
 

UWS Academic Portal

Mega sport events and spatial management

McGillivray, David; Duignan, Michael B.; Mielke, Eduardo

Published in:
Annals of Leisure Research

DOI:
10.1080/11745398.2019.1607509

E-pub ahead of print: 21/04/2019

Document Version
Peer reviewed version

Link to publication on the UWS Academic Portal

Citation for published version (APA):
McGillivray, D., Duignan, M. B., & Mielke, E. (2019). Mega sport events and spatial management: zoning space
across Rio’s 2016 Olympic city. Annals of Leisure Research, 1-24.
https://doi.org/10.1080/11745398.2019.1607509

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the UWS Academic Portal are retained by the authors and/or other
copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with
these rights.

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact pure@uws.ac.uk providing details, and we will remove access to the
work immediately and investigate your claim.

Download date: 23 May 2023

https://doi.org/10.1080/11745398.2019.1607509
https://uws.pure.elsevier.com/en/publications/f70f4e6f-1a96-42a4-a71c-13959b979bdd
https://doi.org/10.1080/11745398.2019.1607509


“This is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published by Taylor & Francis Group in Annals of 
Leisure Research on 21 April 2019, available 
online: http://www.tandfonline.com/10.1080/11745398.2019.1607509.” 

http://www.tandfonline.com/10.1080/11745398.2019.1607509


 1 

Mega sport events and spatial management: Zoning space 
across Rio’s 2016 Olympic city 
 

Abstract 

Hosting the Olympic Games demands the efficient and effective sequestration of public space across 

the city to stage official sports, cultural, and commercial activities. Specifically, this paper examines how fast-

tracked urban development processes create exclusive, commercial enclaves to maximise leverageable benefits 

for external actors. We focus on the case of Rio 2016, drawing on: i) observations across the city and event zones, 

including Live Site, Last Mile, and transit spaces, ii) interviews with key event, policy and visitor economy 

stakeholders, iii) documentary analysis of Rio’s plans and promises outlined in official bid documentation, and 

iv) supplementary sources documenting Olympic planning effects. Our findings illustrate how the legal power of 

the Host City Contract and highly-circumscribed Olympic regulations create the conditions for managing urban 

space that enables the circulation of visitor flows to - and the containment of consumption within - newly 

privatised, temporarily constructed urban zones that favour global interests.  

 

Keywords: Mega sport events; Spatial management; Visitor economy; Event zones; Visitor circulation and 

containment; Rio 2016 Olympic Games. 

 

Introduction 

Mega sport events (MSEs) are profit-making ventures, though not necessarily always for the hosting 

community, city or nation. Indeed, the business model of the largest sport event, the Olympic Games, is weighted 

in favour of the International Olympic Committee (IOC) and its commercial partners as hosts currently bear 

many of the costs of hosting every four years, including underwriting any financial overruns that arise. Ownership 

and control of the MSE asset provides the IOC with the power to exploit the Olympic Games by generating 

revenues with which to service its supranational mission: to develop sport on an international basis (Forster 

2016). However, the IOC has faced prolonged criticism which has intensified in recent years for the way it 

operates as ‘a modern profit-oriented and de facto profit-making nonprofit corporation’ (Eick 2010, p.283). The 

main way the IOC facilitates revenue generation is through signing a Host City Contract (HCC) with a city that 

confirms the share of costs and revenues borne by each partner. More crucially, it sets out the obligations upon 

hosts to create and protect the conditions for commercial exploitation of the Olympic brand. In essence, the 

IOC operates as a multinational corporation keen to strike the right deal with its main partners to ensure its 

continuing profitability.  

Since the 1984 Los Angeles Olympic Games – one of the first commercially successful incarnations of 

the event - the IOC has become extremely adept at maximising revenue from managing Olympic broadcasting 

rights. However, crucially, it has also extended its commercial tendencies into the very fabric of the urban 

locations that host the Games, securing public, natural and cultural resources at the host city level, commodifying 

and privatising spaces that are usually subject to multiple ownership claims at any given time (Smith 2016; Brown 

et al 2015). Successful bidding cities are contractually obliged to pass exceptional Olympic Games legislation that 
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overrides existing local or national legislative arrangements (McGillivray and Frew 2015). This legislation includes 

decrees that affect planning, the use of public space, the protection of Olympic assets and the ability to secure 

exclusive access for the Olympic multinational corporate family, including the creation of a clean-city so that the 

host destination can be dressed in the five rings regalia (Eick 2010). Rule 50 of the Olympic Charter serves to 

protect the commercial interests of the IOC and The Olympic Partners (TOP) by disallowing any counter 

advertising or publicity within or around sport venues, but also within other areas deemed part of the event 

(Boykoff 2017). That means, in practice, that large swathes of the Olympic city are given over to official 

commercial partners to exploit before and during the Games itself (McGillivray and Frew 2015).  

Furthermore, across contemporary Olympic cities, temporary event zones have been created which act 

to enable, or constrain, specific flows and circulations of visitors and residents through city spaces (Duignan and 

Pappalepore 2019). These brand exclusion zones alter uses of existing public and collective civic spaces and 

reimagine them as sites of touristic consumption; open to easy mediation by a watching world (Smith 2016). With 

an increasingly entrepreneurial-urban local state, host city tourism agencies, planners and economic development 

functions partner with Olympic organisers. They maximise the commercial value available to official sponsors, 

operating on the basis that hosting an MSE will promote the desired image of a destination, enabling it to compete 

within the global hierarchy of elite cities and produce beneficial long-term economic outcomes for regional and 

national developmental agendas (Broudehoux and Sanchez 2015).  

The Brazilian city of Rio de Janeiro has a recent history of hosting several major and mega sport events, 

including the Pan American Games (2007), and the 2014 FIFA World Cup, where Rio was one of the host cities. 

The Rio 2016 Olympic Games (hereafter referred to as ‘Rio 2016’) was the culmination of the city’s approach to 

creating an integrated strategic event portfolio, which effectively zoned valuable city spaces, targeting and 

syphoning off developmental areas to secure and generate positive event outcomes (Rio Candidature File 2009). 

