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Strategic Media Narratives of the 2026 Winter Olympics 

The Olympic Games are a unique global event that brings countries, media organizations, 

and individuals across the world together through sport and the values that the Games represent. 

The International Olympic Committee (IOC) describes the Olympic brand through values like 

"inclusivity, universality, and hope," while Olympism emphasizes excellence, friendship, social 

responsibility, and respect for human rights and ethical principles (IOC, 2020). These guiding 

principles shape a symbolic global stage where countries, athletes, institutions, and media outlets 

perform and communicate ideas about unity, patriotism, culture, fairness, and power. The 2026 

Winter Olympics in Milan-Cortina, Italy, are particularly useful for analysis because they 

combined the traditional Olympic narrative of harmony and athletic excellence with a political 

environment shaped by war, protest, human rights concerns, and debates about Olympic 

neutrality.   

Relevance and Rationale 

International media coverage of the 2026 Winter Games is examined by applying a 

strategic narrative framework to two major international news outlets, CNN International and Al 

Jazeera English.  Miskimmon and O’Loughlin (2026) argue that narratives are central to 

influence, communication, and international affairs because political actors use communication 

to shape meaning and pursue goals. International news outlets, CNN International and Al Jazeera 

English, covered the same event, but their reporting emphasized different themes, creating 

different interpretations of the event within a global context. This narrative analysis and 

comparison show how coverage of the same international event can lead audiences to see the 

Olympics as a carefully staged unifying event or as a contested space where global conflicts 

interrupt Olympic idealism.  
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Role of International Events 

International events create opportunities for actors to capitalize on shared global 

attention. One strategic narrative framework highlighted by Miskimmon & O’Loughlin (2026) 

that is extends our understanding of why narratives matter comes from Jian Wang’s study of the 

Expo Shanghai 2010. Wang's research on mega-events examines how countries “embody their 

identities and values in physical and cultural form” when faced with the “central challenge of 

how to make its presence distinctive and strike a chord with visitors, thereby strengthening its 

image and representation” (Wang, 2026). Through the application of Wang's lens of nation 

branding to the 2026 Winter Olympics via international media coverage, it can be further 

understood how CNN International and Al Jazeera English cover the same global stage, but they 

guide international audiences toward vastly different interpretations of what that stage means. 

Research Question and Thesis 

How do CNN International and Al Jazeera English differ in their communication of 

system, identity, and issue/policy narratives regarding the 2026 Winter Olympics? Using 

Miskimmon's framework of strategic narratives and Wang's understanding of mega-events, this 

paper argues that international news outlets CNN International and Al Jazeera English construct 

different meanings of the 2026 Winter Olympics through their use of strategic narrative framing. 

CNN International frames the Winter Games as a staged global spectacle where athletic 

achievement, personal triumph, patriotism, heritage, and cultural performance are celebrated as a 

moment of international unity. Meanwhile, Al Jazeera English frames the event on a contested 

international stage where war, protest, and political expression challenge the Olympic ideal of 

unity and raise questions about Olympic neutrality. Together, these differences show how the 

audience's meaning of the Olympic Games is shaped by the media narratives that decide which 
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parts of the Olympic stage are emphasized, or de-emphasized, revealing how different 

international news outlets use strategic media narratives to differentiate themselves while 

participating in a collective imagining of an ideal global order.   

Method 

Articles and broadcast transcripts were collected through LexisNexis to conduct this 

analysis. The search term used for both outlets was (“Winter Olympics” OR “Milano Cortina” 

OR “Milan Cortina”) AND 2026. The timeline was limited to February 1, 2026, through 

February 24, 2026, and the term Paralympics was excluded. The top ten articles under the 

"Relevance" filter from each outlet search were reviewed for passages that directly constructed 

system, identity, and issue or policy narratives. Through this methodology, the articles were 

coded by terms relating to the narrative frameworks used. CNN International coverage focused 

on Olympic preparation, opening ceremonies, cultural performances, medal counts, and narrative 

stories of athletes' triumphs, with a strong focus on the host country, Italy. Al Jazeera English 

articles reviewed focused on protests, war, athlete expression, security concerns, and debates 

about Olympic neutrality.   

