
The Legacy of the Olympic Games: A Review

Anja Scheua , Holger Preußa and Thomas K€oneckea,b

aDepartment of Sport Economics, Sport Sociology and Sport History, Faculty of Social Sciences,
Media and Sport, Johannes Gutenberg University Mainz, Mainz, Germany; bPolicy in Sports &
Physical Activity Research Group, Department of Movement Sciences, Biomedical Sciences Group,
KU Leuven, Leuven, Belgium

ABSTRACT
Much has been written about the legacies of Olympic Games but
there have been little efforts to synthesize current knowledge.
This has led to inconsistencies in defining, contextualising and
measuring these legacies. The literature review described in this
paper provides an overview over research on the legacy of the
Olympic Games from 1908 to 2016 that was published in peer-
reviewed journals between 1984 and 2017. The analysis reveals a
significant increase of literature dealing with Olympic legacy since
2008. It turns out that considerably more studies relate to the leg-
acy of Summer Olympic Games than of Winter Games. Regarding
the six different facets of legacy of the framework that was
employed, ‘urban development’ and ‘beliefs and behaviour’ have
been scrutinized much more often than the other four. Regarding
the methodologies used in legacy studies there is a dominance of
commentary articles and a lack of adequate empirical research.
This leads to a number of implications for future studies, which
are discussed in the paper.

回顾：奥运遗产

关于奥运遗产已有很多人写过了, 但却很少有人将当今的相关知

识整合起来。这导致这些遗产在定义﹑背景化和衡量方面存在

着不一。本论文中的文献综述对1908年至2016年间的奥运会遗

产的研究进行概述, 该研究发表于1984年至2017年期间的同行评

审期刊上。分析显示, 自2008年以来, 有关奥运遗产的文献数量

显著增加。事实证明, 相比冬奥会而言, 有更多的研究涉及夏季

奥运会。关于所采用的框架中遗产的六个不同方面, “城市发展

”和“信仰与行为”比其他四个方面被检验的更多。关于遗产研究

中使用到的方法学, 评论性的文章占据了主导, 并缺乏充分的实

证研究。这对于未来研究产生的诸多影响会在论文中进行讨论。
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1. Introduction

The concept of sport mega-event legacy has been emerging during the last decades
(Misener, Darcy, Legg, & Gilbert, 2013; Preuss, 2015), however there is still a lack
of agreement on its definition, conceptualization and measurement techniques.
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When looking back into history, it shows that the first use of the word ‘legacy’ dates
back to the 1956 Melbourne Olympic Games (N.N., 1965). In 1991, the Organising
Committee for the Olympic Games 1996 in Atlanta included the goal ‘to leave a posi-
tive physical and spiritual legacy’ (ACOG, 1997) in its mission statement and the can-
didature for the 2004 Athens Olympic Games entitled a brochure presenting its
project: ‘A legacy for Olympism’ (ABC, 1997). In 2000, the International Olympic
Committee (IOC) modified its Charter to address the importance of legacy and
included the following mission: ‘To promote a positive legacy from the Olympic
Games to the host cities and host countries’ (IOC, 2015, p. 19). The Olympic Games
2012 in London have become known as ‘the Legacy Games’ and legacy is also a part
of the IOC Agenda 2020. Furthermore, legacy is an integral part of the new bidding
process for the Winter Olympic Games in 2026, which starts with an assistance phase
during which the IOC supports and consults potential bidding cities on several topics
including legacy. These are just some milestones to emphasize the growing interest in
legacy from a practical perspective. From an academic perspective, we can observe a
similar development starting with the first international symposium dealing with leg-
acy in 1987 in Seoul. In 2002, an International Symposium on Olympic legacy was
organized by the IOC and just recently, the 9th International Sport Business
Symposium entitled ‘Olympic Winter Games and Legacy’ took place during the
Winter Olympic Games in Pyeongchang (KOR).

Since the hosting of sport mega-events requires large expenditures, cities bidding
for or hosting such events are under increasing pressure to justify these expenditures
by creating a positive legacy for their residents. During recent years, it became obvi-
ous that residents do not see or believe in these positive legacies, which resulted in
public opposition. Many cities had to withdraw their bids or their bidding plans after
a failed referendum (e.g. Innsbruck (AUT) in 2017, Graub€unden (SUI) in 2017,
Hamburg (GER) in 2015 and Munich (GER) in 2013 – to just name a few). Also in
academia, it is questioned if past Olympic Games have left a valuable legacy (e.g.,
Coakley & Souza, 2013; Whitson & Horne, 2017) or if the alleged legacy can actually
be traced ‘back to the several-week period of the games or the prior construction’
(Zimbalist, 2015, p. 127).

This highlights the need for generally accepted legacy evaluation tools to assess
and measure the legacy of Olympic Games and other large events. In a first step,
however, a comprehensive overview over past research on the legacy of Olympic
Games is called for to enable future research to build on this foundation.

Although there has been considerable effort to research and evaluate the legacy of
sport mega-events, only few attempts have been made to comprehensively summarize
the extensive research in this field. Up to date, there are five reviews related to the
legacy of sport events. McCartney et al. (2010) systematically reviewed the health and
socioeconomic impacts of major multi-sport events between 1978 and 2008. Li and
Jago (2013) evaluated economic impacts of major sports events by conducting a meta
analysis. Another meta analysis from Weed (2009) aims at reviewing research related
to tourism impacts. The systematic review from Weed et al. (2015) focusses on phys-
ical activity. Gaudette, Roult and Lefebvre (2017) conducted a systematic review on
Winter Olympic Games, urban impacts and tourism-related impacts. As can be seen
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by the topics of these studies and will be further discussed in the following chapter,
the term ‘impact’ describes a related concept and is frequently used interchangeably
with the term ‘legacy’.

