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Abstract. The article examines Azerbaijan’s strategic innovations in hosting
2015 European Games, 2017 Islamic Solidarity Games and 2019 European
Youth Olympic Festival. It highlights infrastructure modernization, volunteer
mobilization and technological integration, assessing their role in enhancing
Azerbaijan’s global sports reputation while ensuring sustainable legacies in
governance, capacity building and event management.
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IDMAN TODBIRLORININ TOSKILI VO
IDARD OLUNMASINDA YENILIiKLOR:
AZORBAYCANIN STRATEJi TOHFOLORI

NHHOBAIIMA B OPTAHU3AIIMU N
YIHPABJIEHUU CIIOPTUBHBIMHU
MEPONPUATUAMM: CTPATETMYECKHU

BKJIAJ] ASEPBAMIJKAHA
Aysel Quliyeva

Aiiceab I'yauneBa
Xilass. Mogalodo Azorbaycanin 2015 Avropa
Oyunlari, 2017 Islam Homroyliyi Oyunlar1 vo
2019 Avropa Goanclor Yay Olimpiya Festivalini
toskil edorkon hoyata kegirdiyi strateji yeniliklor

Pe3tome. B cTathe paccmaTpuBaroTcs cTpaTerniec-
Kre MHHOBauuK AszepOaiijkaHa NpU OpraHU3ALUH
EBpomneiickux urp 2015 roma, Wrp wucmamckoit

aragdirilmusdir. Infrastrukturun ~ modernlos- comuaapuoctu 2017 rona u EBponeiickoro roHO-
dirilmasi, koénallalerin soforbarliyi &) mieckoro onuMmnuiickoro ¢ecruBans 2019 roxa.
texnologiyalarin  totbiqi vurgulanmig, onlarin [MoguepkuBaroTcsi MOJEpPHU3AIMS HMHPPACTPYK-

idman reputasiyasinin  giiclondirilmasinds  vo
davamli idarsetms, potensial quruculuqg vos tadbir
menecmentinds rolu giymatlondirilmisdir.

Acar sozlar: Iri miqyash idman todbirlori, 2015

TYPHI, MO6I/IJ'II/I3aL[I/I5I BOJIOHTEPOB M BHEIAPCHUC
TGXHOHOFHﬁ, HX BKJIAJ B YKPCIJICHHUC CHOpTI/IBHOﬁ
penyraniu CTpaHbl W CO3J4dHHC YCTOﬁqHBOFO
HacJieaus B YIIPABJICHUN U Pa3BUTUH.

Avropa Oyunlari, 2017 Islam Homroyliyi KiroueBble  ciaoBa:  KpynHbele  cOpTUBHBIE
Oyunlari, 2019 Avropa Goanclor Olimpiya mepornpusitusi, EBpomeiickue Wrper 2015, Urpst
Festivali, infrastruktur inkisafi, koniillilarin Ucmamckoit CommmapHoct 2017, EBpormeiickuii
soforborliyi, idman diplomatiyasi, irs IOnomeckuit Onmumnuiickuii  Dectuans 2019,
planlagdirtlmast. pa3BuUTHE HHPPACTPYKTYPHI, MOOHMIH3AIHS

BOJIOHTEPOB, CIIOPTHBHAs JUTLIOMATHS,

TUTAHUPOBAHUEC HACJICAMA.

1. Introduction
In the modern era, large-scale sporting events have evolved into influential tools for
driving urban growth, shaping diplomatic relations and enhancing national identity. Countries
use these platforms to build legacies - demonstrating organizational capacity, boosting tourism
and fostering socio-cultural integration [4]. Within this framework, Azerbaijan has emerged as
a notable example, having staged three prominent multi-sport competitions within just five
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years: Baku 2015 European Games, Baku 2017 Islamic Solidarity Games and Baku 2019
European Youth Olympic Festival.

The first of these, the Baku 2015 European Games, introduced a new continental
competition for Europe, bringing together nearly 6,000 athletes from 50 nations across 30
disciplines [7]. Delivering the event on such a scale demanded rapid venue development,
advanced operational systems and a substantial volunteer workforce [7; 15]. Two years later,
the Baku 2017 Islamic Solidarity Games expanded Azerbaijan’s outreach to the Islamic world,
gathering participants from 54 countries. By 2019, the European Youth Olympic Festival
underscored themes of youth involvement, gender parity and sustainability, welcoming almost
4,000 athletes from across Europe.