Rio 2016 represented an opportunity to catalyse existing urban regeneration and developmental initiatives, 

claiming that ‘many projects in the city’s development plan would be accelerated for a 2016 Olympic Games’ 

(IOC 2008, p.1).  

In this paper, we build on existing research focused on the spatial effects of MSE planning and delivery 

on the host city (e.g. Brown et al 2015; Müller 2015; Broudehoux and Sanchez, 2015; Smith 2016; McGillivray 

and Frew 2015; Osborn and Smith 2016; Duignan and Pappalepore 2019). When reviewing large scale 

developmental projects like the Olympic Games, it is vital to consider questions of: 1) who has power to 

influence, 2) how power is mobilised, and 3) who determines whose visions are prioritised (Raco and Tunney 

2010). Drawing on these considerations, particularly emphasising how spaces are reconfigured as a result, this 

paper is guided by the following two research questions: 

1. How are the spatial arrangements for the Olympic city facilitated and managed? 

2. What impact do the spatial arrangements put in place in the Olympic city have on local stakeholders 

during the live staging periods?  

Structurally, we begin by reviewing the existing literature around the way the Olympic Games and other 

MSEs have been commercialised and the impact these processes have on the host city and its various 

stakeholders. We then follow with a discussion of how consumption practices are encouraged in the Olympic 
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City through the management and protection of IOC and sponsor assets. Following the outline of a participatory 

methodology, we then present detailed empirical research drawing on observations gathered at Rio 2016, 

followed by key conclusions outlining current and future relationships between the Olympic Games and host 

cities, and the paper’s contribution to leisure studies.   

 

Accelerating urban development: Event zoning and circulation 

The burgeoning literature on MSEs provides strong support for the notion that they are primarily 

vehicles for growth and accelerated neoliberal forms of urban (re)development (Müller 2015; Roche 2017; 

Gaffney 2015). Urban theorists looking at MSEs, including the Olympic Games, are in agreement that they create 

uneven spatial effects on the host destination, whether by providing a fix to a particular problem (Müller 2015), 

or by prioritising prestigious real estate projects that benefit more powerful actors over others (Broudehoux and 

Sanchez 2015). This is only possible because awarding bodies, operating as private entities, have been able to 

successfully enforce their rules upon public authorities (Meier and Garcia 2015). For example, the IOC has 

‘almost trans-national quasi-legal jurisdiction that limits access to the law courts and legal rights of bodies and 

individuals in their national jurisdictions’ (Forster 2016, p.2). These extended jurisdictional powers covering 

branding, commercialisation and security arrangements are instrumental in creating Olympic states of 

exception(ality) (Powell and Marerro-Guillamon 2012). 

Not only do event owners try to enforce their rules on public bodies, but the local state actively supports 

them to do so, whether through subsidy (e.g. resourcing the bidding and planning stages) or by agreeing to 

stringent conditions in the HCC (McGillivray and Frew 2015). What remains is a self-reinforcing arrangement 

whereby event owners enforce demands, including the passing of legal exceptions that afford these bodies, quite 

literally, a blank canvas upon which to paint the desires of the MSE project (Raco and Tunney 2010). At the same 

time, host cities succumb to the irresistible rhetoric of immediate and longer-term developmental objectives 

(Chalip 2017), involving the advancement of city development plans that enable, facilitate and intensify 

consumption opportunities. Broudehoux and Sanchez (2015) argue that this creates a situation akin to ‘state-

assisted privatization and commodification of the urban realm’ (p.109), where existing communities can find 

themselves locked out of accessing direct, indirect and induced MSE opportunities. Local actors are rendered 

relatively impotent to the onward march of event projects that favour neoliberal multinational corporate 

enterprise over local socio-economic activity (Kirby et al, 2018). In the MSE planning stages this often involves 

real estate developments and investments in transport infrastructure to serve affluent suburban, retail and 

entertainment environments, simultaneously restricting access to less desirable host communities across the 

Olympic city. For example, tourism and access to event crowds were noted as some of the major reasons why 

Rio hosted the Games – to inspire visitation, before, during and after the Games, and create a positive legacy for 

the visitor economy (Rio Candidature File 2009, p.8). 

In preparation for the MSE, strategic plans often involve segmenting the city into discrete zones, 

containing official sport venues and other ancillary Games-related spaces, including the construction of a ‘Last 

Mile’ that enables effective and efficient visitor movement from one official zone to another. The choice of 

venues and transit routes between each zone serves to encourage a particular, selective, tourist gaze (Urry and 



 4 

Larson 2012), directing visitors to what the organisers and the host city wish visitors to see, interact with and 

consume, representing ‘the very narrowness of conceptions of the city that are deployed by policy-makers’ (Raco 

and Tunney 2010, p.2070). Event organisers intentionally control both space and the visitor’s gaze to generate 

additional footfall and expenditure in priority places and spaces (Duignan and Pappalepore 2019). Both 

McGillivray and Frew’s (2015) analysis of the London 2012 Olympic Games (hereafter referred to as ‘London 

2012’), and Steinbrink’s (2013) of the pre-event Rio 2016 reveal that some spaces emerge invisibilised across the 

host city while the visitor’s attention is directed toward newly zoned city routes, event spaces, and sites of 

exclusive, multinational corporate entities invited to leverage global event visitor economies. Special, or 

exceptional arguments are made to secure planning permission, removing civic spaces from public use, and 

imposing additional restrictions on behaviours (Trading Standards 2018). Essentially, host planning authorities 

and Olympic organisers coalesce to create the conditions within which consumption practices can flourish.  

Crucially, this economic logic, whether under the guise of development or regeneration, offers 

commercial partners privileged access to prime public real estate, subsidised by the state, for an extended period 

of time. However, rather than represent an economic panacea for the host, such arrangements represent 

economic leakage, where the flows of financial capital generated before and during the Games are extracted by 

global brand partners, via controlled consumption zones, and rarely trickles down into the local, regional or 

national economy (Raco 2014).  

