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Executive Summary 
 

Massive international sporting events like the Olympics and the World Cup, called mega-
sporting events (MSEs), have potential for positive economic and social development (IHRB 
2013). In some cases, like the 1992 Barcelona Olympics, this potential was realized. However, 
positive impacts cannot be taken for granted (Coakley & Souza 2013). The 2004 Athens 
Olympics and the 2014 Brazil World Cup serve as cautionary tales—MSEs have just as much 
potential to harm host nations than to help them (Independent 2008).  

 
Beginning in the 1990s, the word “legacy” started to appear in literature written by the 

International Olympic Committee (IOC) and Fédération Internationale de Football Association 
(FIFA), the two major organizers of MSEs. What remains in the host country—both tangible and 
intangible, economic and social—constitute an MSE’s legacy. The context for the emergence of 
the “L word” within MSE discourse stemmed from growing interest in social and environmental 
impacts, rather than solely economic and financial considerations (Chappalet 2012). The 
resulting question is, “What constitutes a positive legacy and how is it accomplished?” 
 

This white paper seeks to explore the legacies of past MSEs from an economic and social 
standpoint as a means to define standards for maximizing the economic and social impact of 
future events. As major international organizations with seemingly endless resources and power, 
MSE organizers—the IOC and FIFA—bear the responsibility for delivering beneficial legacies. 
Currently, the IOC and FIFA’s policies for conducting research on potential host nations are 
dubious and often corrupted by potential business interests. In light of these shortcomings, this 
white paper suggests that the IOC and FIFA involve the citizens of potential host nations in the 
bid process, create strict guidelines for long-term impact after MSEs leave town and reimburse 
host nations for the cost of MSE-related infrastructure.   
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An	  Overview	  of	  Mega	  Sporting	  Events	  (MSEs)	  
 
 MSEs are more than just international sporting competitions. They are dramatic 

spectacles that showcase diverse cultures, attract worldwide audiences and generate numerous 

development opportunities. The opening ceremonies for the 2008 Beijing Olympics and 2010 

FIFA World Cup Final drew audiences in excess of 500 million (IHRB 2013). Although MSEs 

are transient events, occurring for just a few weeks every four years, they have potential for long-

lasting impact (British Library). These impacts are not only tangible in the form of considerable 

infrastructure development, but they can also be intangible like cultural enrichment or building 

the city’s brand (Coakley and Souza 2013). The FIFA World Cup and the Olympic Games are 

considered the two major MSEs and therefore will be focal points of this paper. 

 The process for organizing and running an MSE typically involves four stages: bidding 

and planning, infrastructure development, procurement and sustainable sourcing and running the 

event. All of these stages have a considerable impact on the citizens of the host nation, both 

financially and socially. While FIFA and the IOC traditionally provide funding for operation 

event costs, the government of the host nation is responsible for all other related costs like formal 

bidding campaigns and infrastructure development. From a social standpoint, MSEs place a 

spotlight on the host nation’s culture and provide opportunities for social development (Coakley 

& Souza 2013).  

 Skeptics of MSEs ask, “Are they worth it?” Citing numerous human rights violations and 

dubious economic gains, many would say, “no.” The IOC and FIFA impose their will on host 

nations, they would argue, and do not deliver the lofty promises that they proclaim in their 

literature. On the other hand, proponents of MSEs point to revenue generation, infrastructure 



development and the chance for the host nation to showcase its culture. In order to evaluate the 

impact of MSEs, it is first necessary to understand the IOC and FIFA’s principles and how they 

view their role in their respective events.   

The	  International	  Olympic	  Committee:	  Promoting	  Olympism	  	  
  
  The Olympic Charter (OC), the governing document for the IOC, outlines the mission 

and principles that the IOC strives to encompass. In simplest terms, the IOC exists to promote 

the concept of “Olympism,” which is defined as: 

“…a philosophy of life, exalting and combining in a balanced whole the qualities of 
body, will and mind. Blending sport with culture and education, Olympism seeks to 
create a way of life based on the joy of effort, the educational value of good example, 
social responsibility and respect for universal fundamental ethical principles.”  
(Olympic Charter 2013) 
 

In the pursuit of promoting Olympism, the IOC defines 16 roles for itself. The majority of them 

have undertones of ensuring peace, showcasing the wonders of sport and encouraging 

development. Considering the context of this paper, it is necessary to highlight a few specific 

roles: 

 
Role 13: “to promote sustainable development in sport and to require that the Olympic 
Games are held accordingly.” 

