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Increasingly, local cultural communities are called upon to support global mega-
events such as the Olympic games with the promise that this global occurrence is
a ‘once in a lifetime opportunity’ for an urban artistic community. What evidence
exists to support the premise that hosting a Cultural Olympiad provides a
professional arts sector with positive and substantive legacies, sustained material
and financial benefits, or increased national and international profile? Data
collected on the Vancouver 2010 Cultural Olympiad suggest that the local arts
sector did not enjoy any of the claimed global benefits. However, it is also clear
that some arts organizations, by virtue of the artistic and operational decisions they
took, were able to exert influence over and upon the outcome; this outcome
ultimately depending on whether they elected to play for a global or a local stage.

Keywords: Cultural Olympiad; arts; arts funding

Introduction
The contemporary Olympics movement is predicated on an unambiguously globalist
claim; in a competitive world such mega events provide localities with an unrivalled
opportunity to market themselves to tourists, investors, and export markets, including
cultural exports in the form of visual and performing arts (Fainstein and Judd 1999,
Holcomb 1999, Hall 2000, Judd and Simpson 2003, Garcia 2005). Today’s mega
event is often identified as a catalyst or pre-cursor to local or regional urban regener-
ation with arts and culture as a major tool in any urban renewal. Increasingly, local
cultural communities are called upon to support this outwardly oriented growth
agenda; their support is recruited by the promise that this global occurrence is a ‘once
in a lifetime opportunity’ (Georgia Straight 2009).

Globalization of the cultural sector itself would appear to bolster this recruitment;
around the world we see examples of flagship festivals designed to present a program
of artistic excellence and attract the benefits of urban tourism hand in hand with
economic expansion (Lim 1993, McCarthy 1998, Holcomb 1999, Thornley 2000,
Bailey et al. 2004, Robson 2004). Looking at examples of artistic globalization, it is
surprising how often you see the same companies performing on the global stage;
Robert Lepage, Marie Chouinard, and Cirque du Soleil are among the Canadian
examples that have made the transition from local to national to the international
market place.
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2  D. Low and P.V. Hall

According to International Olympic Commission (IOC) regulations, hosting a
Cultural Olympiad is required as an integral part of any Olympic Bid; as a result any
Olympics games cannot solely be described as a sporting event. The cultural compo-
nent may vary in size and content; in Vancouver’s case it included opening and clos-
ing ceremonies, torch relay and three Olympic live sites – areas with free viewing
screens and performance stages. There were also three Cultural Olympiad festivals;
three week professional performing and visual arts festivals in February 2008 and
2009 and a seven week Olympic Arts Festival in 2010.

These cultural components provided work opportunities for professional artists
and supporting industries (lighting, sound, costuming, etc), and hence a short-term
positive economic impact. Whilst we recognize this impact and also that individual
artists and organizations may have gained exposure from any one of the above, this
study concentrates on the Cultural Olympiad festivals and specifically the impact they
had on Vancouver’s professional arts and cultural community.

A Cultural Olympiad is vigorously marketed politically, economically, and artis-
tically as an opportunity for an urban arts community to gain global recognition, as
illustrated in this claim: 

With the world coming to Vancouver, it’s critical for our cultural sector to be ready and
poised to breakthrough on the world stage. That was part of our (Olympic) bid. (Mayor
Robertson, Georgia Straight 2009)

It was with global anticipation that many, but not all, of Vancouver’s cultural
community embraced Vancouver’s Olympic Bid. As recruits rather than as generals,
urban cultural communities are not necessarily unambiguous supporters of the
Olympics growth machine. Instead, the responses of the cultural community to the
Olympic ‘opportunity’, and its resulting impacts, deserve to be examined and under-
stood on their own terms. Do the cultural components of global mega events such as
the Cultural Olympics elevate the local sector’s global standing, and is this indeed
what key arts organizations seek?

Much of the literature surrounding the cultural aspects of the Olympic movement
has concentrated on the relationship between the host country’s organizing committee
and the cultural department’s role within that organization, examining how economic,
political, and global media influences affecting the Games also affect artistic program-
ming (Stevenson 1997, García 2004, 2008). This paper looks at the Vancouver mega
event from a different perspective. It examines the relationship between Vancouver’s
arts and cultural sector and the Vancouver Olympics over a period of eight years, from
bid to completion, focusing on how the mega event ran alongside the day-to-day busi-
ness operations of Vancouver’s professional arts organizations. It takes seriously the
notion that arts and culture organizations are not necessarily passive recipients of
Olympic impacts; instead, as rational and strategic agents they will try to, and under
certain circumstances may even succeed in, influencing the nature and distribution of
the economic impacts of the mega event in ways that are not captured adequately in
standard economic impact analyses (Hall 2004).

Evidence presented in this paper indicates that the claims that the Cultural
Olympiad would place Vancouver on the global stage were inflated and conversely,
that those cultural organizations that reported deriving a benefit used the mega event
to connect to local audiences in new and important ways. We begin with a review of
relevant literature on mega events specifically the Olympics and the economic impact
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International Journal of Cultural Policy 3

on the arts. We then turn to the methodology employed to study the relationship
between the Vancouver arts community and the Olympics before presenting our find-
ings. The paper concludes with comments about how local cultural communities can
best respond to the challenges and opportunities presented by the Olympics.

Mega events, olympics, and the economic impact of the arts
Mega events – World Cups, World Fairs, the Olympic games, and their cultural
components (Jones 2001, García 2004, Gold and Gold 2008) – have both the
economic size and status to attract sustained global media attention and have the
potential to forever change an urban landscape economically, socially, and culturally
(Getz 1997, Roche 2000). What legacy does a Cultural Olympiad leave? The available
literature presents a mixed assessment on several related themes: examining how arts
and culture figure in urban regeneration; the role that flagship projects, festivals, and
events play in urban regeneration; the economic impacts of the arts, particularly
whether individual arts organizations have the ability, through strategic planning and
action, to influence these economic impacts; and, the relationship between the
Cultural Olympiad and the official Olympic organizing committee leading to the
Olympic games themselves. We review each in turn.