 

Creating ‘safe’ consumption spaces in the Olympic city 

The success of the strategy to enable multiple consumption opportunities in the Olympic city is 

dependent on the creation of safe spaces to ease the means of consumption (Ritzer 2005). Potential visitors, 

athletes, international sporting federations and political actors need to feel at ease if they are to contribute to the 

economic success of the MSE, for hosts, awarding bodies and sponsors alike. There is a close relationship 

between the delivery of a safe and secure Games and its commercial success (Coaffee 2015). Coaffee suggests 

that the objective to reduce or eliminate threats in the Olympic city led to increasing use of surveillance 

technologies and fixed cordons to secure space. Similarly, Osborn and Smith (2016) argue that securitisation 

measures and what they term the brandscape simultaneously takes place with ‘city dressing, branding and health 

and safety all bundled up into one approach’ (p.141). Beyond the physical manifestations of security that now 

accompany the Olympic city, Coaffee (2015) also argues that ‘ideas of enclosure and social control, and 

techniques of ordering, become normalised’ (p.200). One prevalent approach for normalising enclosure and 

containing event visitors is the creation of distinct event zones, variously termed Live Sites, Last Miles, and public 

viewing areas which operate as brand exclusion zones before and during the Olympic Games. In the name of 

safety and security spaces that were previously open to public assembly and had multiple uses are reconstituted 

as environments requiring state-imposed and subsidised security. Appropriate behaviours are enshrined in the 

security apparatus, written into the physical design of the spaces, regulated and policed by local organisers and 

their private security partners, whether in person or via surveillance technologies. These behaviours include 

adhering to Rule 50 of the Olympic Charter by not violating advertising or publicity guidelines and only being 

able to purchase official Olympic partner merchandising and food.  
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Event zones represent contained physical spaces to encourage visitor movement and celebration, but 

they are also orchestrated media events (McGillivray and Frew 2015), carefully managed to produce the place 

impressions anticipated by organisers and event owners, alike. As Steinbrink (2013) suggests, ‘an optimum of 

international media coverage has to be guaranteed so that commercially effective images of happiness and 

heroism can be sent out to the world’ (p.130). Moreover, as Chalip (2017) argues, they engender communitas, a 

group’s pleasure in sharing common experiences that creates a heightened sense of community among those 

present. Controlling (or at least attempting to) the outcomes from these event zones is enshrined in other 

measures, including ticketing policy and licensing regulations which dictate forbidden behaviours like protest, 

ambush marketing and the improper use of recording equipment to infringe broadcasting agreements. They also 

aim to ease the circulation of economic capital, with venue regulations discouraging spending on alternative local 

products. Safe spaces are provided not for everyone, but for the right sort of people – predominantly visitors 

and those with the economic capital to participate in what can be considered multinational corporate, neoliberal 

spaces (Osborn and Smith 2016).  

There are a number of drawbacks emanating from the architectural features and security apparatus that 

accompany event zoning, including restrictions on lawful protests. As Coaffee (2015, p.207) suggests, these 

approaches produce ‘uneven spatial consequences…cleansing and purifying the Olympic city to allow 

colonisation by the rich in areas once considered terra incognita’. Of concern to many critics of MSE zoning is 

the way in which each version of the Games introduces new measures that become embedded in host cities in 

the longer term.  Referring to London 2012, Osborn and Smith (2016) term this legislative seep: 

…whereby new regulations and behaviours become embedded in a host city…temporally we think the 

2012 Games have left a shadow by commodifying spaces and by providing justification and precedent 

for the commercialisation of public space in the future…spatially we have seen the emergence of 

brandscapes in places previously thought to be outside consumer culture, including public parks (p.145)  

 

Temporary exceptions are often permitted and presented as being in the greater good of the host city; 

a key strategy to maximise economic legacies for the host population. However, some exceptions are anything 

but temporary, nor do they tend to produce benefits in terms of local economic development. First, spaces 

privatised during event planning and delivery continue to be exploited for commercial activities post-Games. 

Indeed, there are several examples of these from previous Olympic Games. Osborn and Smith (2016), and Smith 

(2016) highlight how London’s Royal Parks, especially Hyde Park and Victoria Park, have been used extensively 

for commercial events since London 2012 ended. Though the exploitation of London’s Royal Parks for 

commercial gain preceded London 2012, this process was extended and accelerated as a result of plans put in 

place and enacted for that event. Second, when MSEs are hosted, spaces that host populations enjoy using for 

leisurely purposes, for transit, and for relaxation are transformed into spaces with controlled access, physical 

barriers and revised use codes. Similarly, Broudehoux and Sanchez (2015) have shown how, in the lead up to Rio 

2016, archipelagos of extraterritoriality were created that sought not only to maximise revenues during the 

Games, but also to improve specific areas of the city so that they would leave a tourism consumption legacy for 

years afterwards. This is not, in itself, problematic as securing economic benefits are often at the heart of the 
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reason for hosting MSEs, but in Rio important tourism developments were the outcome of prioritising 

investments in key areas that focused resources when other parts of the city may have needed them more. Several 

key developments in the Olympic Boulevard area, Porto Maravilha and the Barra area have left visitor attractions 

(e.g. the Museum of Tomorrow) and gentrified commercial zones that are central to Rio’s future tourism strategy 

(PortoMaravilha 2019) but that effectively produce greater spatial inequality in the city (Gaffney 2015).   

In sum, both external actors and the host city tourism authorities coalesce to prepare the Olympic city 

so that it can maximise Olympic-related benefits, primarily in the form of economic capital. Designated priority 

development is aligned with the location of official and ancillary Olympic venues, secured and presented for 

visitor enjoyment, during and after the games have been hosted. These zones are managed by the host city, 

though the immediate Games-time benefits flow out to external actors, with uneven spatial and economic 

consequences. However, although there is empirical verification for this pattern at previous Olympic Games, 

each host has its own political, social and economic circumstances that influences its reception of these strategies. 

In the remainder of this paper, we explore how the Rio 2016 Olympic city became zoned, what form that zoning 

took and with what immediate effects on the city’s public spaces and people.  

 

Methodology  

In order to address the two research questions,  we drew on both primary and secondary datasets. Our 

primary data was split into two distinct, but inter-related phases:  

 

- ‘Phase 1’: narrated observation and video ethnography (Pink et al 2015) across the event zones under 

investigation, and; 

- ‘Phase 2’: examination and interrogation of initial Phase 1 insights through interviewing key informants. 