 
Role 14: “to promote a positive legacy from the Olympic Games to the host cities and 
host countries.” 

 
Role 15: “to encourage and support initiatives blending sport with culture and education.” 
(Olympic Charter 2013) 

 
 In addition to defining the IOC’s purposes, the OC designates ownership of the Olympic 

Games. The IOC owns all rights to the Olympic Games, the Olympic properties and all potential 

Olympic revenues.   

 



	  

Fédération	  Internationale	  de	  Football	  Association:	  For	  the	  Game.	  For	  the	  World.	  
 
 FIFA’s governing document is the FIFA Statues. In this document, FIFA outlines several 

main objectives. First and foremost FIFA aims: 

“to improve the game of football constantly and promote it globally in the light of its 
unifying, educational, cultural and humanitarian values, particularly through youth and 
development programs” (FIFA Statutes 2014). 
 

A separate official FIFA document titled, “All About FIFA,” sheds more light on FIFA’s 

mission. Its three-pillar mission is to “develop the game, touch the world and build a better 

future.” The document especially emphasizes FIFA’s global presence and firm stance against 

racism. At the end of the document, FIFA outlines its social responsibility initiatives. Regarding 

the World Cup, FIFA asserts that it strives to make sure each host nation benefits from the event. 

With this in mind, FIFA required bid committees for the 2018 and 2022 World Cup to provide 

detailed plans of their contribution towards sustainable social development (FIFA 2014).  

On the “mission” section of FIFA’s website are three bolded phrases: “Developing 

football everywhere and for all,” “organizing inspiring tournaments” and “caring about society 

and the environment.” The last point is most interesting in the context of this paper. Underneath 

this heading is an important statement:  

“We believe that we have a duty to society that goes beyond football: to improve the lives 
of young people and their surrounding communities, to reduce the negative impact of our 
activities and to make the most we can of the positives” (FIFA 2014). 
 

 Similarly to the IOC, FIFA claims all revenues resulting from the World Cup (FIFA 

2014).  

 



	  

Evaluating	  MSEs:	  Multiple	  Sides	  to	  the	  Story	  
 
 The next step in analyzing the legacies of MSEs is to understand the difference in opinion 

regarding their existence. Like any large-scale event or business, there are proponents and 

opponents. This section takes a closer look at both sides.  

 

Proponents	  of	  MSEs	  
 
 Events on the scale of MSEs are bound to have huge beneficiaries. Besides FIFA and the 

OIC themselves, the first group to come to mind is corporate sponsors. VISA published an 

extensive report on how MSEs can spur economic growth, especially in post-recession 

economies. Using data gathered from international payment cards, VISA compared expenditure 

patterns from the days during the 2010 South Africa World Cup, 2010 Vancouver Winter 

Olympics and the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games to the same days a year prior to the events 

(VISA 2011).   

 

 
Figure 1 



 The most clear-cut pro-MSE example in the report is the 2010 Vancouver Winter 

Olympics. In the section titled, “Olympic Legacy,” VISA cites some powerful numbers. 

Construction for the Vancouver Games generated more than $1.2 billion worth of economic 

activity and created roughly 12,000 jobs. Furthermore, overseas markets spent more than $200 

million on accommodations and more than $160 million on food and beverages. In the same 

section, VISA cites a study by FutureBrand that says that Canada’s brand awareness rose 

considerably after the Games (VISA 2011). Businesses like VISA benefit enormously from 

MSEs; generating a report to highlight these positive impacts is advantageous for them.   

 Local governments are also huge proponents of MSEs. Just to win a bid for an MSE, 

governments will spend public money to commission marketing material like the Rio, Brazil 

2016 Olympic bid video below.  

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z00jjc-WtZI  
 
 For the 2014 World Cup, Brazil’s government advertising group Secretariat for Social 

Communication (SECOM) published a report noting various benefits that the World Cup would 

bring. They claim that the World Cup will bring 200,000 jobs, $6.8 billion in much-needed 

infrastructure development and new stadiums that will revive Brazil’s soccer culture. Even 

better, the Brazilian government secured half-price tickets for seniors and students and will 

distribute over 100,000 free tickets to public school students, indigenous communities and 

workers who contributed to the construction of the stadiums (SECOM 2014). Painting such a 

bright image of the World Cup’s potential reassures citizens and foreign visitors alike.  

 Finally, as alluded to in the above sections about the IOC and FIFA’s missions, MSE 

organizers promote the significance of their own work. After each Olympics, the OIC publishes 

reports on the triumphs of its event. All major aspects of the Olympics are debriefed, from the 



planning process, to running the actually event, to the legacy that was left behind (IOC 2013). 

