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Abstract

After the end of the 2002 Olympic Winter Games, the city of Salt Lake faces the difficult challenge to keep its status as a
world city, an attractive destination for tourists and an active, promising place for the locals. Salt Lake has received
international acclaim for the ability to stage a very successful edition of the Games. This success has particular merit
considering the difficult political circumstances leading to and surrounding the Olympic period. However, such a valuable
achievement is no guarantee of a provision of legacies beneficial for the host citizens and regional neighbours in the long-
term. This paper argues that a way to ensure the sustainability of hosting major sporting events is to ground them on
cultural elements that are representative and distinctive of the host community. The argument is based on the research
undertaken by Garcia (2001) to support the claim that the marketing of sports events can be maximised through cultural
and arts extensions. The paper is also a complement to claims by Hall (2002 in press) that the success of great sports
events should not be measured solely in economic terms but also considering its social impacts at length. The Olympic
Games are seen as an event with great potential for social and cultural legacies thanks to its being rooted on an
idiosyncratic tradition of symbols and rituals. Nevertheless, this symbology has been often transferred from one host-city
to the next without major attention being paid to the particular character of the place, or by constraining any sense of
locality into token gestures. A commitment towards framing sporting excellence and Olympic symbols within cultural
expressions that are truly owned by the locals would provide better grounds for the long-term sustainability of the
experience. Furthermore, it would allow for a stronger sense that hosting the event benefited not only private corporations
and public investors but also the local communities at large.
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Introduction

Salt Lake City has received international acclaim for the ability to stage a very successful edition of the
Olympic Winter Games in year 2002. This success has particular merit considering the difficult political
circumstances leading to and surrounding the Olympic period, in particular, the high security alert established
throughout the US after September 11th. To their credit, the Winter Games organisers were able to gather an
unprecedented contingent of security forces without affecting the festive atmosphere of the Games.
Furthermore, the emphasis put in securing the transparency and accountability of the event management
assisted eliminating the dark traces left by the major scandals subsequent to their winning the bid that resulted
in an unprecedented ‘Olympic crisis’ between 1998 and 1999.

However, such a valuable achievement is no guarantee of a provision of legacies beneficial for the host
citizens and regional neighbours in the long-term. After the end of the Games, the city of Salt Lake faces the
difficult challenge to maintain its status as a world city, an attractive destination for tourists and an active,
promising place for the local inhabitants. Regardless of claims by the local authorities that the level of activity
surrounding the sporting competitions - from street entertainment to shopping facilities - surpassed any prior
festival initiative in the Utah capital and the State at large, an important question arises: will Salt Lake city be
able to sustain the hype? Were the two Olympic weeks in February representative of the existing and potential
ways of life in the area? Did the experience bring any lesson worth sustaining? And in case it was worth, has
any mechanism been established to secure its sustainability?

Purpose and background

This paper argues that a way of ensuring the sustainability of hosting major sporting events is to ground them
on cultural elements that are representative and distinctive of the host community. The argument is based on
the research undertaken by García (2001) to support the claim that the marketing of sports events can be
maximised through cultural and arts extensions.

From a marketing perspective, understanding sports events as moments of symbolic significance that are affected by
cultural contexts and values, opens new doors for event promotions. More specifically, it suggests that the appreciation of
sports events can be enhanced through the implementation of activities that can increase social interaction, personal
identification or subjective valuations.  […] Arts and cultural programs can adopt such a role and be a key enhancer of the
sports event experience.  Subsequently, it is argued that arts and culture can play a relevant part in the event marketing
strategy. Under this premise, this paper has the purpose to assist sport marketers to identify which elements should be
sustained, modified or eliminated to maximise the benefits that cultural programming can bring within sports promotions
(García 2001: 194).

The paper is also a complement to claims by Hall (2002 in press) that the success of great sports events
should not be measured solely in economic terms but also considering its social impacts at length.