Arts, culture, and urban regeneration
Whether caused by the decline or relocation of the old manufacturing industries, the
development of new service and technology, suburbanization, or the collapse of
inner city housing, from the 1970s onwards, large tracts of centrally located land in
cities in the developed world were abandoned and devalued. Urban growth propo-
nents and policy-makers have turned to the arts and cultural sector as one instrument
of urban regeneration in many of these areas (Lim 1993, McCarthy 1998, Hall 2000,
Bailey et al. 2004, Robson 2004).

Widely differing results of urban regeneration have been documented, ranging from
notable success stories such as the Lowry Arts Centre at Salford Quays, Manchester
(Henderson et al. 2007) to ‘white elephants’ such as the Millennium Dome, London
(Thornley 2000). It is this mix of success and failure that indicates that just the building
of arts and cultural infrastructure and investment in cultural industry alone does not
guarantee success. Success or failure of any urban regeneration project using an arts
base may also depend on strategic and planning considerations, for example, whether
the project is based on an accurate assessment of the local area and whether the strategic
planning process brings together investment and the commitment, support, and
inclusion of the local arts and cultural sector.

Artistic-led urban regeneration can take several forms, two major examples being;
capital projects such as the Temple Bar Project in Dublin, and the Distillery District
in Toronto where entire urban landscapes were transformed into cultural districts, and,
urban rejuvenation through the creation of cultural festivals and events (Liverpool
2008). Both of these types of regeneration often fall under the heading of flagship
projects.

Although flagship capital projects can succeed, there is a body of literature that
highlights some of the potential pitfalls to this strategy. One body of opinion is that
urban regeneration through arts and culture is based upon the assumption that a trickle-
down effect flows from the development, whereby the local population benefits from
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4  D. Low and P.V. Hall

the economic effects of increased visitors and tourism (Bianchini et al. 1992, Smyth
1994, Loftman and Nevin 1995). Vancouver’s Cultural Olympiad falls into this cate-
gory, in the sense that it was presumed by bid proponents that the professional arts
sector would benefit from its association with the global focus: 

The 2010 Winter Games are expected to heighten international awareness of BC and
Canada as a creative and cultural destination. Afterwards, more artists and performers
could increase their opportunities for product sales, touring and other commercially
related activities thereby increasing the capacity of the arts and culture sector. (Pricewa-
terhouseCoopers 2009, 28)

One concern, particularly in the case of the Olympics, has been that the intensity
of competition from other urban centers to secure a bid demands quick implementa-
tion of projects thereby placing an unelected body, the Olympic committee, in the role
of determining infrastructure project priority (Judd and Simpson 2003). Furthermore,
a particular problem is that the artistic projects conducive to attracting economic and
political capital have, in order to attract said capital, to be flagship developments (Lim
1993). These flagship projects often coincide with a reduction in public subsidy for
smaller community-based arts operations (Bailey et al. 2004, García 2004, 2008,
Robson 2004, Evans 2005, Miles 2005, Markusen and Schrock 2006, Coaffee 2008,
Grodach 2010). Whilst the increased capital and reduced operational spending may
not be causally linked, the perception of linkage can lead to disaffection and antago-
nism. This was the experience in British Columbia where pre- and post-Olympics cuts
in arts and culture funding generated considerable controversy: 

In Vancouver’s arts community, there are a lot of mixed feelings these days about the
Olympics. There has been talk of boycotting the Cultural Olympiad since the recent
announcement of deep cuts in B.C.’s funding for the arts. In a submission to Vancouver
city council last Thursday, the Alliance for Arts and Culture revealed that 44 per cent of
the arts and culture organizations that received the grants last year didn’t get them this
year. While it is impossible to say that arts funding has been cut because of the costs
associated with hosting the Olympics, that perception is definitely out there, says Radix
Theatre artistic director Andrew Laurenson. (Globe and Mail 2009)

Furthermore, in order to be economically viable these flagship developments must
have critical mass in terms of size and activity, again heightening the potential for
certain areas, organizations, and groups of residents to be negatively affected by large-
scale arts- and culture-led regeneration (Robson 2004).

There is often uncertainty as to which groups within a city will actually benefit;
often, those least likely to benefit are in most need. There is also a danger that the
desired increase in tourism that accompanies any flagship strategy may accelerate the
process of gentrification and harm existing residents and small arts organizations.
Strategic and cultural planners are sometimes blinded by the concept of flagships and
what results is a large and expensive project that fails (Lim 1993).

Culturally, Vancouver’s Olympic-led regeneration reflected many of these points.
There is some debate about precisely what should be counted as Olympics-related
infrastructure spending; according to figures prepared by the Auditor General of
British Columbia (2006, 2007), Olympic spending included new sports venues ($979
million), highway widening ($775 million) and $7.8 million for the Athletes Village
Canada Line station, part of the $2 billion airport rail link. Debate continues around
the Auditor General’s decision to exclude the new conference center ($883 million) as
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International Journal of Cultural Policy 5

an Olympic cost, even though it was used as the Olympic media center. The City of
Vancouver’s total Olympic preparation spending was $554.3 million, of which the
cultural regeneration budget was a $64.5 million upgrade to the three civic theaters
(City of Vancouver Administrative Report 2010) that had been earmarked for renova-
tion for over a decade (Vancouver Sun 13 November 2009). The $554.3 million does
not include any expenses related to the Athlete’s Village residential mixed-use
complex. Initially, the City, as the underwriter, was forced to take ownership of the
project when the developer defaulted. Falling real estate prices in general and the
lackluster Olympic village sales in particular mean that the true cost to the City will
not be known for some time.