These past works provide important knowledge to the legacy debate. However, all
of them either focus on impacts or on one particular legacy theme. Therefore, they
can only provide limited information regarding the diversity of legacy. Consequently,
research looking at event legacy from a broader perspective by taking all its relevant
facets into account is missing. This paper aims at filling this void in relation to
Olympic Games’ legacies by analyzing past publications in peer-reviewed journals
based on the legacy framework recently published by Preuss (2018). Additionally, we
examine how authors measured legacy in their studies by reviewing the methodolo-
gies used. Against the backdrop of the strengths and weaknesses of previous studies,
it is possible to identify research gaps and derive directions for future research, which
is one desired goal of literature reviews (Hart, 2018).

In a study on event legacy a focus on Olympic Games is advisable since the Games
are the largest multi-sport event in the world and transform cities in a way no other
sport mega-event does. Other events like the FIFA World Cup are hosted in many dif-
ferent cities, which is why these cities do not undergo comparable transitions. Another
reason for the focus of this study is the importance legacy has gained in the bidding
process for Olympic Games, which makes it an important topic for the IOC, National
Olympic Committees (NOCs) and every city and nation interested in staging the event.
Consequently, this study should yield insights of high scientific and practical relevance.

The paper is structured as follows: In the next section, we first define legacy and
introduce the legacy analytical scheme, which provides the theoretical framework for
our research. The section thereafter serves to outline our method before we present
our results. Afterwards, follows a discussion including desirable directions for future
research. We conclude with a section on limitations and an outlook.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1. Definition of Legacy

Although the literature and media attention devoted to mega-event legacy have grown
considerably over the last decade, there are still inconsistencies in the definition and
conceptualization of legacy: ‘[T]he term mega-event legacy has acquired different
meanings in different fields to different people’ (Kassens-Noor, Wilson, M€uller,
Maharaj & Huntoon, 2015, p. 3). Andranovich and Burbank (2011, p. 824) also state
that ‘there is no formula for determining “the Olympic legacy”.’ Thomson, Schlenker
and Schulenkorf (2013) provide a review of literature seeking to define legacy, finding
a total of 14 definitions.

Generally, there is consensus that legacy is a long-term change (Getz, 1991, 2005;
Hiller, 2000; Preuss, 2003, 2007), yet there is no exact time frame determining when
a legacy should be called a legacy. Chappelet (2012) proposes to make a clear distinc-
tion between short- or medium-term legacy (one or two years after the Games) and
long-term legacy (one or two decades after the Games). However, this distinction has
not prevailed.
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A commonly accepted general definition is that sport mega-event legacy is ‘all
planned and unplanned, positive and negative, tangible and intangible structures cre-
ated for and by a sport event that remain longer than the event itself’ (Preuss, 2007,
p. 211). This definition is probably one of the most cited today (Grix, Brannagan,
Wood, & Wynne, 2017), and many studies rely on it (e.g., Dawson & J€ons, 2018;
Dickson, Benson, & Blackman, 2011; Karadakis, Kaplanidou, & Karlis, 2016; Misener
et al., 2013). Our review also takes this definition as a basis.

According to this definition, structural changes are fundamental for legacy.
Structural changes last longer than the Olympic Games and offer permanent and
ongoing opportunities for action. They are the result of a shift or change in the basic
ways that a social, economic or natural system operates. Thus, legacy usually exceeds
short-term effects of a mega-event (e.g. worldwide media interest), which may fade
soon after the event.

When dealing with legacy, similar concepts like ‘impact’ or ‘leveraging’ are
encountered. Especially ‘impact’ is often used interchangeably (Li & McCabe, 2013).
But the term rather describes a short-term impulse caused by a mega-event that may
not last or may not create a lasting opportunity for action. Also, when evaluating
event impacts, some authors differentiate between short-term and long-term impacts
to clarify whether they refer to short-term or long-term changes (e.g. Jago, Dwyer,
Lipman, van Lill, & Vorster, 2010, Zimbalist, 2015). Other authors do not use this
differentiation. Consequently, sometimes studies relating to impact scrutinize effects
that are understood as legacy in this paper.

The notion of ‘leveraging’ means proactively applying strategies and tactics that
can be implemented prior to and during an event in order to optimize desired event
outcomes (Chalip, 2004). This means that leveraging can influence but does not con-
stitute an event’s legacy.

Due to the proximity and frequent interchangeable use of impact, leveraging and
legacy in scientific literature, all three expressions have been included as search terms
in the literature search described later on. But only papers matching the legacy-defin-
ition outlined above were included in further analysis.

2.2. Conceptual Framework

Mega-events account for various legacies in many different areas. Many researchers
have tried to conceptualize these legacies (for an overview see Preuss, 2015, p. 4) but
no generally accepted academic framework for analyzing legacy exists so far. For this
review, we draw on the framework recently published by Preuss (2018) and already
adopted by the IOC in its new strategic approach on legacy (IOC, 2017, p. 30). There
are two reasons for this. First, this framework presents a new approach for measuring
the legacy of a sport mega-event. It was developed by analyzing the shortcomings,
logics and concepts in legacy literature and expands existing frameworks and know-
ledge (Preuss, 2018). Thus, the framework has a sound scientific background and
should enable researchers to do a comprehensive evaluation of legacy. Second, the
IOC as well as future candidate and host cities will use this framework. As a result,
the framework will not only gain high recognition in legacy research but also in the
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practical management of events (especially Olympic Games) and their legacies. As it
is an important goal of this review to not only broaden academic knowledge but to
also make a practical contribution, using this framework as analytical frame is thus a
logical choice.