One of the primary justification for the redevelopment of inner city areas for sports and events is the perceived economic
benefits of tourism (for example Hall, 1992; Law 1993; Page, 1995). For example, in Australia the 1986/87 America’s Cup
Defence was used to develop Fremantle, a Commonwealth Games bid from Victoria was used as a justification for the
further redevelopment of the Melbourne Docklands, while Sydney is utilising the 2000 Olympic Games to the same effect
(Hall, 1998a). However, such redevelopments are not without their social and economic costs (Olds, 1998). As Essex and
Chalkley (1998, p. 195) cautioned with respect to the Atlanta Olympics experience, ‘As a result of the traffic congestion,
administrative problems, security breaches and over-commercialization, Atlanta did not receive the kind of media attention
it would ideally have liked. Its experience highlights the dangers as well as the benefits of being under the international
Olympic spotlight’ (Hall 2002: in press).
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A common problem in the existing literature, including a high percentage of the evaluation reports following the
staging of major sporting events such as the Olympic Games, is the emphasis put on measuring short to
medium-term economic impacts (see McKay & Plumb 2001; PriceWaterhouse Coopers 2002). This suggests
that there may be a shortage of social and cultural assessment of major events. Indeed, the challenge here is
the intangible nature of purely social and cultural impacts and the consequent difficulty to provide quantitative
measurements on their evolution and sustainability. However, any attempt to understand the true legacies of
staging an event of the size and complexity of the Olympics must consider these implicit or intangible aspects.
This is because, beyond the financial gain of investors and other key stakeholders, and beyond the notions of
success celebrated by the media, one of the most relevant proofs of the event’s ability to leave meaningful
legacies is its effect on the psyche of the host population (see Cashman 1999; Klausen 1999). As Cashman
argues,

Implicit in the bid to win the right to stage the Games are many untested and even vague statements about how the
staging of the Games may bring long-term benefit to a city and a country. Given that the local community invests so much
in the Games, it is important that the wider benefits of legacy should be canvassed and articulated. Too often costs and
benefits narrowly focus solely on economics. However, legacy involves casting the gaze wider to poetry and arts,
architecture, the environment, information and many other non-tangible factors (Cashman 1999: 192).

The Olympic Games offer a particularly relevant ground for exploring the broad social and cultural legacies of
hosting an event. It is commonly argued that the event stands out as a unique experience for participants,
spectators, organisers and hosts at large. This cannot be explained merely on the basis of the excellence of
the sporting competitions, but more importantly because of its being rooted in an idiosyncratic tradition of
symbols and rituals under the auspices of the Olympic Movement. The Torch Relay, Opening and Closing
ceremonies are used a catalyst to portray the host city and/or nation, and to celebrate – or stage - fundamental
Olympic principles such as peace, youth and world understanding (see MacAloon 1984 & 1996; Moragas
1992). Furthermore, the strong values associated with the Olympic flag, the anthem and other pageantry
elements make it impossible to confuse the Olympics with any other event and add to it a very potent
emotional dimension that has been able to survive more than a century.

Proof of the significance of these distinctive symbols and rituals is found in the growing trend towards
incorporating similar elements within other major sporting events. The Commonwealth Games are preceded
by a ‘Baton Relay’ and framed by an Opening and Closing ceremony incorporating parades, oaths, hymns and
the arrival of the Baton in an almost identical fashion to the Olympics. Also, notably, the Football World Cup is
paying progressively more attention to its ceremonial aspects as it was spectacularly demonstrated by Japan
and Korea in the Cup’s latest edition. A similar trend is to be found in smaller scale sports events such as the
European Championships.

However, despite the visibility and recognised impacts of the Olympic symbology on host communities and
event viewers, a common limitation in terms of sustained legacy is that it has often been transferred from one
host-city to the next without major attention being paid to the particular character of the place. Even when the
intention has been to portray the host values, it can be argued that often these portrays have constrained any
sense of locality into token gestures (García & Miah 2000; Tomlinson 1996). This is partly because key
elements such as Opening and Closing ceremonies have become gigantic – and highly lucrative - television
shows and, accordingly, they have undergone an adaptation into increasingly demanding media requirements
(MacAloon 1996; Moragas, Larson & Rivenburgh 1995). This has resulted in tight time schedules and the
need to simplify messages to accommodate the needs of international broadcasters.

In this context, an area offering further opportunities for securing social legacies is that of cultural and
educational programming. The tradition of a Cultural Olympiad lasting four years in the lead up to each Games
edition and the development of Olympic Education programmes taking place throughout the host country
offers a greater flexibility of action than other Olympic rituals. The staging of Olympic-related activities over
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longer periods of time and over wider geographical locations allow for the inclusion of a diversity of activities
and initiatives that have the potential to secure a stronger sense of ownership among the host population.

This papers uses the Sydney 2000 Summer Olympic Games as a case study to offer evidence of the many
potentials for long-term legacies through cultural programming in the lead up and alongside a major sporting
event.