Theory 

Strategic narratives are ‘a means for political actors to construct a shared meaning of the 

past, present, and future of international politics to shape the behavior of domestic and 

international actors’ (Miskimmon et al., 2013). Strategic narrative is a useful framework for this 

analysis because it looks beyond what an international media outlet reports and asks how that 

reporting creates meaning, and for whom. Miskimmon and O'Loughlin (2026) explain that 

strategic narratives are stories used to frame the past, present, and future of global politics, 

shaped by "narrative contestation among diverse actors.” The three types of strategic narratives 
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examined in this paper are system narrative, identity narrative, and issue narrative. A system 

narrative shows the kind of political, cultural, or global order an international media outlet 

portrays as desirable. Media outlets use identity narratives to communicate national interests or 

identities and create distinctions between “us” and “them.” An issue or policy narrative reveals 

the policy decision(s) or international actions a media outlet seeks to foreground or legitimize. 

These categories are useful to understand the nuanced ways in which media outlets reporting on 

the same global event emphasize different actors, values, conflicts, and outcomes to construct 

meaning and shape audiences' interpretations and attention. This framework is useful because it 

allows the analysis to move beyond whether one outlet is positive or negative, instead showing 

how each outlet constructs a different version of Olympic meaning by emphasizing different 

actors, conflicts, values, and desired outcomes.  

Findings 

CNN International 

CNN International frames the 2026 Winter Olympics as a global spectacle that 

emphasizes athletic achievement and celebrates themes of individual triumph, patriotism, 

heritage, cultural performance, and economic legacy to construct a narrative of international 

unity. An analysis of CNN International’s Olympic coverage uses a strong system narrative 

frame. The outlet presents the Olympics as a desirable example of an idealized global order, 

where countries can gather through sport, ceremony, culture, and competition despite political 

tension. Major topics discussed in the articles centered around pre-Olympic buzz, mass-

advertising, and the glamour of Italy's Olympic venues. In coverage of the opening ceremony, 

the Games' theme of "Armonia," or harmony, was emphasized, with the host saying, "The 

opening ceremony tonight will be all about harmony, which is much needed in today's world" 
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(Brunhuber et al., 2026). CNN creates a narrative of harmony and unity, emphasizing that “The 

world is watching” (Sandoval et al., 2026). 

While CNN International’s broader newscasts included coverage of war, controversy, and 

political discourse, those topics were rarely included within the Olympic stories themselves. 

Without the context of the entire broadcast, audiences would miss out on this context. The most 

overt acknowledgment of this came from an article covering pre-Olympic buzz, which noted, 

"These Olympics come at a fragile time as relations between the U.S. and its long-time allies in 

the West have never been more strained" (Soares et al., 2026). Reporting on controversies 

involving the United States is framed as an opportunity for "international cooperation" (Sandoval 

et al., 2026). This unity framing is exemplified in Brunhuber et al.’s (2026) coverage of the 

closing ceremonies "celebrating unity among athletes and nations, as well as the future of the 

Olympic movement." CNN acknowledges the Olympics' political fragility but uses the setting to 

create a primary narrative of harmony, cooperation, and continuity. The Olympics are framed as 

a system that brings nations together.   