A core feature of Azerbaijan’s hosting approach was its emphasis on creating benefits
that would outlast the events themselves. Infrastructure investments included transport systems,
athlete accommodations and digital management tools designed for long-term use [7].
Volunteer engagement was also strategically integrated into workforce development programs,
cultivating transferable skills among young professionals [15].

Another distinctive element was the country’s governance strategy. Centralized
coordination allowed for efficient decision-making, while partnerships with international sports
organizations ensured alignment with global standards. Technological advancements -
particularly in accreditation, security and event information systems - were most evident during
the 2019 festival. Collectively, these measures reinforced Azerbaijan’s reputation as a capable
and dependable host nation.

2. Infrastructure and Venue Innovation

Azerbaijan’s hosting trajectory for the Baku 2015 European Games kickstarted a
sweeping overhaul of its sports infrastructure, enabling the country to stage large-scale,
internationally compliant events with confidence [12]. The centerpiece of this transformation
was the construction of the 68,000-seat Baku Olympic Stadium - completed in less than three
years to meet the highest international standards. This venue not only hosted the Opening and
Closing Ceremonies and major athletic events but also served UEFA football matches
afterward, highlighting effective and efficient project delivery within tight timelines [12].

Matching the scale of the stadium was the Baku Aquatics Centre, conceived to meet
Olympic technical standards while emphasizing eco-sustainability. Incorporating energy-
saving lighting and modern water filtration systems, the facility demonstrated environmental
considerations in venue design. Subsequently, it hosted the European Water Polo
Championships, demonstrating its long-term adaptability and legacy value [10].

Another hallmark of Azerbaijan’s infrastructure strategy was versatility. The National
Gymnastics Arena, with its modular seating and dual-use capability, supported both elite
competition and training functions. This adaptability was evident during the 2017 Islamic
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Solidarity Games and FIG Gymnastics World Cups, reinforcing the facility’s relevance beyond
a single event [13].

By the time Baku hosted the European Youth Olympic Festival in 2019, a strategy of
resource reutilization had matured. Venue clustering minimized travel distances for athletes,
reducing logistical burdens and environmental impact. Notably, the transformation of the Baku
Crystal Hall - originally built for Eurovision - into a fully functional sports arena via temporary
sports flooring and mobile lighting exemplified cost-effective reuse aligned with durability
[11].

Azerbaijan’s venue strategy also complemented broader urban transformation goals.
Infrastructure developments dovetailed with enhancements in public transport and public space
- particularly in the revitalized White City area - ensuring long-term benefits for residents and
tourists alike. This integrated approach aligns with principles of sustainable mega-event
planning, reinforcing the role of legacy beyond the stadiums themselves [4; 18].

3. Scale, Participation and Youth Inclusion

The Baku 2015 European Games marked a turning point for Azerbaijan’s international
sporting ambitions, bringing together nearly 6,000 athletes from 50 countries across 20 sports
and more than 250 medal events. As the first continental edition of the Games, it offered a
European counterpart to the Olympic model and served as a direct qualification route for several
disciplines at the Rio 2016 Olympics. The event balanced participation between seasoned
champions and younger athletes seeking exposure at a multi-sport international level [19].

A hallmark of the 2015 Games was its extensive volunteer program, involving
approximately 12,500 “Flamekeepers” who supported competition operations, transportation
and hospitality. Many were multilingual university students, creating opportunities for
intercultural exchange and providing essential manpower across 18 venues. The structured
training provided transferable skills, creating a legacy in human capital that extended beyond
the event itself [15; 20].

The Baku 2017 Islamic Solidarity Games expanded participation to around 6,000
athletes from 54 nations across four continents, with 21 sports on the program [8]. This edition
incorporated both widely recognized and culturally significant disciplines, while ensuring near-
complete gender representation across events. Volunteer engagement remained high, with
roughly 12,000 participants - many of them experienced alumni from the European Games -
ensuring operational continuity and reducing training demands [5].