 

We began by undertaking an analysis of secondary sources, including IOC-specific material and the 

official Rio Candidature File (2009). Furthermore, we drew on non-official sources, including, for example, the 

Vox (2016) documentary to illustrate urban transformations captured in the lead up to Rio 2016 and the extent 

of stakeholder inclusion and exclusion during the live staging period. This served to supplement our own 

empirical material. In relation to primary data, we utilised a walking methodology to capture firsthand the 

changing spatial landscape of the Olympic city and its temporarily created event zones to unpack ‘the systematic 

description of events, behaviours, and artefacts in the social setting chosen for study’ (Marshall and Rossman 

1989, p.79). This included using the same public transportation systems as utilised by the vast majority of event 

visitors to mimic the visitor experience as closely as possible. Additionally, in our attempts to replicate an 

authentic experience (Kausenbach 2003) one of the authors stayed at the heart of the Copacabana zone, in a 

hotel utilised by various European media outlets. For this study, we specifically examined: i) the Olympic Stadium 

(Maracana), ii) Maracana Stadium (Maracana), iii) RioCentro Stadium (Barra), iv) official Rio 2016 Olympic Park 

(Barra), v) Copacabana beachside stadium (Copacabana), vi) Copacabana brand activation site and official Rio 

2016 store (Copacabana), vii) Pyeongyang 2018 Winter Olympic Games promotional site, and viii) the Olympic 

Boulevard ‘Live Site’, Porto Maravilha. 
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Although this study produced qualitative data largely through a subjectivist approach and method (e.g. 

Cade et al, 2019), we also identified a series of objective, human and non-human objects and artefacts to illustrate 

material evidence of the spatial transformations under investigation. As indicated by our research questions, we 

paid special attention to particular features impacting on visitor flows and movement, focusing on: who appeared 

to have power to influence, how power was mobilised, and whose visions appeared to be prioritised across 

temporary spaces. We documented observations using video and photography, recorded these as a series of 

reflective video blogs (vlogs), and shared text-based field notes at the end of each day to help make sense of the 

spatial changes observed. We used this approach to consolidate our early thinking around emergent themes, 

whilst simultaneously negating, as far as possible, historical bias and mental gaps in researcher recall. All 

information was disseminated via the official #RioZones (2016) project website. For analytical purposes we used 

Attride-Stirling’s (2001) ‘Thematic Networks Analysis’ approach and all data was coded using NVIVO 10 

qualitative analysis software.  

At the conclusion of the Games, 17 interviews were undertaken (see Table 2), utilising a non-probability 

and purposive approach, inviting i) government policy, ii) non-governmental, iii) industry, and iv) selective 

academic perspectives – all of whom were actively involved, commentating on and/or impacted by Olympic 

planning and delivery. For the purposes of this paper and its focus on zoning space, six interviews were used. 

These interviews helped us to cross-check our own independent observations to check for inconsistencies and 

contradictions, serving to enhance internal validity, and support the development of external validity where 

appropriate. Table 1 details the fieldwork collected for both phases of the study. All Phase 1 and Phase 2 datasets 

and themes were amalgamated and analysed by all the authors of this study. This resulted in the creation of a 

final list of key themes, as presented in the forthcoming findings and discussion sections.  

 

[Insert Table 1 - Primary and secondary data sets] 

 

[Insert Table 2 – Interviewee list] 

 

Preparing Rio’s spatial enclaves: Planning for profit  

 Hosting Rio 2016 illustrated the pinnacle of neoliberal policies enacted by the Brazilian government 

since the 1990s – governance based on what Vainer (2015) calls selective participation and a significant role for 

the private sector in urban management. The urgency provided by fixed deadlines to deliver an MSE facilitates 

the realisation of projects that might otherwise have been delayed by bureaucratic planning processes. Before we 

highlight preparations put in place for the live staging period, it is worth noting zoning strategies implemented 

across Rio in the years prior to the Games, particularly private interests and intentions for new state sponsored 

land use developments.   

Since hosting the Pan American Games in 2007, Broudehoux and Sanchez (2015) highlight that 

investments were made in selected Rio urban areas, specifically the upmarket Barra da Tijuca district, which 

eventually became the official Rio 2016 Olympic Park area. Transport developments to this area were prioritised 

by the city government from 2007 onwards, leading to increases in real estate value and the city’s ability to 
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convince the IOC that visitors would be safe (Broudehoux and Sanchez 2015). Extensions to the subway line 

and a major expansion of the Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) system to connect the Barra area to the city centre 

benefited from significant public investment which ‘confirmed the centrality of Barra da Tijuca as a priority 

development area’ (Broudehoux and Sanchex 2015, p.113). Another priority area for the Olympic Games, the 

Maracana Stadium, was prepared for spatial transformation during the 2014 FIFA World Cup, with a special 

federal decree constituting it as a brand exclusion zone which permitted only official sponsors to sell products at 

a venue that had historically allowed the informal economy of food-sellers to flourish (Gaffney 2015).  

Finally, the port revitalisation process at Porto Maravilha was central to Olympic-led development, 

though not as extensively as the Barra da Tijuca project. Major revitalisation activities were planned for the port 

area and city leaders wanted to tie Olympic plans more meaningfully into this development to benefit from the 

fixed timescales surrounding the Games. The development included real estate improvement, museums, 

shopping centres and other entertainment provision. Eventually, the Olympic Boulevard area, as it became 

known, was heralded by project actors and VisitRio - the official destination management organisation of Rio de 

Janiero – as the ‘biggest live site ever in the Olympic Games history’ that will ‘divert visitor attention away from 

more popular beach areas during the Games’ (VisitRio 2016 [online]). The Porto Maravilha space became one of 

the largest Live Sites during the Olympic Games, representing a carefully planned opportunity to showcase the 

newly developed area, ‘[a] meeting-point for locals and tourists’ (…) ‘[a] marathon of fun and information’ (…) 

‘[where] people will be in contact with the carioca culture with the Olympic spirit’ (…) ‘a unique combination of 

the carioca spirit and the Olympic spirit, a combination set to become historic’ (Rio 2016.com 2016 [online]).  

