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Abstract 
Mega-events like the Olympic Games are powerful forces that shape cities. In the wake of mega-events, a variety of 
positive and negative legacies have remained in host cities. In order to bring some theoretical clarity to debates about 
legacy creation, I introduce the concepts of the mega-event utopia, dystopia and heterotopia. A mega-event utopia is 
ideal and imaginary urbanism embracing abstract concepts about economies, socio-political systems, spaces, and socie-
ties in the host during events. The mega-event utopia (in contrast to other utopian visions other stakeholders may hold) 
is dictated by the desires of the mega-event owners irrespective of the realities in the event host. In short, a mega-
ŜǾŜƴǘ ǳǘƻǇƛŀ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘ ŜǾŜƴǘ Ƙƻǎǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƻǿƴŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ aŜƎŀ-event utopias are suggested as a theoretical 
model for the systematic transformation of their host cities. As large-scale events progress as ever more powerful 
transformers into this century, mega-event dystopias have emerged as negatives of these idealistic utopias. As hybrid 
post-event landscapes, mega-event heterotopias manifest the temporary mega-event utopia as legacy imprints into the 
long-term realities in hosting cities. Using the Olympic utopia as an example of a mega-event utopia, I theorize utopian 
visions around four urban traits: economy, image, infrastructure and society. Through the concept of the mega-event 
legacy utopiaΣ L ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊ ǳǊōŀƴ ǘǊŀƛǘǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 
development, local place marketing, urban development, and public participation. 
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1. Introduction 

Large-scale events such as the Olympic Games are 
temporary celebrations of creativity, athleticism, and 
excellence. They attract millions of people and have in-
ternational media coverage. Mega-events permanently 
transform their hosts in the processes of bidding, plan-
ning, and staging (Essex & Chalkley, 1998; Grix & Car-
michael, 2011; Hiller, 2000; Horne, 2007; Müller, 
2015c). A critical comparison of the many recent publi-
cations on urban transformations through mega-events 
indicates a series of tensions and discrepancies in plan-
ning for mega-events and their impacts (also called 

legacies) for host nations: mega-events can accelerate 
existing urban plans (Essex & Chalkley, 1998) or create 
new ones (Kassens-Noor, 2012); revitalize urban areas 
(Cashman, 2011; Smith, 2012) or create structures 
burdening hosts (Gaffney, 2010); are able to produce 
temporary legacies (Gratton & Preuss, 2008) or lever-
age legacies long-term (Grix, 2014; Smith, 2014). 
Amidst this uncertainty about legacies, I attempt to de-
velop a theoretical model for understanding why these 
dualities exist by introducing the concepts of the mega-
event utopia, dystopia and heterotopia. 

A Mega-event utopia is ideal, imaginary, and grand 
urbanism embracing abstract concepts about econo-
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mies, socio-political systems, spaces, and societies in 
the host during mega-ŜǾŜƴǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άƎǊŀƴŘέ ǳǊōŀƴπ
ism is leaning on Bishop and Williams (2012, p. 7) defi-
nition of temporary mega-events that permanently 
change urban fabrics. While the mega-event utopia is 
theorized as a temporary state (only present during 
mega-event staging), the temporary concept also en-
capsulates the idea of a mega-event-legacy utopia that 
is the visioning of idealistic long-term consequences 
and possibilities mega-events enable and, indeed, 
which make them so attractive to host cities. Mega-
event utopias are dictated by the desires of mega-
event owners1 irrespective of the realities in the host 
city. In short, a mega-event utopia is the perfect mega-
event host from tƘŜ ƻǿƴŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΤ ƛƴ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ 
and conceiving of mega-events, mega-event owners, 
planners and bidders have utopian visions about mega-
events, including a strong sense of what an ideal host 
will be like during the event and which legacies the 
event is able to leave in the host. Such utopian visions, 
however, ignore the specific conditions that exist with-
in the bidding city or nation and disregard possible 
negative legacies their utopias could leave in hosts. 
This counter-concept, the mega-event dystopia, is 
completely flawed urbanism. In mega-event dystopias, 
urban problems are exacerbated. Most recently, this 
concept has evolved through advocacy of anti-Olympic 
groups around narratives of forced evictions, displace-
ments, and failed mega-projects built for mega-events. 