While FIFA does not create World Cup debriefs, it does publish a plethora of literature relating 

to sustainability programs on its website. One example is the Development of the Sustainability 

Strategy document for the 2014 World Cup. This document explains how FIFA has talked to 

relevant stakeholders and identified key areas of development interest for Brazil (FIFA 2013).    

 

Opponents	  of	  MSEs	  
 
 Not all reviews of MSEs are sparkling. One major dissenter of MSEs is the Institute for 

Human Rights and Business (IHRB), who commissioned a report that highlights major human 

rights concerns that emerge during MSEs. IHRB argues that during each stage of an MSE brings 

serious human rights impacts. During the bidding and planning stage of the 1996 Atlanta 

Olympics, 30,000 people were forced from their homes, with 1,200 public housing units lost, and 

15,000 low-income residents priced out of the city. In the infrastructure development phase, 

fourteen people died and over 1,000 were seriously injured on Olympic sites for the 2004 Athens 

Olympics. The procurement and sustainable sourcing stage brings atrocities like the sexual 

harassment cases in 83 factories that supplied branded kits for the 2012 London Olympics. 

Finally, the event stage has seen unfortunate events like police harassment of the homeless and 

squatters and forced removal of street vendors from commercial exclusion zones during the 2010 

South Africa World Cup. The IHRB charges event sponsors and MSE organizers for such 

violations because they do not follow through in requiring formal human rights impact reports 

for potential host nations (IHRB 2013).  

 Numerous academics share similar concerns. Take Jay Coakley of University of 

Colorado and Doralice Souza of Federal University of Paraná’s report on MSEs for example. 

They point out that the new sport facilities created for MSEs are often unused after the events. 



Since the stadiums are designed to meet the requirements of organizers and sponsors rather than 

the needs of the local people, they have a very limited period where they are useful. After events 

leave town, the working class is particularly hard hit not only because they do not have access to 

these stadiums for personal recreation, but also because ticket prices for events are inflated due 

to the need to recoup construction and maintenance costs (Coakley and Souza 2013).  

 Later in their paper, Coakley and Souza discuss how misconceptions relating to the purity 

of sport can hinder proper MSE planning procedures. Influential political and corporate leaders 

hide behind the argument that sport is inherently good to promote their own platforms, “on 

which they can attract and control new capital flows and sponsor cultural activities that place 

their cities, nations and corporations into the global news cycle if not the global economy” 

(Coakley and Souza 2013). Coakley and Souza illustrate this phenomenon using the graphic 

below.  

 

 
Figure 2 
 
 Even media outlets occasionally join in the fight against MSEs. Andrew O’Reilly of Fox 

News Latino posted an article soon after the embarrassing loss that Brazil suffered to Germany 

in the 2014 World Cup. The title of his article is, “Brazil Loses Big At World Cup—And Not 

Just On The Field.” O’Reilly reports on misconceptions about the economic impact the World 



Cup brings to Brazil, the inevitable “white elephant” status of the stadiums after the World Cup 

and how FIFA is controlling the flow of revenue (O’Reilly 2014).  

 

Drawing	  On	  Legacies—Both	  Good	  and	  Bad	  
 
 In order to reach the final goal of this white paper—to recommend new policy for the 

IOC and FIFA to follow for future MSEs—it is necessary to have a detailed discussion of past 

MSEs that left particularly positive and negative legacies. This exercise will illustrate the 

atrocities of poorly run events and the triumphs of better ones in order to generate discussion for 

policy changes. As stated earlier in this paper, economic and social impacts will be main areas of 

concern.  

 

The	  Bad:	  2004	  Athens	  Olympics	  
 
 When Athens lost its bid to host the 100th Olympic Games in 1996 (which ended up in 

Atlanta), the country was distraught. Yet, just one year later, Athens learned that they would host 

the Games in 2004. Since Greece had hoped for a grand celebration for the centennial games, 

Greek authorities were under pressure to deliver a successful event. However, Greece 

accomplished just the opposite. The 2004 Athens Olympics are widely known as the worst 

Olympic Games in terms of negative economic and social impact to date (The Independent 

2014).    

 When Athens embarked on the journey to develop its infrastructure, it decided to allow 

migrant workers from Albania, Romania and Syria to lead the way. Many of these workers were 

denied injury compensation and non-unionized. Working conditions were so deplorable that over 

1,000 workers were seriously injured and 14 died (IHRB 2013). Meanwhile, in order to clear the 



way for these illegal workers to build, the government forced approximately 2,700 Roma (the 

marginalized European population better known as gypsies) from their homes (COHRE 2007).  

