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Abstract 

Facing the challenges of climate change and other environmental issues, the 

international community adopts various coordinated approaches to achieve 

sustainable development. Sports mega-events play a crucial role in global governance 

and possess considerable potential to promote sustainability. As the first Olympic 

Games following the 2020 Agenda reforms, the Paris 2024 Olympics involves various 

actors from different levels in its governance, to coordinate both vertically and 

horizontally towards sustainable development. The sustainable performances of Paris 

2024 are evaluated using the model of Müller et al. (2021) from ecological, social, and 

economic dimensions, indicating that although the Paris 2024 Olympics made 

considerable efforts in sustainability, the overall results fell short of expectations. The 

case reflects the challenges faced by sports mega-events in promoting sustainable 

development and the weakness of multilevel governance. In light of these findings, 

future sports mega-events should draw lessons from the Paris 2024 Olympics by 

emphasizing long-term legacy planning and social justice, while strengthening 

accountability mechanisms across governance levels. The international community 

should establish an independent body of sustainability assessment with transparent 

and fair principles to unify standards of sustainability. 

 

Keywords: Paris 2024 Olympics, sustainable development, multi-level governance, 

sports mega-events  
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Introduction 

After the Second World War, states focused on the developments in economic areas 

to realize economic reconstruction, transformation, and growth, through different 

policies and strategies. During this process, humans put more attention on the growth 

of GDP (Gross Domestic Product) and high level of life instead of environmental 

protection. At the end of the twentieth century, the whole world was facing an 

unprecedented environmental crisis. Climate change, biodiversity loss, and extreme 

weather happened frequently, which were affecting the stability of human society and 

ecosystems with unprecedented speed and intensity. The continued rise of 

greenhouse gas emissions brought higher global temperatures, and the extreme 

weather disasters caused huge threats to food security, public health, water 

management, and social stability. Besides, the climate problem also led to social 

vulnerabilities, such as resource poverty, triggering violent conflicts and terrorist 

activities, which continued to worsen inequality and instability in the global 

development process (Spadaro, 2020; Telford, 2020; Asaka, 2021). All these challenges 

not only went beyond national boundaries but also are so far beyond the capacity of 

any single body of governance to handle with. They have continued to worsen during 

this century. 

Before the twenty-first century, the United Nations Decade programs were designed 

to promote development in all aspects of the global community, with the main goal of 

narrowing the gap between developed and developing countries to realize global 

economic and social progress through international cooperation. However, economic 

development could be heartless, and the focus on the GDP usually overshadowed the 

human real needs, resulting in a lack of resources and injustice (Fukuda-Parr, 2004). In 

the year 2000, the Millennium year, all 189 member states of the United Nations (UN) 

agreed to voluntarily achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by 2015 

(Lomazzi et al., 2014). MDGs shifted the focus of international society from economic 

development to challenges in the social sphere, then to achieve common human 

development and raised wide public attention about poverty, hunger, disease, unmet 
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needs in education, gender inequality, and environmental degradation. Many 

developing countries, such as China and Brazil, behaved well with those MDGs and 

completed some goals of poverty reduction. By implementing MDGs, the international 

community realized that environmental goals should be at the same level as human 

needs goals. In 2015, the UN adopted the report Transforming our world: the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development (UN, 2015), establishing 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), many of which are directly concerned with environmental 

protection and the sustainable use of resources. Based on lessons and experiences of 

MDGs, SDGs focus on the achievement of coordinated development of the society, the 

economy, and the environment.  

Goal 13 of the SDGs, “take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts” 

(UN, 2015), indicates that the climate problem has been seen as one of the most 

urgent and complex topics in the global governance system, requiring the full 

cooperation of all states. Since the late 1980s, the international community has 

launched continuous diplomatic negotiations around climate change and has reached 

many formal agreements. Among them, the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC), adopted in 1992, and its annual Conferences of the Parties 

(COPs) consist of the core of this process. COPs have already led to several important 

resolutions and also have regularly adopted new agreements, such as the Kyoto 

Protocol in 1997 at COP3 and the Paris Agreement in 2015 at COP21. The Paris 

Agreement has become the cornerstone document for global efforts to address 

climate change, setting clear temperature-control targets and a framework for action 

by the international community. The Paris Agreement aims to control the global 

average temperature rise to less than 2°C compared to the pre-industrial period and 

pursues to limit the temperature rise to 1.5°C (UNFCCC, 2015). States committed to 

reaching the global peak of greenhouse gas emissions as soon as possible and 

achieving global climate neutrality by mid-century. In recent years, topics of COPs have 

increasingly tended to focus on climate financing and technical innovation, both of 

which are beneficial to the coordinated development of different regions of the globe 
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to deal with climate change (Pereira & Viola, 2020). 

However, the implementation of the SDGs still faces many obstacles in practice. 

National interests driven by realism often take international cooperation into trouble. 

The development of environmental policies usually gives way to short-term economic 

considerations. Besides, the state actors have different preferences in the 

implementation of policies, seeking more self-interest gains at the expense of others. 

In addition, multiple crises in recent years, such as COVID-19, the economic recession, 

geopolitical conflicts, the energy crisis, etc., have made the difficult SDGs even more 

difficult to achieve. The so-called “green commitments” have often turned into 

“greenwashing”, which means packaging projects or policies in environmental terms 

but lacking real effects in protection or emission reduction (Boykoff & Gaffney, 2020). 

This phenomenon is particularly common in international sports mega-events. 

Under this context, international sports mega-events have been considered crucial 

platforms to promote global sustainable actions. As the most influential international 

sports mega-event, the Olympic Games involve a wide range of political, economic, 

social, and environmental dimensions. Host countries often hope that the event will 

stimulate local economic development, enhance international reputation, and help 

optimize urban infrastructure development. The World Economic Forum (2024) noted 

that collective action on sustainability can “move the needle on global risk reduction”, 

indicating that massive cross-border cooperation is still essential for threats related to 

human security and development. As an international sports mega-event, the Olympic 

Games can play the role of that type of cooperation to reduce global crises. In recent 

years, the “green Olympics” has become one of the key issues, and sustainability has 

gradually been involved in the organization of the event as an important goal by the 

hosts also, different actors concerned with this event pay more attention to this area 

(Boykoff & Mascarenhas, 2016; Samuel & Stubbs, 2013). 

However, due to the enormous scale of the Games, the preparation, execution, and 

after-effects of events are challenging initiatives, which might impose substantial 

financial burdens and unnecessarily squeeze social space to host countries, because 



16 
 

of that, many countries have quit their plans of hosting the Olympics (Meza Talavera 

et al, 2019; Wolfe, 2022). Besides, there are lots of negative comments about the 

Olympic Games’ green slogan. Although previous Olympic Games have promised the 

implementation of “Green Olympics” at the beginning of the bidding period, the actual 

results have been less than satisfactory, such as those failed cases of Beijing 2008 

Olympics, London 2012 Olympics, and Rio 2016 Olympics, which were criticized as 

greenwashing. The sports events themselves will leave their own ecological marks, or 

to explain it directly, pollution, and they also provide symbolic cover for other more 

crucial polluters, like sponsor corporations. Boykoff and Mascarenhas (2016) refer to 

this as a special “environmentalism of Olympics", which means symbolic, propaganda-

oriented environmental behaviors presented in the Olympics without addressing real 

sustainability issues.  

Facing intense pressure from negative reviews of previous Olympic Games, Paris 2024 

was named the “greenest” Olympics ever and was the first Games corresponding to 

the Olympic Agenda 2020 (Legrand, 2024; Masterson, 2024). The host pledged to 

reduce the carbon footprint by half compared to previous Games (Masterson, 2024). 

In the past, organizers have typically invested heavily in their new arenas and facilities, 

but 95% of events of Paris 2024 were held in existing buildings or temporary 

infrastructure, which can promote urban integration and transformation, as one actual 

practice of sustainable development (Masterson, 2024). However, some media and 

environmental organizations remained skeptical about the authenticity of the green 

commitments of Paris 2024, which reflects the structural challenges of achieving the 

SDGs in international mega-events.  

Sustainability theory has a triple bottom line and aims to achieve the coordinated 

development of the economy, society, and environment (Sachs, 2012). Sachs (2012) 

mentions that the successful realization of three elements needs good governance 

from all levels, local, national, regional, and global, which not only requires the 

organizers' efforts, but as well as requires collaboration between multiple levels of 

government bodies, international organizations, non-governmental organizations, and 
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private sectors. The multi-level governance (MLG) is the key path to achieving this goal, 

which can handle complex policy challenges effectively through vertical and horizontal 

coordination and interaction between actors at different levels. The complexity of 

governance and diversity of stakeholders in Paris 2024 meets the framework of MLG. 

Besides, MLG is the main core of the governance of the European Union (EU) and is 

deeply embedded in the policy-making and implementation process of EU member 

states, so France, a member state of the EU, has mature governance habits and good 

achievement of MLG. Therefore, the Paris 2024 Olympic Games can be considered a 

classic example of the deep combination of sports, sustainability, and multi-level 

governance.  

Based on the above, this thesis analyzes the practices in the sustainability of sports 

mega-events from a multi-level governance (MLG) perspective, using the 2024 Paris 

Olympics as a case. It aims to examine the key actors and interaction mechanisms 

within the multi-level governance system of the 2024 Paris Olympics, and analyze how 

they contribute to sustainability across the ecological, economic, and social 

dimensions; to evaluate the specific sustainability measures implemented at the 2024 

Paris Olympics and compare them to previous editions of the Olympics; and to provide 

theoretical and practical insights for future sustainable governance of sports mega-

events based on these analyses. 

This thesis is divided into five chapters, which are literature review, research 

methodology, multi-level governance practices, evaluation, and conclusion chapters. 

In the literature review chapter, I will introduce the current state of studies and the 

theoretical framework; in the research methodology chapter, I will introduce the 

research methods used in this paper and explain the data sources; then, in the multi-

level practices chapter, I will introduce the implementation of the MLG system in the 

Paris 2024 Olympics, involving the coordination and conflicts on vertical and horizontal 

levels between various actors; in the evaluation of sustainability section, I will use the 

analysis model to analyze whether this game is consistent with the sustainability 

framework; and in the conclusion chapter, the findings of this paper will be 
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summarized. 
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1 Literature Review 

1.1 Sports Mega-Events 

1.1.1 Defining Sports Mega-Events 

Roche's (2000) definition of mega-events has been acknowledged by many scholars 

(Grix & Houlihan,2013; Horne & Manzenreiter, 2006): “large-scale cultural (including 

commercial and sporting) events, which have a dramatic character, mass popular 

appeal, and international significance” (Roche, 2000). According to Müller's (2015) 

research, mega-events have a fixed duration and are held on a mobile basis. He 

presents four dimensions of the definition of mega-events: attractiveness to a massive 

tourist population, wide media outreach, high costs, and a substantial impact on the 

built environment and population, and Müller points out that the range of mega-

events has no specific limitations, involving sports and non-sports events (Müller, 

2015). Non-sport events, such as expos, political summits, or festivals, are also 

considered mega-events (Rose & Spiegel, 2011). Byers et al. (2012) describe mega-

events as one-off international sports events organized by a particular agency. The 

word “mega” in mega-events is a direct reference to the nature of that type of event, 

which has a huge impact on all aspects of the international community.  

1.1.2 The Role of Sports Mega-Events in International Relations  

The international sports mega-events serve as a huge international arena providing 

space for various actors in international relations, while the governance and 

performance of sports mega-events are shaped by these actors and the dynamic 

developments of international relations. The sport itself has a unique charm and is an 

important part of the public’s daily life, with a broad mass base. Besides, the 

continuous advancement of mass media technology, like global live streaming and 

broadcasting, has also made it possible for sports events to be shown more directly 

and quickly to the whole world audience so that their influence can radiate across the 

globe. Once sports have gained a certain degree of popularity, they become a crucial 
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tool of international politics, playing an important role in shaping the state image and 

promoting diplomatic policies (Kobierecki, 2013). Sports events not only are a window 

to a country’s image but also an essential variable in influencing national diplomacy 

and policy, with a distinctive role to play in global governance and international 

relations. National actors bid for international sports events not just to host 

competitions, but also to gain opportunities for national developments in various 

aspects. 