The flagship festival or event
The flagship festival or event as the catalyst for change is the form of urban regener-
ation often associated with a Cultural Olympiad where ‘opportunities’ come in the
form of tourist-related cultural icons, i.e. places that attract the tourist and business
travelers, and the increasingly important tourism economy that will continue the
process of economic rejuvenation. Many observers believe that securing an Olympic
games represents one of the greatest opportunities for tourist-related development
(Holcomb 1999, Thornley 2000, Hughson 2008). One widely recognized example of
successful urban regeneration through an arts and cultural festival has been Glasgow
1990, the first city to host the European City of Culture under the banner of the
relationship between urban regeneration through arts and culture (García 2004).

The importance of Glasgow’s success was that it drew attention to a widely
discussed theory that linked arts and urban regeneration and notions such as cultural
tourism and arts/city marketing, thereby placing the potential of arts and culture at the
heart of the debate among city planners, marketers, and cultural policy-makers (García
2004). The other significant factor was that it moved the focus from the existing
centers of cultural tourism strategies and infused the idea that major festivals and
events could successfully merge urban tourism and regeneration strategies. Glasgow
came close to successfully merging tourism and regeneration, demonstrating the
potential of the arts and cultural sector if they are fully integrated into any special
events of mega proportions. Examples include the new Glasgow Concert Hall, The
Tramway performance spaces, and the positive impacts on local image and identity
(Booth and Boyle 1993, García 2004, 2005, Palmer 2004).

In an Olympic context, the relationship between the arts and cultural sector and
flagship festivals and events has some shortcomings in that it appears that the relation-
ship is strong at the bidding stage when the local arts community is required to join
the campaign; however, at the other end of the spectrum, arts programs tend to be
marginalized within the organizing structure (García 2004). This refocusing occurred
in Vancouver, where the 2002 Bid promises were not fully carried through to imple-
mentation in 2010. In the original bid book, VANOC, the Vancouver Organizing
Committee (2003) promised an ‘Olympiad Cultural Program 2006–2010 – a full spec-
trum of cultural activities, festivals, education programs, and conferences’ (Vancou-
ver Bid Book – Olympism and culture). This eventually shrank into three-week events
in 2008 and 2009 and one seven-week event in 2010. One major effect of this was that
existing Vancouver festivals whose dates overlapped with the Cultural Olympiad
benefited through the receipt of Olympic financial support to bolster their program-
ming, whilst the festivals whose dates fell outside the Olympiad’s coat tails received
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6  D. Low and P.V. Hall

little or no financial benefit, confirming the opinion that unfulfilled bid promises can
potentially exacerbate negative impacts and reinforce alienation between flagship
development and local citizens (Judd and Simpson 2003). In this paper, we explore
whether arts and culture organizations that operate on a year round basis were able to
affect their economic outlook by strategic planning.

Economic impact and the arts
Closely connected to the question of regeneration through arts is that of economic
impact and what role the arts and cultural sector plays in the economic success of a
city. There is a large body of literature that looks at the question of the economic
impact of the arts through festivals and events (Florida 2002, Markusen and Schrock
2006). There is also an ongoing debate on the effective use of economic impact studies
in relation to arts festivals and events. Many scholars highlight the potential failings
of economic impact studies (Crompton 1995, Snowball and Antrobus 2002, Hall
2004, Markusen et al. 2008).

While economic impact studies are a widely used tool, one must treat them with
caution, because many mega-event proponents are using the impact study as a catch-
all to show how cultural tourism, in particular, brings new finance to a city or region.
Caution is also urged as many studies include existing dollars; economic impact must
be based only on new funding not existing funds (Edwards 2008). Another problem
with impact studies is that they often rely on sensitive projections presented as facts
rather than as probabilities; for example, first the appreciation of the Canadian
currency and then the global recession meant that British Columbia’s tourism figures
for the 2003–2009 period fell well below the projections made in advance of the city
securing the Games (PricewaterhouseCoopers 2010, Report 5). The Canadian Tourism
Commission’s figures confirm a decline of 4.2% in total tourism for 2009. The
January–March 2010 tourism figures were higher than the equivalent period from
2004 to 2009. (PricewaterhouseCoopers 2010, Report 6). However, the 2010 figures
only equalled the 2003 figures and fell below the 2002 levels As to the future: 

The record for post-Olympic tourism has been mixed …. Given the mixed success of
prior host cities, a positive post-tourism impact will require a coordinated, and immedi-
ate effort to leverage the Games. (PricewaterhouseCoopers 2010, Report 6)

Given the current debate on the use of economic impact studies, others argue that
the most accurate impact assessment of an arts festival can be obtained by using a
combination of research methods. For example, a recent study argued that the way in
which society values the contribution of culture is becoming increasingly important
for the measurement of the impact of festivals (Edinburgh’s Year Round Festivals
Report 2004/2005). This goes to the heart of the way in which we view festivals,
which are often seen and measured as tourism activities rather than mechanisms for
supporting social inclusion, civic pride, creativity and innovation, multi-culturalism,
promotion of the city, or maintaining traditions for future generations.

Whilst the economic impact debate centers on methodology and analysis, all
participants in the debate agree the professional arts and cultural sector does deliver
positive economic value. For the purpose of this paper, we would draw attention to the
fact that the economic impact analyses often consider a city or region’s entire arts
sector. In terms of economic impact, this study focused on the micro level, focusing
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International Journal of Cultural Policy 7

on Vancouver’s professional arts sector and particularly on individual organizations
ability, within the confines of a mega event, to act strategically and whether strategic
action can affect individual outcomes.

The role of the Cultural Olympiad in the Olympics
For many, the marriage between sport and arts is not a natural fit; indeed, many are
unaware of the fact that there is a cultural component of any modern Olympics. The
modern day Cultural Olympiad was born in 1952 when it was decided that future arts
events would take the form of festivals and cultural platforms. The first official
Cultural Olympiad took place in Melbourne 1956. The next major development
occurred in Barcelona 1992 with the introduction of the four-year Cultural Olympiad.