Figure 1 shows that the legacy framework starts with the city’s vision, which has to
comply with the Olympic vision. The vision is the focal point of the Olympic Games
planning process. Each activity initiated for the Olympic Games should go along with
the vision. The vision must ensure that the city will not only create structures that
are needed for the Games but also in the aftermath, thus aiming at a positive legacy.
However, as there are always conflicts of interests, a positive legacy for one stake-
holder can be negative for another one. This needs to be considered during the plan-
ning process. The vision must therefore be designed by the host city to ensure
maximum stakeholder benefits. It has to meet the expectations of the (local) society,
the NOC and the national government. Also, the vision’s compliance with the expect-
ations of the Olympic Movement has to be assured.

Once the Olympic Games are awarded to a city, the city, the government, private
investors and the local Organizing Committee start to change the location. A struc-
tural change can include infrastructure, but also intangible structures (such as up-skil-
ling or networking). There are different types of such changes. First of all, there are
those changes in the city that are required to stage the Olympic Games, for instance
building sporting venues, athlete accommodation or transportation networks.
Furthermore, there are changes that are undertaken to maximize the planned legacies
associated with the delivery of the event (leveraging effect). Finally, there are all
changes, which are part of the city development but are not really required to stage
Olympic Games. They often result from the political choice of using the event as an
engine for urban development or to please society by means of extra projects.

Generally, the structural changes occurring due to the Games can be assigned to
six different and not overlapping facets of legacy (Figure 1):

Figure 1. Methods used to study Olympic Games legacy (total number of papers included in ana-
lysis: 322)
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1. Urban development: for instance, new roads, enhanced, public transportation,
new or renovated buildings and hotels, sporting venues or airports, but also dis-
placements and evictions occurring due to construction activities.

2. Environmental enhancement: e.g., wastewater treatment, renewable energies,
water efficiency, eco-friendly buildings and venues, revitalization of destroyed
biotopes, but also negative ‘enhancements’ like destruction of nature.

3. Policy and governance: for example, new policies and governance systems/mecha-
nisms, e.g. improved or diminished human rights, greater or less freedom of
press/speech, ambush marketing legislation.

4. Skills, knowledge and networks such as skills acquired through bidding for and
hosting the event (hard and soft skills), knowledge created or shared (e.g. how to
organize a sports mega-event or how to profit from it in a criminal way), new
networks developed through being part of the event.

5. Intellectual property: for example, intellectual properties leading to innovation or added
or decreased brand value, inventions made for or because of the Olympic Games.

6. Beliefs and behavior like new or changed beliefs regarding the image of a city or
country (both positive and negative); behavioral changes, for instance in terms of
service quality, use of public transportation, sport participation (which could be
influenced in a positive or negative way).

It has to be emphasized that the framework uses a bottom-up logic. This means
that it considers the primary structures created or demolished for/by the event and
classifies these structures as different facets of legacy. This is also why the framework
does not incorporate an ‘economic legacy’ even though economic effects are very
interesting for virtually all hosts and the IOC as well. However, according to the
framework described here, economic costs and benefits do not constitute a legacy but
rather stem from the structural changes that constitute the different legacies of the
Games. These changes in turn affect the host city/region/country and lead to eco-
nomic benefits or costs (among other things).

3. Method

3.1. Literature Review

Literature reviews have a range of purposes. For instance, they can provide an extensive
overview over the current state of research by synthesizing key findings in a field of
study (K€onecke, Primke & Simon, 2016). They can describe, evaluate and critique a
large number of sources, and demonstrate how work in that realm evolved. Literature
reviews are also useful to identify the main methodologies and data collection tools,
which have been used (Hart, 2018). Moreover, literature reviews help to distinguish
‘what has been done from what needs to be done’ (ibid, p. 31), thus they set directions
for future research agendas. Taking this and the above-mentioned conceptual frame-
work as a backdrop, we pose the following research intentions for this review:

1. One aim is to generally outline how legacy research has developed since the first
studies in the field.
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2. Furthermore, the review should specifically show how the different facets of legacy
outlined by Preuss (2018) and IOC (2017) have been analyzed in past research.

3. In line with Hart’s (2018) claim, we finally want to identify methodological
approaches and research designs that have been used to evaluate Olympic legacy
in the past.

The execution of the review is based on some of the methodologic guidelines for
review papers suggested by Weed (1997). Following his suggestions, the review
includes a clearly stated purpose, a detailed description of search methods and inclu-
sion criteria (ibid).

3.2. Selection of Papers

Since there is a rich abundance of literature on the legacy of Olympic Games, it was
decided to limit this review to publications in scientific journals incorporating a peer-
review process as a quality threshold. Before starting the search process, selection cri-
teria were defined that would guarantee the inclusion of all studies relevant to our
research interest. All inclusion criteria and the rationale behind each one are outlined
in Table 1.

To retrieve a baseline sample of potentially relevant literature, we started our
search with two bibliography lists from the Olympic Studies Centre in Lausanne since
the center can be considered one of the world’s primary sources of reference for
Olympic knowledge (IOC, 2016). When reviewing the studies from the lists, each ref-
erence list was scanned for further significant sources. This resulted in a total of
119 sources.

To supplement these initial findings, the Web of Science academic database was
searched, because it is a multidisciplinary database with over 90 million records.
Variants of the following search terms were used: ‘Olympics’ and ‘Olympic Games’
combined with (‘and’) ‘legacy’, ‘legacies’, ‘impact’, ‘leverage’ and ‘leveraging’. As stated
before, the search terms impact and leveraging were added because they refer to
related concepts and are often used interchangeably.