Successful bids for the Olympic Games and hosting of international sports mega-

events can reflect the economic and organizational strength and capacity of the host 

country. Those countries that bid for hosting sports mega-events hope for long-term 

positive effects, such as the development of tourism, the improvement of employment 

and the bigger trade, etc. For example, the Los Angeles 1984 Olympics gained an 

economic boost and became the only profitable Olympic Games, and the Barcelona 

1992 Olympics became the destination of the whole world’s tourists after the Games 

(Walker. 2014; Baade & Matheson, 2016). Furthermore, sports mega-events can be 

used by cities for urban renewal and extra investment for facilities needed by cities, as 

“catalysts” (Baade & Matheson, 2016). This leverage of sports mega-events can help 

to extend the impact of the event and drive policy-making (Smith, 2013). For most of 

the twentieth century, hosting the Olympic Games was an affordable burden for host 

countries and cities, most of which were usually held in wealthy and developed 

countries, such as Western Europe or the United States (Baade & Matheson, 2016). 

The International Olympic Committee (IOC) encouraged developing countries to bid to 

host the Olympic Games, and by around 2000, more than half of the bids were from 

developing countries, such as Beijing 2008 and Rio 2016. In recent years, more and 

more countries have quit the bid because they have learned the consequences of 

hosting international sports mega-events and they should consider seriously the high 

cost. Baade and Matheson (2016) conclude many researchers’ studies that hosting 

international sports mega-events such as the Olympics and the World Cup generally 

fails to achieve positive economic feedback, with the costs usually far outweighing the 
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benefits, and in most cases, hosting is always a money-losing proposition. In addition 

to the high costs involved in the organizing progress, the bidding preparation also costs 

a lot. In the bidding process, countries tend to inflate their budgets and compete with 

other countries in order to succeed in winning the bid, leading to higher costs, which 

is seen as the “winner curse” (de Nooij, M & van den Berg, 2017; Baade & Matheson, 

2016).  

Hosting sports mega-events is widely recognized as a valuable opportunity to enhance 

a country’s soft power and showcase its culture, language, history, and traditions to 

the world, thus it has become a common tool of politics and diplomacy to use sport to 

gain international prestige (Boykoff, 2022; Lee Ludvigsen et al., 2022). Sports have 

played a vital role in community and national forming, and have a long history of 

collaboration with diplomacy; however, that intersection between them seems largely 

underestimated (Feizabadi et al., 2015; Acuto, 2013; Murray, 2013).  

Soft power is the ability to influence other countries through attraction without 

coercive pressure in pursuit of their desired outcomes. In contrast to hard power, 

which relies on traditional military and economic forces, soft power depends on a 

country’s culture and values, appealing to the appreciation and recognition of other 

countries (Müller & Steyaert, 2013; Nye, 2008; Wilson, 2008). To achieve the best 

performance of soft power and extend the reach of its culture and values, public 

diplomacy is an efficient way to coordinate cultural resources and can directly affect 

the public of the target country instead of just the government, like traditional foreign 

policy (Nye. 2008). Sports itself and sports mega-events are a new tool for public 

diplomacy.  

As mentioned above, sport is an important part of the public’s daily life and has wide 

mass support. Sports mega-events offer a great stage for countries to implement 

public diplomacy. International sports mega-events provide a great stage for host 

countries to showcase their culture, values, and international image, and also convey 

their spirit of friendship, security, equality, and even the good signal of trade (Rose & 

Spiegel, 2011). Besides, sports mega-events are not only a platform for the display of 
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competitive activities, but also a powerful tool to foster the construction of nation-

state identity, enhance cultural identity, and maintain national cohesion, which 

influences the behavior of the state in the international arena (Arnaud, 1998; Cha, 

2009; Feizabadi et al., 2015; Lemus-Delgado, 2023; Tagsold, 2010). As a highly symbolic 

public diplomacy scene, the opening and closing ceremonies of international sports 

events have become an important way of displaying the national image, carrying the 

key function of spreading the national identity and narrative to the whole world. 

Through high-level performance, hosting countries can build up their positive image 

and convey their unique cultural heritage and characteristics, showcasing history, 

present achievements, and future direction. Furthermore, sports diplomacy provides 

a softer path for nations to reconcile conflicts between them. For example, the Ping 

Pong diplomacy between China and the United States in 1971 realized the 

normalization of China-US relations, and the football diplomacy between Turkey and 

Armenia overcame a century of mutual animosity, both examples exemplifying how 

sports can shift geopolitical dynamics—“small balls spinning the big ball” (Feizabadi et 

al., 2015; Tait, 2008; Murray, 2013). 

Although sport is essentially regarded as a symbol of peaceful communication, sport 

diplomacy often is associated with cultural communication and public diplomacy, 

reflecting the logic of soft power. However, in international politics, international 

sports mega-events are always related to national status, diplomatic strategy, and even 

security issues, which can be considered another battlefield for the game of national 

interests. From the perspective of realism, athletic competitions in sports mega-events 

have become a non-military stage for power projection and competition between 

states, serving the struggle for their dominance and interests in the international 

system (Waltz, 1979). According to Waltz (1979), in the realistic framework, the 

international system is a state of anarchy, in which the state is the main actor whose 

basic motivation is to seek survival, power, and security. The realist competition 

responds to “competitive”, the nature of sports, and makes sports mega-events show 

the national power in a non-political way. In other words, sports mega-events provide 
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symbolic arenas for states to show a variety of strengths ranging from athleticism to 

the ideology of a particular national system (Murray, 2013; Kobierecki, 2013). 

Generally, the Olympic Games are a typical case of sports mega-events and are widely 

regarded as the most political sports event (Grix, 2013). Therefore, in this paper, the 

Olympic Games will be used as an example to analyze in depth the governance 

mechanisms of sports mega-events and their sustainable development practices. 

According to Kobierecki (2013), the medal table and the athlete participation are seen 

not only as the individual behavior and achievements of athletes but also are 

interpreted as victories for the state, even for geopolitics groups or political regimes. 

Participation in international sports mega-events is beneficial for new countries to 

improve their international recognition, while the absence or boycott also can be used 

as a diplomatic means of expressing the national attitude (Müller & Steyaert, 2013; 

Kobierecki, 2013). For instance, in the 1936 Berlin Olympics, the Nazi government used 

it as a showcase for the “New Germany”, hoping that it would gain international 

recognition by this Games and would signify its existence on the world stage 

(Chappelet, 2021). During the Cold War, the military and space race between the 

United States and the Soviet Union was extended to the Olympic Games, and sports 

events were used for ideological confrontation (Guttmann, 1988). Due to the 

dissatisfaction with the Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan, President Jimmy Carter 

of the United States announced a boycott of the 1980 Moscow Olympics, banning 

American athletes from joining the Games; in response, the Soviet Union also 

boycotted the 1984 Los Angeles Olympics hosting by the United States; however, the 

boycotts on both sides was the pursuit of their national interests and ideologies, but 

the pursuit for sport of individual athletes was buried under the weight of international 

conflicts (Guttmann, 1988). In addition, the Beijing 2008 Summer Olympics made a 

great effort to occupy more places on the gold medal table, and to achieve this goal, 

they developed the special elite training system called the Juguo Tizhi, which further 

contributed to international and academic attention to the connection between sports 

mega-events and world politics (Kobierecki, 2013; Acuto, 2013). International sports 
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mega-events can reflect dynamic trends on the current world stage. 

From the international perspective, the Olympics is not only a global sporting event 

but also carries the important mission of promoting human rights and social progress. 

The Olympic Charter clearly states its goal, “the goal of Olympism is to place sport at 

the service of the harmonious development of humankind, with a view to promoting 

a peaceful society concerned with the preservation of human dignity” (IOC, 2025). This 

goal indicates that the core value of the Olympics is to promote human dignity and 

social justice. The Charter of Physical Education and Sport, adopted by UNESCO in 1978, 

also explicitly highlights in Article 1 that “the practice of physical education and sport 

is a fundamental human right for all” (UNESCO, 1978). As a fundamental human right, 

sports should provide equal opportunities for all people to participate, regardless of 

gender, race, nationality, or social background. Sport conveys positive messages in the 

context of shared values, such as mutual respect, tolerance, empathy, and discipline, 

and these positive values can moderate differences in various aspects of society, such 

as racism, xenophobia, and other topical social issues. Beutler (2008) argues that sport 

has been identified as an innovative tool and as an international language, which 

means that sport can build a bridge between people to connect with each other for a 

common community. However, since 2008, all of the sports mega-events have been 

criticized by rights discourse because they are considered to lead to exacerbation of 

social inequality (Horne, 2017). For example, the Rio 2016 Summer Olympics made 

great promises to “fit global expectations of modernity”, but turned out that they were 

just symbolic; the construction of facilities and arenas came at the cost of the removal 

of people from favela, and the pollution in Guanabara Bay put athletes’ health in 

danger, all of those cases indicating the negative effects from sports mega-events on 

human rights (Boycott, 2016; Horne, 2017). Sport as a basic human right is directly or 

indirectly related to many of the goals in the MDGs and SDGs, especially in healthy and 

educational goals, and the UN finds that sports-based initiatives are practical and cost-

effective tools for achieving development and peace objectives (Beutler, 2008). The 

interaction between the UN and sports mega-events will be introduced in the next 
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part. In short, the purity in sporting events filters all problems of society so that when 

they are in sports mega-events, people focus on the spirit of sport rather than their 

differences, which can promote the realization of human rights. However, this function 

still needs to be deepened and improved through governance and supervision. 

1.2 Conceptualizing Sustainability 

1.2.1 Defining Sustainability: Theory, Agenda, and Goals 

In the area of international relations, as a cross-disciplinary concept, sustainability can 

be interpreted in three related but independent dimensions: the theoretical basis, the 

international agenda, and the practical goals. The concept of sustainability initially 

originated in the field of ecology, focusing on environmental aspects and referring to 

the potential of ecosystems to persist over time and remain stable (Jabareen, 2006). 

By the middle of the 20th century, the conflict between the industrialization and 

globalization of human societies and the environmental crisis led to a parallel focus on 

“environment” and “development”, turning to sustainable development, which meant 

that the form of economic development model had to change (Mebratu, 1998). In 

1987, the concept of sustainability was systematically introduced in Our Common 

Future, also known as the Brundtland Report: “Sustainable development is 

development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 

of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987). It contains key 

elements of equity, needs, and limitations that have established the importance of 

sustainable development as a global policy discourse (Hediger, 1999). There are 

different models of sustainable development, such as the debate between “weak 

sustainability” and “strong sustainability”. Strong sustainability is characterized by a 

nature-centered perspective, which stresses the irreplaceability of natural capital in 

processes of production and consumption, and requires serious limitations in the 

consumption of natural resources within certain ranges; on the other hand, weak 

sustainability picks a human-centered view, in which technological advances and 

alternative resources can cover the loss of natural resources, not requiring a complete 
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balance in all aspects (Shi et al., 2019). However, both models of sustainability have 

their drawbacks in that the strong model sets a lot of constraints on the economic 

development of developing countries, while the weak model is overly optimistic about 

human ability to dominate nature and technological advances (Shi et al., 2019). 

According to Shi et al. (2019), most scholars in this field are more favorable toward 

weak sustainability than strong one, often using “the simple sum of three systems 

(economic, social, and environmental) to measure the SD level” (Shi et al., 2019). In 

the current context of the interactive economy, it is crucial to combine strong and weak 

sustainability together and integrate their goals with the goals of positive social and 

economic development. 