According to the existing IOC regulations, it is compulsory to host a Cultural
Olympiad (Olympic Charter 2007, Rule 44: Cultural Program), yet there are no exact
rules as to what constitutes the event. There is also no firm and fast rule as to the source
of finance to pay for the Cultural Olympiad. This serves to compound the divide
between the eagerness of potential host cities to propose activities for the Cultural
Olympic program at the bid stage and the readiness of the chosen Olympic organizing
committee to implement them (García 2008).

The arts component has tended to have a marginal position within the event’s
general organization. It appears that, with the increasing reliance on urban tourism in
a city’s future cultural planning (Evans 2001) and the perceived influence of mega
events such as the Olympics on world urban tourist ratings, the arts have become an
essential item in terms of city imaging with a flagship festival spectacular. However,
whilst strong local arts programming is at the forefront of most bids, often the local
arts programming gets lost once the bid has been awarded (García 2008).

Another area of tension is the relationship between the Cultural Olympiad organiz-
ers and the wider arts community that they represent. As with other flagship projects
or festivals, there is a potential for arts organizations to become transformed through
it in a way that leads to its disconnection from local artists and audiences. This can
manifest itself in the fact that the artistic selection becomes dependant upon the sell-
able status or ‘artistic appropriateness’ in the ability to sell the positive image of
whoever is hosting the Games to the world (Jenkins 2009, p. 330). In the case of
Sydney Summer Olympics, 2000’s artistic program was dominated by media and
tourism not artistic inclusion and development (Stevenson 1997, Inglis 2008).
Vancouver followed this path with appearances by commercial artists including Neil
Young, Elvis Costello, Feist, Barenaked Ladies, and Lou Reed.

The literature demonstrates that the Olympic games represent an exciting opportu-
nity in terms of urban cultural planning and urban regeneration, but the way this
affects the local professional arts and cultural sector is less well understood. This is
the first study conducted to measure the national and international cultural media
attention of either a winter or summer games on a local arts sector (Low 2010). Of
particular interest is the question of variation within the sector: is an entire arts sector
impacted simultaneously, or do organizations have the ability to respond strategically
to the mega event and in doing so retain control over their economic and social impact,
both in the short and long terms? It is on this question that the paper concentrates.

It must be emphasized that the Olympic games are a drawn-out affair, involving
multiple partners including all levels of government. This paper explores one aspect;
the impact on an organized arts community. Often the time from Olympic bid to
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8  D. Low and P.V. Hall

completion, as in Vancouver’s case, spans changes in government, economy and other
factors that affect impacts and complicate their analysis. An example of this would be
the decision by the Conservative Government of Canada in 2008 to cancel the federal
governments’ programs, Trade Routes, and Prom Arts, introduced by a Liberal
Government in 1998 and designed to promote Canadian arts to the international
community. Instead of funding a program that might have complemented the forth-
coming Cultural Olympiad, this change did not advance, and potentially undermined,
the global ambitions Vancouver’s arts organizations (Globe and Mail 2008).

Assessing legacy, benefit, and profile
We set out to explore what impact the Cultural Olympiad linked to the 2010 Winter
Olympics had on Vancouver’s professional arts and cultural sector. In particular, we
were interested in assessing the claim that this mega event would place local organi-
zations on the global stage, as well as on understanding the actual responses of those
organizations to the opportunities (and challenges) that the Games presented.

Data sources and analysis
We relied on three data sources; a database of newspaper stories that referenced all
arts coverage associated with any Cultural Olympiad during the data collection period;
a database of newspaper stories that referenced the Vancouver case studies and all
coverage, Cultural Olympiad related or not, concerning selected ‘case study’ organi-
zations; and a database of information related to the selected Vancouver Cultural case
studies based on in-depth interviews and secondary data of the selected organizations.
By conducting separate newspaper content analysis studies, by observing the cultural
Olympiad as a whole and the selected case studies, and by triangulation between these
observations, we argue that we have created a robust understanding of the impact of
the Cultural Olympics. Our coding of the newspaper stories provides easily replicable
data on overall media coverage of the Olympiad, and hence a reliable frame within
which to interpret the findings of our case studies of individual organizations and their
response to the Games (Reason and García 2007).

Content analysis with manifest coding was used to examine whether the national
and international profile of Vancouver arts organizations increased with the Cultural
Olympiad. We were able to identify trends in national and international media coverage
of both the Cultural Olympiad itself and Vancouver’s arts sector over the study period
January 2008 through to April 2010. By isolating case studies of specific Vancouver
organizations, we were also able to identify trends in national and international media
coverage in relation to Olympic and non-Olympic activity.

Our coding of all press articles that referenced the Cultural Olympiad included the
origin, style, content, theme, length, and the nature of the article in terms of Olympic
legacy. This produced a set of data that allow us to examine national and international
coverage of Vancouver’s arts sector, as well as changing patterns in tone and
frequency of coverage. With this data, we can test the question of whether there has
been an increase in the profile of Vancouver arts organizations.

Added to which, further content analysis of the case studies’ artistic programming
and public and Olympic funding from the season of the bid (2002/2003) to the season
following the Games (2010/2011) allowed us to observe the organizations over an
eight-year period. Our multi-source media data and analysis combined with the inter-
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views provided a well-rounded and reliable methodology in order to give validity to
the final research findings.

Content analysis of selected Vancouver arts organizations
In order to identify changing patterns in media profile, we created a profile of each
organization using media search engines including Press Display, LexisNexis, and
ProQuest. This allowed us to develop a retrospective media profile of the number of
local, national, and international previews, reviews, and other articles written; and by
examining each article in turn, we created a coded database that identified a number
of characteristics about each article.

The coding system allows us to track individual arts organization to determine
what coverage they received in which press at any given time. By including the
Cultural Olympiad reference one can then determine whether this coverage was asso-
ciated with the Cultural Olympiad or the organization’s day-to-day operation. This
enables one to track and answer the question of whether the organization’s national
and international profile has increased by testing the period before, during, and after
the Games.