If studies used the term impact, it was checked if the paper dealt with structural
changes related to the Olympic Games (which led to its inclusion). Accordingly, stud-
ies dealing with ‘leveraging’ were analyzed regarding their compatibility with our

Table 1. Inclusion criteria.
Inclusion criteria Rationale

Studies which were published in an academic journal
with a peer review process

To ensure a certain quality of studies

Studies in English language English is the dominant language in legacy research;
ensures accessibility and comparability of results

Studies focusing on the legacy of a specific Olympic
Games edition

The objective of this study is to capture the legacies of
all Olympic Games

Studies focusing on the concept of legacy and
methodological issues

To examine how the field and concept developed and
capture studies that do not relate to a specific
Games edition

Studies focusing on how to measure legacy The objective of this study is to review and analyze the
methods used
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legacy definition. The Web of Science academic database search added 203 papers.
Eleven further papers could not be included in the following analysis because they
were irretrievable. Altogether, the search process yielded 322 publication which met
our inclusion criteria and could be analyzed in detail.

3.3. Analysis

After the collection process, a content analysis was conducted. Upon determination
of the authorship and publication date, a mixture of line-by-line and open coding
was used to identify first relevant aspects of each publication (Charmaz, 2014).
Through this process, the different facets of legacy described in the papers as well as
contextual factors were identified and an initial coding scheme was developed, which
was then discussed and refined by the authors before it was used to fully analyze the
sample. If applicable, the methodology of the study was reviewed.

Finally, a critical narrative synthesis was conducted because this method is appro-
priate to synthesize quantitative and qualitative studies (Goldsmith, Bankhead &
Austoker, 2007). The synthesis aimed at considering those aspects of legacy, which
relate to the facets of the analytical scheme, the measurement of legacy and causality,
i.e. if there is a causal link between the event and the legacies.

4. Results

4.1. Trends by Year and Games Edition

Figure 2 shows the number of publications for each year. As can be seen, the oldest
paper dates back to 1984 and the interest in the topic experienced a surge in 2008
and has been at a comparably high level ever since.

To examine trends by Games edition, the papers were grouped by the Games edi-
tion to which they refer (Table 2). It turned out that the Summer Games in London

Figure 2. Number of articles published per year (total number of papers included in analysis: 322).
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in 2012 were given the greatest attention with 104 papers, followed by Beijing (2008)
with 51. The Winter Games to which most publications referred were those in
Vancouver (2010) with 22 papers followed by Sochi (2014) and Torino (2006) with
12 each. Overall, 69% of the publications examine Summer Games, 18% address the
legacy of Winter Games, which reveals a considerable difference in attention. 16% of
the papers do not refer to any Games edition in particular but deal with the concept
of legacy in a conceptual or general manner.1

4.2. Facets of Legacy

The two facets that have by far been addressed most frequently are beliefs and behav-
ior (36%) and urban development (36%). As Table 2 indicates, both have been looked
into for almost every Games edition since 1908. Policy and governance (11%), skills,
knowledge and networks (11%), environment enhancement (10%) as well as intellec-
tual property (5%) have been scrutinized far less often.2 8% of the publications could
not be assigned to one of the six facets. Since the framework is based on a bottom-up
approach, this is especially true of studies that measure event outcomes in a top-
down manner (e.g., general economic or employment effects) because it is unclear
which facet(s) they refer to.

In a next step, we will analyze the different facets of legacy in more detail.

4.2.1. Beliefs and Behavior
The facet of beliefs and behavior has been studied most often by researchers. Studies
that deal with legacies regarding beliefs mostly investigate if or how the image of the
city or nation changed after hosting the Olympic Games. 42% of these studies report
a positive impact on the image either nationally and/or internationally. The improved
image is supposed to enable cities and countries to attract more tourists in the after-
math (Li & McCabe, 2013). Another 50% of the studies found no impact on the
image, whereas 8% showed that the image of the city or nation deteriorated.

Other studies in this facet investigate the perceptions of host or non-host residents
towards Games’ legacies. 33% of the studies reveal that positive perceptions are out-
weighing the negative ones and another 33% show that respondents perceived legacies
rather negatively than positively. For the remaining 33% results were mixed, i.e. per-
ceptions of positive and negative legacy-effects are balanced. However, it must be
added that the data collection for these studies was usually conducted shortly after
the event. But since the legacy-definition does not specify an exact period after which
a structural change becomes a legacy, this aspect did not constitute an exclu-
sion criterion.

Studies focusing on behavioral changes usually analyze if Olympic Games account
for a legacy of increased physical activity. We found 24 studies dealing with a legacy
of increased physical activity just for the Games in London, i.e. 52% of the studies in
this facet. Generally, the Games are often considered an effective means to increase
physical activity. Weed et al. (2015) conducted a systematic review on this issue. The
review concludes, however, that there is no empirical evidence for an enhanced phys-
ical activity due to hosting the Olympic Games. Also, many studies are struggling
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with data quality. Most of these studies conducted a secondary analysis of quantitative
data, which leads to validity and reliability problems (Henry, 2016; Veal, Toohey, &
Frawley, 2012) since data were not specifically designated for the task of assessing
increased physical activity. Additionally, these studies are cross sectional rather than
longitudinal. Examples are the Active People Survey and the Taking Part Survey for
the London Games (Carmichael, Grix, & Marqu�es, 2013) or the National Physical
Activity Survey and the Exercise, Recreation and Sport Survey for the Sydney Games
(Veal et al., 2012). Thus, it is not possible to trace changes in individual patterns.