Case study

Following the tradition started in Barcelona’92, the organisers of the Sydney Games produced a four-year
cultural programme or Cultural Olympiad linking the end of the Atlanta Games with the start of the sporting
competitions in year 2000. Sydney’s Cultural Olympiad took the form of four different Olympic Arts Festivals
and its mission statement has been described as follows,

Among the primary objectives of the Sydney 2000 Olympic Arts Festival was to give expression to Australia’s place in the
world as it approached the 21st century. It sought to define who Australians are and to showcase the physical qualities of
the Australian environment and its profound influence on our culture and the arts. It presented Australia’s artistic and
cultural achievements in a program that highlighted their excellence and uniqueness; celebrated Australia’s indigenous
heritage and contemporary Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture, as well as Australia’s modern-day multicultural
diversity. The Sydney 2000 Games thus supported the vision of Baron Pierre de Coubertin, who saw the Olympic Games
as a true celebration of both sport and culture (SOCOG & OCA 2002: 1).

Further to the above, the promotional brochures distributed in the lead-up and during Games time emphasised
that the Arts Festivals were to “demonstrate the best of the arts in Australia and the Oceanic region to
ourselves and the rest of the world and to leave a legacy of awareness of the wealth of talent we possess”
(SOCOG 1997- 2000, emphasis added). Table 1 summarises the main features of each Olympic Arts Festival.

Table 1: Main features of the Sydney Olympic Arts Festivals (1997-2000)
Year, name, length

& location
Theme / mission Objectives Programme

1997

The Festival of the
Dreaming,

September to
October (Sydney)

Celebration of the
world’s indigenous
cultures, especially
those of Australian
Aborigines and Torres
Strait Islanders

General: expand a greater
awareness and appreciation of
Australian indigenous heritage.

Specific: ensure indigenous
authorship and control of the work
presented

30 exhibitions, 14 dance and theatre
productions, 8 performance troupes, 50
films, 1 literature program, 3 concerts and
special commissions involving overseas
indigenous artists. Every state and territory
of Australia was represented.

1998

A Sea Change,

June to October
(every Australian
State and Territory)

A ‘snapshot’ of
Australia’s diverse
migrant cultures.

An exploration of the
country cultural
“transformations”

- General: create a time-capsule of
Australian culture in the end of the
Millennium for generations to come

- Help people across the nation
learn more about the arts in their
country and demonstrate the
importance of its geographic and
cultural diversity

92 presenting companies and 122 dance,
theatre, visual arts, literary, music and
education events.

Highlights: lighthouse and harbour concerts;
touring exhibition  “Sculpture by the Sea”.
Publication: “Anthology of Australian writing
and photography”

1999

Reaching the
World,

November 1998 to
January 2000
(5 continents)

Events by Australian
companies and artists
touring to countries in
each of the five regions
represented by the
Olympic symbol

General: bring Australian arts and
culture to the international stages;

Specific: establish collaborations
with foreign governments and arts
organisations

70 events travelling to 50 countries and 150
cities or towns throughout the 5 continents,
including dance, music, theatre, visual arts,
literature, films, architecture and design.

Publication: “Australia on Show” guide to
Australian Art Broadcasting



B García (2003) Securing Sustainable Legacies Through Cultural Programming In Sporting Events

5

2000

Olympic Arts
Festival,

August to October
(Sydney)

Culmination of the
Olympiad, ‘a festival on
a scale to match the
grandeur of the
Games’

General: define the finest elements
of Australian culture; present
works on grand scale, unlikely to
be seen again in a lifetime;
establish artistic legacies

75 day-event focused in the Sydney Harbour
and Opera House: opera, theatre, dance
and classical concerts;

30 visual arts exhibitions in key galleries and
museums

Source: García 2001: 202

An important difference between the Arts Festivals and other popular Olympic activities such as the festivities
surrounding the Torch Relay and the free street entertainment provided at Games time – ‘LiveSites’ – was the
expressed attempt to support and showcase work that was representative of the many different cultural groups
in Australia. This was the main priority of the festivals in 1997 and 1998, which resulted in “the first
contemporary indigenous festival of its size and kind in Australia” (SOCOG & OCA 2001: 2) during the first
year. During the second year, it entailed in an ambitious programme of multicultural arts engaging with the
many and diverse ethnic communities throughout the country.

Considering their geographical and time span, it can be claimed that the Arts Festivals, in combination with the
Olympic Education programme, were the most outreaching component of the Sydney Games.  Furthermore,
while the education programme focused on developing activities within schools, mainly targeting 5 to 14 year-
olds, the arts programme worked with all age groups; emphasised diversity and social inclusion, and searched
a balance between grassroots activity and world-class standards in attempt to both secure accessibility and
excellence.