Following the emergence of a global consensus on environmental and development 

issues, the sustainable agenda has been driven by various international organizations, 

notably through the actions of the United Nations. In 1992, at the United Nations 

Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) held in Rio de Janeiro, also 

known as the “Earth Summit”, the Agenda 21 (UN, 1992) was one of the major results, 

which extended sustainability to the global range and put the theory into practice for 

the first time, mentioned the responsibility of both developed and developing 

countries for environmental issues, added sustainable development in the social 

sphere and rose the international growing concern about the natural crises, social 

inequality, and limited resources. Sachs (2012) states that sustainable development 

with triple bottom line, aiming to combine economic development, environmental 

sustainability, and social inclusiveness. In addition, in order to motivate various actors 

of the international community to rapidly engage in global sustainable development, 

the practical goals demonstrate the specific missions that humans urgently need to 

address. The eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were formally established 

with the UN Millennium Declaration in 2000 at the UN Millennium Summit, to reduce 

extreme poverty by 2015 (UN, 2000). These eight goals are:   



27 
 

Table 1: The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).  

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 

Goal 1 Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger 

Goal 2 Achieve universal primary education 

Goal 3 Promote gender equality and empower women 

Goal 4 Reduce child mortality 

Goal 5 Improve maternal health 

Goal 6 Improve maternal health 

Goal 7 Ensure environmental sustainability 

Goal 8 Develop a global partnership for development 

Source: United Nations. (2008). Official list of MDG indicators. 

https://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/egm/impact_bdpfa/informational/BP2%20-%20MGDSOf

ficialList2008.pdf 

In 2015, all UN Member States passed the Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda 

for Sustainable Development, centered on the 17 Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), which aim to bring together economic development, environmental 

sustainability, and social inclusion (UN, 2015).  

Table 2: The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

Goal 1 End poverty in all its forms everywhere 

Goal 2 End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and 

promote sustainable agriculture 

Goal 3 Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages 

https://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/egm/impact_bdpfa/informational/BP2%20-%20MGDSOfficialList2008.pdf
https://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/egm/impact_bdpfa/informational/BP2%20-%20MGDSOfficialList2008.pdf
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Goal 4 Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote 

lifelong learning opportunities for all 

Goal 5 Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls 

Goal 6 Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and 

sanitation for all 

Goal 7 Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern 

energy for all 

Goal 8 Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, 

full and productive employment and decent work for all 

Goal 9 Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable 

industrialization and foster innovation 

Goal 10 Reduce inequality within and among countries 

Goal 11 Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and 

sustainable 

Goal 12 Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns 

Goal 13 Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts 

Goal 14 Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine 

resources for sustainable development 

Goal 15 Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial 

ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, 

and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss 

Goal 16 Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable 

development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, 

accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels 

Goal 17 Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the 

Global Partnership for Sustainable Development 
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Source: United Nations General Assembly. (2015). Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda 

for Sustainable Development (Resolution 70/1). https://docs.un.org/en/A/RES/70/1 

Sachs (2012) suggests that the fulfillment of the SDGs will require a global economic, 

social, and environmental effort, but that the success of the triple bottom line will 

depend on a fourth condition: good governance at all levels, local, national, regional 

and global, which reveals that the SDGs must be driven by mechanisms of cooperation 

and coordination across the different levels of governance. Spangenberg (2004) also 

argues that the foundation of sustainable development is the combination of four 

elements: institutional, social, environmental, and economic, the institutional aspect 

focuses on achieving social equity and public participation, and related democratic and 

political processes. In this paper, “sustainability” will focus on its application in global 

governance, particularly in the context of international sports mega-events such as the 

Olympic Games. The policies and plans of the IOC and host countries are influenced 

by the global sustainability agenda, and the SDGs have become an important reference 

for event organizers in developing their environmental, social, and governance 

strategies. Meanwhile, by exploring the governance mechanisms of the Olympic 

Games, it discusses how sports mega-events can advance the sustainability agenda 

and attempts to assess the environmental, social, and governance practices they adopt 

and their actual effectiveness. 

1.2.2 Sustainability in Sports Mega-Events 

The UN has always recognized sport as an important contributor to the achievement 

of development and peace goals. The 2003 report of the United Nations Office of Sport 

Development and Peace (UNOSDP) acknowledged the power of sport stating that “The 

fundamental elements of sport make it a viable and practical tool to support the 

achievement of the MDGs”(United Nations Inter-Agency Task Force on Sport for 

Development and Peace, 2003).The 2018 United Nations General Assembly resolution 

Sport as an enabler of sustainable development encourages Member States and 

relevant stakeholders to highlight and promote sport as a tool for sustainable 

https://docs.un.org/en/A/RES/70/1
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development, recognizing the role played by sport and the Olympic Movement (United 

Nations General Assembly, 2018). Besides, sport is an important contributor to the 

achievement of the SDGs and MDGs, helping to fulfill the goals in the areas of health, 

education, social inclusion, etc. According to Lemke (2016), sport corresponds to the 

MDGs and SDGs as follows: 

Table 3: The Role of Sport in Achieving Development Goals.  

MDGs / SDGs Role of sport 

MDG 2 

MDG 4 

SDG 4 

Sport is added to school education in combination with the 

school curriculum, which benefits the overall education of 

children and youth. 

MDG 3 

SDG 5 

Sport encourages equal participation, empowers women 

and girls and promotes gender equality. 

MDG 4 

MDG 6 

SDG 3  

Regular participation in sport benefits the physical and 

mental health of all human beings 

SDG 11 

SDG 16  

Sport makes cities and communities more inclusive, creating 

safe environments, preventing conflict and advancing lasting 

peace. 

MDG 8 

SDG 17  

Sport can build strong and cohesive network ties and 

maintain global partnerships among all stakeholders. 

Source: Lemke, W. (2016). The role of sport in achieving the Sustainable Development 

Goals. UN Chronicle. https://www.un.org/en/chronicle/article/role-sport-achieving-

sustainable-development-goals 

Since the 1992 Earth Summit (UN, 1992), which brought environmental issues into the 

context of sustainable development, the IOC has been systematically promoting 

https://www.un.org/en/chronicle/article/role-sport-achieving-sustainable-development-goals
https://www.un.org/en/chronicle/article/role-sport-achieving-sustainable-development-goals


31 
 

Sustainable Olympics, with legacy as one of the core issues to be planned. According 

to IOC (2021a), Olympic legacy refers to “includes the long-term benefits that the 

Olympic Games create for the host city, its people, and the Olympic Movement before, 

during and long after the Olympic Games”, involving economic, social, and green 

aspects. Glasson (2024) refers the legacy to the physical legacy of the infrastructure 

and facilities left by the Olympic Games, but also to the cultural legacy of residents' 

pride and sports participation, as well as international reputation. In the Olympic 

Charter (IOC, 2025), the IOC has the responsibility to “promote a positive legacy from 

the Olympic Games to the host cities, regions, and countries”. As one of the results of 

the Olympic Agenda 2020, the IOC Sustainability and Legacy Commission was 

established to provide guidance on important sustainability themes and assess the 

execution to maximize positive impacts and promote positive legacy in the social, 

economic, and environmental spheres (IOC, 2017a; IOC, 2018a).  

However, practically, the Olympic legacy is often not as effective as it should be. There 

is a huge gap between the IOC's words and the reality in Olympic host cities, which is 

suspected of greenwashing, such as the 2000 Sydney Olympics, where competition 

was scheduled to take place on ecologically sensitive beaches; the 2008 Beijing 

Olympics, where environmental policies lasted only for the duration of the Games; the 

2016 Rio Olympics where destroyed original plant cover in order to build the 

competition venues; and the 2020 Tokyo Olympics where was claimed that the most 

costly sports venue has empty post-Olympics use (Yamazaki 2019, as cited by Boykoff 

& Gaffney, 2020). “Greenwashing” is superficially caring about the environment and 

claiming to offer solutions, while in reality doing the bare minimum of eco-benefits, 

which has paralyzed the public's perception of the environmental impact of the 

Olympics (Boykoff & Gaffney, 2020). The IOC is good at using “green branding” to 

attract consumers to choose the goods from its sponsors to realize the extension of 

commercialization (Glasson, 2024). Some scholars have argued that the so-called 

sustainability value of the Olympics is an opportunity for “social leveraging” and that 

it is impossible to achieve true sustainable development (Boykoff & Mascarenhas, 
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2016). Leopkey and Parent (2015) point out that there are few studies on the 

governance of stakeholders and legacy management, and also mention that future 

research on these topics can provide fundamental policy recommendations for future 

sports mega-events. 

To achieve true sustainability, the IOC wants to prove its efforts. According to IOC 

President Thomas Bach, “The universality and global appeal of sport means that the 

IOC and the Olympic Movement have a special responsibility to promote a sustainable 

future for our world” (IOC, 2018b). In 2014, the IOC adopted the Olympic Agenda 2020, 

which contains 40 recommendations based on a framework of three related pillars: 

Credibility, Sustainability, and Youth (IOC, 2014). The aim is to reform the Olympic 

Games and reduce the costs of the bidding and running of the Games. Among the 

recommendations, some of them are related to sustainable development:  

⚫ Recommendation 4: Include sustainability in all aspects of the Olympic 

Games;  

⚫ Recommendation 5: Include sustainability within the Olympic Movement’s 

daily operations;  

These demonstrate the IOC's commitment to achieving sustainability (IOC, 2014). At 

the time of the adoption of the Agenda 2020, the bidding process for the 2024 Olympic 

Games had already begun, so the Paris 2024 is the first Olympic Games to be fully 

consistent with the Olympic Agenda 2020 (IOC, 2014). Undoubtedly, the past 

greenwashed Olympics have also led the public to question the sustainability of the 

Paris Olympics (Boykoff, 2025). In the following paper, we will analyze the sustainability 

initiatives in the policy design and implementation process of the Paris Olympics 

through the lens of multi-level governance, in order to judge whether the Olympics 

have truly escaped the accusation of “greenwashing”. 

1.3 Governance in Sports Mega-Events 

The “mega” indicates the complexity of the organization and governance of sports 

mega-events. All mega-events involve complex and prolonged bidding, planning, and 
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construction phases, often requiring cross-border resource flows, large-scale 

infrastructure development, and social mobilization, and can affect a wide range of 

economic, cultural, political, security, and environmental aspects, as well as involving 

multiple public or private stakeholders (Lee Ludvigsen et al., 2022). Horne and 

Manzenreiter (2006) state that sports mega-events decision-making is often chaotic 

and lacks transparency, requiring stronger governance and regulation. According to 

the Australian Sports Commission (2012), the governance in sports mega-events 

relates to three key elements:  

how an organization develops strategic goals and direction; how the board of 

an organization monitors the performance of the organization to ensure it 

achieves these strategic goals, has effective systems in place and complies 

with its legal and regulatory obligations; ensuring that the board acts in the 

best interests of the members. (p. 2) 

In addition, Sachs's (2012) view about the realization of the triple bottom line of 

sustainable development emphases that it is not achieved in isolation, but relies on a 

multi-level, coherent, and coordinated governance, including the promotion of the 

global agenda at the international level, the guarantee of policies and resources at the 

national level, and the implementation of concrete measures and public participation 

at the local level. This further highlights the fact that establishing solid governance is 

essential to ensuring that sports mega-events contribute to sustainability goals. 