The content analysis of case study participant press confirmed that of the 1345
articles that referenced the case study organizations between 1 January 2008 and 1
April 2010, only 250 (19%) also referenced the Cultural Olympiad, whilst 1095 (81%)
made no reference to the Cultural Olympiad. Of the 250 articles that referenced both
case study and Cultural Olympiad, 249 originated in Canada, 1 in the US and none
from the rest of the world. The data provided a first indication that the Cultural
Olympiad did not result in any increase in the international profile for Vancouver’s
arts organizations.

Content analysis: Cultural Olympiad news print coverage
Another coding system we developed tracked the Cultural Olympic coverage for the
various Cultural Olympiads in play during the study period. Why? One of the bid
promises was that hosting a Cultural Olympiad would be of lasting material benefit to
the wider professional arts and culture sector. This coding system allowed us to gauge
trends and perceptions in a sense of how much the world’s press paid attention to
Vancouver’s Cultural Olympiad and its cultural sector.

This allows us to answer the question of increased national and international
profile for Vancouver and Canadian artists. It also allowed us to distinguish whether
there are Cultural Olympiad references and if so, whether it represents one of our case
study participants. It also allowed us to determine whether the story was promoting
another Canadian artist outside the boundaries of our case study, and the international
source and most importantly styles and themes of the content.

Over the period 1 January 2008 until April 1 2010, a total of 1732 articles were
identified using the search criteria Cultural Olympiad/arts/Olympics (Table 1). Recall
that 250 of these articles are also included with the 1345 articles that referenced the
selected Vancouver case study organizations.

Table 2 shows that of the 253 articles that referenced the 2008 and 2009 Cultural
Olympiad, none originated outside Canada. There was no international press coverage.

When looking at the international coverage for the 2010 Cultural Olympiad, the
results, at first glance, were not encouraging (Tables 3 and 4).

139

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [S

im
on

 F
ra

se
r U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] a
t 1

0:
09

 1
7 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

2 



10  D. Low and P.V. Hall

Table 1. Number of newspaper articles by international origin.

Frequency Percentage

Valid Canadian News Source 1361 78.6
US News Source 30 1.7
European News Source 313 18.1
Australasian News Source 24 1.4
Other News Source 4 0.2
Total 1732 100

Source: Authors counts based on: 
Database – Press Display, LexisNexis, and ProQuest.
Keyword search – Cultural Olympiad; arts; arts funding.
Dates – 1 January 2008 to 1 April 2010.

Table 2. Number of newspaper articles by Olympic year and by international origin.

Media national origin

Canada US Europe Australasia Other Total

C.O. 2008 Van 54 0 0 0 0 54
2009 Van 199 0 0 0 0 199
2010 Van 1106 24 20 12 2 1164
2012 Lon 1 3 293 11 2 310
2014 Soc 0 2 0 0 0 2
2016 Rio 1 1 0 1 0 3

Total 1361 30 313 24 4 1732

Source: Authors counts based on: 
Database – Press Display, LexisNexis, and ProQuest.
Keyword search – Cultural Olympiad; arts; arts funding.
Dates – 1 January 2008 to 1 April 2010.

Table 3. US Newspaper Coverage of 2010 Cultural Olympiad.

US Newspaper Coverage of 2010 Cultural Olympiad Total

Type of coverage Preview of artistic content 1
Preview of artistic content with photo 1
Review of artistic content 1
Review of artistic content with photo 1
General article on artistic content/structure 2
Passing reference to C.O. whilst not being main story focus 13
Article on arts/ an artistic issue/impacted by Olympics/C.O. 5

Total 24

Source: Authors counts based on: 
Database – Press Display, LexisNexis, and ProQuest.
Keyword search – Cultural Olympiad; arts; arts funding.
Dates – 1 January 2008 to1 April 2010.
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International Journal of Cultural Policy 11

With only 58 articles representing 5% of the total 2010 coverage, these figures must
be examined in more detail. With over 60% (33 out of 58) of all US and world press
stories being categorized as having a Passing reference to the Cultural Olympiad whilst
not being the main focus of the story and with only 12 previews and three reviews of
the entire cultural program, we conclude that both Canada’s and Vancouver’s profes-
sional arts community did not experience the anticipated rise in international profile
through world media coverage.

The Canadian press coverage of the Cultural Olympiad was equally disappointing.
Of the 1359 articles printed, 832 or 61% originated in British Columbia and 344
(25%) were coded as Passing Reference to Cultural Olympiad but not the main focus
of the story. There were only 96 reviews (72 from British Columbia and 24 from the
rest of Canada) for the entire three-year artistic program of work, representing
Vancouver’s arts sector’s ‘Global window to the world’.

Sustained material and financial benefits
One of the Olympic promotional hooks was that the Cultural Olympiad experience
would benefit the community both materially and financially. This claim was tested
by content analysis study through the examination of each participating organization’s
artistic programming over five seasons: before, during, and after the Cultural Olympiad.

Examination of secondary data gathered from public funding records (i.e. The
Canada Council, The City of Vancouver, the BC Arts Council, and Canadian Heri-
tage) also provided the evidence required to assess sustained increase in material and
financial assets. We chose to use public funding as an indicator of the underlying
financial assets available for sustained programming, primarily because such data are
available on a relatively consistent basis over the relevant time period. This is not to
say that ticket sales and corporate financial sponsorships are unimportant revenue
sources; however, they are subject to wide variability across financial years and speak
more to programming choices and outcomes, than to asset availability. Likewise, we
rejected using audience numbers as an indicator. Historically, it has been possible for
arts organizations to massage their audience numbers through the use of complemen-
tary tickets, volunteers, and guests making it notoriously difficult to accurately use

Table 4. World Press Coverage of 2010 Cultural Olympiad.