Other studies in this field claim that people became more welcoming and more
open to foreign visitors due to the Olympic Games (Singh & Zhou, 2016, Xing &
Chalip, 2012). However, empirical evidence for this assertion is missing.

4.2.2. Urban Development
Urban development has been the second most addressed facet in the studies. As can
be seen in Table 2, it was considered for all but two Olympic Games since 1908.
Studies analyzing urban development mostly deal with transport legacies as well as
sporting venues built for the Olympic Games. Regarding transport legacies, Kassens-
Noor (2012) mentions six categories for the Games between 1992 and 2012 and
argues that transport legacies are similar for all host cities. Her categories are: 1) air-
port improvement, 2) new and revitalized parks, 3) new high-capacity transport
modes, 4) additional road capacity, 5) advanced intelligent transport systems, and 6)
new or improved airport-city-center connection (ibid, p. 394). The results of this
review confirm these categories for many other Games editions. However, Gratton
and Preuss (2008) point out that legacies are city-specific. Especially regarding early
Olympic Games some of Kassens-Noor’s categories cannot be found due to the
smaller size of the Games.

Generally, the change in urban development has tended to increase over time as
the Olympic Games have grown in size. This development often caused problems for
the cities since the potential for lasting vast urban changes had not been sufficiently
considered in advance. Furthermore, capacities of roads or public transportation are
at times gauged to handle crowds during the Games but do not meet the require-
ments of the host city residents afterwards.

Besides these transport legacies, new sporting infrastructure as well as new housing
facilities are detected as main legacies in this facet. However, both fields are discussed
controversially. In terms of housing, for instance, legacies were mainly created by
transforming Olympic Villages to urban districts. Yet, construction works for
Olympic Games also incurred resettlements and loss of housing (e.g. deLisle, 2009;
Wang, Bao, & Lin, 2015).

During the history of the contemporary Olympic Games, no city could host the
event without building new sporting venues. However, for most of the host cities,
starting with the Melbourne Games in 1956, problems concerning the use of the ven-
ues after the Olympic Games were found (Essex & Chalkley, 1998). Our analysis
identified six cities to which a rather negative sporting legacy was attributed, i.e. ven-
ues built for the Games remained empty or underused after the Games (Sochi 2014,
Torino 2006, Nagano 1998, Sarajevo 1984 (venues also destroyed by the war),
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Grenoble 1968, Melbourne 1956) (e.g. Azzali, 2016; Nakamura & Suzuki, 2017). For
other hosts controversial information exists (Beijing 2008, Montreal 1976) or prob-
lems with the sporting legacy (venues were underused at first but became popular
over time) were reported (Athens 2004, Sydney 2000) (e.g. Kasimati, 2015; Searle,
2012). However, empirical data to support these evaluations are missing as well as
methods to measure if a venue’s post-Games use is successful or not.

4.2.3. Policy and Governance
Legacies that belong to the facet of policy and governance have played a minor role
in research until today. The analysis reveals that such legacies are mainly city-specific.
Nevertheless, some parallels exist. Most of the studies in this facet deal with the
London 2012 Olympic Games; more precisely with policies aimed at increasing sport
participation in the UK. For Beijing 2008, national policies on the management of
sport have been adjusted (Jinxia & Mangan, 2008). Policies that are not sport-related
belong to areas like security (e.g., Molnar, 2015; Rekow, 2016), environment (e.g.,
M€uller, 2015) or food (e.g., Daothong & Stubbs, 2014; Gratton, Preuss, & Liu, 2015).
Some examples here are the implementation of the ‘Games Security Plan’ for Rio
2016, the implementation of new emission standards in Beijing or the sustainable
food policies of the London Games, which have been adopted by other events.

For some policies, lasting positive results are described, such as the homeless
protocol established for the Sydney Olympic Games that provides long-term legal
protection for homeless people (Minnaert, 2012). There are, however, policies that
entail negative consequences like legislation for environmental protection that was
relaxed for the Sochi Games, resulting in a negative environmental legacy (M€uller,
2015). But in most cases the actual consequences of this facet of legacy remain
unclear because only the establishment of a policy is mentioned without discussing
the resulting effects.

4.2.4. Skills, Knowledge and Networks
This facet comprises legacies in terms of new partnerships and networks, both on a
national (London 2012, Vancouver 2010, Athens 2004, Torino 2006, (e.g., Gilmore,
2014; Sant, Mason, & Hinch, 2014; Panagiotopoulou, 2014)) and international level
(Beijing 2008, Seoul 1988 (Cho & Bairner, 2012; Singh & Zhou, 2016)). Furthermore,
cities and people can benefit from new skills (e.g., English-language skills or profes-
sional skills) as well as shared knowledge and productivity (London 2012, Sydney
2000, Nagano, 1998).

The legacy of the expertise to bid for and host future (mega-)events is reported for
only two Olympic Games editions (Beijing 2008 and Torino 2006 (Giulianotti, 2015;
Ferrari & Guala, 2015)). It can be expected that other Host Cities benefitted from
this experience, but no corresponding studies were found.

Regarding volunteering and its legacy, the studies included in this review provide
mixed results. For Beijing 2008 as well as for Athens 2004 a volunteering legacy, i.e.
people are more willing to volunteer after the Games, is reported but not measured
(Luo & Huang, 2013; Panagiotopoulou, 2014). For Sydney, results are mixed (Fairley,
Gardiner, & Filo, 2016) whereas for two other Games editions (2012 and 2010) a
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volunteering legacy was denied (Benson, Dickson, Terwiel & Blackman, 2014;
Koutrou, Pappous, & Johnson, 2016).

In terms of education, two countries (Greece and Russia) have started to imple-
ment new study courses (Azzali, 2016; Georgiadis & Theodorikakos, 2015). However,
there is no information on how these courses have evolved and how successful
they are.