Planned Olympic-led urban regeneration and development examples presented here represent a 

strategic focus seeking to alter the dynamics of urban space, create the conditions to exploit specific parts of Rio 

for land use and tourism gain, and leave a legacy of new spaces and attractions for future promotion to new 

markets. We reflect on these post-Games uses at the close of this section. In relation to the way that Rio was 

prepared for the Olympic Games itself, our analysis of secondary data highlighted how a series of legislative 

measures was introduced immediately following the successful bid process, including an Olympic Act and the 

legal inscription of the IOC’s official Host City Contract into Brazilian law. Explicitly, Rio’s Candidature File 

(2009) promised that: 

 

the Olympic Act will be enacted by each of the Federal, State and City Governments. Each statute will 

encompass in a single instrument the necessary legal provisions to ensure the requirements of the 

Games will be met, as outlined in detail in the Guarantees File and throughout the Candidature File 

(2009, p.8). 

 

Moreover, Rio’s 2016 bid stated that: 

 

Brazil’s existing legal framework is conducive to the successful staging of the Olympic and Paralympic 

Games and will be amended or modified as necessary to accommodate any Games specific 

requirements. Each of the three levels of Government is fully committed to upholding the provisions 
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of the Olympic Charter and the Host City Contract, and all the necessary guarantees, declarations and 

covenants have been secured (2009, p.41).  

Here, Rio sought to provide the IOC and delivery organisations with the necessary  legal and regulatory 

authority by surrendering and ceding their cityscape as a ‘clean’-blank canvas (Rio’s Candidature File, 2009, p34) 

as noted by Raco and Tunney (2010) for London 2012. Indeed, even at the bidding stage, there were already 

detailed plans for Rio’s Olympic city to be segmented into a series of official event zones. Zoned spaces included: 

Copacabana, Maracanã, Deodoro, and Barra areas, chosen to host the majority of sporting events, and permanent 

and temporary venues – not to mention the core public Live Site space of Porto Maravilha to the east of the city 

(Rio Candidature File, 2009).  

In the lead up to and delivery of the Games, the city of Rio was transformed into a vessel ready and 

prepared to maximise the means of consumption, inclusive of multinational, corporate sponsor entities: 

Rio guarantees not only the best experience for the athletes and our friends from the Olympic and 

Paralympic Families … sponsors will be excited by a new destination, bringing new value to the Olympic 

and Paralympic brands (Rio Candidature File 2009, p.14) 

 

Rio’s Candidature File (2009) promised a ‘substantial Games look and overlay’ (2009, p.28). Indeed, in 

the week preceding the Opening Ceremony and during the live staging period, we observed the visible presence 

of the official five rings logo and the marks of official sponsors, suppliers and supporters of the Olympic Games 

across the city’s urban spaces and buildings. We observed how the choice of spatial transformations was strategic, 

geared around leveraging the host city’s abundant natural and cultural resources and features, and turning them 

into the backdrop for commercial exploitation. The city became home to Olympic billboards, newsstands and 

street furniture including bus stops, street signage, street clocks, scrolling signs, and façade advertising. Fixed 

spaces were completed with mobile advertising opportunities, with Olympic branding appearing on every public 

transportation system, including buses, taxis, the metro, rail, boats and ferries. We observed Rio 2016’s 

commercial canvas stretching across the host city, specifically official event zones, Last Mile spaces, and transit 

routes to and from public and ticketed venues. In creating the clean city, nothing is left to chance, as outlined in 

Rio’s Candidature File (2009), where organisers promised to: 

…reserve all outdoor advertising for the period of the Games, as specified by the IOC and IPC. Any 

licenses which do not expire will have specific ‘carve out’ periods established for the Olympic and 

Paralympic Games. Binding options have been secured with the owners of other advertising spaces in 

key parts of the city, major thoroughfares and around competition venues and other key Olympic sites. 

Together with any additional legislation required, these binding options will ensure Games sponsors 

have an appropriate opportunity to leverage their rights and at the same time will support anti-ambush 

measures (2009, p.86).  

 

The IOC was guaranteed 10% of street furniture advertising space for free to promote the Olympic 

brand. 80% of the street furniture advertising space was provided to Rio 2016 to package and offer to Olympic 

sponsors as part of the so called ‘Olympic inventory’ (Rio Candidature File 2009, p.86). Little space was offered 
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to competitors of Games sponsors, further reinforcing the ability of the host city to facilitate commercial 

exclusivity for a very select band of corporate interests. Every official event venue, including the Last Mile sites, 

became subject to overt securitisation efforts – serving to create secure safe spaces and associated brandscapes 

(Osborn and Smith 2016) and ensure the smooth and efficient running of the event project. It is important to 

note that in order for the host city to be ready to exploit positive destination imagery, there is a need for careful 

planning and staging of place and for the desired image to be protected and policed to avoid being ambushed by 

those with ulterior motives, including ‘ambush marketing and illegal street vending activities’ (IOC 2008, p.2). 

One interviewee noted that significant military and security personnel was specifically deployed at “all the tourist 

and Olympic sites of the city of Rio” (#9).  

A plethora of human actors, including Games Maker volunteers, Last Mile guides, and police and 

military personnel, and non-human structures like steel gates, fences, barricades, signage, and airport-style security 

systems helped securitise the official event zones, Live Sites, and transit routes to and from public and ticketed 

venues. They acted by cordoning off space, encasing venues, and creating brand exclusion zones inside event 

stadia – protecting the interests of the IOC and TOP sponsors. These included spaces such as the newly 

regenerated Porto Maravilha Olympic Boulevard and Copacabana’s touristic beach-side resort, right through to 

the Olympic Stadium in the heart of the Maracanã district. Effectively, these actors helped create the ideal 

conditions for capital to circulate in and across targeted Olympic city spaces and places. Creating these sorts of 

zones invariably prohibited everyday uses of urban space, and simultaneously precluded access to local residential 

and commercial stakeholders who were deemed not profitable enough to belong (Kirby et al 2018). Our 

observations reinforced the symbiotic link between security, event spaces, legal exceptionality and commercial 

exploitation by official sponsors.  