1.3.1 The Governance of the Olympic System 

The Olympic system is a complex framework. From the beginning to the present, the 

number of stakeholders involved has increased significantly, and their connections 

have become more intricate. As the supreme authority, the IOC is at the core of the 

Olympic system, which serves not only as the guardian of the Olympic Charter but also 

as the normative authority and symbolic leader of the Olympic Movement. The 

Olympic Charter recognizes three principal institutions: the IOC, International 

Federations (IFs), and National Olympic Committees (NOCs) (IOC, 2025). Established in 
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1894 under the initiative of Pierre de Coubertin, the IOC organized the first modern 

Olympic Games in Athens, Greece, in 1896. According to Chappelet (2021), during the 

period from 1900 to 1960, five major stakeholders shaped the classical Olympic 

governance system: the IOC, IFs, NOCs, Olympic Games Organizing Committees 

(OCGCs), and National Governing Bodies (NGBs). From 1960 to 2010, the scale of the 

Games grew substantially, and more stakeholders participated, resulting in Regulated 

Olympic System Governance. Due to the Cold War, the political importance of sports 

increased, making governments recognize the value of the Olympic Games and 

provide financial subsidies for hosting and organizing them. At the same time, the 

Games began to attract media attention and both domestic and international sponsors, 

generating substantial economic benefits. Following 1990, the Court of Arbitration for 

Sport (CAS) and the World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) joined the governance 

structure to assure fairness and justice at the Olympic Games, helping in the filling of 

regulatory gaps. In the Current Olympic System Governance, the Olympic 

administration is entering a period marked by the rise of secondary stakeholders, 

including civic groups, athletes, and national courts. As society has evolved, more 

emphasis has been placed on athletes' individual experiences, while civic groups' 

influence in shaping public opinion has grown, occasionally leading to anti-Olympics 

protests. Furthermore, in dealing with accusations of sports corruption at the Olympic 

Games, the CAS is confined to arbitration and lacks the jurisdiction to conduct judicial 

reviews. As a result, national courts play an increasingly essential role in Olympic 

governance Chappelet (2021). 

Olympic planning and hosting are a broad, multi-level, multi-sectoral, and multi-

stakeholder process (Parent, 2015). The Olympic Games have exceeded the 

organizational capacity of local governments, which need to pass special laws to open 

the way for the Olympic Games and create the right conditions, such as taxation and 

urban planning (Chappelet, 2021). Due to the multiple influences and multiple 

stakeholders, many scholars mention the need to understand the governance of the 

Olympic Games from the perspective of integrating multiple resources and networks. 
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According to Chappelet (2021), the traditional hierarchy of the Olympics should be 

broken, and although the IOC is the highest authority of the Olympics, the Olympics 

cannot go smoothly without the participation of other stakeholders. Therefore, the 

IOC should use a collaborative network to work with other stakeholders to meet their 

expectations. The concept of collaborative network comes from the field of public 

management and is essentially a formalized governance for cross-sectoral cooperation, 

where resources and capabilities are integrated continuously over a period of time to 

achieve common goals in cooperation with stakeholders from other sectors (Shilbury 

et al., 2016). Specifically, it means that public institutions and non-government actors, 

through a formal process of consultation and with the objective of seeking agreement, 

formulate collective decisions based on discussion, and use them to develop and 

implement public policies (Ansell & Gash, 2008). Parent (2016) notes that the 

complexity of Olympic governance can be understood using Smith's (2011) multi-

jurisdictional governance that requires intense cross-organizational consultation 

between different organizations and sectors, the creation of new organizations to 

facilitate collaboration, and the need for specific skills and professional knowledge. For 

example, the British government established an Olympic Committee to coordinate the 

actions of various local stakeholders involved in the London 2012 Olympic Games 

(Theodoraki, 2007). In addition, Parent (2016) finds that the Olympic Games in Canada 

were also consistent with metagovernance, which is an approach to enhancing 

coordinated governance based on a high degree of self-governance and the autonomy 

of multiple institutions, which focuses on “hands-off”, with administrators indirectly 

guiding the behavior of the various participants by setting rules, frameworks, and 

visions, rather than directly ordering them (Sørensen, 2006). In the governance of the 

Olympic Games, the IOC can be the meta-administrator, setting the Olympic Charter, 

signing the Host City Contract, venue construction standards, etc., and guiding other 

stakeholders to work together towards a common vision.  

Scholars have analyzed the Olympic Games from different perspectives, and it is 

reasonable and practicable to analyze the Olympic Games through these theories of 
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governance, which can sort out the complexities of the Games, and also involve the 

coordination of different stakeholders, for the common purpose of achieving a smooth 

and successful legacy of the Olympic Games. However, this paper will use the MLG 

framework for its analysis. Collaborative governance focuses on equal consultation 

with other stakeholders and weakens the hierarchy in the Olympic system. However, 

the process will take a long time, solutions may not be reached and the relevant 

government bodies may not be able to implement the agreed solutions (Mukhlis & 

Perdana, 2022). Baker (2015) argues that metagovernance can be an alternative to 

MLG in terms of how policy is achieved through complex networks. In contrast, MLG 

limits the capacity of the state in governance, whereas Metagovernance asserts that 

the state has the capacity and power to shape and coordinate the behavior of network 

participants by placing policy instruments to integrate the whole situation. However, 

Metagovernance focuses too much on the centralized deployment of power in 

governance and relies too much on local autonomy, with characteristics of fragmented 

institutional design, distorted local strategies, micromanagement, and a lack of trust 

in central-local relations, which can seriously limit local capacity to achieve economic 

development (Newman et al., 2023). The MLG emphases the autonomy of each 

governance level while preserving the dominant position of the top-level 

administrator in policy-making and direction setting. This structure helps to balance 

the need for local flexibility with the requirement for overall strategic coherence and 

avoids the risk of policy implementation failures due to fragmented power. Besides, 

multijurisdictional governance is more like Type I in MLG by definition, which lacks the 

flexibility of coordinated actors, and I will explain the definition and types of MLG 

below.  

Based on the consideration of the above theoretical shortcomings, this paper will 

adopt the MLG framework to analyze the achievement of sustainable development in 

the case of the Paris Olympics. MLG has the unique advantage of being able to reveal 

the complex relationships between different levels from vertical to horizontal aspect. 

It is particularly suitable for the actual operation logic of the Olympics, a typical sports 
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mega-event, involving cross-border, multi-government, and multi-stakeholder 

participation. 

1.3.2 MLG Theoretical Framework 

Economic activity has long been distinguished by significant imbalances across the 

globe. Even within the EU, there are significant differences in wealth levels, population 

density, economic activity, and economic structure. Cohesion policy, or European 

Union regional and urban development policy, aims to narrow the gap between rich 

and poor among European countries and to address social and economic inequalities 

in the EU, which has long been an important pillar of the EU (Fratesi & Wishlade, 2017). 

The 1986 Single European Act (SEA) elevated regional policy to a community-level 

function, aiming to achieve economic and social cohesion. In order to fulfill this goal, 

Structural Funds were established as one of the main instruments. In 1988, the 

Structural Funds were further reformed with the purpose of increasing the efficiency 

of regional policies, in which the principle of partnership calls for greater collaboration 

between different regions, including national, regional and/or local, as well as 

supranational (EU Commission) participants (Bache, 2012). In 1993, The Maastricht 

Treaty introduced the Cohesion Fund, which also added the principle of subsidiarity, 

and expanded the partnership to include economic and social partners. As European 

integration grows, the complexity of governance is increasing and the previously 

dominant theories of neo-functionalism and intergovernmentalism are unable to 

analyze European governance from a dynamic perspective (Hooghe & Marks, 2019). 

In 1993, Marks developed the MLG perspective, which was a response to previously 

dominant theories that neither of the two theories had been able to adequately 

capture the decision-making process in the EU (Klein & Xhaferi, 2024). Under the new 

context, it is necessary to promote coordination between governmental and non-

governmental actors through flexible arrangements, shifting the focus from nation-

states to a diverse range of actors involved. Multi-level governance was introduced 

into the EU governance structure to understand the three-tiered EU polity, the 

interaction between the member states, supranational institutions (e.g. the European 
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Commission), and sub-national governments (e.g. regional governments) (Schakel, 

2020). 

Gary Marks (1993) first proposed Multi-Level Governance (MLG) to explain the 

devolution of power that has occurred in the process of European integration, mainly 

in the areas of EU policy-making and political research. He states that MLG is a system 

of continuous negotiation between governments embedded in multiple territorial 

levels (Marks, 1993). This definition highlights the dynamic and multi-level features of 

the MLG.  The traditional model of state-centered rule breaks down and power is 

vertically dispersed between different levels while interacting horizontally with other 

actors at the same level (Marks, 1993). Piattoni (2010) describes MLG as a term for the 

simultaneous activation of governmental and non-governmental actors in various 

jurisdictions. These definitions point to the fact that the concept of MLG contains both 

vertical and horizontal dimensions. “Multi-level” refers to an increase in vertical 

interdependence of actors operating in different territories, while “governance” 

indicates an increase in horizontal interdependence between governmental and non-

governmental actors (Bache & Flinders, 2004). MLG represents a shift from 

“government” to “governance”, from a traditional single-center control to multi-actor 

collaboration, which means that MLG is not only a reallocation of power, but also a 

change in the way policies are designed and implemented (Bache & Flinders, 2004; 

Piattoni, 2010).  

Piattoni (2009) argues that MLG questions three central analytical divisions in the 

traditional theory of the modern European state: between the center and the edges 

(the devolution of power in various levels); between state and society (multiple actors 

involved in governance); and between domestic and international (cross-level 

coordination and consultation required). Each division can be discussed with three 

aspects: political mobilization (politics), policy-making (policy), and polity restructuring 

(polity) (Piattoni, 2009; Ongaro, 2015). This reflects a redistribution of power across 

different levels, where actors from various levels and sectors participate in the political 

process and policy-making through negotiation and cooperation, reshaping traditional 
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state structures and forming a multi-level governance system. 

Hooghe and Marks (2001) distinguish between two types of MLG. Type I governance 

is based on a fixed hierarchy of government with clear boundaries, characterized by 

embedded structure and a limited number of jurisdictions (Hooghe & Marks, 2001). 

The power and influence of governance is shared among the jurisdictions at each level. 

However, the state remains in a central role, and these levels of governance remain 

dependent on the governance and the institutional design of the national level 

(Bulkeley et al., 2003). As the main body of domestic and international governance, 

the important position of nation-states will never be replaced, and other actors can 

serve as supplements to governance with nation-states (Keohane & Nye, 2000). Type 

II governance is characterized by functional, flexible, task-specific, and overlapping 

jurisdictions that establish cross-area, multi-level governance networks in response to 

specific problems and are intended to deal with changing citizen preferences and 

functional requirements (Hooghe & Marks, 2001). This type of MLG always happens in 

the relationship between public and private, national and international, local 

governments, and community associations. Due to the new jurisdiction always 

generated by the citizen’s problems, there is no limit in number and scale in Type II, 

compared to Type I, which can extend the use of MLG to global affairs (Hooghe & 

Marks, 2001).  

In terms of the applicability of MLG in the global range, Rennstich (2017) suggests that 

although MLG is primarily centered around EU-related research topics, it also shows 

strengths in understanding and adapting to the fields of International Relations (IR) 

and Comparative Politics, and is attractive for IR scholars to adopt in explaining and 

analyzing global governance issues. Methodologically, the MLG framework is attractive 

because of its interdisciplinary nature, which is able to link centralized state or 

government governance models to decentralized organizations and to capture the 

dynamics of structure and governance across different actors. However, regardless of 

these advantages, MLG is generally not sufficiently explored as a common research 

framework in the field of IR theory (Rennstich, 2017). According to Zürn (2012), the 
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scope of MLG should be extended to the global level and needs to fulfill two conditions: 

global institutions have autonomy and do not only serve as coordinating platforms for 

intergovernmental negotiations; global governance needs to be embedded in a 

network of multilevel interactions and not be independent of other governance 

dimensions. Hensengerth (2015) explores the use of MLG outside the EU, analyzing 

China's Hydropower Policy with MLG, finding that in order to reach the achievements 

of MLG in other cultural contexts, it needs to move away from the idea of a pre-given 

scale as the center and to consider the local governance and scale situation. Daniell 

and Kay (2017) try to use MLG in Australia and prove that MLG has high adaptability. 