In an early assessment report, Keys Young (1996) suggests that the programme format provided extensive
grounds for social and cultural legacy. Regardless of its economic potentials – an area poorly explored and
traditionally disregarded (see García 2000) - an apparent strength was the opportunity to touch and directly
involve Australians beyond the Olympic host-city, with the added benefit of addressing their cultural
particularities. As such, ‘The Festival of the Dreaming’ was to allow Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
groups to design and produce a large-scale arts event on their own terms and to perform in mainstream
cultural venues such as the Opera House for the first time in Australia. In the words of an Australian journalist,
the event “has created an expectation that no festival planned here [in Australia] henceforth can exist without
its indigenous contribution. And that’s a defining moment” (Eccles 1997: 14). Hanna (1997) argues that the
relevance of such a festival cannot be understood merely in artistic terms but also, importantly, in political
terms. This is because the opportunity for indigenous people to reach the dominant Australian audiences and
to present them a contemporary version of their story may have accelerated the process towards Aboriginal
reconciliation.

In 1998, remarkable achievements were the national touring of the renowned Sydney-based ‘Sculpture by the
Sea’, an open-air exhibit of large arts objects created by national and international artists. A further
achievement was the production of free classical concerts in coastal locations around the country. These
events had a considerable impact in areas with a low exposure to ambitious cultural activity such as Tasmania
and the Northern Territory. The 1999 assisted some arts groups, Aboriginal artists and youth arts companies
in particular, to establish overseas connections and tour internationally for the first time. Finally, in year 2000,
the Olympic Arts Festival brought a selection of internationally acclaimed performers to Sydney also for the
first time.

Nevertheless, despite the achievements outlined above, the ability of the Sydney Olympic Arts Festivals to
establish a sustainable legacy within Australia and beyond is questionable. Stevenson (1997) has expressed
concern about the “contending political agendas” that shaped the programme and claims that the festivals
were “greatly overshadowed by the frenetic nationalism, spectacle and media hype which surrounds the
sporting events” (p. 227). While the first point casts doubts about the ability of the Festivals to truly respond to
their stated aims, the latter is an indication of the secondary position they were relegated to in the Games
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context. In this line, an important constraint was the isolation of the cultural programme within the overall
Olympic preparations.

In the 1997-1999 period, the Arts Festivals lacked a clear association with the Games and from 1998 onwards,
they suffered from an extremely poor visibility. As such, despite the notorious success of the 1997 festival, the
event failed to promote its link to the Games and, consequently, was practically absent in most Olympic
related promotions and media coverage. The festival succeeded within arts circles and can be praised for the
contribution it made towards increasing and consolidating the presence of Aboriginal work in mainstream
cultural institutions. However, the Festival’s discourse was poorly incorporated within the Games symbology
and, consequently, average Olympic audiences – national and international - were not reached.

In year 2000, the potential legacies of the final Arts Festival were severely constrained due to its exclusion
from key Olympic components and its inability to contribute to the Games atmosphere. The Festival did not
have a presence within the Torch Relay celebrations; it was not linked in any form to the components of
Opening nor Closing Ceremonies; it was excluded from the social activities taking place in Olympic Park and
other Olympic venues, and it was completely marginal to the successful LiveSites programme animating
Sydney’s streets in the city centre. Instead, at the time of the sporting competitions, all arts performances were
concentrated in the Sydney Opera House at elevated prices, with an emphasis on European high art
expressions such as opera, ballet and orchestral music rather than a representative programme of
contemporary Australian work. The final Festival programme lacked ethnic diversity and geographical spread,
even within the host-city. Accordingly, it was criticised for being elitist and inaccessible to the general public,
failing to address the main mission statement of the Cultural Olympiad at the time when it could have had a
greater impact (Frankland 2000; McMill 1999; Panucci 1999).

Conclusions

The notion of a Cultural Olympiad or Olympic Arts Festival needs to be further explored and re-defined so that
it can reach its full potential as a cultural programme that is perceived as central to the Olympic experience. To
this end, further synergies need to be developed between popular Olympic components such as the Torch
Relay, Opening and Closing Ceremonies and the ever-growing street celebrations that accompany the sixteen
days of sporting competition. The analysis of the Sydney experience clearly suggests that re-negotiating
possibilities to blend arts with entertainment and understanding the points in common between sports and the
arts as forms of cultural expression would allow for some progress in the direction argued here.

Cultural and arts programming could greatly enhance the legacy of a major event such as the Olympic Games.
A commitment towards framing sports and symbols within cultural expressions that are truly owned by the
locals would provide better grounds for the long-term sustainability of the experience. Furthermore, it would
also provide a stronger sense that hosting the event benefits not only private corporations and public investors
but also the host communities at large.
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