
 

 

The Olympic Games: coping with the risks and vulnerabilities of a mega-event 
 
What makes mega-events such as the Olympics vulnerable to crises and mega-crises? What sort of 
coping strategies exist to somewhat mitigate these vulnerabilities?  
 
The modern Olympic Games have become truly mega in proportion. The London 2012 Olympics is 
preparing to host 26 sports in 31 venues over 17 days, with around 10,500 athletes, 6,000 officials 
from 204 countries, 20,000 media representatives and 500,000 visitors per day. Chief Executive of 
London’s Olympic Delivery Authority describes it as “...the world’s largest peacetime event,” with 
the logistical task equivalent to staging thirty-three synchronous world championships in the same 
city. These sorts of numbers indicate the complexity and scale of this event. However, consider the 
potential for different sorts of crisis scenarios: First, imagine detonation of a dirty bomb on the 
main site. Such an incident would require not only evacuation of large numbers of people, but also 
immediate activation of decontamination measures – in circumstances where individuals are 
concerned with a quick exit, unaware of potential health impact of exposure due to invisibility of 
radioactive material. Second, imagine the breakdown of a train during peak spectator flow for the 
main events, combined with a repeat of the record heatwave of August 2003. Or third, imagine a 
1:200 year storm surge up the Thames Gateway, leading to flooding of the site and postponement 
of events. Each of these scenarios highlight the important and complex questions associated with 
which particular risks (some seeming innocuous) are regarded as critical, how resources should be 
allocated and which risks need to be tolerated. 
 
The Olympics are therefore both highly vulnerable to interruptions and are planned and organized 
in a high state of alert and risk-aversion. Mega-events are therefore important cases for analysis of 
decision-making processes that shape operational capabilities to respond to incidents that can be 
escalated into crises through complex chain reactions of cause and effect, in what Charles Perrow 
calls “normal accidents”. When operational crises acquire this complex dimension, affecting large 
numbers of people, and when these events threatens national and international reputations, such 
incidents can become mega-crises. Our analysis highlights three aspects of Olympic governance 
and organization that contribute to the special vulnerabilities and challenges for risk management 
of planning and operation of mega-events such as the Olympics. The Olympics are associated with 
particular decision-making styles and biases that are risky or crisis-prone 
 

• Each Olympics has specific features that make it unique when compared with other Games and 
other mega-events. This uniqueness is a result of local geographical and metropolitan features, 
changing global political circumstances and the limits of institutional memory. Each of these 
variables gives rise to a different set of risks or threats for organisers. The location of Olympic 
competition and staff is changed every four years and relocated to a new political context and 
set of governing institutions. This venue rotation and high rate of personnel turnover creates 
obstacles to inter-event learning, despite initiatives such as the IOC’s Olympic Games Knowledge 
Management programme. On the one hand, the Olympics are more operationally complex and 
geographically concentrated than other mega-events such as football world cups – with multiple 
synchronous events.  

 

• The competitive bidding processes for the Olympics tends to accentuate optimism bias in the 
design of bids – and risky choices of host cities and organizing strategies. Bids are often 
conceived with a view to winning first and asking questions later, with the plans formulated for a 
fraction of the overall financial commitment and subject to high levels of uncertainty. This 



 

 

systematic underestimation of costs and risks in planning and construction programmes has led 
former IOC Vice-President Dick Point to describe bid documents as the “most beautiful fiction”   

 

• Last, popular trends in the contemporary world of governing – towards hands-off regulation, risk 
management, market solutions and standardization of crisis responses – tends to give rise to 
risk-based and just-in-time logics of coping strategies .  The coordination of such strategies is 
itself a heroic task in the fragmented system of public and private spheres of authority; 
extending from international organisations such as the IOC to national or metropolitan 
governments, as well as to Olympic-specific organisations such as the organizing committee 
(OCOG) or quasi-public infrastructure and delivery authorities. This creates further potential for 
bureaucratic politics and the over- or under-lap of organisational responsibilities.  

 
In Table 1, we note four different approaches (‘recipes’) for the mitigation of risks inherent to 
mega-event characteristics and organizational vulnerabilities.  
 

Wisdom of crowds 
Reliance on decentralized market-

type and pricing mechanisms 

Central steering 
Reliance on hierarchical oversight 

and the muscle of the state 

Czars 
Reliance in individual policy 

entrepreneurs to lead projects and 
bash heads together 

All-in-one-room decision-making 
Reliance on collective decision-

making that incorporates 
different/opposite views 

 
Each one of these recipes for decision-making offers certain strengths - but at the same time are 
prone to particular side-effects or weaknesses. For example, a reliance on ‘czars’ gives power to  
high-profile executives to offer organizational leadership and a public face to the outside world, so 
that ‘the buck stops here’ in terms of responsibility for crisis responses. However, at the same 
time the importance of individuals can over-accentuate the reputational damage of small errors 
and mistakes, while organizational or operational czars can sometimes become at odds with their 
political masters. Likewise, reliance upon collective decision-making ensures representation of a 
wide range of views and coverage of a myriad of risk and crisis possibilities. These same structures 
can, however, encourage indecisiveness and unclear responsibilities. The ‘wisdom of the crowds’ 
refers to use of decentralized or market-based ‘discovery processes’. These lack central authority 
and planning powers, however. Last, ‘central steering’ provides for decisive action, but also can be 
inefficient due to the informational distance and time-lag between decisions at the centre about 
crisis responses and implementation on the Olympics site.  
 
It is not surprising that our analysis identifies mixed approaches through the organizational history 
of the Olympics. Comparing recipes for Olympics post-1945, it identifies a broad shift in emphasis 
from a dominance of central steering and all-in-one-room organizing recipes towards an increased 
influence of czars and the wisdom of crowds. Whether choice of the latter – in particular reliance 
upon private finance – will continue to grow in prominence in the light of the global credit crunch 
remains to be seen. The wider implications of this comparative analysis of organizing recipes is to 
advocate the importance of hybrid solutions that mix at least two of the different recipes outlined 
in Table 1. Such an approach can reduce inherent weaknesses. There is a growing consciousness of 
risk and crisis scenarios in Olympic planning. It is arguable that London 2012 will be the first ‘risk-



 

 

based Games’ with its systematic application of risk-based approaches across the wide terrain of 
Olympic governance. However, the historical mixture of organizing strategies does not reflect a 
conscious formulation of particular recipes, but rather indicates ad hoc and reactive responses to 
organizational experiences (see Jennings 2008).   
 
Mega-events such as the Olympics are highly vulnerable to incidents that provoke major, if not 
mega-crises. The good news is that with the exception of the Munich Massacre of 1972, other 
incidents have been minor in comparison and contained within their particular geographical or 
operational jurisdiction. Thus, terror attacks or operational failures at the periphery can be 
insulated so they do not affect the overall integrity of the Games. The ultimate stress-test is, 
however, still outstanding and the challenge for analyses such as this is to learn lessons from an 
event where potential risks or crises consist of empirical samples of one or fewer.  
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