 In the end, the Athens Olympics cost £9.4 billion to stage. This figure was way over the 

original budget, which spiked after the September 11 terrorist attacks increased security costs. As 

a result of the bloated budget, one estimate claims that each Greek household bore €50,000 of the 

debt. To make matters worse, the public is not enjoying any benefits from the Olympic venues—

21 out of the 22 Olympic structures lie abandoned. The venues were built to meet the 

requirements of sports federations, not Athenians. A Greek politician was quoted saying, “When 

a city gets the Games, it should make a business plan for big changes and then decide what the 

country needs for the day after the Olympics. This did not happen [in Greece].” Athens has 

become known as “a manual on how not to stage the Olympics” (The Independent 2014).  

 

The	  Good:	  1992	  Barcelona	  Olympics	  
 

“I cannot imagine, to be honest, what the city would be like without the Olympics,” said 

Barcelona native and employee of the tourism industry Ricardo Suarez. Surely, his comments 

have some merit. Before the city hosted the grand international sporting event, it was vastly 

underdeveloped. Its national government, under the rule of General Franco, had focused 

investment elsewhere and subjected the city to the eyesores of industrial infrastructure. The 

tourism industry was lackluster despite the beauty of its natural climate (Springer 2014). Then, 

the Olympics came to town in 1992.  

Barcelona was incredibly strategic in its preparations for the Olympics. One of the first 

renovations was the creation of two miles of beachfront and a modern marina that replaced 

industrial buildings on the Mediterranean waterfront (Taylor 2012). Since then, another mile of 

beach has been added and the number of restaurants exploded from seven to 70 (The 



Independent 2014). Other development included the improvement of critical infrastructure: a 

15% increase in new roads, 17% in new sewage systems and 78% increase in new green areas 

and beaches (Taylor 2012). The athletes’ village was built in one of the poorest areas of town. 

Now, those same apartments are desirable costal residences (Springer 2014).  

Such investment came with a cost, however. The final cost estimate rings to the tune of 

about $11.4 billion, way over budget. Yet, perhaps it was worth it. Unemployment dropped 

dramatically from 127,774 in 1986 to 60,885 in July 1992, with 20,000 permanent jobs created 

from Olympic infrastructure (Taylor 2012). Between 1990 and 2001, Barcelona went from the 

11th best city in Europe to 6th, according to one ranking. Furthermore, Spain now boasts world-

class athletes in soccer, basketball, cycling and tennis. Many argue that this is a direct result of 

sporting facilities and training before and after the Barcelona Olympics (Taylor 2012).  

Have	  They	  Learned?	  
 
 Looking at current IOC and FIFA requirements for host nations to host MSEs is the final 

step in understanding what changes need to be made. Have the IOC and FIFA learned from the 

successes and perils of past events or do current policies contain the same loopholes of the past? 

This section takes the stance of the latter.  

 

Current	  IOC	  Requirements	  and	  Policies	  for	  Potential	  Host	  Nations	  
 
  The bid process for potential Olympic host nations begins nine years before the event. 

The IOC allows two years for the formal bid process and gives host nations seven years to 

prepare.  In order for host nations to participate in candidacy, they are required to pay a non-



refundable candidature fee to the IOC of $500,000. Once the fee is received, host nations enter 

the candidacy process (IOC 2008).  

 The IOC extensively outlines the candidature procedure on their website. An IOC Games 

Study Commission formally evaluates all candidates according to 17 major themes: vision legacy 

and communication, overall concept of the Olympic Games, political and economic climate and 

structure, legal aspects, customs and immigration formalities, environment and meteorology, 

finance, marketing, sport and venues, Paralympic games, Olympic Village(s), medical services 

and doping control, security, accommodation, transport, technology and media operations. This 

seems extensive and wholesome (IOC 2008).  

 However, in the actual evaluation document, the extent of information available is 

cursory and shallow. For example, the economic report for Chicago’s 2016 candidacy includes 

two sentences stating the GDP of the US economy, GDP for the Chicago Metropolitan area and 

estimated annual inflation rate (IOC 2009). Furthermore, the summary for Rio de Janiero, the 

city that won the 2016 Olympic bid, states that the Brazilian government will be under 

significant pressure to complete preparations before the event. The summary also explains how 

the Federal Government, not the Study Commission, thinks that the infrastructure and related 

investments are worthwhile (IOC 2009).  