CNN communicates identity through reporting on athletics, national teams, and 

individual stories of overcoming Olympic-sized challenges. Its “us” is the international audience 

that is invited to celebrate athletic greatness, while its “them” is usually framed as an athletic 

rival rather than a political enemy. CNN International reporting includes medal count coverage 

from Norway, Italy, the U.S., and China. Athlete profiles of Lindsay Vonn’s crash and her 

“courage to dare greatly” and the Team USA hockey team communicates a patriotic identity 

(Church et al., 2026). Mike Sullivan, coach of the New York Rangers and the U.S. Olympic 

Men’s Hockey Team, speaks to this patriotism, saying "To have the opportunity to represent 

your country, not only with your sport but also with the bigger team, that being the United States, 
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is an incredible honor" (Church et al., 2026). Here, CNN's identity narrative centers on U.S. 

achievement and patriotism.  Even when politics appear, CNN frames national identity through 

an optimistic and honorable lens by being present on the Olympic stage. 

While CNN’s issue narrative is present, it is less dominant than its system and identity 

narratives. The network presents international cooperation, the preparation of the Games, and the 

legacy of the games and athletes as important and legitimate. Controversy over the U.S. ICE 

presence at the games is framed as a cooperative, non-harmful presence. For example, in an on-

air interview, Italian Foreign Affairs Minister Antonio Tajani says "when there's a major event, 

there has to be international cooperation" (Soares et al., 2026). CNN supports the Olympics, 

treating it as a major global event that is important for audiences to pay attention to because of its 

symbolism, economic, and cultural investment.   

Al Jazeera English 

Al Jazeera English frames the 2026 Winter Olympics as a contested international stage 

where war, protest, and policy challenge the Olympic ideal of unity. Al Jazeera’s strongest 

narrative is its issues/policy narrative because its coverage repeatedly questions the limits of 

what the Olympics allow and whose policies are treated as acceptable. A strong example of this 

are two articles that focus on the Heraskevych’s appeal and CAS ruling, that "freedom of 

expression is guaranteed at the Olympic Games, but not on the field of play" (Al Jazeera and 

news agencies, 2026). Heraskevych was disqualified for wearing a helmet with imagery 

depicting Ukrainian athletes killed since Russia's invasion in 2022 during the race. Al Jazeera 

reported before and after the CAS ruling, noting that the IOC allowed Heraskevych to wear the 

black armband and helmet before and after the race, but not during competition (Al Jazeera and 

news agencies, 2026). Another example is Al Jazeera's coverage of ICE agents in Italy, reporting 
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on Anti-ICE protesters using Milan's Olympic attention to challenge foreign U.S. policies. (Al 

Jazeera English, 2026). The International Olympic Committee's standards are called into 

question over consistent and fair application (Al Jazeera English, 2026). An article about the 

U.S. Olympic Men’s Hockey Team win reveals how the U.S. used the victory over Canada as 

aggressive political messaging (Al Jazeera staff, 2026). Al Jazeera English foregrounds political 

expression, protest, security concerns, and institutional fairness in the 2026 Winter Games, 

challenging the idea of Olympic neutrality and its fair application.  

Unlike CNN, Al Jazeera does not shy away from the Olympic system's political fragility. 

The Winter Games are not an escape from world conflict, but a place where conflict continues 

and reveals itself under the pretense of sports. An article about the Israeli bobsleigh team 

questions why standards applied to Russian athletes were not similarly applied to Israel (Adil, 

2026). Al Jazeera's reporting challenges the IOC's response to the games as an "idea of us trying 

to bring people together despite what's happening in the rest of the world" (Adil, 2026). It also 

publishes critical opinions, such as Heraskevych, who said, "I believe that these Games now and 

this act of the IOC also serves as an instrument of propaganda for Russia" (News agencies, 

2026). Al Jazeera's system narrative questions whether the Olympic order is truly neutral and 

fair. Instead of presenting unity as an important value, it contrasts the Olympics' unity message 

to war, protest, political messaging, and ruling and policy disputes. The network communicates 

identity through resistance, freedom of expression, and political conflict. Unlike CNN, where 

identity is constructed through an athletic or patriotic lens, Al Jazeera frames identity through 

power and voice. 