 

From circulation to containment: Negotiating Olympic zones  

Earlier, we suggested that official event zones, and the transit spaces to and from them, intentionally 

speed up, enable access, and focus visitor attention and gaze upon desirable spaces. The passing of legislation to 

facilitate the creation of commercial enclaves for sponsors during the Olympic Games provides a good example 

of the actions made possible by MSE hosting (McGillivray and Frew 2015; Pappalepore and Duignan 2016; Hall 

2006). The fast-tracking nature of urban planning promotes the implementation of both circulation and 

containment strategies. First, in the Olympic city, we observed the efficient and safe movement of visitors, 

athletes and dignitaries from transport nodes to official Olympic event spaces, making use of wayfinding 

techniques to circulate visitors to temporary commercial enclaves. These spaces included official merchandise 

stores, sponsor activation sites, and official sport venues. This circulation of bodies was planned and tightly 

controlled to accentuate the benefits of entering and spending time in official Olympic zones in favour to other, 

by definition, less safe parts of the city. This reinforces Broudehoux and Sanchez’s (2015) view that the priority 

development areas were chosen to ensure that the ‘city’s world image would not be tainted by glimpses of 

violence, disorder and poverty’ (p.112).  

The efficient circulation of visitors along pre-determined paths was designed to direct and hasten visitor 

movement towards the right sort of spaces, particularly where the IOC and its TOP sponsor family were located, 
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ready to activate their brand strategies. The economic logic of MSEs is underpinned by the desire to transit 

visitors to and from brandscaped safe spaces (Pavoni 2010) as quickly as possible to maximise their commercial 

value – often at the expense of less visible hosting communities (Duignan and Pappalepore 2019). As outlined 

in Rio’s Candidature File (2009) the city was committed to this agenda, ensuring that ‘each venue is connected 

by a High-Performance Transport Ring and dedicated Olympic Lanes, minimizing travel times’ (2009: 22). 

Economic imperatives are foremost in the rationale for hosting MSEs in the first place (Smith and Stevenson 

2009) and the efficient circulation of visitors to sponsor sites contributes to positive return on investment for 

TOP sponsors – but only if visitors dwell in the event zones created. While a strategy of efficient circulation 

encourages event visitors to travel with ease between one ‘aestheticised place of consumption’ (Jakob 2013, p.449) 

and another, we contend that organisers also implemented strategies of containment to retain and encourage 

spending within these zones.  

Our observations showed that organizers sought to implement strategies of containment to encourage 

visitors to inhabit and dwell in official event zones, rather than freely traversing the city’s wider ‘magnificent 

landscape’ as originally anticipated in Rio’s Candidature File (2009). Containment refers to the methods used to 

retain circulatory capital within event zones. Our observations found that in Rio’s Olympic city, a series of very 

specific zoning activities were implemented by the IOC and TOP sponsors, with the support of the host city, to 

retain visitor spend in their enclaves. One tactic was the production of exclusivity for sponsors where only their 

products were offered. One interviewee remarked that ‘within the Olympic venues, companies linked to the 

organization [IOC] had a certain privilege to act as an official provider of catering services during Rio 2016. I did 

not observe this [opportunity] for small businesses’ (#12). Another interviewee claimed that such ‘exclusivity 

generated discomfort and inconvenience to the participating public, especially in the Olympic Park regarding 

access to purchase of food and beverages’ (#8). Described as, ‘spots that were controlled’ (#14), such exclusivity 

also served to restrict local producer access to the visitor economy within tightly regulated spaces:  

…there was a monopoly on selling products within the arenas … there was only one brand of beer and 

soda. Just being able to pay with Visa was also very bad. Instead of creating a positive image, it creates 

a negative image (#4)  

Our own observations, corroborated by interviewee perspectives, illustrated the simultaneous 

deployment of both circulation and containment strategies in Rio’s Olympic city. For example, in the Copacabana 

beach area there was extensive sponsor activation activity, drawing on attributes associated with experiential 

marketing and the eventification of urban space (Jakob 2013). From large scale Nissan Kicks advertising (Image 

1), to smaller examples of outdoor advertising, the beach area was crowded with Rio 2016 and TOP sponsor-

related brand activation materials. The Last Mile area in Copacabana hosted the main site of the Rio 2016 

merchandise store, the Samsung S7 launch exhibition (Image 2), and a larger-than-life size model of a Coca Cola 

bottle (Image 3) – all complete with hordes of visitors lined up to have a play and/or take selfies with these global 

brands. Throughout the Last Mile, bus stop posters were rebranded with the logos of Visa, Santander, Panasonic, 

Skol, Powerade, and Brazilian-owned bank Brandesco. The ultimate global brand, the official Olympic Rings, 

also became a popular selfie spot (Image 4).  
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[Insert Image 1 – Nissan Kicks], [Insert Image 2 – Samsung S7 exhibition], [Insert Image 3 – Coca Cola 

statue]  

 

At Porto Maravilha, and around the Olympic Boulevard, we also found evidence of spatial containment 

in operation. On the south side of this official Live Site, we observed a number of attractions designed to draw 

and retain visitors to the site to interact with global brands, manifest in the form of a bungee jump experience 

offered by Nissan, break-out dance performances, and the official Rio 2016 endorsed Nike merchandise and 

sports clothing store (Image 5).  Each of these spaces was designed in such a way as to entice visitors to engage 

with their products and services, with free giveaways, opportunities for memorable experiences and ample space 

to capture and circulate images to their social networks. It is now commonplace for the Olympic rings, or 

equivalent for other MSEs, to be transformed into a structure situated in an iconic location and open to affective 

engagement, especially in the form of filmic or photographic representations. Further North, toward the Port 

area, we encountered public viewing screens emblasoned with official Rio 2016 sponsors, suppliers and 

supporters, with an almost like-for-like presence to sponsor activation found at Copacabana (Image 6).  

 

 

[Insert Image 4 – Olympic Rings selfie site], [Insert Image 5 – Nike brand activation site and superstore], 

[Insert Image 6 – Olympic Boulevard Live Site public viewing screen] 

 

Once visitors had been efficiently circulated to official event zones, they then served as a communal 

space for celebration, and communitas (Chalip 2017), as well as an extension to the brand exclusion zones dotted 

across the Olympic city (McGillivray and Frew 2015). These brand exclusion zones are located strategically to 

serve post-event purposes, with temporary event-focused permissions enshrined in legislative exceptions clearing 

the ground for more permanent spatial organisation (Osborn and Smith 2016). For example, the Porto Maravilha 

Live Site was located in one of Rio’s largest urban development projects spanning over five million square metres. 