4.2.5. Environment Enhancement
Legacies in the facet of environment enhancement have gained some importance in
the academic field since the Beijing Olympic Games (see Table 2). Beforehand, this
facet has only been looked into very scarcely. For Beijing various measures have been
taken to improve the air quality in the city. However, these measures only led to
short-term improvements (e.g. Chen, Jin, Kumar, & Shi, 2013; Zhang, Zhong, & Yi,
2016). Measures to create environmental legacies that are reported for several Games
editions consist of building and installing wastewater treatment facilities (London
2012, Beijing 2008, and Tokyo 1964) (e.g. Zhao, Ching, He & Chan, 2016) and sew-
age systems (Athens 2004, Barcelona 1992) (e.g., Essex & Chalkley, 1998; Georgiadis
& Theodorikakos, 2015). Further important legacies occurred through the regener-
ation and restoration of waterways and water systems (London 2012, Beijing 2008,
Sydney 2000, Seoul 1988, Tokyo 1964) (e.g., Nicholls, 2014; Searle, 2012; Tagsold,
2010). Cities also undertook measures to develop and improve the water supply sys-
tem (Tokyo 1964, Rome 1960) (e.g., Chalkley & Essex, 1999) or reduce water con-
sumption (London 2012, Vancouver 2010) (e.g., Daothong & Stubbs, 2014). Other
cities were able to reduce greenhouse gas emission through the renewing of their bus
fleet (Rio de Janeiro 2016, Beijing 2008) (e.g., Lindau, Petzhold, Tavares & Facchini,
2016). Furthermore, cities built energy efficient and eco-friendly buildings and venues
to reduce carbon emissions (Beijing 2008, Vancouver 2010, Sydney 2000,
Lillehammer 1994) (e.g., Essex & Chalkley, 2004; Zhao et al., 2016). However, the
consequences of these measures are often limited since they were installed for only
one suburb, the Olympic Village or some venues (Searle, 2012). Additionally, empir-
ical evidence for the consequences, hence the actual effects of the structures that have
been created, is lacking.

For two Games editions, environmental damage caused by construction works for
the Olympic Games is reported (Rio de Janeiro 2016 and Sochi 2014) (Kassens-Noor,
Gaffney, Messina, & Phillips, 2016; M€uller, 2015).

4.2.6. Intellectual Property
Legacies in the field of intellectual property are only addressed by few studies. There
are two reason for this. First and foremost, legacies in the facet of intellectual prop-
erty are not as easily recognizable as most other legacies (e.g., stadia). Second, every
Games edition in recent years was required to create legacies in terms of urban devel-
opment to meet the IOC standards, whereas the development of intellectual property
was frequently not a major aspect in the bidding process.

Some of the legacies described in the reviewed literature concern sport-related
intellectual property developed for the Olympic Games and the sporting industry. An
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example is the sponsorship model developed by the organizing committee of the
1984-Games in Los Angeles which was essentially used by every Olympic organizing
committee afterwards (Wenn, 2015). The majority of studies, however, deals with leg-
acies of intellectual property related to other industries. An example is the new ISO
20121 standard developed by London 2012 to ensure and improve sustainability of
the event as well as event related activities (Daothong & Stubbs, 2014).

Also, legacies of intellectual property are usually only mentioned briefly in the
studies (sometimes just in once sentence) and play a minor role. Kidd (2013), for
instance, describes that for Barcelona 1992 the judges’ chairs in swimming, table ten-
nis, tennis and badminton as well as equipment stands and carts in other sports were
reconfigured by designers. He further mentions that these designs have become inter-
national standard but does not provide any more details.

4.3. Methods Used to Study Olympic Games’ Legacy

Of the studies in our sample, 38% are of theoretical nature, 62% empirical. As can be
seen in Figure 3, a total of 6% of the papers looked at legacy conceptually by trying
to develop new approaches for measuring or contextualizing the concept. The
remainder of the theoretical contributions (32% of the total sample) is narrative in
nature. All other publications are empirical works (177 in total). Most of these use
secondary data to assess Olympic legacies (18%). Studies which are based on primary
data mostly employ a qualitative approach (15%), primarily by using different types
of interviews. Another major part of the empirical studies is based on surveys (13%).

In a next step, we examined (if applicable) how many of the empirical studies use
a top-down and how many a bottom-up approach for measuring legacy. The analysis
shows that 56% of empirical studies are bottom-up and 44% top-down, i.e. 74 and 58
papers3, respectively.

Figure 3. Legacy analytical scheme (IOC, 2017, p. 30).
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We further analyzed the time spam considered by researchers in legacy studies.
For this, we looked at the time of data collection for studies working with primary
data (n¼ 104). If the data collection was carried out over a period of several months,
we used the average value in our calculation.4 On average, the data collection started
16.14 months prior to the Games (SD¼ 19.52 months, with a range from 0 to 72
months). This average was calculated for studies that only collected data before the
Games and studies making comparisons of values collected before and after the event.
For the latter, only pre-event data collection was considered for this part of the calcu-
lation. The average time of post-Games data collection was 26.77 months after the
event (SD¼ 41.54 months, with a range from 0 (directly after the Games) to 210
months). This value was calculated for studies that exclusively used data collected
after the Olympics as well as for studies comparing pre- and post-Games figures. For
the latter, only data collected after the event were considered. If we take a closer
look, it shows that there are very few studies measuring legacy more than five years
after the event (9 studies) while the majority of studies measures legacy rather shortly
afterwards (i.e. one year or less) (31 studies).