The Baku 2019 European Youth Olympic Festival (EYOF) was the country’s first
Olympic-branded event dedicated entirely to youth athletes, hosting 3,902 participants aged 14-
18 from 48 nations in 10 sports [9]. Nearly half of all competitors were female, aligning with
the International Olympic Committee’s gender equity goals. Beyond the competition, the
Festival emphasized education and cultural exchange, offering workshops on anti-doping
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awareness, healthy lifestyles and intercultural dialogue in partnership with the World Anti-
Doping Agency. Volunteer numbers were smaller - about 2,500 - but benefited from more
intensive training, ensuring smooth delivery despite a more compact event footprint [9; 20].

Across all three events, Azerbaijan’s approach blended elite performance objectives
with inclusivity, youth development and operational efficiency. The reuse of trained volunteers
and existing venues reduced costs while maintaining high organizational standards. This
strategy positioned the country as a reliable and adaptable host within both European and
Islamic sporting contexts [5; 19; 20].

4. Volunteer Mobilization and Operational Management

Azerbaijan’s hosting of three major multi-sport events between 2015 and 2019 relied
heavily on large-scale volunteer mobilization as both an operational backbone and a capacity-
building strategy. During the Baku 2015 European Games, around 12,500 volunteers - branded
as “Flamekeepers” - were deployed across 18 venues. Recruitment prioritized university
students and young professionals with multilingual abilities, enabling efficient service to
diverse international delegations. Structured selection processes, including interviews,
specialized training workshops and role-specific inductions, ensured operational readiness and
contributed to the Games’ smooth delivery. Volunteers undertook a wide range of
responsibilities, from transportation logistics and results management to protocol duties at the
Opening and Closing Ceremonies. These roles not only supported event success but also
enhanced participants’ employability and leadership skills [2].

The Baku 2017 Islamic Solidarity Games continued this model, engaging approximately
12,000 volunteers across 21 sports and 17 venues. A significant portion of leadership roles was
filled by alumni from 2015, enabling knowledge transfer and consistency in service quality.
Volunteer functions expanded to include digital media engagement, athlete liaison work and
cultural programming - reflecting the increasing operational complexity of Azerbaijan’s sports
events. Training incorporated sport-specific competencies alongside broader event
management skills, such as intercultural communication and real-time problem-solving.
Partnerships with universities and youth organizations maintained a robust pipeline of qualified
applicants [17].

For the Baku 2019 European Youth Olympic Festival (EYOF), approximately 3,500
volunteers supported event operations, complemented by over 300 accredited media
representatives and 1,500 team officials. Recruitment targeted younger demographics -
particularly high school and early university students - to foster early engagement with
international sports environments. VVolunteer teams worked in athlete services, accreditation,
transportation and spectator management, with a streamlined chain of command compared to
earlier events. Training emphasized digital proficiency, including the use of mobile applications
for scheduling, communication and real-time updates. A mentorship program paired
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experienced volunteers with newcomers, boosting confidence, morale and operational
efficiency [3].

Across all three events, volunteer programs functioned as incubators for future sports
administrators, event coordinators and cultural ambassadors. Post-event alumni networks,
maintained through social media and periodic gatherings, helped preserve institutional
knowledge and reduce preparation times for subsequent events. By aligning volunteer
mobilization with skill development, leadership opportunities and long-term engagement,
Azerbaijan established volunteerism as a strategic asset in its national sports event management
model [2; 3; 17].

5. Strategic Outcomes and Soft Power

Azerbaijan’s hosting of the Baku 2015 European Games marked a turning point in its
use of sport as a tool for projecting national capability and modern identity. Finishing second
in the medal table with 21 gold, 15 silver and 20 bronze medals reinforced the event’s domestic
prestige while signalling athletic competitiveness to external audiences [7; 16]. Beyond the
results, the Games were framed as a high-profile demonstration of organizational capacity,
urban transformation and cultural distinction.

Academic literature on mega-sport events suggests that hosts often use these platforms
to generate soft power - leveraging international exposure to influence perceptions, build
diplomatic relationships and stimulate tourism flows. Within this perspective, Azerbaijan’s
investment in state-of-the-art venues, sophisticated ceremonies and smooth operations formed
part of a deliberate narrative of modernization and connectivity. Such strategies mirror patterns
observed in other emerging states that use repeated event hosting to consolidate reputational
gains and normalize a desired image among global audiences [5].