Those studies expand the theoretical depth and application breadth of MLG, beyond 

the roots of EU policies and the range of the thematic areas it covers.  

In addition, MLG continues to be an important way of governance for the EU, and 

scholars have also extended the application of MLG to various other EU policy areas, 

especially regarding energy and climate objectives. The point of “achieving EU climate 

and energy goals will not happen without multilevel governance” was proposed at the 

high-level closing event of the NECPlatform project (Covenant of Mayors, 2025). 

Bulkeley and Betsill (2005) reveal that multi-level collaboration in urban climate 

protection challenges the traditional environmental politics between local, national, 

and international. Concerning energy, COOPENERGY is a European project that aims to 

develop more collaborative sustainable energy action plans by connecting regional 

and local governments through a multilevel governance model (European Commission, 

2015). The President of the European Commission and COOPENERGY partners in 2015 

confirmed the importance of MLG's approach to sustainable energy action 

(Coopenergy Consortium, 2015). The MLG was included in The Committee of the 

Regions’ White Paper on Multilevel Governance (Committee of the Regions [CoR], 

2009) which shows the commitment to "Build Europe in partnership", aiming to boost 

involvement in the European process and enhancing the effectiveness of Community 

action. The White Paper recognizes MLG as a dynamic process that includes horizontal 

and vertical aspects that in no way reduce responsibility for politics, indicating the 
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great role of MLG in the EU (CoR, 2009). Besides, the Covenant of Mayors provides a 

multi-level platform for the EU member states, which is at the heart of MLG, promoting 

collaboration from local to national levels to achieve low-carbon, resilient, and 

inclusive development. The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) supports MLG positively for “effective decentralization and regionalization 

reforms, as well as the strategic planning, implementation, and performance 

measurement of regional policies at all levels of government” (OECD, n. d.). The OECD 

believes that in order to realize a successful MLG, it requires an integrated approach, 

good coordination, and an understanding of the complements and trade-offs between 

policies; thus, this enhances policy effectiveness, citizen satisfaction, and the quality 

of democracy (OECD, n. d.). It also proves that multilevel governance is internationally 

recognized as important for promoting international economy and cooperation. 

Theoretically, MLG challenges the traditional sovereign state-centrism, emphasizes the 

key role of non-state actors in the governance process, and complements the single 

perspective of established international relations and governance theories. As an 

analytical tool, MLG is able to dynamically reveal the interaction mechanism between 

multiple levels of actors, and is widely applicable to a variety of policy areas such as 

environmental policy, regional development, climate, and energy, etc., demonstrating 

a strong interdisciplinary integration capacity. Also, as mentioned above, MLG is 

complementary to other governance theories, providing a more three-dimensional 

and comprehensive analytical framework from vertical and horizontal aspects that 

highlights the diversity, complexity, and dynamism of the governance process. 

Practically, the MLG enables governments and non-government actors at all levels to 

respond flexibly to the specific needs of the region, thereby improving governance 

efficiency, strengthening cross-level coordination and cooperation, and optimizing the 

allocation of resources and the combination of policy tools. As an important 

practitioner of the MLG model, the EU's governance experience provides an important 

example of a useful paradigm for other regional organizations and even for global 

governance. 
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Ongaro (2015) mentions that the MLG is a little “soft” and always very loosely explains 

the governance of complex polities, and has been criticized for being too descriptive 

rather than explanatory. Piattoni (2009) and Rennstich (2017) all indicate that MLG can 

be used in explaining various practices, and it may be “over-stretched” (Sartori, 1970). 

Besides, the bigger range of political participation for more actors may bring 

complexity to the structure, and it is difficult to attribute responsibility with greater 

precision. Especially in the Type II MLG with the feature of task-specific, this type 

always attributes tasks to these specialists who have the professional techniques and 

knowledge to solve them, then gaining efficiency. However, Peters and Pierre (2004) 

point out that this can form a “Faustian Bargain”, trading democratic legitimacy for 

governance efficiency, and finally, leading to an inherent contradiction in governance 

legitimacy. Papadopoulos (2010) and Olsson (2003) also indicate the paradoxes 

between democracy and accountability in MLG that, larger participation leads to a 

bigger democracy and weaker accountability; and the efforts for enhancing 

transparency and efficiency may undermine the traditional democratic mechanisms 

(electoral representation). 

1.3.2.1 The Adaptability of MLG Framework to Paris 2024 

As a typical global governance practice, the Olympic Games naturally form a complex 

network of multi-level and multi-actor interactions involving international 

organizations, national governments, local authorities, non-state actors, etc. The MLG 

is an effective tool to address cross-level issues such as sustainable development. As 

the first Summer Olympic Games to be fully in line with the Olympic Agenda 2020, the 

Paris Games can be adapted and interpreted within the framework of the MLG. 

Besides, the adaptability of the MLG is also reflected in its high degree of compatibility 

with France's institutional background and governance tradition. As a crucial member 

of the EU, France has long been at the center of the EU's multilevel governance 

structure, and its policy system has long been deeply embedded in the EU-style “cross-

level coordination” governance model. This institutional habituation makes it natural 

to follow a similar logic of MLG when hosting the Olympic Games, providing an 
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interpretative path for understanding the governance of the Paris Olympics in a local 

context.  

In terms of structure, the governance practices of the Paris Olympics show the co-

existence of Type I and Type II: from the IOC to the EU, the French State, and then to 

the city of Paris and local authorities, this is a typical vertical system of top-down 

institutional embedding (Type I); while on multiple specific topics, such as carbon 

neutrality, green transportation, and reuse of venues, etc., multiple actors coordinated 

and cooperated, and for the realization of the whole organization of the event, the 

emergence of SOLIDEO can reflect the task-oriented MLG of Type II. Besides, the IOC 

can fulfill the two conditions of MLG global governance proposed by Zürn (2012). 

1.3.2.2 The Adaptability of MLG Framework to Sustainability 

MLG and Sustainability are mutually supporting and naturally compatible. Firstly, the 

complexity and cross-boundary nature of sustainability issues, such as climate change, 

and resource allocation, determine that they cannot be addressed by a single tier or a 

single subject, and MLG can respond to the complexity of sustainability. Secondly, 

sustainability issues are long-term, uncertain, and non-authoritative, for instance, 

climate change has been described as a “super wicked problem” by Levin et al. (2012) 

that was hard to handle by the traditional structure, which needs a more flexible and 

dynamic governance (Rhodes et al. 2022). MLG is highly flexible and adaptive and is 

suitable for dynamically changing situations, which can respond to these problems 

during sustainable development. This multi-level network facilitates policy piloting, 

adaptation, and innovation, and is better able to deal with the complex and shifting 

issues of sustainable development. Thirdly, MLG can provide a mechanism to 

guarantee policy integration and vertical and horizontal synergy for sustainability. 

According to Poyraz and Szalmáné Csete (2023), successful sustainability shift and 

climate action need a cohesive strategy and cooperative circumstances across many 

levels of government. The Rio 2012 Issues (United Nations Department of Economic 

and Social Affairs [UN DESA], 2015) also emphasizes the horizontal integration 
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involving combining economic, social, and environmental factors across different 

sectors and policy areas, and the vertical integration involving dense governance links 

between all levels. This reflects the institutional strengths of MLG in vertical and 

horizontal integration mechanisms.  

 

1.4 Filling the Gap: Combining Sports, Sustainability, and Multi-

Level Governance 

The previous section describes the relationship between MLG, the Paris Olympics, and 

sustainability, which are mutually recognizable and can be presented as a method for 

achieving sustainable development of a sports mega-event ideally, using the 

MLG framework. Sustainability is an important task for humanity to live in harmony 

with nature today. Since the 20th century, the international community has put 

forward the MDGs and SDGs for sustainable development, calling on governments, the 

public, and non-governmental organizations to pursue sustainable development. 

Among them, sports events with great influence are also important subjects that are 

recognized by the UN, and sustainable development is also written into the Olympic 

Agenda 2020, focusing on the integration with sustainable development before, 

during, and after the Olympic Games. Most of the studies on the governance of 

sustainability in sports events have emphasized network coordination among various 

stakeholders from the perspective of participating interest players, avoiding 

hierarchical features, such as collaborative governance, but lacked studies from the 

perspective of governance structure and power operation mechanism. Meanwhile, 

MLG, as an important theoretical framework for understanding the contemporary 

governance landscape in IR, has been widely used in the fields of European governance, 

climate and energy policy, and development studies. The framework emphasizes the 

interaction and negotiation between different levels (international, national, local) and 

multiple actors (government, market, and social organizations) in the process of 

governance, both vertically and horizontally. The characteristics of MLG can respond 
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to the Olympics and sustainability that both also have complex structures full of 

dynamics and multiple participating actors. However, in the context of global 

governance and the study of sports mega-events, the theory is still in the early stages 

of application and lacks an in-depth exploration of its adaptability and explanatory 

power.  

Under this context, this study attempts to fill the intersection gap between the three 

fields and proposes a way to analyze the sustainable development practices of sports 

mega-events by introducing a multilevel governance perspective. The Paris 2024 

Olympic Games constitute a typical case of the deep integration of “sport, sustainable 

development, and multi-level governance”. Starting from different levels, from 

international, regional, national to local, and other organizations at horizontal levels, 

this paper examines their dynamic division of roles, policy collaboration, and 

distribution of power in the sustainability governance of the Olympics, and explores 

how they can co-construct pathways to the realization of the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs). 

Theoretically, this thesis is an interdisciplinary study constructed through a multi-level 

governance perspective. The study theoretically and interdisciplinarily links sports 

mega-events, sustainability, and governance theory. By introducing MLG, a widely 

used analytical tool in policy science and international relations theory, this thesis 

provides a systematic approach to understanding the sustainability governance 

mechanisms of the Olympic Games. The MLG theory has been mainly applied in EU 

policy research, but its applicability to international mega-events (e.g., the Olympic 

Games) has not yet been fully explored. This thesis not only enriches the dimension of 

governance in sports studies, but also takes MLG beyond the European Union, expands 

the applicability of MLG theory, and provides new theoretical perspectives for 

understanding complex power structures in contemporary global issues. 

By studying the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, this thesis fills a gap in the academic 

research on governance structures at the practical and operational level of sustainable 

development at international mega-events. The specificity of the Paris Olympics makes 
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its study all the more necessary. In the Paris Olympics, the IOC, the French national 

institutions, the local authorities of Paris, private companies, and social organizations 

all played an integral role in the governance structure. This perspective not only helps 

to comprehend the governance dynamics, synergies, and constraints of Olympic 

governance in this case but also to understand the actual implementation of the 

Olympic Agenda 2020 and the SDGs.  

In addition, the findings of this thesis provide lessons and reflections that can be 

applied to the sustainable governance of future international mega-events. The Paris 

Olympics demonstrated a relatively forefront paradigm of cross-level governance, 

providing a realistic template for other countries and international organizations to 

implement the SDGs. This is not only instructive for the future reform of the Olympic 

Movement and the organization of other international mega-events but also provides 

a reference for other global issues that involve complex governance structures. 

 

. 
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2 Research Methodology 

2.1 Case Study Approach 

This study adopts the case study method as the overall research strategy and selects 

the Paris 2024 Olympic Games as the core research object to analyze its sustainable 

development practices under the multi-layer governance structure and use the model 

of Müller et al. (2021) to evaluate the results of the sustainability of the Paris Olympics.  