This represented a key, strategic touristic development within the heart of the city for international and local 

visitors. As outlined earlier, the development of the area and hosting Rio’s MSE was always part of the 

government’s strategic plan (Broudehoux and Sanchez 2015). Seen as an event-led ‘fix’ to urban challenges 

(Müller 2015), Rio 2016 helped accelerate this development, overcoming planning obstacles through fast-tracking 

and enabling visitors to be directed to this new: 

‘vibrant part of the city’ … where ‘two new museums – the Museum of Art of Rio de Janeiro (MAR) 

and the Museum of Tomorrow – have been built, along with the largest aquarium in South America 

and the largest open air urban art gallery in the country. All of these new attractions are making a 

valuable contribution to Rio’s cultural scene and helping to breathe new life into the area …’ (IOC 2017 

p.3).  

Whereas the main beneficiaries over the two-week Games period were external actors, largely official 

sponsors, Rio’s place marketers also sought to secure longer-term value from the strategy. They were able to use 

the platform of the Olympic Games, through physical visitation as well as media exposure, to draw attention to 
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Rio’s spectacular cityscape, including its new visitor attractions and efficient transport network. While strategies 

of circulation and containment were evident in our observations of Rio’s Olympic city, they tell us little about 

the effect of these spatial management strategies on the experience of the city during the Games and over the 

longer term.  

 

Delocalising Rio: Creating urban blandscapes 

In Rio we also witnessed de-localisation (Castells 1996) effects, where the local flavour, colour and 

character of place were underplayed in favour of responding to the demands of transnational capital to provide 

a low-risk global corporate offering. Duignan (2019) has described the creation of monochromatic corporate 

‘clone’ like spaces as the production of ‘urban blandscapes’ that restrict access to and dilute the local offerings 

within the context of neoliberal cities and MSEs.  

Like previous Olympic cities, Rio secured, created and controlled spaces by utilising a series of well-

executed strategies and tactics; attempting to regulate and focus the visitor’s gaze towards the right sort of material 

physicality via the implementation of Games-time beautification techniques and urban masking. By doing so, it 

sought to shift attention away from unique identifiers like the (in)famous favelas and generally less-desirable 

aspects of the city; a process Pauschinger (2018) refers to as camouflaging. Here, Rio’s favela community was 

viewed as a potential scar on the perfectly engineered projected images of Rio’s tourist-friendly city, creating a 

so-called ‘aesthetic staging problem’ (Steinbrink 2013, p.133). Indeed, Rio’s socio-economic problems are often 

represented, globally, through imagery of its urban favelas which in many cases were located close to official 

Olympic sites. Therefore, Steinbrink (2013) has argued that to protect the ‘new Rio’ destination image being 

cultivated for the Olympic Games, less desirable stakeholders needed to be rendered invisible across the lifecycle 

of the project. We observed camouflaging effects, operationalised and realised in the screening out of undesirable 

neighbourhoods through the installation of walls, barricades, and other sight protection measures. These were 

designed to eliminate impediments to the projection of an Olympic Games that would produce the desired 

imagery for Rio’s place marketers. Beyond our specific observations, Douglas, a resident of an inner-city favela 

interviewed by Vox (2016) reflected on the very sight protection measures we observed, claiming that:  

…this ‘acoustic barrier’ [a 20ft high silver steel barrier separating the community of ‘Mare’ and visitor 

transit routes], according to them [Rio 2016 organisers], was to block sound. But it’s very clear that the 

only purpose for this wall is so that people who leave the airport to the South Zone [where the majority 

of Rio’s famous attractions, such as the Copacabana, are], don’t catch a glimpse of the reality of this 

city (Vox 2016).  

 

Furthermore, we observed specific examples of how some communities were physically cut off and/or 

suffered restricted access to official event zones and key touristic spaces used for Rio 2016. We observed the 

prioritisation of transportation routes to and from Olympic zones – effectively speeding up and enabling easier 

access to some parts of the city, namely official event zones, and simultaneously restricting and/or discouraging 

access to and from others. Relating to the media representation of Rio and other Olympic cities, careful 

management of the official cityscape was viewed by organisers and other touristic beneficiaries as crucial. One 
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tactic used in Rio was the ‘manipulation of the visual representation of the host city in the media’ (Steinbrink 

2013, p.135), by emphasising Rio’s global city assets, including the revitalised port area, new museums and 

galleries and the new transport networks that transmitted visitors to the main attractions. Rio’s renowned 

Copacabana beach was, unsurprisingly, designated as an official venue. It was dressed in official sponsor logos, 

and subjected to intense mediation through regular broadcast exposure during the Games. Copacabana 

represented an easily consumable representation of exotic Rio, and Brazil, reminding both watching audiences 

and visiting tourists of the allure of the city and its natural attractions. The creation of special autonomous, 

contingent, global zones of corporate animation and consumption in and immediately around event zones 

supports Silk and Amis’s (2006) argument that due to the multiplicity of polarised narratives underpinning host 

cities and hosting communities, city spaces become cordoned off to take on the role of sites of consumption 

which:  

…protect consumers from the unknown other.… [further stating that] in this way, the tourist bubble 

can provide a sophisticated dream world that belies the structural inequalities in the contemporary 

cityscape (p.152). 

 

Like other Olympic cities before it, public space across Rio was, therefore, offered up to external actors 

to exploit as they wished. Just as the retail environments encountered in major cities are increasingly ubiquitous 

and familiar, so the Olympic city is also increasingly following a template model, or format, that de-localises 

(Duignan et al 2018; Duignan 2019). As consumption becomes an increasingly fundamental ordering device for 

urban life the creation of planned commercial spectacles that lack both spontaneity and diversity is an 

unsurprising outcome (Foley et al 2012). Beyond the immediacies of the event, and indeed the scope of this 

article itself, a pertinent question emerges: with respect to the production of urban blandscapes and lifeless 

consumption spaces, does Rio 2016 (and MSEs more generally) represent the thin end of the wedge? In other 

words, will these ‘temporary’ spatial reconfigurations manifest as a permanent exception and ‘new norm’ as 

identified in the context of other MSEs (Osborn and Smith 2016)?  

