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This report begins by understanding the definition of the ASEAN Community objective as set out in 

the bloc’s key policy and visioning documents. Following on from this, what is then sought is a broad 

assessment of the current extent of the formation of an ASEAN Community, including a reflection on 

how ASEAN is perceived amongst the Southeast Asian body public in general, and the Malaysian 

public in particular. 

 

From this analysis of an ASEAN Community, and of public perception of ASEAN, the report then 

discusses the capacity of sport as a means to achieve valuable ends beyond itself. This capacity is 

then mapped on to ASEAN and current ASEAN foci linking sport to both increasing awareness of 

ASEAN as well as broadening and deepening an ASEAN Community. Subsequently, an ASEAN 

sporting initiative case study is briefly explored to gauge how sport can be leveraged to towards 

fulfilling substantive and tangible ASEAN Community Vision 2025 objectives (ASEAN, 2015, pp. 13-

17).   

 

ASEAN Community 

 

The member governments of ASEAN define an ASEAN Community, and their objectives therein, as 

follows: “We resolve to consolidate our Community, building upon and deepening the integration 

process to realise a rules-based, people-oriented, people-centred ASEAN Community, where our 

peoples enjoy human rights and fundamental freedoms, higher quality of life and the benefits of 

community building, reinforcing our sense of togetherness and common identity, guided by the 

purposes and principles of the ASEAN Charter……We envision a peaceful, stable and resilient 

Community with enhanced capacity to respond effectively to challenges, and ASEAN as an outward-

looking region within a global community of nations, while maintaining ASEAN centrality.” (ASEAN, 

2015, p. 13) 

 

Attention is drawn to the excerpt above from the official ASEAN 2025: Forging Ahead Together key 

visioning document. In this document and other prior ones like it, the major focus in terms of the 

central objective of building and enhancing an ASEAN community has been twofold: one, the 

centrality of an intra-regional country-to-country community, and two, on the centricity of people 
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and their identity in fostering an ASEAN community. While the former has always been important to 

the governments of ASEAN member countries, the latter has emerged over the decades since the 

formation of ASEAN in 1967, and now claims an apparent key position in the latest ASEAN visioning 

document (ASEAN, 2015). 

 

On the centrality of a community at the level of the ten national governments of ASEAN, a key 

defining aspect of ASEAN compared to other supranational bodies is encapsulated in the emphasis 

provided by, and consistent practical adherence to, three fundamental tenets of a treaty governing 

country-to-country relations in Southeast Asia (see Box 1.0). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Box 1.0 – Excerpt from Article 2 of the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in Southeast Asia 
Source: (ASEAN, 2020, p. Article 2) 
 
In moving forward towards enhancing an ASEAN community, the multiple specific mentions of these 

said tenets (Box 1.0), centering on non-interference, have to now be understood in the context of 

consistent calls for a people-oriented, people-centric community in key ASEAN declarations (ASEAN, 

2009; ASEAN, 2015). It is the space of this probable tension between the objectives and concepts of 

a community of ASEAN nations on the one hand, and, a community of people living in ASEAN on the 

other, that has to be fully considered when mapping the way forward in achieving ASEAN’s 

overriding objective of an ASEAN community, and that in turn achieves the political-security, 

economic and socio-cultural objectives set out for the ultimate benefit of the ASEAN people.  

 

What is contended here as a first step towards building an ASEAN community on ASEAN’s terms as 

set out above is to fully gauge and understand the Southeast Asian public’s awareness of ASEAN. 

This is because it is important to know the baseline upon which future initiatives, including the ones 

Excerpt from the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in Southeast Asia 
 
• Mutual respect for the independence, sovereignty, equality, territorial integrity and national 

identity of all nations; 
• The right of every State to lead its national existence free from external interference, 

subversion or coercion; 
• Non-interference in the internal affairs of one another; 
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relating to sport considered later in this report, are formulated and launched. In illustrating the level 

of this awareness, a 2016 survey by the Economic Research Institute for ASEAN and East Asia (ERIA) 

entitled “Voices of ASEAN: What Does ASEAN Mean to ASEAN Peoples?” is referred to (ERIA, 2017), 

as well as a July 2020 survey1 commissioned for this Expert Report (Ponniah, 2020), with boxes 1.1 & 

1.2 below presenting key results centering on the linkage (or lack thereof) between ASEAN and the 

Malaysian adult public. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Box 1.1 – Comparative Overview: ERIA 2016 Survey Results & Expert Report 2020 Survey Results - 
ASEAN & Malaysia 
Source: (ERIA, 2017; Ponniah, 2020)  

 

 

 

                                                        
1 A stratified random face-to-face survey was conducted amongst 1,068 Malaysian respondents over the age of 
21 from 05-12 July 2020. 