According to Yin's (2009), this research method needs multiple sources of evidence 

and data that can be used as a verification of triangulation. To realize the case study 

scientifically, this research combines qualitative analysis with quantitative analysis, the 

multiple evidence including policy and official documents, basic descriptive statistics, 

and media discourse, with a goal of a multidimensional understanding of system 

structure, policy implementation, and external reactions. The use of multiple sources 

enables triangulation, enhances the reliability of the analysis, and strengthens the 

breadth and depth of the case studies while meeting the need for cross-

methodological research in the current trend in the field of international relations 

(Flick et al, 2004). 

Case study research is most frequently applied to social science research and is 

frequently characterized as a flexible but complicated methodology (Cope, 2015). The 

classic definition from Yin (2009) for the case study is “an empirical inquiry that 

investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, 

especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not evident”. 

Jacobsen (2002) states that a case study is a type of intensive study of numerous units 

with a variety of variables, aiming to make the context, phenomenon, or event as 

detailed as possible. The uniqueness of the Paris Olympics and the reasons for 

choosing it have been shown above. Therefore, the case study method that mainly 

focuses on the specific situation can be used in this thesis to analyze the Paris Olympics 

2024 through its complicated governance structure with many actors and the process 

of coordination and contradictions.  
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2.1.1 Evaluation Model 

The IOC launched the Olympic Games Impact (OGI) approach to objectively assess the 

possible impacts of the Olympic and Paralympic Games on the socio-cultural, 

economic, and environmental aspects, including 126 indicators (OGI-UBC Research 

Team, 2013). According to Trendafilova et al. (2022), the OGI is criticized by many 

scholars since it is too short to conclude the long-term influence and only depends on 

the quantitative analysis, resulting in its failure to evaluate the Olympics’ sustainability. 

This approach has been abandoned in 2017 (Müller et al., 2021). 

Müller et al. (2021) created a model to evaluate the sustainability of the Olympic 

Games based on the data from 16 editions of the Olympic Games from 1992 to 2020, 

indicating the Olympics' overall sustainability decreased over time, which focuses on 

three typical dimensions: ecological, economic, and social, each dimension with three 

indicators. Following the sustainability theory, they define the real sustainable Olympic 

Games with three aspects: “having a limited ecological and material footprint, 

enhancing social justice, and demonstrating economic efficiency” (Müller et al., 2021). 

This evaluation of the model can reach a balance between the development needs of 

economic, social, and ecological dimensions. Table 4 presents the sustainability 

dimensions, indicators, and scoring criteria of Müller and other scholars (2021). 
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Therefore, in the following evaluation chapter, this model will be employed to examine 

the sustainability of the Paris Olympics. Yet, Müller et al. (2021) also indicated that the 

workload was very large and was difficult to gather all data easily, so this thesis, relying 

solely on my research, will primarily use official policy documents and reports to assess 

the sustainability of this case, accompanied with data comparison to prior Olympic 

Games, and media attitudes to evaluate the social and public satisfaction. Although 

this study focuses on the Paris Olympics and the literature review concentrates on 

research on Olympic governance and sustainability, some of the sustainability data 

does not make a clear distinction between the Olympic and Paralympic Games at the 

official level. Therefore, the data used in the subsequent analysis may also cover 

Paralympic content. 

2.1.2 Data Sources 

The analysis of official policies and documents is used to sort out the policy objectives, 

institutional arrangements, and practices for sustainable realization at the 

international (IOC), supranational (EU), national (France), and local (City of Paris and 

other local authorities) levels. According to Bowen (2009), document analysis has the 

advantages of high efficiency, easy availability, cost-effectiveness, long-term stability, 

and accuracy, resulting in its normativity, objectivity, and verifiability, which contribute 

to a precise understanding of all actors’ official positions and goals on sustainable 

development issues. This study selects official documents and policy texts issued by 

the IOC, the Paris Organizing Committee, the French government, as well as the city of 

Paris and local authorities, which have a high degree of credibility and formality to 

analyze the multilevel governance mechanisms of the Olympic Games from vertical 

and horizontal perspectives. Secondly, descriptive statistics are used to organize the 

raw data, develop particular indices from it, and make conclusions (Kothari, 2004). This 

thesis selects key sustainability data from official reports and news for descriptive 

statistical analysis and rates every indicator in the model, such as carbon footprint, 

venue construction, budget, etc., and compares with previous Olympic Games, 

showcasing the relative performance and evolutionary trends of the Paris Olympics in 
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terms of sustainability.  

2.2 Limitations 

However, it has to be noted that this research methodology has some limitations. 

Official documents and reports can reflect the power discourse and narrative of 

institutions, showing some positions (Freeman & Maybin, 2011). Due to time 

constraints and difficulty in reaching interviewees, the originally planned semi-

structured interviews could not be conducted, resulting in a lack of an in-depth 

understanding of the difficulties of practical implementation or public reaction. 

Besides, as mentioned earlier, the difficulty in collecting data and the lack of more 

complicated measurement models, also limit the explanatory and extrapolation 

persuasion of findings. Then, this study focuses on the single case of the Paris 2024 

Olympic Games. Although the EU is representative of MLG and has a history of 

application of MLG, its experience may not be applicable to other sports mega-events 

in other political, cultural, or institutional contexts. However, these limitations can 

broaden the boundaries of relevant research and provide suggestions for future 

studies.  
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3. Analysis of MLG Practices in the Paris 2024 Olympics 

The governance of the Paris Olympics demonstrates obvious features of Type I and 

Type II MLG. On the one hand, it shows an embedded, hierarchical logic of vertical 

governance through formal intergovernmental structure and institutional 

transmission; on the other hand, resources, and capacities at the implementation level 

are complemented by horizontal flexible cooperation mechanisms at various levels 

(Hooghe & Marks, 2001). However, it is impossible to determine a simple equation of 

Type I with vertical governance and Type II with horizontal interaction. Paris 2024 

Legacy and Sustainability strategy needs this Games to be aligned with international 

vision, with the Olympic Agenda, as well as with the national and local plan (Organising 

Committee for the Olympic and Paralympic Games Paris 2024 [COJOP], 2021a). In the 

following analysis, this chapter explores the dynamic relationships of collaboration and 

tension across different levels and actors from two analytical perspectives: Vertical 

Governance and Horizontal Coordination. 

3.1 Vertical Practices: Cross-Level Interaction 

From a vertical governance perspective, the actors involved in the Paris 2024 Games 

cross several territorial levels, from the international to the local, ranging from 

institutions with formal authority to organizations empowered through contracts or 

cooperative arrangements. Together they form a multi-level system of decision-

making and implementation, with different levels of governance interacting to shape 

the organization and delivery of the Games. The Paris 2024 includes the IOC at the 

international level, the EU at the supranational level, the French State and its NOCs 

(the French National Olympic and Sports Committee, CNOSF; the French Paralympic 

and Sports Committee, CPSF) at the national level, Paris and other cities councils at 

the local and regional level, and social actors at the social level. Besides, the Paris 2024 

Games are coordinated and implemented by two key organizations: the Paris 2024 

Organizing Committee (COJOP) and the Société de Livraison des Ouvrages Olympiques 

(SOLIDEO). These two authorized agencies bring together representatives from various 
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levels (national, regional, and local) and play an intermediary role in the system. 

Although the governance system of the Olympic Games is vertically layered from 

international to national to local, it is not a completely linear and hierarchical pattern. 

As intermediary organizations, COJOP and SOLIDEO, across multiple levels, play an 

important role in the process of organization and implementation of the Games, 

making the vertical governance more collaborative. 

Figure 1: Vertical Governance Structure in the Paris 2024 Olympics. 

  

Source: references from Daniau-Fricotteau, B. (2024). Paris 2024 Olympics: A complex 

governance shared between many stakeholders. Bocconi Students for Sport Management. 

https://bssportmanagement.com/2024/11/17/paris-2024-olympics-a-complex-governance-

shared-between-many-stakeholders/ 

At the international level, the IOC, as the supreme authority of the Olympic Movement, 

sets the basic norms and strategic direction for the organization of the Olympic Games. 

IOC manages the Olympic Movement through the usage, modification, and 

maintenance of the Olympic Charter (IOC, 2025). This document is described as “a 

basic instrument of a constitutional nature” and “serves as statutes” for IOC, with 
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obvious legal authority. The charter regulates the mission of the IOC to focus 

responsible attention on environmental problems and promote sustainability in sports 

and requires the Games held in line with it (IOC, 2025). Besides, the charter regulates 

the Olympic Host Contract as well, which is agreed upon by the IOC, the host, and the 

NOC of the host, and, the contract contains the requirement of sustainability and 

legacy in the hosting process (IOC, 2017b; IOC, 2025). 

To realize the sustainable development of the Olympic Movements, based on the 

Olympic Charter, the IOC carried out reforms through the Olympic Agenda 2020 in 

2014, the New Norm in 2018, and the Olympic Agenda 2020+5 in 2021, making the 

Paris 2024 as the “greenest” Olympics so far and as a practice of sustainable vision. 

“Sustainability” serves as one essential pillar of the 2020 Agenda, and has been 

inserted in all aspects of the games and daily operations (IOC, 2014). Based on the 

2020 Agenda, the IOC sets its Sustainability Strategy that focuses on five areas: 

infrastructure and natural sites, sourcing and resource management, mobility, 

workforce, and climate (IOC, 2017a). As further concrete actions of the Olympic 

Agenda 2020, the New Norm involves 118 reforms related to candidature, legacy, and 

delivery, aiming to simplify the application process and operational requirements, 

integrate legacy plans into all phases of the Games, and make the delivery more 

flexible and cost-efficient (IOC, 2018a). With the slogan “change or be changed”, the 

Olympic Agenda 2020+5 was launched in line with the need to deal with the COVID-

19 challenges after 2020. The document specifically calls for a shift to a “climate 

positive” model for the Olympic Games by 2030, advocating the efforts in the use of 

temporary venues, decentralized hosting, and long-term sustainability (IOC, 2021b).  

The Olympic Agenda 2020, The New Norm, and Olympic Agenda 2020+5 share a 

common vision of promoting more sustainable, cost-efficient, and legacy-driven 

Olympic Games. Paris 2024 is the first Olympic Games to be fully guided by this 

reformed framework. According to COJOP (2021b), the Paris Olympics is based on the 

Olympic Agenda 2020+5 framework, and its legacy is also rooted in the IOC’s Legacy 

Strategy Approach, focusing on “delivering games that can be held up as an inspiring 
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example” and “leaving a social and environmental legacy”. For example, the Paris 

Olympics sets a carbon budget of 50% of that of previous Olympics and uses 95% of 

existing or temporary venues (COJOP, 2021b). 

At the supranational level, the EU has promoted the development of member states 

in the area of green transformation and social responsibility through policy guidance 

and financial instruments. The EU is not a direct organizer of the Paris Olympics, but it 

is indirectly involved in the green transition process of the Paris Olympics through its 

legislative framework and funding mechanisms. In order to deal with new challenges 

nowadays, the EU adopted the European Green Deal (European Commission, 2019) 

that aims to be the “first climate-neutral continent” by 2050 in line with the Paris 

Agreement, and its key initiatives, such as “Fit for 55” package, REPowerEU, etc., all 

which have influenced France's national policy direction, setting the environmental 

standards for the bidding process, preparation, and organization of the Games. For 

example, the Paris 2024 highlights the use of responsible materials for construction 

and renewable energy, and manages the carbon emission, following strictly the 

sustainability goals (COJOP, 2021b). 

In addition, the EU has provided financial support for the Paris Olympics in various 

aspects, for instance, between 2019 and 2022, the European Social Fund (ESF) invested 

about 770,000 euros in professional programs for the Games, and the treatment of 

sewage from the Seine has also received investment from the European Investment 

Bank (EIB) (European Social Fund Plus, 2024; EIB, 2020). The European Commission 

also helps to propose the Paris Social Charter, aiming to promote local employment in 

hosting areas (COJOP, 2021b).  