5. Discussion

The legacy of Olympic Games has gained considerable attention as a topic for both,
researchers and practitioners. This is why the aim of this review was to provide an
overview over papers on the topic that have been published in peer-reviewed journals.
The results can be summed up as follows:

First, the review showed that publications on the legacy of Olympic Games have
considerably increased as of 2008, which is in line with the observation that the topic
has gained considerable importance over the last years. Furthermore, it became clear
that researchers focus stronger on Summer Games. A possible explanation is that the
Summer Games are larger than the Winter editions, which is why they generally
receive more recognition. However, Winter Games also account for many different
legacies. Yet, when considering only tangible legacies, the analysis showed that the
legacy of winter sport venues is often more problematic than for summer sports
facilities. Venues required for Winter Games, e.g. ski jumps or bobsleigh runs, are
very specific and only used by very few athletes practicing these sports. These venues
often remain ‘white elephants’ after the event and are considered a negative conse-
quence of the Games. Bearing in mind that almost all of the failed public referenda
were connected to Winter Games (K€onecke & de Nooij, 2017), it can be assumed
that the perception of their legacy is rather problematic. Consequently, more studies
evaluating the legacies of Olympic Winter Games seem to be called for.

Second, the facets of beliefs and behavior as well as urban development received
high attention whereas other facets remained relatively under-researched. There are
two reasons for this. The first reason is that cities interested in hosting the event
promise positive legacies for their residents in order to justify high expenses. These
legacies often are urban development, improved international image and recognition
or increased physical activity. For the London Olympic Games, for instance, one of
the five legacy targets was to introduce an additional one million people into regular
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sport participation. Consequently, research was aimed at checking if these promises
were fulfilled or not. The second reason is that structural changes in terms of urban
development are tangible and thus easier to detect and to describe than intangible
legacies. Consequently, future studies should also take other facets into account.

Third, most studies fail to really measure legacy and there is limited empirical evi-
dence for legacies (Li & McCabe, 2013). Dickson et al. (2011) also noted that there is
a dominance of commentary sources ‘compared with the paucity of substantive
empirical research in respect of pre, during and, in particular, post-event research’ (p.
292). A large proportion of the papers included in this review is of theoretical nature,
which is problematic since they only describe legacies but do not measure them and
are consequently susceptible to being biased. Moreover, the real value of the legacies
frequently remains uncertain since studies only describe what hast been built/achieved
by the Olympic Games but do not evaluate the subsequent use/utility/outcome of it.
Consequently, future research should yield more sound empirical studies (also see the
next paragraph).

Fourth, when considering the existing empirical papers, significant weaknesses
became obvious. Studies trying to measure legacies (especially intangible legacies) in
an objective, reliable and valid manner are lacking. Most of the empirical publications
employed qualitative interviews with comparably few data sets, which might not have
been representative. Quantitative studies often had low response rates and used small
sample sizes. Consequently, these samples might also not have been representative of
the respective population. But reliable empirical data is of central importance in leg-
acy-research. Regarding the evaluation of sporting venues, for instance, our review
revealed inconsistencies. For some venues, frequency of use remains unclear, which is
also true of their general value for the society. Therefore, we propose the develop-
ment and use of objective indicators that can reflect and operationalize structural
changes and their outcomes. For measuring and evaluating infrastructural legacies,
some indicators could be established (e.g., Kassens-Noor, 2015). So far, such indica-
tors have not been used in empirical studies and therefore, their informational value
is still uncertain. Thus, empirical studies should aim at assessing existing indicators.

Fifth, our review revealed that the time frame of legacy studies is often problem-
atic. Data collection for empirical studies was mostly conducted shortly after the
Games, at a time when it cannot be previewed which legacies will prevail for how
long. Especially, studies aiming at measuring the effects of Olympic Games on a
nation’s image employ data collected shortly before and/or after the event. However,
such a time frame does not allow for assessing a nation branding legacy. We further
showed that on average data collection for empirical studies started 16 months prior
to the Games. However, measuring event legacy requires a baseline assessment to
evaluate the changes. To measure sport participation, for instance, participation fig-
ures are necessary for the time before or when the city announces its bid. An accurate
measurement cannot start during the bidding phase or shortly before the event.
Consequently, we want to stress the need for more long-term studies comprising
sound benchmarks.

Sixth, we showed that 56% of the studies used a bottom-up approach and 44% a
top-down approach to measure legacy. Top-down approaches often use macro-data
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like, for instance, the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and tourism statistics (e.g.,
Demir, Eli€oz, Cebi & Yamak, 2015), national exports (e.g., Rose & Spiegel, 2011),
house prices (e.g., Kontokosta, 2012) or employment data (Feddersen & Maennig,
2013). But some researchers argue that such macro-data are inappropriate to evaluate
the legacy of an event because they are collected for far more general purposes
(Weed, Coren, & Fiore, 2009). They claim that it is not possible to isolate the effect
of an event in such data, which is why a top-down approach would not be appropri-
ate (Preuss, 2015). As can be seen from out data, 56% of the studies used a bottom-
up approach to measure legacy, which means that primary data was collected specific-
ally to measure the legacy of Olympic Games. Depending on the methodology, this
approach also is prone to mistakes, for example, if longer time periods are looked
into. Then it can be hard to rely on survey data as the respondents may not be able
to give precise answers due to the long time span. Generally, both approaches have
their place and their advocates and either way a sound methodology is called for.
And specifically in long-term projects, combinations of both approaches should yield
especially robust results.