Survey Results: ASEAN Awareness & Perception 
 
Indicate level of awareness of ASEAN: 
 

# Sample Not at All Familiar Slightly Familiar to Very 
Familiar 

1 Malaysian Respondents only 
(ERIA 2016 Survey) 2% 98% 

# Sample No Yes 

2 Malaysian Respondents only 
(Expert Report 2020 Survey) 28% 72% 

 
Extent of feeling of ASEAN citizenship: 
 

# Sample No Somewhat to Very Much 

1 Malaysian Respondents only 
(ERIA 2016 Survey) 2% 98% 

# Sample No Yes 

2 Malaysian Respondents only 
(Expert Report 2020 Survey) 21% 79% 
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Box 1.2 – Comparative Overview: ERIA Survey 2016 Results & Expert Report Survey 2020 Results - 
ASEAN & Malaysia 
Source: (ERIA, 2017; Ponniah, 2020)  

 

Based on the ERIA 2016 Survey results above, the trifecta of high awareness, strong feelings of 

ASEAN citizenship as well as a widely held belief in benefits accruing to their home countries, ASEAN 

seems to be strongly and positively anchored in the ASEAN public’s mindset. The terms of an ASEAN 

community as expounded earlier seem well represented by large majorities of people across ASEAN 

both feeling that they were ASEAN citizens (people-centric nature of community) and that their 

countries benefited from ASEAN membership (government-to-government centric nature of 

community). 

 

However, this 2016 survey’s group-based weighted sampling strategy as well as its online method 

belied an approach that included groups (government, students, academia etc. likely to participate 

in online surveys) more likely to be informed about ASEAN (ERIA, 2017, pp. 10-11) when compared 

to the population at large. In beginning to address this, and therefore in recognising the critical 

importance of what the ASEAN public at large, i.e. across all socio-economic levels, think and feel 

about ASEAN as well as an ASEAN community and its current extents, this report commissioned a 

survey across Peninsular Malaysia (see blue rows in boxes 1.1 & 1.2). This brief survey conducted 

amongst Malaysians sought to gauge awareness of ASEAN as well as both the respondents’ 

perception of people-centricity of ASEAN and the government-to-government centricity of ASEAN, 

i.e. overlapping with some of the queries posed in the earlier ERIA survey. 

Survey Results: ASEAN Awareness & Perception 
 
Whether country has benefited from ASEAN membership: 
 

# Sample Don’t Know Fairly to Very Much 

1 Malaysian Respondents only 
(ERIA 2016 Survey) 9% 91% 

# Sample No & Don’t Know Yes 

2 Malaysian Respondents only 
(Expert Report 2020 Survey) 32% 68% 
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# Answer 
Category Examples of Translated (from Malay) Responses 

1 
Positive 

Perception of 
ASEAN 

Guarantees a secure ASEAN free from any agitation 
An organisation that cultivates a neighbourly country-to-country spirit 
Growing the economy of all ASEAN countries 
An organisation that has a positive agenda towards poor countries in 
Southeast Asia 
Growing the economy of all ASEAN countries 
An organisation that has a positive agenda towards poor countries in 
Southeast Asia 
Helps resolve diplomatic problems between countries 

2 

Neutral 
Perception of 

ASEAN / 
Definition of 

ASEAN 

Organises ASEAN conferences 
[An organisation] of all countries in Southeast Asia 
ASEAN is a group of Asian countries 
A grouping of 5 countries namely Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines, 
Singapore and Thailand 
An organisation of Asian countries 
Supports the Belt & Road initiative 

3 
Negative 

Perception of 
ASEAN 

ASEAN has increasingly been lost from view 
[An organisation] in name only, no function. 
Not cooperating in overcoming the Rohingya issue in Malaysia 
Oppression of foreign peoples 