 Coverage of the U.S. is often framed through aggressive and contested language. For 

example, in its reporting, Canada becomes a symbolic target to the U.S.'s aggressive nationalism 
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framed as patriotic sportsmanship (Al Jazeera staff, 2026). This reveals a narrative that is critical 

of U.S. power and Western institutions in Al Jazeera English's reporting. Its reporting is much 

more conflict-based than CNN International. Al Jazeera's "us" often includes protesters, 

Ukrainians, Palestinians, and other actors challenging major powers. Its "them" often includes 

powerful states, controversial agencies, and institutions that appear biased and inconsistent.  

Comparison 

While CNN International and Al Jazeera English cover the same 2026 Winter Games, 

their reporting emphasized different aspects of the Olympic stage. CNN's reporting emphasizes a 

unified, though fleeting, Olympic world, while Al Jazeera emphasizes the conflicts that influence 

and continue in and around that world. CNN asks audiences to imagine the Olympics as a special 

moment of unity, whereas Al Jazeera asks audiences to question what that moment leaves out.  

Both outlets use system narratives to portray a desirable political, economic, and cultural 

world. CNN International presents the Olympics as a cultural world order, bringing nations 

together through sport, culture, and competition. Themes of harmony, cooperation, and tradition 

are emphasized in their reporting. Al Jazeera English presents the Olympics as a lens for 

understanding a desired political world order, highlighting controversies, contestations, and 

challenges.  

 Both outlets communicate distinct identity narratives, defining their "us" and "them" 

audiences. For CNN International, identity is performed through individual athletic achievement, 

national teams, and patriotism. The global audience, fans, athletes, and nations participating in 

the Olympic celebration form "us," while an athletic rival typically represents "them." For Al 

Jazeera, identity is shaped through conflict, critique, and political expression. Dissenting voices 

challenging power often form "us," while powerful states, controversial agencies, or seemingly 
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unfair institutions represent "them."  

 This analysis reveals how CNN turns identity into representation and inspiration, while 

Al Jazeera turns it into a question of power, visibility, and accountability. CNN International and 

Al Jazeera present different policies and international actions as important through the use of an 

issue narrative framework. CNN's key issues are the successful staging of the Olympics, 

international cooperation, competition, and individual stories of achievement. The Winter Games 

are celebrated as a vital part of the world's cultural heritage. Al Jazeera's key issues, however, are 

political expression, institutional fairness, political messaging, and political and institutional 

concerns. Al Jazeera presents a more serious view of the Games, questioning and interpreting 

beyond the surface level. While CNN presents policies and issues as part of what makes the 

Olympics work, Al Jazeera presents them as evidence that the Olympics cannot be separated 

from politics.  

Wang’s framework helps show how each outlet makes different parts of the Olympic 

stage visible. CNN International reveals a polished front-stage view of the Olympic Games, 

promoting Western culture, achievement, patriotism, and legacy to an international audience. Al 

Jazeera's reporting, on the other hand, reveals a more complex backstage view of the games, 

emphasizing protest, state power, the impacts of war, and the limits of political expression. 

Through Wang's mega-event lens, CNN International and Al Jazeera reveal two vastly different 

parts of the same Olympic stage.  

Conclusion 

CNN International and Al Jazeera English differ in how they bring meaning to the 2026 

Winter Games through their communication of system, identity, and issue/policy narratives. This 

strategic narrative analysis revealed that CNN International relies on a system narrative to 
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communicate unity and Olympic tradition, while Al Jazeera English relies on an issues narrative 

to communicate ideas of neutrality, protest, and justice.  Both outlets participate in constructing 

Olympic meaning, but they do so in different ways that align with their own objectives and 

missions. The 2026 Winter Games are an auspicious setting for a global narrative stage through 

which international media outlets can shape whether audiences see that stage as unified, 

contested, or somewhere in between. The meaning of the 2026 Winter Games depends on what 

media outlets choose to emphasize, what they do not emphasize, and what kind of global order 

they invite audiences to imagine. 
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