In response to the European Green Deal, France adopts Climate and resilience law 

(République Française, 2021), with the main objective of meeting the EU goal of 

reducing greenhouse gas emissions by at least 55% by 2030, indirectly influencing the 

organization of the Olympics. As the national level actor, the French State undertakes 

resource allocation and guarantees policy implementation, providing great support in 

various aspects for the Games to achieve sustainable goals. To guarantee the success 
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of the Paris 2024 Olympics, the French State adopted Law No. 2023-380 as a 

comprehensive legal framework, covering a wide range of areas such as medical 

training, anti-doping measures, security, labor regulations, advertising, etc. (Loi n° 

2023-380 du 19 mai 2023, 2023). Especially in terms of security, the Ministry of the 

Interior and Overseas France increases daily security to prevent the increasingly 

serious jihadist terrorist activities in Europe, enhancing social sustainability (Ministère 

de l'Intérieur, 2024). Besides, the French State plans a budget of 20 million euros for 

the upgrading of facilities for the “Terre de Jeux” program and also invests millions of 

euros in companies for more innovative techniques used in the Games (COJOP, 2021b).  

The efforts at the local and regional level are made by the City of Paris, the Île-de-

France Region, the Grand Paris metropolitan area, and the Seine-Seine-Denis 

departmental council, including 73 host towns and cities (Gouvernement de la 

République Française, 2021). They are responsible for implementing specific policies 

and services and involving more people in sports. These local authorities consider the 

Olympics leverage for the integration and development of the Grande Paris region, for 

example, promoting the urban infrastructure construction, such as 60 kilometers of 

new bike lanes in the city, extending the Grand Paris Express (GPE) to connect the 

Grand Paris area, and encouraging grassroots sports endeavors for social tolerance 

(Geffroy et al., 2021; Goonan, 2024). As the City of Paris cannot house the Olympic 

venues and the long-term Olympic legacy, Plaine Commune was chosen by the bid 

team of the city to take the mission to set the public infrastructure and Olympic Village, 

promoting the local economic growth and the integration of Grand Paris (Geffroy et 

al., 2021). Under this decision, this area plays a core role in Olympic projects, and local 

authorities participate in governance positively (Gignon, 2023).  

Although international and national institutions such as the IOC or French ministries 

may define overarching goals and frameworks, it often needs social actors to translate 

these goals into local and operational practices, advocating for more local citizens to 

join in, such as trade unions, NGOs, and community organizations. The Paris 2024 

Social Charter commits to creating an inclusive employment environment and 
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business opportunities and improving vulnerable people's integration into the 

workforce, adopted by the Paris 2024 Committee, SOLIDEO, trade unions, and 

employer organizations (Paris 2024, 2018). The ESS program is a six-year project led by 

Les Canaux association and has matched the capabilities of more than 6,000 

businesses and organizations to the Olympics and Paralympics organizers' needs, now 

as a social legacy of the Games, it still works on supporting the development of minor 

enterprises (Les Canaux, n.d.; OCED, 2024). Besides, the SOLIDEO encourages small 

and medium enterprises to join in public procurement and circular activities, reducing 

carbon emissions and social employment (Directorate-General for Employment, Social 

Affairs and Inclusion, 2024).  

In the multi-level governance system of the Paris Olympics, the COJOP and SOLIDEO 

are important intermediaries between the international, national, and local levels, 

with the task-orientation feature of the MLG. The COJOP assumes the responsibility of 

organizing the Games’ operations, and the SOLIDEO undertakes the core role of 

coordinating infrastructure projects.  

According to the Olympic Charter (IOC, 2025), the Organizing Committees for the 

Olympic Games (OCOG), is authorized by the IOC and takes the responsibility of “plan, 

organize, finance and deliver the Paris 2024 Olympic and Paralympic games” in line 

with the Olympic Host Contract (Gouvernement de la République Française, 2024). 

The COJOP was established in 2018, and its Board of Directors includes all actors 

mentioned before from international to local and SOLIDEO, aiming to realize the first 

climate positive Olympic Games (COJOP, 2021b; COJOP, 2021c). COJOP issued the 

Legacy and Sustainability Plan for the Paris 2024 Olympic and Paralympic Games 

(COJOP, 2021b) and maps the IOC’s sustainable goals to national and local policies.  

SOLIDEO was established in 2017 and is responsible for supervising the construction 

and renovation of the Olympic facilities and the delivery of the long-term development 

projects for the Olympic legacy, based on an environmental excellence strategy that 

focuses on low-carbon, biodiversity, and urban comfort (SOLIDEO, 2019). For example, 

SOLIDEO encourages all contractors to join the circular economy of their projects and 
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uses alternative materials in the construction of Olympic villages, such as wood, low-

carbon cement, and recycled materials (SOLIDEO, 2024). SOLIDEO has located the 

Olympic Village in the Plaine de Saint-Denis to stimulate economic transformation and 

promote the integration of the Grand Paris Region (Geffroy et al., 2021). 

3.2 Horizontal Practices: Coordination at Each Level 

According to Bache and Flinders (2004), the “governance” of MLG means the growth 

of horizontal interdependence between government and non-governmental 

participants. The actor-centered feature of MLG highlights a free way for both 

institutional and non-institutional actors to navigate and connect across different 

governance levels, beyond traditional areas of authority and hierarchical structures 

(Piattoni, 2009). Besides, horizontal coordination can avoid overlapping functions of 

various actors from different levels, matching the needs of governance with 

professional actors (Mulholland & Berger, 2017). Mulholland and Berger (2017) also 

indicate that horizontal integration is important to vertical integration, not only 

spanning different areas but also crossing multiple government levels. Therefore, from 

the horizontal view, these stakeholders coordinate and cooperate in this network 

connecting all levels and all areas. This flexible approach is particularly significant for 

sustainability governance. 

As mentioned earlier, there is a tight connection between the IOC and the UN, with 

mutual recognition of each other's efforts. In COP24, Paris 2024 joined the “Sports for 

Climate Action Framework” led by UNFCCC to inspire more people to care about 

climate change, promoting the realization of the Paris Agreement (UNFCCC, 2018). The 

COJOP coordinates with the IOC, the International Organization for Standardization 

(ISO), and the OECD to set new standards for sustainable development and 

management (IOC, 2024a). The COJOP applies the new ISO 20121:2024 standard to 

insert sustainability into the whole Olympic period; the OECD also helps Paris 2024 to 

generate key performance indicators (KPIs) for evaluating the long-term effects and 

legacy of the Games (IOC, 2024a).  
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At the supranational level, to ensure security and social sustainability, France 

coordinates with other European countries under the framework of the Prüm 

Decisions with the objective of fostering cooperation between police and judicial 

authorities of EU countries to deal with terrorism and cross-border crime, including 

international mega-events (N'tsia, 2024). This security coordination reflects the 

complementary use of resources between European member states can reduce local 

government financial and human pressure and also reflects a balance between local 

responsibility and regional sharing, in line with the UN’s sustainable development goal 

of partnership. 

At the national level, the French State works with other stakeholders to implement 

practices in the local community. The Paris 2024 and the French National Sports 

Agency signed the agreement to award local authorities with Terre de Jeux 2024 label 

to promote sports facilities; the French Ministry of National Education, Youth and 

Sport, coordinates with the Greater Paris Regional Health Authority to award schools 

Génération 2024 label, encouraging local schools to provide sports opportunities for 

youth and vulnerable groups; besides, the Terrain d’égalité Label developed by the 

Paris 2024, the French Ministry for Gender Equality, Diversity and Equal Opportunities 

and the Ministry of Sports, promotes to build the highest guidelines for gender 

equality in sports (COJOP, 2021a; IOC, 2024b).  

As an intermediary role and specialized agency, SOLIDEO provides a stage for various 

actors to coordinate and connect. According to the SOLIDEO: Olympic Games delivery 

authority (2019), the SOLIDEO has signed contracts with 29 public and private 

contractors and is responsible for the delivery and supervision of urban planning, 

public space and sports facilities and infrastructures, requiring to pass the information 

to its Board of Directors including cities of Paris, Marseille, Le Bourget, and Dugny, the 

Île-de-France Region, Plaine Commune, Paris Terres d’Envol, Seine-Saint-Denis, etc. 

Initially, the Seine-Saint-Denis area lacked sports facilities, but the coordination with 

SOLIDEO brings new aquatic centers, swimming pools, and renovated facilities, 

matching with the national level’s effort, Terre de Jeux 2024 label, to promote sports 
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facilities in the whole country (COJOP, 2024a). Besides, the move of the shooting 

competition venue from the Terrain des Essences site was determined after the 

discussion by the COJOP, representatives of the state, and the SOLIDEO, which made it 

easy to find alternatives and use it as a chance to improve the venue map (Pavitt, 2022; 

COJOP, 2022). 

As the main organizer of the Olympic Games, COJOP has assumed a key role in the 

transport sector, with responsibilities of developing an overall transportation strategy 

for the Games and coordinating with various actors, such as the City of Paris (urban 

management), police (security), Île-de-France Mobilités (IDFM, regional public 

transport authority), and transportation operators, to ensure the efficient, safe and 

eco-friendly operation of the transportation system during the event (Tauvel et al., 

2024). 
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4. Evaluation of Sustainability of the Paris Olympics 

In this section, the sustainability assessment model of the Olympic Games proposed 

by Müller et al. (2021) is used to systematically evaluate the sustainability of the Paris 

2024 Olympic Games. The model covers nine indicators, integrating environmental, 

social, and economic dimensions. The sustainability of the Paris Olympics was 

quantitatively scored by collecting and analyzing data from multiple sources, including 

official reports, third-party studies, and media reports. Through analysis of 

information, the total score of Paris 2024 is 460 points which is relatively quite good 

among all Summer Olympics between 1990-2020 (Müller et al., 2021). Paris 2024 

represents a significant step forward in realizing sustainable development within the 

context of mega-events, however, the reality of Paris 2024 is far from its sustainability 

communications and the Olympic Games still needs more time to achieve real 

sustainability. 

Figure 2: Sustainability of the Paris Olympic Games 2024 by indicator. 

 

4.1 Triple Bottom Line 

Ecological Dimension 

New construction. New construction is assessed by measuring the percentage of 
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newly constructed sports venues to all Games’ sports venues (Müller et al., 2021). 

According to Müller and his colleagues (2021), and Trendafilova et al.’s (2022) 

evaluation of the Tokyo Olympics, the new construction indicator refers to new 

permanent venues. According to the sustainability and legacy post-game report of 

COJOP (2024), the Olympic Aquatic Centre is the only new competition venue built for 

the Games, and in total, 44 venues are used in the Games. The official report from 

COJOP (2025) mentions that the Paris Arena 2, named the Adidas Arena, especially for 

badminton and rhythmic gymnastics, is also a newly built venue but was built 

independently of the Games organization (COJOP, 2025). Thus, the new construction 

rate of 4.5%, meeting the score criteria of 100 with a percentage less than or equal to 

10%. However, some media also indicate that the Le Bourget Climbing Centre is also 

the new-built venue for the Games (Comitato Olimpico Nazionale Italiano, 2024). 

Under this situation, the rate is 6.8%, also getting a score of 100. Besides, all official 

reports and official Olympic news often mention that 95% of facilities and 

infrastructures are temporary or existing sites (COJOP, 2024b; COJOP, 2021b; IOC, 

2024). Therefore, the Paris 2024 Olympics gets the 100 score regarding this indicator. 

Visitor footprint. The footprint of visitors was calculated based on the number of 

tickets sold (Müller et al., 2021). According to the report from COJOP (2024), 12.1 

million tickets were sold, since the number is far more than 7 million, getting the score 

of 0. Although Paris 2024 makes many efforts to lower the carbon footprint by 

reducing the new constructions, using green materials, providing electric public 

transport systems, etc., the visitor footprint generated by business travel 

(transportation) from home to foreign countries, still accounts for the largest part of 

the Games’ carbon footprint (IOC, 2018b).  