World Press Coverage of 2010 Cultural Olympiad Total

Type of coverage Preview of artistic content 6
Preview of artistic content with photo 4
Review of artistic content 1
Passing reference to C.O. whilst not being main story focus 20
Article on arts/ an artistic issue/impacted by Olympics/C.O. 1
Editorial /Comment referencing Cultural Olympiad 1
Statement by a Public Figure re Cultural Olympiad 1

Total 34

Source: Authors counts based on: 
Database – Press Display, LexisNexis, and ProQuest.
Keyword search – Cultural Olympiad; arts; arts funding.
Dates – 1 January 2008 to 1 April 2010.
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12  D. Low and P.V. Hall

audience numbers as economic indicators. Corporate ‘in kind’ sponsorship is an
equally unreliable method by which to test impact on material assets, since the valua-
tion of supports such as donated goods, advertizing, and other services are very easy
to inflate.

The interview process allowed for the examination of other areas of material and
financial benefits, for example, new funding programs flowing from the Olympics that
enabled arts organizations to engage in organizational development and capacity
building. Whilst the final impacts will not be known for some time, it was essential to
gauge opportunities for organizational development allowing organizations to take
full advantage of any future benefits that arise from Vancouver’s re-positioning ‘on
the world stage’ as a result of the Cultural Olympiad.

The development of this secondary content analysis data system also focused
attention on the criteria to be used in determining which organizations were suitable
for recruitment to participate and which may not be suitable for fear of biasing results.
For example, we could not include companies that had experienced an operational
shift during this period such as the Vancouver East Cultural Centre that had, due to an
unrelated capital infrastructure project, spent a year in temporary premises. It would
therefore have been invalid to compare their 2002/2003 seasons with their 2010/2011
seasons as, in between, they experienced a season of homelessness.

Case study recruitment concentrated on gathering data from organizations that by
the very nature of their operation were unable to simply opt out or in of the Cultural
Olympiad’s dates. We recruited participants from professional organizations that were
in receipt of operational (as opposed to project-based) government funding, and that
had an uninterrupted operational tenure of at least five (festivals) or 10 (buildings) years.

The directors of 11 organizations agreed to participate (see Table 5). The selec-
tion process ensured that our case studies represented Vancouver’s operating, arts
sector and, at the same time, provided a workable framework for data collection
and interview.

Whilst a key consideration in our selection of case study arts organizations was the
willingness of the director to participate in the study, we are confident that the selected
cases are broadly representative of Vancouver’s larger and more established Building/
Seasonal and Festival-based arts organizations. In 2010, the City of Vancouver
provided some $2.7 million in funding for 94 ‘operating clients’. Of these, seven were

Table 5. Vancouver case study organizations.

Organization Description

Vancouver Opera Sept–May Season
Vancouver Symphony September–June Season
Contemporary Art Gallery Building
Arts Club Theatre Building
Stanley Theatre Building
The Playhouse Theatre September–May Season
The Firehall Arts Centre Building Sept–July Season
Scotia – Bank Dance Centre Building – all year
VIDF – Dance Festival multi venue/March
Push Festival – mixed program multi venue/January
VICF – Children’s Festival multi venue/May
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International Journal of Cultural Policy 13

non-producing, non-professional, non-active, or otherwise ineligible as case studies.
A further 45 did not meet the criteria of presentations/productions/exhibitions per
year; these organizations tend to be small, receiving funding on average of less than
$20,000 each. In comparison, the remaining 42 arts organizations, festivals, galleries,
and arts centers, which are represented by the 11 selected case study participants,
received an average of almost $39,000 each.

The scope of our selected case studies was wide and varied in terms of art form
and social background, ranging from the Opera and Symphony to the Firehall which
works within Vancouver’s poorest neighborhood. Space does not permit us to discuss
at length the activities of each case study, their artistic activities and social position-
ing. It should also be noted that of the 65 projects commissioned under the Arts Part-
ners in Creative Development commissioning program, 10 projects were selected for
Cultural Olympiad presentation and five of the selected projects involved case study
organizations (PricewaterhouseCoopers 2010, Report 5).

By using the quantitative content analysis process described, we produced statistical
data that compared and contrasted the selected organizations, both on a collective and
individual basis. The financial and performance data collected demonstrated a number
of trends. The overall number of productions, performances, and exhibitions per season
remains relatively static over the period 2002/2003 to 2010/2011.

For all participating building/season case studies that participated in the Cultural
Olympiad (except Scotia Bank Dance Centre – see below), their nominal funding
increased over the period 2002/2003, spiking in 2010. In 2010/2011 following the
Cultural Olympiad all participating organization’s funding dropped to pre-2007/2008
funding levels. In three of 11 cases, the 2010/2011 funding levels dropped to pre-
2002/2003 levels.

Vancouver arts festivals whose standard festival dates closely coincided with
Cultural Olympiad dates (January–March) saw funding increase from 2007 to 2010
followed by reduction in 2010/2011. Importantly, however, a festival whose standard
festival dates fell outside the period of the Cultural Olympiad dates, i.e. the Children’s
Festival in May, received no Olympic funding spike, but instead had reduced funding
year after year (2007–2011).

Using public funding, production, and performance data, it is, at this point, hard to
determine any sustained material and financial benefits. There is certainly evidence of
an injection of finance for those case study organizations that participated, or clustered
around, the 2010 Cultural Olympiad – but not what one could call sustained benefit
given the financial projections for 2010/2011.

Positive and substantive legacy
The first two aspects of impact assessment have examined influences, press coverage,
and public subsidy over which the individual organization’s control is relatively mini-
mal; for example, an organization doesn’t have direct control of whether a newspaper
publishes a story or the level of funding awarded. However, as we examine the ques-
tion of positive and substantive legacy, we find that decisions taken by the individual
arts organizations in relation to their involvement in the Cultural Olympiad also had
an impact. It is in this arena that we see indications of whether organizations saw the
Cultural Olympiad as a global or local opportunity.

Primary data were gathered through a series of interviews with the senior manag-
ers of Vancouver arts organizations aimed at determining, through their experience of
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14  D. Low and P.V. Hall

managing their organizations through this period, what if any, positive and substantive
legacies resulted from the Cultural Olympiad. Each interview took place after the
Cultural Olympiad had ended and consisted of a set of questions relating to various
aspects of the organization’s day-to-day business operation before, during and after
the 2010 Cultural Olympiad. The questions were directed at determining the presence
of positive and substantive legacy in all areas of their day-to-day operation as well as
examining whether the Cultural Olympiad provided opportunities through introduc-
tions to, or meetings held with, future potential artistic or business partners. It may be
several years before these potential legacies flourish but it was worth inquiring about
them while they were still fresh in the minds of respondents.