 
Table 1.3 – Malaysians Understanding of ASEAN 
Source: (Ponniah, 2020) 
 

The results of the more recent 2020 survey clearly show a clearly larger percentage of Malaysians 

who are both unaware of ASEAN (28% vs. 2%) and who have a lower propensity for thinking of 

themselves as ASEAN citizens (21% vs. 2%). Furthermore, there was 23% difference in terms of 

Malaysians perceiving no knowledge of, as well as those thinking there has been no benefit for 

Malaysia from being part of ASEAN. Table 1.3 above also clearly shows many misconceptions about 

what ASEAN is as well as sizeable minority who have negative perceptions of ASEAN. A reasonable 

conclusion here is that there is significant ground to be covered, via sport other channels, towards 

extending and strengthening a somewhat limited ASEAN community as things currently stand (at 

least amongst Malaysians). 
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Role of Sports in Development  

 

In 2000, Nelson Mandela said in relation to the capacity of sport to drive positive outcomes: “Sport 

has the power to change the world. It has the power to inspire, it has the power to unite people in a 

way that little else does. It speaks to youth in a language they understand. Sport can create hope, 

where once there was only despair. It is more powerful than governments in breaking down racial 

barriers. It laughs in the face of all types of discrimination” (UN Sustainable Development Goals 

Fund, 2018, p. 7). 

 

Since the early 2000s, the UN, through its Office on Sport for Peace and Development (UNOSPD) as 

well as the International Working Group (IWG) thereof, has structured or codified the deployment of 

sports-led initiatives towards development and peace objectives. Two threads clearly emerge from a 

review of these programs.  

 

Firstly, is the capacity of sport to act effectively in generating and boosting awareness, as well as in 

relatedly playing an advocacy role, with regards to broader non-sport objectives centering on peace 

and development (Institute for Human Rights and Business, 2018). In this, the constitutive elements 

of sport that are of particular value are ready made mass appeal, social cohesiveness and inclusivity 

as well as sport’s defining core values of fairness, respect for rules and others (competitors), as well 

as equality (level-playing field) – all of which naturally appeal to participants and wide audiences 

alike (UN Sustainable Development Goals Fund, 2020; UN Sustainable Development Goals Fund, 

2018). 

 

Secondly, that sport has the capacity to engender positive outcomes directly, e.g. in terms of 

engendering better individual and community health outcomes, reducing youth participation in anti-

social activities, creation of sporting opportunities etc. (UNOSDP, 2015). In terms of enabling positive 

outcomes directly, it is the physical nature of sports as well as the fundamental tenets that 

commitment and hard work delivers performance improvements, and, that competition delivers 

sporting excellence, that are crucial.  
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It was with the intention of driving these two capacities of sport in mind, that the UN established 

UNOSPD in 2004, and the IWG thereof in 2005. Furthermore, the member nations of the UN 

integrated sport into the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and its 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015: “Sport is also an important enabler of sustainable development. 

We recognize the growing contribution of sport to the realization of development and peace in its 

promotion of tolerance and respect and the contributions it makes to the empowerment of women 

and of young people, individuals and communities as well as to health, education and social 

inclusion objectives” (United Nations, 2015, p. para 37). By the late 2010s, funding for sports 

programs linked directly to broader development and peace objectives was estimated to be more 

than $150 million a year. (Institute for Human Rights and Business, 2018, p. 4).  

 

The examples in Box 2.0 below help illustrate these key sports attributes and capacities discussed 

earlier in the form of actual programs implemented that are either supported and/or aligned to the 

UN’s conception of SPD. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Box 2.0 - Examples of Sport Programs aligned to UN’s conception of SPD 
Source: (Skateistan, 2020; UNOSDP, 2014; Slum Soccer, 2020; BlazeSports, 2020) 
 
 
 
 

Examples of Sport Programs aligned to the UN’s conception of SPD  
 
• Skateistan: Run programs for children aged 5-17 combining the teaching of useful life-skills 

(creative education, leadership etc.) with skateboarding in certain locations that are 
challenging for children (Afghanistan, Cambodia and South Africa) 

 
• Slum Soccer: Provides long term self-sufficient solutions addressing homelessness, poor 

living standards within underprivileged areas in India, using football to connect individuals, 
teach life skills and work towards improving overall quality of life. 