While a more systematic analysis is required to unpack such idiosyncratic legacies of spatial and 

economic reconfigurations, planning to leverage sought-after leisure tourists, alongside domestic visitors and 

local residents, was central to Rio’s Candidature File (2009) strategy and Porto Maravilha’s (2019) tactics post-

2016 to 2026. Led by Rio’s City Hall and local state body, Rio Prefeitura, this ex-Olympic host space emerges as 

a key cultural quarter managed by a complex amalgam of Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) (Porto Maravilha, 

2019): ‘works [that] are not paid with the municipality’s money’ but fuelled by private investments in the form of 

Certificates of Additional Construction Potential (CEPACS) facilitated by Rio’s Port Area Urban Development 

Company (CDURP). Here, CEPACS enabled a series of residential and commercial projects to be packaged up 

as investment opportunities for the highest bidder. Whereas neoliberal policy of the 1980s traditionally refers to 

the selling off of naturally occurring public assets like copper reserves, MSEs exemplify a new kind of leverageable 

asset: public space, affording both exceptional short-term temporary, and longer-term permanent 

commodification processes to flourish. Although further research is required, we argue that Rio’s urban strategy, 

as analysed in this article, intimates the (ongoing) withering of public governance arrangements and access to 
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public space. Indeed, individual investors, corporate management teams and public-turn-private spaces continue 

to become the new norm in the life and soul of Brazil’s neoliberal state, compounding empirical evidence noted 

in recent MSEs like London 2012 (Duignan 2019). 

 

Conclusion  

In this paper we set out to examine how the spatial arrangements for Olympic cities are facilitated and 

managed, and the impact of these arrangements in the live staging period, primarily. Evidence from previous 

MSEs suggest that Olympic organisers and their family of sponsors, supporters and suppliers create, secure and 

exploit the commercial potential of public-come-private spaces to enable brand activation and direct visitor 

expenditure.  We have demonstrated how, from its successful Olympic bid in 2009, Rio’s organisers sought to 

redevelop specific areas of the city to create the conditions to successfully host the Games and to build a 

sustainable visitor economy in the future. They embarked on major urban redevelopment projects, rebuilt the 

transport network to facilitate transit to and from the main leisure and retail zones, and built Olympic facilities 

in areas to maximise exposure to the redeveloped parts of the city. In the lead up to, and during, the Games, this 

strategy was intensified and accelerated with exceptional legislation enacted to enable the Olympic family to 

maximise commercial value from the careful management of event visitor flows towards priority areas. 

Our analysis has revealed that public spaces, already subjected to processes of privatisation associated 

with selective urban development, can be further zoned in the build-up to the Olympic Games, helping to 

optimise and maximise the profits of the IOC and the Olympic project. Once an Olympic bid is won, city 

authorities coalesce with Olympic officials to design infrastructural and construction projects that help regulate 

the flows, circulations, and consumption habits of both residents and visitors to and from identified zones. The 

diversion of the visitor gaze, through strategies of circulation and containment are central to the spatio-economic 

logic governing MSE-city relationships, and the neoliberal city more broadly. The host city facilitates and 

subsidises the production of safe consumption spaces to enable external actors, or franchises, to maximise 

commercial return. The host city participates actively in this process in the hope that they will be profiled 

positively on the international stage, enabling future returns in the form of tourism visitation and expenditure. 

Spaces like those described and understood in the context of this study are a product of meticulous planning and 

positioning. Designing and dressing host city spaces and transit routes has become normalised, enshrined as a 

set of standardised procedures. As a consequence, visitors to the city are offered a narrow, de-localized, 

conception and physical engagement with a selective imagery and set of cultural artefacts.  The Olympic city is 

designed to manipulate flows and circulate capital in such a way as to be easily exploited by place marketers in 

the form of aestheticised imagery of a new Rio that continues to be promulgated in the post-Olympic city.  

In terms of contribution, this study has presented a new empirical case documenting the way that the 

Olympic project is translated into spatial management and development, primarily in the pre-Games and live 

staging period. Second, we have provided detail on the specific mechanisms used to transform flows and 

circulations within the Olympic city, and how these are the outcome of non-Olympic processes related to the 

increasing involvement of private capital in the urban development of Rio as a neoliberal city. We have also 
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demonstrated how both circulation and containment strategies were deployed by organisers and their commercial 

partners to maximise the accumulation of capital during Rio 2016.  

In terms of the contribution to leisure studies, this paper demonstrates that major and mega events play 

a significant role in determining the sort of leisure spaces that are available to host city residents before, during 

and after the events are staged. So, while sparkling new sport facilities, transport networks and entertainment 

zones are delivered for the Olympic Games, these might not be accessible to those most in need given their 

construction in priority development areas earmarked for future touristic exploitation. Tourism development is 

not itself problematic – many cities around the world depend on the economic activity generated by tourism. 

However, if the focus of that activity is on city centre developments that restrict open access to civic space for 

informal leisure then it can exacerbate already existing spatial inequalities. If left unchecked, from the earliest 

stage of planning (pre-bid) MSE can contribute to the production of urban blandscapes that dilute the uniqueness 

of place in favour of the interests of global franchises.  

Finally, while this paper has primarily focused on the live staging period there remains a need for 

continued appraisal of the spatio-economic relations between the host city, external actors, and urban space 

around MSEs. These enquiries should pay attention to the economic and social effects of spatial management 

on existing host communities across the host city, and particularly in close proximity to zoned areas. It is also 

important to extend analysis temporally, to explore the effect of Games-time legislative exceptionality on the 

design and use of urban public spaces in the post-Games legacy phase. We urge scholars to consider these longer-

term, longitudinal questions: who continues to leverage and benefit from (temporary) zoned spaces? Who has 

the permission and rights to access? Do uneven spatio-economic consequences remain across public areas once 

deemed terra incognita? Exploring such longitudinal questions, will, in part, help us to retain a level of scrutiny over 

ownership of public space over time.  
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