Introducing the mega-event utopia and dystopia 
concepts suggests a model that can explain the well-
known discrepancy of problematic legacies post-event. 
Because different utopian and dystopian visions by var-
ious stakeholders encounter each other and the reali-
ties in hosts, heterotopian legacies are created. Be-
cause the mega-event utopia is a powerful force that 
shapes cities, a mega-event heterotopia as a hybrid 
post-event landscape manifests the temporary mega-
event utopia as legacy imprints (for better or worse) in-
to the long-term realities in hosting cities. It is not my 
intent to explain how mega-event heterotopias form 
when utopias and dystopias encounter the mega-event 
utopia and consequently adapt, change or reject each 
other during thŜ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΩ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-
making process (this shall be left to another paper). In-
stead, I introduce one very powerful utopia, the mega-
event utopia, as a stepping stone towards a planning 
theory on mega-events, which the founders of mega-
event legacy research, Stephen Chalkley and Brian Es-
sex (1999, p. 391), have been advocating for almost 
two decades. 

Theorizing mega-events and their contribution to 
urban change, is a critical but missing piece in the 

                                                           
1 Mega-event owners are overseeing bodies for mega-events, 
e.g. the International Olympic Committee (IOC) for the Olympic 
Games. 

evolving mega-event literature. The core of my theo-
retical work is the conceptualization of one utopia as 
an idealistic idea about what mega-events can be 
(mega-even utopia by owners) and what they can 
achieve (the mega-event legacy utopia operationalized 
by bidders). Conceptualizing one mega-event utopiaτ
thereby suggesting the existence of othersτis a poten-
tial sensitizing device to orient legacy research in an at-
tempt to bring some theoretical clarity to debates of 
the significance mega-events have in cities. As utopian 
visions increasingly find their way into mega-event 
bids, this theoretical grounding of urban change 
through mega-events is of high importance. 

The novelty of the mega-event utopia concept lies 
in its approach to understanding, studying, interpreting 
and ultimately leveraging legacies. This concept is a 
deductive approach for studying legacies by exploring 
pre-disposed desires, expectations, and requirements 
mega-event owners set on hosts in contrast to the fre-
quently-used inductive approach for studying legacy 
outcomes after they emerged. Not only does the de-
ductive view provide a new lens to interpret legacies, 
but also to predict legacy developments as event re-
quirements continue to evolve and change. If future 
hosts can foresee such legacies before they bid, they 
can efficiently leverage desirable ones (Grix, 2014; 
Smith, 2014). I develop the Olympic utopia as an ex-
ample of the mega-event utopia concept. I do so 
through grounded theory using primarily empirical evi-
ŘŜƴŎŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǘŀŦŦ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ .ƻǎǘƻƴΩǎ нлнп 
Olympic bidΦ .ƻǎǘƻƴΩǎ ōƛŘ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜ ŎŀǎŜΣ ōŜπ
cause it reflected utopian ideals through bidding and 
encountered dystopian vision that prematurely ended 
the bid. It is in interview-reflections of staff members 
post-bid that a heterotopian framework evolved. 

2. The Urban Planning Aspiration of Utopias and the 
Beginning of the Olympic Utopia 

To ground the mega-event utopia concept in theory, 
the merging of two research streams is of particular 
relevance. The first is the utopian concept in planning 
theory; the second is mega-events as an increasingly 
sought-after tool for urban change. The word U-topia 

Ƙŀǎ ƛǘǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴǎ ƛƴ DǊŜŜƪΣ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ άouέ ƻǊ 