 
• Blaze Sports: Creates access for disabled individuals in Haiti in football and physical activity 

programs, including national sports events, trains individuals/NGOs in strategies of inclusion 
in sport of people with physical disabilities, as well as creates awareness for the rights of 
children with disability to experience sport.  
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Yes
76%

No
17%

Don’t 
Know

7%

This perception of the wider role that sport can play in broader development issues, as just 

discussed above, is interestingly fully reflected by a wide 76% majority of Malaysian survey 

respondents (Expert Report 2020 Survey - see graph 2.1). 

 
In your opinion, can sports play a role in creating and/or maintaining peace and building harmony 

between people from different groups or countries? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Graph 2.1 – Malaysians’ perception of the capacity of sport to drive broader positive outcomes 
Source: (Ponniah, 2020) 
 

While there remains much support to encourage greater use of sport towards attaining broader 

development objectives, there remain questions of effectiveness of existing approaches to the use 

of sport in furthering peace and development objectives. This is especially so given that the closure 

of the UN Office on Sport for Development and Peace in 2017 was “seen by many experts as a 

reflection of the mixed results obtained in achieving coherence and impact across the UN system 

and with other actors involved” (Institute for Human Rights and Business, 2018, p. 4).  

 

In addition to more generic arguments of inadequate communications and governance of UNOSDP’s 

and other linked initiatives, the critiques of past programs within the SDP umbrella coalesce around 

a lack of addressing shortcomings in sport itself (e.g. relating to gender inequality, corruption and 
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violence) and a gap in government policy development (Sportanddev.org, 2020). The latter 

weakness being centered on a confusion of objectives i.e. the poor distinction being made between 

“the development of sport and the use of sport to achieve development” (Sanders, 2020). 

Additionally, the transfer of the SPD role from the UNOSDP to a joint approach between the UN 

(Department for Economic and Social Affairs) and the International Olympic Committee (IOC) also 

potentially presents challenges with regards to apparent IOC foci on competition above all else, on 

the selection of sports mostly based on their commercial and political potential as well as on elite 

sporting alone (The Kick Project, 2020). 

 

Insofar as ASEAN is concerned, and referencing the views of Nelson Mandela quoted earlier in this 

report, in 2019, under the Philippines chairpersonship of the ASEAN sports sector, and guided by the 

theme “One Vision, One Goal, One Community: Strengthening Unity Through Sports”, the Chairman 

of the Philippine Sports Commission William I. Ramirez said, “we need to appreciate and explore the 

values of sports in the world today. Sports help us listen to each other, prevent conflicts, and 

improve the health of human being. By playing together, children from different religious and 

cultural background will learn to respect each other and grow leadership skills” (ASEAN, 2020).  

 

This commitment to enabling sports’ contribution to achieving the ASEAN Community Vision 2025 

clearly includes the prioritising of sports for social development and peace, and in this way, mirrors 

the stated approach adopted by the UN, via the UNOSDP, and later in its partnership with the IOC. 

Extending this argument of parallel UN and ASEAN approaches, ASEAN’s adoption of sport in service 

of its wider objectives may similarly lead to shortcomings related to the UNOSDP approach, and 

potentially, the UN-IOC approach as well. This is discussed further in the conclusion to this report 

with regards to the ASEAN sports initiative case study.  

 

From leveraging sport to increase awareness of ASEAN and building public support for pursuing 

ASEAN’s 2025 vision to delivering tangible outcomes through sport, the following key elements of 

the ASEAN Work Plan on Sports 2016-2020 provide a snapshot on ASEAN’s latest thinking of 

integrating an SDP ethos towards achieving substantive and tangible ASEAN Community Vision 2025 

objectives (ASEAN, 2015, pp. 13-17)  
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Box 3.0 – ASEAN Work Plan on Sports 2016-2020 - Selected Key Elements 
Source: (ASEAN Senior Officials Meeting on Sports (SOMS), 2019, pp. 1-2) 
 

In order to discuss how meaningful ASEAN’s clearly stated intention (see Box 3.0 etc.) of using sport 

to achieve substantive and tangible ASEAN Community Vision 2025 objectives (ASEAN, 2015, pp. 13-