6. Conclusion and Limitations

The purpose of this paper was to review and describe the body of literature related to
Olympic legacy and provide directions for future research. The results showed that
legacy research has gained considerable interest among researchers in recent years.
Although many studies try to measure the legacy of Olympic Games, empirical evi-
dence is often missing and there still is room for improvement. These results along-
side current developments like the new bidding process for the 2026 Olympic Winter
Games highlight the need for more comprehensive assessments of legacy in all its fac-
ets and during the whole event lifecycle.

For this review, extensive attempts were made to identify a variety of studies deal-
ing with the legacies of Olympic Games and methodological issues. However, our
study has not included all scientific literature on the legacy of Olympic Games.
Books, for instance, were not considered at all. It can also be assumed that the use of
other databases would have yielded further works. Another limitation refers to the
language of the studies. Only sources published in English were included in this
review since English is the most common language in the scientific world. Yet, we
are confident that our search strategy yielded most of the relevant literature.

Summing things up, this paper is – to our knowledge – the first review of such an
extensive sample combining quantitative and qualitative analysis in order to offer new
insights into peer-reviewed scientific journal papers on Olympic legacy. The review fur-
ther provides a wide-ranging overview of legacy with all its facets. The findings can
help researchers to better understand dominant themes and make further progress in
this field and should assist practitioners involved in Olympic bidding processes and
Games to better understand the legacies they are creating with their endeavors.
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Notes

1. Total is greater than 100% due to some studies targeting Summer and Winter Games.
2. Total greater than 100% due to some papers dealing with multiple facets.
3. Total smaller than number of empirical papers since not every empirical publications

aims at measuring legacy.
4. Example: If data collection started 12 months prior to the event and lasted 6 months, it

was included as 9 months prior to the event.

Notes on contributors

Anja Scheu is a Ph.D. student and a research assistant at Johannes Gutenberg University
Mainz, Germany. Her primary research interests are related to the socio economic impacts
from mega sport events as well as the connection between mega sport-events and society.

Holger Preuß is a Professor of Sport Economics and Sport Sociology, Johannes Gutenberg University
Mainz, Germany. He also holds professorial appointments inMolde, Norway andOttawa, Canada. He is
a founding partner of MESGO (Master of European Sport Governance) and has worked with and for
many national and internation al sport federations. His research expertise is focused on the governance
and organization ofmega sport events as well as to their economic and social impacts.

Thomas K€onecke is an assistant professor for sport management at KU Leuven, Belgium.
Apart from sports and events, his research interests cover a broad range of topics from man-
agement, the social sciences, and economics.

ORCID

Anja Scheu http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0614-8332

References

ABC (1997). A Legacy for Olympism. Athens: 2004 Olympic Bid Committee.
ACOG (1997). The Official Report of the Centennial Olympic Games. Atlanta Committee for

the Olympic Games: Peachtree Publishers, 23. Available at: www.la84foundation.org/6oic/
OfficialReports/1996/1996v1.pdf

Andranovich, G., & Burbank, M. J. (2011). Contextualizing Olympic legacies. Urban
Geography, 32(6), 823–844. doi:10.2747/0272-3638.32.6.823

Azzali, S. (2016). The legacies of Sochi 2014 Winter Olympics: An evaluation of the Adler
Olympic Park. Urban Research & Practice, 3(81), 1–21.

Benson, A. M., Dickson, T. J., Terwiel, F. A., & Blackman, D. A. (2014). Training of
Vancouver 2010 volunteers: A legacy opportunity? Contemporary Social Science, 9(2),
210–226. doi:10.1080/21582041.2013.838296

Carmichael, F., Grix, J., & Marqu�es, D. P. (2013). The Olympic legacy and participation in
sport: An interim assessment of Sport England’s Active People Survey for sports studies
research. International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 5(2), 229–244. doi:10.1080/
19406940.2012.656675

Chalip, L. (2004). Beyond impact: A general model for sport event leverage. In B. W. Ritchie
& D. Adair (Eds.), Sport tourism: Interrelationships, impacts and issues (pp. 226–252).
Clevedon: Channel View Publications.

Chalkley, B., & Essex, S. (1999). Urban development through hosting international events: A
history of the Olympic Games. Planning Perspectives, 14(4), 369–394. doi:10.1080/
026654399364184

JOURNAL OF GLOBAL SPORT MANAGEMENT 229

http://www.la84foundation.org/6oic/OfficialReports/1996/1996v1.pdf
http://www.la84foundation.org/6oic/OfficialReports/1996/1996v1.pdf
https://doi.org/10.2747/0272-3638.32.6.823
https://doi.org/10.1080/21582041.2013.838296
https://doi.org/10.1080/19406940.2012.656675
https://doi.org/10.1080/19406940.2012.656675
https://doi.org/10.1080/026654399364184
https://doi.org/10.1080/026654399364184


Chappelet, J. L. (2012). Mega sporting event legacies: A multifaceted concept. Papeles de
Europa, 25, 76–86.

Charmaz, K. (2014). Constructing grounded theory (2nd Edition). Introducing qualitative meth-
ods. Los Angeles: Sage.

Chen, Y., Jin, G. Z., Kumar, N., & Shi, G. (2013). The promise of Beijing: Evaluating the
impact of the 2008 Olympic Games on air quality. Journal of Environmental Economics and
Management, 66(3), 424–443. doi:10.1016/j.jeem.2013.06.005

Cho, J.-H., & Bairner, A. (2012). The sociocultural legacy of the 1988 Seoul Olympic Games.
Leisure Studies, 31(3), 271–289. doi:10.1080/02614367.2011.636178

Coakley, J., & Souza, D. L. (2013). Sport mega-events: Can legacies and development be equit-
able and sustainable? Motriz: Revista De Educaç~ao F�ısica, 19(3), 580–589. doi:10.1590/S1980-
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