  

Current	  FIFA	  Requirements	  and	  Policies	  for	  Potential	  Host	  Nations	  
 
 Unlike the IOC, FIFA does not publish formal guidelines for the bidding process and host 

city requirements. However, a number of host city evaluation reports are available online. To 

help illustrate the bid process for the World Cup, this paper will examine the Bid Evaluation 

Report for the 2022 World Cup in Qatar.  



 The report includes 20 different sections: bidding country and host cities, hosting 

concept, football development, sustainable social and human development, environmental 

protection, stadiums, venue-specific team hotels and venue-specific training sites, team base 

camp hotels and team base camp training sites, accommodation, FIFA headquarters, transport, 

information technology and communication network, safety and security, health and medical 

services, competition-related events, media facilities, communications and public relations, 

media and marketing rights, finance and insurance, ticketing and legal and government 

guarantees (FIFA 2010). Again, like the IOC, such evaluative scope seems sufficient. However, 

it is well known that current working conditions in Qatar are deplorable (Huffington Post 2014). 

The evaluation report did not address such potential concerns at all. Furthermore, like the IOC 

reports, each section is rather cursory and does not seem to include pertinent details.  

 

Policy	  Recommendations	  
  
 Given the superficiality of current policies, negative impacts of past, recent and future 

events and clear potential for positive impacts, it is necessary to recommend policy changes for 

the IOC and FIFA. This paper recommends that the IOC and FIFA conduct thorough social and 

economic impact reports during the bid process for each potential host city to be made available 

to the public, incorporate a popular vote within each host nation to ensure that the citizens want 

an MSE to come to their country and develop strict guidelines for long-lasting legacies according 

to the UN’s Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights.  

 

 



Social	  and	  Economic	  Impact	  Reports	  
 
 The IOC and FIFA currently conduct wholesome bid city evaluation documents that are 

meant to encompass a wide range of considerations. However, for a positive legacy to occur, 

social and economic factors must be at the forefront of bid city evaluations (Chappalet 2012). 

Furthermore, these reports must focus heavily on potential long-term impacts. As a start, the IOC 

and FIFA should consider extensively filling out a legacy matrix like the one below proposed by 

Jean-Loup Chappelet (2012).  

 

 
Figure 3 
 
 This exercise should be complimented with an extensive economic and social impact 

report. The economic report should include long-term numbers—permanent jobs created, 

projected economic growth and projected capital account flows—as well as current 

requirements—money spent on infrastructure and stadium development. The social impact report 

should aim to identify potential human rights considerations during each phase of the MSE 

(IHRB 2013). Specifically, the report should identify relevant stakeholders and how the event 

will affect them.  



 Both of these reports should be produced for every host nation for every potential MSE. 

Additionally, it is important that these reports are made public. This way, the public will have the 

chance to react to the reports and put pressure on the IOC and FIFA if the reports seem to 

highlight any particular dangers.  

Popular	  Vote	  
 
 The IOC and FIFA should require host nations to poll its citizens on whether or not they 

want an MSE in their city. This idea is hard to come by in current discourse about revising MSE 

policies, but seems to be a relevant consideration. If the citizens of a host nation are enthusiastic 

about an MSE in their nation, then the event should run much smoother. Citizens must be 

motivated to showcase their culture—this way, visitors get a much more positive impression of 

the host nation, the global brand of the city will grow and local businesses will work hard to 

prepare themselves.  

Long	  Lasting	  Legacies:	  The	  UN’s	  Guiding	  Principles	  on	  Business	  and	  Human	  Rights	  
 

 The UN’s Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights are the global standard for 

avoiding and confronting negative human rights impacts linked to business activity. The UN 

developed these standards after six years of research and they are endorsed by the 47 member 

states of the UN Human Rights Council. The Guiding Principles incorporate three central pillars, 

pictured below. 



 
Figure 4 
   
 These principles would apply across the entire MSE life cycle. The IOC and FIFA should 

incorporate the principles into strict guidelines on how host nations will achieve positive long-

term impacts. Ideally, a committee will be formed to ensure that host nations meet these 

requirements and oversee due-diligence after the event has concluded (IHRB 2013).  

Conclusion	  
 
 MSEs are undoubtedly extraordinary events. They have the potential to be incredibly 

transformational for the host nation, both in positive and negative lights. Social and economic 

considerations are incredibly important when evaluating the legacy for an MSE. Past events have 

shown that improper guidelines from the IOC and FIFA lead to problematic legacies. With the 



proposed policy recommendations for the IOC and FIFA, hopefully negative lights will never 

shine down on an Olympic or World Cup host nation ever again.  
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