but it was obvious the British field was not built for 

the massive players that tore up the field enough to make it look like a mud pit by the 

second half. It confused me why the rainy, sloppy game was even being played there, 

when it should have been a home game for the Dolphins in sunny Miami, Florida.  

On another note, the NBA has a brutal 82 game schedule, by putting teams in 

Europe these players would have to be constantly traveling. If the Phoenix Suns were to 

play a team in Paris, it would take a 16 hour flight, that is simply unfair to the players and 

coaches who would have to make that trip multiple times every season. The players 

would be physically drained from travel and the league would have to consider 



shortening the regular season as these players currently play ever other day. The same 

goes for baseball, only they play 162 games each season, so it would be a miracle if a 

player were to play, and play effectively in every game in a season involving overseas 

travel.  

However, a big question still remains in how the Europeans will respond to these 

newly introduced sports. Many don’t realize the NFL has already tried a minor league in 

Europe, known as NFL Europa, which saw minimal interest and an overall loss of profit, 

thus the league was disbanded in 2007. It is foolish to think a professional team would 

benefit from moving overseas when soccer dominates their culture. The NFL can’t force 

Europeans to enjoy the game, much like professional soccer being introduced in the U.S. 

We’ve already made up our minds on which sports we take pleasure in watching and 

interests differ around the globe. These organizations have seen so much in earnings 

recently, it seems they’ve forgotten where the money has come from. The answer is loyal 

American fans that continue to sink millions of dollars in tickets and team merchandise 

every year. Why upset those fans by moving teams halfway around the world? When the 

smartest thing to do would be to stick to the current system of moving less profitable 

teams to growing markets within the country such as Las Vegas, Nevada or Little Rock, 

Arkansas. The Seattle Supersonics have recently made the decision to move to Oklahoma 

City, where they will be embraced wholeheartedly, and I’m not sure they would receive 

the same kind of support if they were instead moving to a different country.  

Another issue with having foreign teams would be creating an equal playing field 

with the rest of the established U.S. teams. While foreign teams would create more 

opportunities for their native athletes, we’ve already seen that they can’t keep up with our 



level of competition in both the Olympics and special occasions in which foreign teams 

have played professional American teams. In 2002, the Houston Texans became the 

newest member of the NFL, and in order to accommodate them an expansion draft was 

held to give the new organization players from other NFL teams. If Commissioner Roger 

Goodell does decide to place multiple teams in Europe, it would be nearly impossible to 

give each of those 5 teams enough players from previously established teams that they 

would be able to play competitively.  

Here we encounter yet another roadblock, as one would have to take into account 

players interests about playing in a foreign country. For example, the Opening MLB 

series in Japan almost didn’t happen this year, as both teams threatened to boycott the 

outing after discovering that coaches wouldn’t receive the same $40,000 bonus 

negotiated for players. Eventually all was resolved but its’ still obvious that these players 

were completely uninterested with playing in a foreign land, as they were basically bribed 

to make the trip. Sam Madison of the NFL’s New York Giants and Paul Pierce of the 

NBA’s Boston Celtics have both spoken out about their distaste for playing overseas as 

both noticed a lack of passion for the game in distant lands. In 2004 several NBA players 

declined to play for the U.S. Olympic team including superstars such as: Tracy McGrady, 

Shaquille O’ Neal, Kobe Bryant and Kevin Garnett due to the fact that most were 

exhausted from the excruciating NBA season and didn’t feel like making the long trip to 

play for just 2 weeks. For a moment, just imagine being a 19-year-old American 

basketball star that has always dreamed of playing in the NBA, and now that you finally 

have the opportunity, a professional team based in Beijing drafts you. That would be an 

unbelievably difficult transition for any kid and also puts you under a phenomenal 



amount of pressure to perform in a completely unknown environment. It is a situation I 

would never want to be thrown into. This distaste for playing overseas is also evident in 

the story of the first NBA team to travel to China.  

“When Abe Pollin led the NBA's first venture into China in the summer of 

1979, not every member of the Washington Bullets shared the team 

owner's enthusiasm. As players and their wives poured off a bus to take in 

the splendor of the Great Wall, Elvin Hayes and Dave Corzine refused to 

budge. Pollin peered back and asked Hayes if he was coming. ‘I've seen a 

big wall before, Mr. Pollin,’ Hayes told him. Wes Unseld tried to persuade 

Hayes by telling him the wall was the only man-made structure that can be 

seen from outer space. To which Hayes responded, ‘I'm never going into 

outer space.’ Pollin was so infuriated afterward he swore that he'd never 

take his team on another trip. ‘One of the wonders of the world,’ Pollin 

said recently in a telephone interview, ‘and they didn't get out of the 

bus.’”(7)   

 Like with any business, globalizing a product is a difficult process. To have an 

enthused audience around the globe would be a monumental feat, but that is simply not 

the reality of the world. Former NFL player and FOX Sports analyst Tony Siragusa made 

an interesting point when he said, "I'm worried on the biggest play nobody will say 

anything, but then, like, cheer the punter."(4) A very possible situation as many 

foreigners don’t have the diverse sports intellect that millions of Americans do. How can 

these distant countries embrace our new sports if they don’t even understand what is 

happening during the game. Just another reason why I don’t see foreign teams 

succeeding. 

 In conclusion the idea of globalizing professional sports is beyond our 



technological capabilities right now. Our system of travel is not fast enough to transport 

our athletes to foreign countries without having them strongly effected by jet lag or in 

time to finish a brutally long schedule within just a few months.  They also run the risk of 

failing in these unproven foreign markets where people may not be interested in our new 

and different sports. It would also be mindless to move teams away from the U.S. cities 

that continue to sink millions of dollars into their teams. It has also been proven that 

many U.S. athletes are simply uninterested in playing for a team in a foreign country. 

Lastly to ask the established U.S. teams to give away players in order to accommodate 

new teams overseas is simply unfair and absurd. This idea in general is just too much to 

ask; those in charge of these leagues are obviously greedy and only interested in making 

more cash. For these reasons it should be clear that professional sports established within 

the United States need to stay within the United States. 