17) can be, a case study centering on ASEAN’s bid to host the 2034 World Cup is briefly presented.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Box 3.1 – Case Study 1: ASEAN 2034 World Cup Bid 
Source: (ASEAN, 2020), (Azharie, 2020), (Low, 2020) 
 

Given the significant national commitment required to host huge signature events, e.g. with the 

2018 World Cup costing Russia an estimated US$ 12 billion (CNBC, 2020), and the impact these may 

have on the people, as well as, on the other hand, the potential of sports to further broader 

substantive objectives, the views of ordinary Malaysians are sought in terms of ASEAN’s bid to host 

the 2034 World Cup, and in doing so, gauge the perception of how such an event can deliver positive 

outcomes for nations as well as individuals. 

ASEAN Work Plan on Sports 2016-2020 - Selected Key Elements:  
 
• Key Element 1: Promote awareness of ASEAN through sporting activities that bring the 

ASEAN peoples together and engages and benefits the community 
• Key Element 2: Foster the sense of an ASEAN Community through mutually beneficial sports 

exchange programs 
• Key Element 3: Strengthen ASEAN people’s sense of resilience with healthy lifestyles 
 

ASEAN 2034 World Cup Bid 
 
• June 2019: Thai PM announces ASEAN’s joint bid for the 2034 World Cup (the idea was first 

mooted in 1996, 2011 & 2017 (Azharie, 2020)) 
• October 2019: Under the banner of  One Vision, One Goal, One Community: Strengthening 

Unity Through Sports, ASEAN Sports Ministers agreed to establish a dedicated Technical 
Working Group led by Thailand in the lead up to ASEAN’s bid to host the World Cup in 2034. 

• November 2019: At a signing of a Memorandum of Understanding between FIFA and ASEAN 
relating to investment, capacity building and education for football in the ASEAN region, the 
FIFA President welcomed ASEAN’s plan to bid for 2034 World Cup. 
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Yes
66%

No
34%

Positive
79%

Negative
7%

Don’t Know
13%

Are you aware that ASEAN is making a bid to host the World Cup (Football) 2034? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Box 4.0 – Malaysian Awareness of ASEAN 2034 World Cup bid 
Source: (Ponniah, 2020) 
 

What is your opinion of ASEAN making a bid to host the World Cup (Football) 2034? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Box 4.1 – Malaysian Support for ASEAN’s 2034 World Cup bid  
Source: (Ponniah, 2020) 
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There is certainly evidence, on the face of the Expert Report 2020 survey results, that there is 

realtively widespread awareness and even more support for ASEAN’s bid to host the 2034 World 

Cup amongst the Malaysian body public. Building on this baseline, there is evidently the potential to  

leverage this mega sporting event towards fulfilling substantive and tangible ASEAN Community 

Vision 2025 objectives (ASEAN, 2015, pp. 13-17).   

 

However, in this, and in concluding, ASEAN’s adoption of sport to pursue broader and multiple 

development goals must avoid the pitfalls faced by the UNOSDP as discussed earlier. Primary 

amongst these is to be specific and targeted with regards to sport and broader objectives sought, 

especially in terms of pursuing separate but parallel tracks to achieve both “the development of 

sport and the use of sport to achieve development” (Sanders, 2020). Amongst other programs, 

inclusive build-up of football linked sporting events and platforms for all ages and groups, could go a 

long way towards addressing earlier critiques of SDP initiatives centering on elitism in sport and 

prioritising competition above all else. Efforts such as this will also easily leverage likely prevalent 

ASEAN public support for achieving wider development goals through sport (see graph 2.1). 

 

Finally, and aside from addressing more obvious governance issues, there has to be a concerted, 

consistent and transparent program of communications which clearly engages the ASEAN public on 

all the multi-faceted costs of the bid to host the 2034 competition and the costs of hosting itself, as 

well as all the positive outcomes sought from both the bid and the hosting of the competition. 

Addressing these and other shortcomings of prior SDP initiatives coupled with a focus on outcomes 

not inputs will ensure coherence and the impact sought via this particular initiative -  a large scale 

popular event that has the clear potential to go beyond sport and support ASEAN’s key vision 

objectives. 
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