άeuέ όƴƻƴ ƻǊ ƎƻƻŘύ ŀƴŘ άtopoέ̩ (place). Utopia is a fic-
tional place that portrays an ideal, yet unrealizable, 
setting in space, time, and society. Historically, the first 
proposal for an utopian society was written by Plato, a 
Greek philosopher (380 BC)Σ ƛƴ ά¢ƘŜ wŜǇǳōƭƛŎΦέ /ƻƛƴŎƛπ
dentally, the Olympic utopia is rooted in the same 
place and time of origin. The ancient city of Olympia is 
located on a Greek plain in the northwestern Pelopon-
nese. In Olympia, the ancient Olympic Games were 
held every four years between 776 BCς394 AD 
(Clarysse, Remijsen, Haiying, Jing, & Xiang, 2012).  
wŜƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ά¦ǘƻǇƛŀέΣ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎ 
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More (1516) philosophically described an ideal socio-
political system and the spatial configuration of a fic-
tional island nation. The utopian concept was reborn 
some centuries later in the USA and Europe, as a re-
sponse to extraordinary urban change. The industrial 
revolution had brought an unprecedented acceleration 
of growth, raising living standards of the wealthy but 
creating numerous urban problems, including air and 
water pollution, overcrowding, inadequate sanitation, 
and race and class inequity. In response to these new 
problems, urban utopians developed uncompromising 
ideals on how to change the new misery of city living. 
Across the western world, utopian planners like Le 
Corbusier (the Radiant City), Daniel Burnham (the City 
Beautiful), Ebenezer Howard (the Garden City), and 
Frank Lloyd Wright (the Broadacre City) sought to re-
move the filth and squalor that accompanied the ex-
ponential growth of cities. Even though the utopians 
differed in their visions of how cities should be, all pro-
posed radical and comprehensive changes to the phys-
ical layout of cities to permanently resolve concurrent 
problems of the industrial society.  

Around the same time, mega-event owners were 
founded such as the International Olympic Committee 
(IOC) in 1894. Over time, the IOC just like other mega-
event owners (FIFA founded in 1904) developed visions 
for their events reaching far beyond showcasing athlet-
icism. These include building a better world through 
peace, education, friendship, solidarity and fair play. 
Similar to the evolution of the mega-event owner vi-
sions, the Olympic Games, the World Cup, and the 
²ƻǊƭŘΩǎ CŀƛǊ ƘŀǾŜ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƴŜŜŘƛƴƎ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǎŎŀƭŜ 
urban interventions to large scale transformations 
(Chalkley & Essex, 1999; Essex & Chalkley, 1998; Gold & 
Gold, 2011; Hiller, 2006; Liao & Pitts, 2006). These trans-
formations now require billions of dollars in investments 
to produce an impressive legacy (Cashman, 2011; Short, 
2008), while the widely advertised developmental effect 
of mega-events for much-needed urban projects is a 
highly anticipated benefit for hosts (Cashman, 2006, 
2011; Hiller, 2006). For an Olympic host, these projects 
must include sporting, media, transport, tourism and ac-
commodation features (Wilson, 1996) that are present-
able on the world stage (Roche, 2003). 

Leveraging positive legacies through mega-events 
has long been an aspiration of bidding cities. Mega-
events are primarily regarded as powerful catalysts that 
can transform metropolises within a few years rather 
than several decades (Chalkley & Essex, 1999; Gold & 
Gold, 2016). Despite this knowledge, leveraging mega-
events to the advantage of their hosts has been a chal-
lenge as competing mega-event demands have required 
a reorientation of resources for long-term endeavors in 
favor of more pressing short-term needs (Broudehoux, 
2007; Jago, Dwyer, Lipman, Daneel van, & Vorster, 2010; 
Smith & Fox, 2007). The key in successfully leveraging 
legacies is early anticipation, strategic planning for local 

stakeholder aims, and wholesome integration into long-
term plans of the host (Grix, 2014; Smith, 2014). 

Mega-events are good for governmental leaders, 
elites and boosters, because they are perceived to 
bring positive legacies such as economic growth, 
world-city status, urban regeneration, and positive 
memories (Cornelissen, Bob, & Swart, 2011; Gratton & 
Preuss, 2008; Malfas, Theodoraki, & Houlihan, 2004; 
Preuss, 2015, 2016; Ritchie, 1984). Their rigorous pur-
suit to bid, the mega-event strategy (Burbank, Andra-
novich, & Heying, 2001), has sacrificed planning means 
over planning outcomes. In contrast, planning a good 
city entails not only planning outcomes of human flour-
ishing and multipli/city but also planning means in form 
of good governance on the merits of transparency, 
public accountability, inclusiveness, responsiveness, in-
spired political leadership, and non-violent conflict res-
olution (Friedman, 2012).  