In the interviews carried out with each of the participating companies as to the
overall Cultural Olympiad legacy, the comments received ranged from ‘I don’t see a
major cultural legacy’, ‘The community wasn’t shown off to its best’, ‘The hype of
the four year period didn’t come to fruition’, ‘The overextended promise just couldn’t
be met’, ‘Given that the audiences, to my knowledge were primarily Vancouver or
BC, why weren’t we making better use of our venues? Strategically we weren’t think-
ing about the future enough’.

These comments bring us back to the question of precisely who is the intended
audience. Although the overall evidence of the ‘world coming to watch’ is bleak, the
real surprise concerns organizations that, from the start, didn’t expect or plan for any
international coverage or audience but designed their entire Cultural Olympiad pres-
ence around the local audience. When that happened a very interesting picture
emerges. We should reiterate that all of the case studies participated in the Cultural
Olympiad, either through presentation, production, or commission. Three of these
organizations made the conscious decision to build upon their existing program frame-
works.

The Vancouver Opera
The Vancouver Opera (VO) were aware that a proportion of their audience had
expressed concern about coming downtown during the actual Olympics themselves,
issues about parking and road closures were high on the list. Given this, VO made a
conscious strategic decision that they wanted to be closely aligned to the Cultural
Olympiad and garner Olympic support, but to produce at a period that would suit their
audience’s needs and wishes. As a result, they produced at the end of the Cultural
Olympiad during the Paralympics. James W. Wright, General Director stated, ‘We
didn’t really want to be in the thick of it because we didn’t really expect any out of
town audience’. VO, one of the city’s major arts organizations did not project any
Olympic visitor sales; it was their belief that Olympic visitors would just attend sport-
ing events. That is not to say that people might come in from out of town to see their
Cultural Olympiad presentation, but that there would be a separation between those
coming to see an opera performance as opposed to a sporting event.

VO’s analysis of the audience make-up during this period allowed them to strate-
gically shape their Cultural Olympiad participation to develop their Canadian audi-
ence by using their Olympic funding for the presentation of contemporary opera.
More specifically, it should be noted that VO used Cultural Olympiad funding to
produce Nixon in China, a production that reached out to new contemporary audi-
ences including the non-traditional Chinese immigrant audience. Their production and
performance numbers remained the same as in a non-Olympic year. This local focus
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International Journal of Cultural Policy 15

extended to their marketing operation. Canada’s leading daily newspaper, Globe and
Mail was a national print sponsor to the Cultural Olympiad, making it both easier and
possible for VO to craft a first-time print sponsorship with a national Canadian media
outlet. As a result, VO received its highest national advertizing profile and, as a side
effect, they believed that this increased VO’s editorial profile during this period.

The Vancouver symphony
The Vancouver Symphony Orchestra (VSO) felt they had to avoid programming stan-
dard subscription concerts during the Olympics. There were some instances where they
made this choice and others where they were obliged to make this choice because they
couldn’t get access to the theater due to Cultural Olympiad having priority booking
over civic spaces.

The VSO moved subscription concerts to a period outside the Cultural Olympiad
dates, during periods of the year when they wouldn’t normally program. They were
obliged to shift the season earlier to a two-week period in January where normally
they would give the orchestra a two-week vacation during this period because history
has shown that it is harder to get audiences at this time. Because they were ‘moving
into unknown territory’, the VSO programmed popular pieces of music to attract
audiences at this time and they were very well attended.

Logistically, the Cultural Olympiad put more pressure on the VSO’s marketing
operation with added work without increasing staff size, not only for the concerts
mentioned, but also they needed more planning to make sure that their normal
subscription concerts received audience support. Changing their normal modus oper-
andi meant increased pressure and time as well as more dialog with their audience to
explain how and why they had to do some things differently.

Perhaps one of the most bizarre Cultural Olympiad happenings was the very public
controversy surrounding the relationship between VANOC and the VSO with the
opening ceremony. Essentially the VSO was asked to record the music for the event
and have a fake VSO ensemble in attendance for the performance. Their response was
clear and simple: ‘We have no intention of participating in a farce, please do not name
the VSO’. When Maestro Tovey backed out of the recording knowing that they
wanted to use his name without him actually being present, the Vancouver Sun ran the
story that ‘VSO refuses to play at the opening ceremonies’ (Vancouver Sun 21
December 2009).

This headline did not reflect the essence of what had happened and the VSO were
once more pushed into containment as a number of people were annoyed at the VSO
for that headline. The VSO had to conduct damage limitation for a story over which
they had no control. The miming scandal, however, had the effect of reconfirming the
loyalty that the VSO had in this city among its patrons. Many people offered messages
of support and ticket sales have improved with stronger attendance.

The Arts Club and Stanley Theatres
The Arts Club, Vancouver’s largest producing theater company, made an early decision
not to produce during the 2010 Olympics on the Stanley Theatre Stage, Granville Island
Stage and Revue Stage opting instead to rent out their spaces. The Arts Club is predom-
inantly a subscriber audience and they decided that their audience would probably not
be interested in attending during the Olympics.
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16  D. Low and P.V. Hall

In hindsight, they ‘were delighted’ with the decisions they made. The Stanley
Theatre essentially closed during the Cultural Olympiad, whilst the Granville Island
stages were rented to four Atlantic Provinces (Newfoundland, PEI, Nova Scotia, and
New Brunswick) under the banner of Atlantic Canada House to promote the region
during the Olympics. Atlantic Canada House programmed the main stage with
performers from Atlantic Canada and took over the bar, imported Atlantic product
whilst the Arts Club retained the takings, which was a tremendous financial success.