The “portfolio approach” adopted by Azerbaijan - staging the European Games, Islamic
Solidarity Games, European Youth Olympic Festival and other high-profile competitions
within a short period - helped build institutional knowledge and delivery efficiency. Learning
effects from each edition improved stakeholder coordination, event logistics and volunteer
management, contributing to a growing perception of reliability as a host nation. Youth-
oriented competitions such as the EYOF further served as platforms for promoting gender
equality, developing the next generation of athletes and fostering civic engagement. These
outcomes align with broader European sport policy goals and offer symbolic dividends by
projecting a forward-looking, skill-focused national image [5].

Hosting a series of large-scale sporting events allowed Azerbaijan to steadily build
international recognition and strengthen its reputation as a capable and modern host nation. The
improvements in infrastructure, logistics and event delivery created a foundation for long-term
benefits, while the consistent staging of high-profile competitions kept the country in the global
spotlight. By linking sports initiatives with tourism promotion, cultural exchange and
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international partnerships, Azerbaijan positioned itself as a hub for major events in the region.
This ongoing commitment ensures that the visibility transformed into lasting advantages,
supporting both the nation’s sporting ambitions and its wider role on the international and
prestige gained from these competitions can be stage.

Long-Term Benefits of Azerbaijan’s Sports Event Hosting (2015-2019)
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The graph illustrates how Azerbaijan’s long-term benefits (infrastructure, human
capital, soft power, urban transformation and event management capacity) accumulated and
strengthened across the three hosted events (2015, 2017, 2019).

6. Methodology

This research applied a mixed-methods approach, combining document review,
statistical analysis and qualitative interpretation. The core data set was drawn from the official
reports of three major multi-sport events hosted in Azerbaijan - Baku 2015 European Games,
Baku 2017 Islamic Solidarity Games and Baku 2019 European Youth Olympic Festival.
Additional information was sourced from recognized sports governing bodies and organizing
committees to ensure reliability and breadth of coverage.

The study examined both numerical indicators and narrative accounts. Quantitative data
included athlete participation figures, gender representation, medal counts and volunteer
involvement. These were taken directly from official event statistics [1; 6; 14] and verified
against publicly available records. Qualitative materials, such as descriptions of governance
models, volunteer programs and sustainability policies, were analyzed to identify recurring
themes and patterns.
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Where relevant, comparisons were made with similar events hosted by other mid-sized
nations to place Azerbaijan’s experience in an international context. This provided a reference
point for evaluating operational strategies, legacy outcomes and areas of innovation. The use
of multiple data sources allowed for cross-checking and reduced the risk of relying on
incomplete or biased information.

The results from the quantitative and qualitative strands were then brought together to
form an integrated interpretation of the events’ impacts. This approach ensured that findings
addressed not only logistical and managerial lessons but also wider strategic outcomes, aligning
with established frameworks for evaluating mega-event legacies [21].

Conclusion. The experience of hosting the Baku 2015 European Games, the Baku 2017
Islamic Solidarity Games and the Baku 2019 European Youth Olympic Festival reflects a
deliberate and consistent strategy by Azerbaijan to use major sporting events as catalysts for
national development, international recognition and infrastructure advancement [5]. These
events were not isolated achievements but interconnected milestones that collectively elevated
the nation’s sporting profile and organizational capabilities,

Beyond the immediate competition, each event left behind tangible benefits - modern
venues, upgraded transport systems and a well-trained volunteer workforce - that continue to
serve both the sports community and the wider public. Equally important are the social and
cultural dimensions, where youth engagement, gender inclusivity and cultural diplomacy were
integrated into planning and delivery, ensuring that the impact went beyond sport itself [3; 21].

Operationally, the progression from 2015 to 2019 demonstrated a clear pattern of
learning and refinement. Event management processes became more efficient, volunteer
programs more structured and international collaborations more robust [3]. This cumulative
experience strengthened Azerbaijan’s reputation as a capable and adaptable host.

Looking ahead, the challenge lies in sustaining and expanding these gains. Continued
investment, strategic planning and the integration of sports diplomacy into broader national
objectives will be essential to transform the momentum of these years into a lasting legacy. If
these elements are maintained and strengthened, Azerbaijan’s record from 2015 to 2019 will
stand not only as a period of sporting excellence but also as a model for how emerging nations
can harness mega-events to drive long-term progress.
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