3. Methodology 

My analysis focuses on the mega-ŜǾŜƴǘ ƻǿƴŜǊǎΩ Ŏƻƴπ
cept of the mega-event utopia. I will develop a mega-
event utopian concept based on the criteria explicitly 
laid out by the mega-event owners in writing or during 
interviews and implicitly derived from their actions 
taken during bidding and candidacy (Table 1). Through 
grounded theory, I identify the four most prominent 
urban vision and legacy traits that perceivably define 
ƘƻǎǘǎΩ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƳŜƎŀ-events: Econo-
my, image, infrastructure, and society. 

To emphasize, mega-event utopias are imaginative, 
planning-theoretic and visionary with limited reference 
to reality. They entail creating the perfect host for stag-
ing mega-events. In practice, the idea of an ideal host 
has been proposed repeatedly. For example, Andreff 
(2012) and Goslett (2012) suggest one Olympic city or 
Platini suggests a continent-wide UEFA cup with 12 
hosts (Bond, 2012). Through the conceptualization of 
mega-event utopias, I explain the legacy creation pro-
cess as a systematic pattern that can be derived.  

4. Mega-Event Utopias 

Mega-event utopias exist because of idealism, imagina-
tion, and flights of fancy. They cater to the aspirational 
sportsmanship of citius, altius, fortius (swifter, higher, 
stronger). During a mega-event the dream to break a 
world-record must come to reality. Consequently, the 
mega-event utopia (Figure 1) creates a type of tempo-
rary environment in the host during the event to stage 
perfectionism. This includes an all-gain, no-risk eco-
nomic strategy ensuring the mega-event takes place, 
an athlete experience in a dream-like atmosphere, and 
perfect built environments through venue, access and 
accommodation infrastructures. All of this enjoys 100% 
public support.  
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Table 1. Data sources and methods. 

Elite interviews with IOC 
members and bidding committee 
members (26 total) 

Ethnography as staff member of 
Boston 2024 bidding corporation 
(3 months) 

Content analysis of 

1) Which considerations about a 
bid take center stage? 
2) What role does the IOC play in 
creating legacies? 
3) Where do you see the 
requirements for legacies evolve? 

1) Topics dominant in meetings 
with US NOC, members of the 
mayoral office, city interest 
groups, public hearings and 
internal staff meetings on legacy  
2) Topics dominant in personal 
interactions with CEO and the 
three VPs of Boston 2024 

bidding questionnaires from the IOC, 
intermittent bidding negotiations and 
agreements, charters, requests for bid 
alterations made by the mega-event 
owners, presentations given by bidding 
cities and mega-event owners, and 
technical manuals that lay out minimum 
benchmarks that specify necessary and 
desired conditions during mega-event 
staging. 

Visioning of the mega-event utopia Used to define traits of the mega-event 
utopia 

Grounded-theory used to conceptualize and contextualize the four 
urban traits 

Details on mega-event (legacy) utopia 

 
Figure 1. The mega-event utopia. 

Bidders localize these mega-event utopias through 
mega-event legacy utopias. It is in the intersect of pub-
lic acceptance and the temporality of the event that 
the mega-event-legacy utopia is placed, by envisioning 
the temporary mega-event utopias as stepping stones 
for the creation of longer-ǘŜǊƳ ΨƎƻƻŘǎΩΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƎŀ-
event discourse, these envisioned goods have been 
branded as expected positive legacies and have since 
then become an integral part of pursuing the mega-
event strategy (Andranovich, Burbank, & Heying, 
2001). It is this visioning of the long-term ideal, the 
mega-event-legacy utopia (though I fold it into the 
term mega-event utopia in the following analysis), that 
connects the temporality to permanence: the vision for 

continuous economic development of the region, for 
becoming or remaining a world destination city, for ac-
celerated urban regeneration, and for engaged citizens. 
These ideals are good urban planning. A planning pro-
cess with high formal citizen participation, and deci-
sion-making has become the hallmark of good urban 
planning (Fischler, 2012), so have neoliberal outcomes 
such as economic growth, world city status, and urban 
regeneration projects that in turn are perceived to 
make cities livable and attractive places.  

Exemplary for the mega-event utopia, I theorize the 
concept of the Olympic utopia. Staging the perfect 
Olympic Games in a host city creates economic bene-
fits, provides the perfect athlete experience that spurs 






