The Arts Club in association with a local theater company ‘The Electric
Company’, received an Arts Partners in Creative Development Funding to commis-
sion a new work that was scheduled to premiere at the Stanley Theatre following the
Olympics. Due to a death, this project was postponed until the fall of 2010. The Arts
Partners in Creative Development program provided a real opportunity for sustained
legacy. Howard Jang, Executive Director, stated that ‘We got some funding for some
shows’ and ‘we are going to produce on a larger scale than we would normally do,
with a local theater, The Electric Company’. The Cultural Olympiad, in other words,
provided an opportunity to develop a producing relationship with a local company that
they wouldn’t have otherwise had under normal circumstances.

The Arts Club have for many years produced a standard subscription season on
their main stages. The 2010 Cultural Olympiad played havoc with their normal
season schedule, and in order to maintain their subscription series they offered
programming choices outside the Cultural Olympiad dates. In order to accommo-
date this, the Arts Club reviewed their entire marketing operation in terms of timing
and scheduling.

They were very concerned about a fall-off in ticket sales after the Cultural
Olympiad or what they termed, the ‘Olympic Hangover’ and to overcome this they
aggressively pre-sold their season and their advance sales. They engaged in a
campaign to market the season earlier, getting the advance sales in before the Olympic
sales commenced. They remember a board member asking ‘why are we advertizing
White Christmas in July’ but the campaign and tactic worked. Some of these organi-
zational changes made to accommodate the Olympics were such a success that they
plan to continue with these strategies in future years. Early results for 2010–2011 are
showing positive signs that these new strategies are working; pre-sales for 2010/2011
are better than for previous seasons.

So here we have an example of a local producer that concentrated entirely on their
local audience, following strategies to build and strengthen their relationship with that
audience. The major Olympic legacy was the new co-production ‘Tear the Curtain’
with the Electric Company premiered in the fall of 2010.

Not every organization a beneficiary
When comparing the above positive examples of arts companies that chose the local
focus to others whose focus was more global, the artistic director of the Firehall Arts
Centre, when interviewed, made the comment that ‘very little Vancouver work was
shown as part of the Cultural Olympiad in terms of theater and dance’, and going on
to say that ‘strategically we weren’t thinking about the future enough’. The Firehall
has over 25-year history of producing theater, dance, music, and the development of
non-traditional casting or integrated casting techniques. This is the practice of cast-
ing a role without considering the actor’s ethnicity used to support the ethnic mix of
the Downtown Eastside neighborhood and the development of aboriginal artists in
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International Journal of Cultural Policy 17

Vancouver. The Firehall did not produce new work but instead presented the work
of others.

Similarly, the director of the Contemporary Art Gallery made the comments that
the Cultural Olympiad ‘was a competition among arts groups’ and ‘it is totally appro-
priate for an Olympic game to want a city’s leading cultural organizations to participate;
it is however inappropriate for them to say we want you to be involved but you have
to provide or raise the majority of the funds necessary in order to participate’. These
comments demonstrate the frustration that arts leaders experienced when treating the
Cultural Olympiad as a global opportunity that didn’t deliver, as opposed to those that
concentrated on the local stage. Compare again these comments with the VO’s decision
to program a contemporary opera, Nixon in China for the Cultural Olympiad and their
decision to commission a new contemporary opera, Lillian Alling, (Music by John
Estacio; Libretto by John Murrell), as part of their 2010/2011 season as a way of
connecting to a local, but non-traditional audience.

It should also be noted that whilst many Vancouver organizations were presented
with the strategic choice of global versus local, one, the Scotiabank Dance Centre,
was not provided with any choice. The Scotiabank Dance Centre, Canada’s only
purpose-built centre for dance, was excluded from the 2010 event due to the fact that
the official finance sponsor of the Games was Royal Bank of Canada. Due to sponsor
conflict no Canadian dance was seen at the Scotia Bank Dance Centre during the
Cultural Olympiad. In the three months January–March 2010, the centre was not
mentioned in a single press article, it was as if they disappeared from the cultural
landscape.

Conclusion
Cultural mega events appear to have become a fixture of the twenty-first-century
urban landscape. Plans for the Cultural Olympiads in London, Sochi, and Rio in 2012,
2014, and 2016, respectively, are under way. Three cities, Annecy, Munich, and Pyeo-
ngchang, are already short-listed for 2018 and other cities are considering future bids.
Yet, as witnessed in Vancouver, the post-Olympic legacy often does not meet pre-
Games promises and may be marred by the negative impact on post Olympic arts
funding and the lack of substantial increases either in the international cultural press
or cultural tourism.

From the data gathered it appears that Vancouver’s arts organizations that bene-
fited most were those that concentrated their focus on the Cultural Olympiad’s local
stage and audience rather than the highly promoted global stage and audience. In years
to come, it is possible that those organizations that strengthened their ties to the local
audience so benefiting their overall presence may yet flourish and move into the realm
of global performance. For now, however, it is clear that the Olympiad did not offer
the local arts community a short cut to that global stage.

Of course, this study has its own limitations in both duration and scope, but it is
an important first step to better understanding the impact of an Olympic-linked
Cultural Olympiad on host professional arts sectors. We would recommend that the
International Olympic Committee commission independent assessments of the host
cultural sector for all future Cultural Olympiad’s accompanying the Olympic games.
We would also join Roche’s (1992) long-standing recommendation that before and
after impact studies are undertaken for mega events, both for successful and unsuc-
cessful bids in order that to continue building a comprehensive understanding of their
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18  D. Low and P.V. Hall

impacts. We would also recommend that future studies look at each of the three
government levels and accompanying agencies in their own right.

This study provides professional arts personnel, about to become involved in an
Olympic bid, with insight into the questions to be asked, and actions to be taken
during their city’s bid to maximize their organizations and sectors strategic success.
Considering which arts organizations benefited most from the Cultural Olympiad, and
why, starts to build a comprehensive assessment of the relationship between the arts
and cultural sector and urban tourism, which, when fully understood, could benefit
both cultural policy and the urban core.
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