Event size. Event size is estimated by the number of accredited participants in this 

event, including athletes, coaches, staff, representatives, people with Guest Pass, etc. 

(Müller et al., 2021; Trendafilova et al., 2022). The post-game report indicates that 

almost 200,000 people gained the accreditation of the Paris 2024, getting a score of 

80 (COJOP, 2024b). Compared to previous editions, the scale of Paris 2024 has 
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decreased significantly and responded to the IOC’s sustainable strategy.  

The total score of Paris 2024 in ecological dimension is 180, with the new construction 

as the best aspect, and the visitor footprint as the worst one. Compared to previous 

Olympics, based on the score given by Müller et al. (2021), Paris 2024 is higher than 

Beijing 2008 (80), London 2012 (120), and Rio 2016 (100), except for Tokyo 2020. Tokyo 

2020 was originally predicted by Müller et al. (2021) with a score of 280 and was 

assessed by Trendafilova and other scholars (2022) with 480 points based on the actual 

situation, as a result of limited visitor mobility caused by COVID-19. The visitor 

footprint is inevitable in the current sports mega-events concerned with huge 

population mobility and cross-border activities.  

Social dimension 

Public Approval. Public approval means the percentage of poll respondents favoring 

the event's hosting (Müller et al., 2021). According to Odoxa (2024), an independent 

inquiry, French enthusiasm for the Paris 2024 Olympics declined sharply between 2021 

and 2024 from 76% to 65%, and only 56% of residents in Île-de-France had a positive 

attitude towards Paris 2024 Olympics. Because the Île-de-France residents are more 

related to the Games and are the most directly affected group, the rate of 56% is used 

to get a score of 20, less than 60%. The residents were concerned about security (73%), 

transport (81%), and whether the Games would deliver on time (71%) (Odoxa, 2024). 

This study highlights the gap and challenges of aligning local expectations with national 

and international ambitions within a multi-level governance structure in Paris 2024. 

The security, transport, and the Games delivery all need coordination between 

multiple levels and actors but still puts residents in trouble. Besides, the changes in 

residents’ attitudes also reflect people's awareness of Olympic negative influences. 

Social safety. The displacement of the population caused by hosting the Olympic 

Games shows the aspect of social safety (Müller et al., 2021). The report of Le Revers 

de la Médaille (2024) showcases the “social cleansing” made by the public authorities 

to evict marginal groups from 2023 to 2024, particularly in the lead-up to the opening 
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ceremony, highlighting an increase in eviction activities. Almost 20,000 people were 

displaced from tents and shelters in Paris, definitely getting 0 points (Nouvian, 2024). 

These evictions triggered strong criticism from human rights organizations and were 

considered a policy of “beautifying the city” by the Olympics at the expense of 

vulnerable groups. The social sustainability is insufficiently embedded in the current 

governance framework, which demonstrates the disconnect between top-level 

strategic objectives and local-level implementation, and the lack of accountability 

within multi-level governance. This also affects the subsequent score on the Rule of 

Law indicator.  

Rule of Law. The score of this indicator depends on how legal changes for the Olympics 

may have infringed on people’s rights and its severity (Müller et al., 2021). Except for 

the serious displacement mentioned before, article 10 of Law No. 2023-380 which was 

adopted by the French government, mentioned the use of intelligent video 

surveillance to detect “predefined events”, as a preventive action against terrorist 

attacks (Buchanan, 2023). Buchanan (2023) also mentions that this law extends the 

coordination between the Paris Transport Authority (RATP) and the National Society 

of the French Railways (SNCF) agents. Although this measure aims to protect people 

and ensure the success of Paris 2024 and also represents the innovative advance in 

digital techniques of competitions and media, it also raises people’s concerns about 

private data and violates the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) and the 

EU’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) (Mokuena, 2024; Koula, 2024). More 

than thirty civic society organizations had signed an open letter about the serious 

threat made by AI surveillance used in the Games (Stockhem, 2023). Because these 

measures are all temporary and limited, as minor legislative and administrative 

changes restricted basic rights and freedoms, Paris 2024 can be rated 40 on this 

indicator. 

In terms of the social dimension of sustainability, the total score of Paris 2024 is 60, 

lower than any edition of the Olympics evaluated by Müller et al. (2021). The most 

obvious declined score happens in the public approval indicator, which needs to make 
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more efforts in social sustainability. In addition, this low score reflects a mismatch 

between the sustainability goals and real practices, and the one-way transmission of 

policy from the top-level dominance to the local implementation. This highlights a 

critical challenge within the MLG framework: insufficient horizontal and vertical 

coordination, as well as limited accountability mechanisms. 

Economic dimension 

Budget balance. The key point of budget balance is the ratio between actual 

expenditure beyond the bid budget and the budget itself (Müller et al., 2021). The 

original budget set in 2017 is about 6,8 million euros, and the final budget for facilities 

and operations is estimated at 8,9 million euros including 4,4 million euros for COJOP’s 

operational needs, and 4,5 million euros for SOLIDEO’s construction of sport and non-

sport venues, so the score is about 60 (Francis, 2024; Mintz, 2024). The security needs 

increased affected the cost during this special period (Francis, 2024). Following the 

IOC’s Agenda 2020, the New Norm, and 2020+5, Paris 2024 implements severe 

financial oversight and restricted expenditure of the event's funds, aiming to realize 

the “lean” Games, which requires coordinated financial governance across multiple 

levels, including the IOC, the French State, local authorities, and organizing bodies like 

COJOP and SOLIDEO, to ensure transparency, accountability, and effective cost control 

(Jones, 2024). With this efficient financial management, Paris 2024 achieves a modest 

financial surplus of 26.8 million in its operational area, the revenue mainly from ticket 

and hospitality, sponsorship, the IOC’s contribution, and public funds (Perelman, 2024). 

The budget should take inflation into consideration, which means the actual financial 

pressure might be higher than it seems. Therefore, a score of 60 might overestimate 

the financial governance of the organizers. According to Müller and his colleagues’ 

research (2021), the budget balance indicator shows the lowest value with an average 

value of 26, although the budget balance score may be overestimated, Paris 2024 still 

is the Olympics with the lowest overruns. 

Financial exposure. This indicator assesses the percentage of Olympic sports budgets 

that require public sector contributions, aiming to assess financial risks assumed by 
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taxpayers and the potential public burden associated with hosting the Games (Müller 

et al., 2021). According to the IOC (2024c), the total public contribution for Paris 2024 

is three million euros, and it accounts for 33,7% of the sports budget, getting a score 

of 60. Public funding and taxpayers’ money were used to carry out infrastructure 

construction with long-term regional benefits, and almost 96% of the operational 

expenditure was funded by private partners (COJOP, 2025; Francis, 2024). The 

diversified funding structure substantially reduces the financial risk in the public sector. 

It also reflects a high level of coordination between public and private actors and 

indicates private investors’ confidence in the project. Therefore, Paris 2024 gets a score 

of 60, in the upper middle of the range. Compared with the Tokyo Olympics which only 

gets a score of 20, Paris 2024 significantly reduces the burden on taxpayers and 

demonstrates mature commercial operation capabilities (Trendafilova et al., 2022).  

Long-term viability. This indicator evaluates the post-Games legacy value of Olympic 

venues by assessing whether both permanent and temporary facilities are supported 

by clear legacy plans and integrated into long-term urban development strategies, 

thereby avoiding the emergence of “white elephants” (Müller et al., 2021). “White 

elephant” is a common metaphorical term in the context of large-scale projects such 

as the Olympics, which is often used to criticize host 95cities for not being able to fully 

utilize the large-scale infrastructures or facilities after the games, and lack of post-

game planning for integration and operation, leading to a waste of resources and 

financial pressure (Davis, 2019). During Paris 2024, these only two new-built 

competition venues are strategically planned for post-Olympic utilization: the Olympic 

Aquatic Centre benefits the Seine-Saint-Denis region by offering swimming facilities 

for local residents, as well as for French Swimming; the Adidas Arena is open for sports 

clubs and residents, and hosting of concerts, shows, etc. (Ville de Paris, 2024). Other 

venues were temporary, and all facilities were removed after the Games, which were 

given a second life and involved in local sports development by Paris 2024 (COJOP, 

2024b). Non-competition venues including the Olympic Villages and the Media Village 

also were newly built for Paris 2024, both of which have a superior geographical 
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location, provide services to the local community, and offer people about 3,500 homes, 

sports infrastructure, and green spaces (SOLIDEO, 2019). Therefore, Paris 2024 can get 

a score of 100 which is quite common in the survey of Müller and his colleagues (2021). 

In terms of economic dimension, Paris 2024 has an excellent performance than other 

previous editions with a total score of 280. This also reflects the outcomes of attempts 

to realize a real lean Olympic Games, focusing on cost control, sustainable investments, 

and long-term economic benefits. Paris 2024 focuses on the reuse of infrastructures, 

materials, and facilities, leaves many sports legacies around the country for resident 

to use, and also involves the Olympic project in its urban development. Effective 

coordination between various levels and actors enabled the alignment of financial 

goals and the efficient use of resources. Two specialized organizations, COJOP and 

SOLIDEO, combine public sectors and private partners, match the organization’s needs 

with professional offerings, and involve companies in its circular economy, reducing 

resource waste.  

4.2 Reflections and Future Insights 

In conclusion, Paris 2024 achieved a final sustainability score of approximately 51 out 

of 100, which is higher than the average score of 48 observed across 16 previous 

Olympic editions from 1992 to 2020 by Müller et al. (2021). According to the research 

of Müller et al. (2021), the most sustainable Olympic Games are the Salt Lake City 2002 

Winter Olympics with 71 points, and Barcelona 1992 is the most sustainable Summer 

Olympics with a score of 56. Trendafilova et al. (2022) examine the real score of Tokyo 

2020 after the Games, which is 480 in total and 53 on average. As a special Olympic 

Games, Tokyo 2020 benefited from limited carbon emissions due to restraints related 

to COVID-19. Therefore, in a comparison of all Summer Olympics Games between 

1992 and 2020, Paris 2024 ranks the third place, sharing the position with Sydney 2000. 

This result highlights the substantial progress and great sustainability performance 

achieved by Paris 2024.  

Paris 2024 is the first Olympics after the Olympic Agenda 2020 and was organized 
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under the framework of the Olympic Agenda 2020+5, and the IOC’s sustainability 

strategy, demonstrating multi-level governance that shows a tight connection from the 

top level to the local level, and extends the engagement of non-state actors, like 

private companies and civil society, enriching the governance process and supporting 

the delivery of sustainable outcomes across ecological, economic, and social 

dimensions.  

However, this only can say that Paris 2024 made efforts to achieve sustainable goals, 

rather than saying that it achieved these goals. In terms of the ecological aspect, 

although Paris 2024 has made considerable efforts to reduce its carbon footprints, 

such as temporary infrastructure, low-emission buildings, and renewable energy 

sources, according to the report from the Carbon Market Watch (2024), the narrative 

of sustainability in public communication has shifted over time from “carbon neutrality” 

to “the first Games with a positive impact on the climate”, and finally to “Olympics in 

tune with society and its realities”, reflecting the dishonesty to the public. Besides, the 

evaluation and calculation methods adopted by Paris 2024 have been criticized for 

their unreliability, with many of the underlying processes remaining opaque (Carbon 

Market Watch, 2024; Boykoff, 2025). Moreover, although the carbon emission of Paris 

2024 shows a 54.6% reduction compared to London 2012 and Rio 2016, the Games 

still face inevitable constraints in mitigating carbon emissions from international travel 

and visitor transportation, which remain major sources of environmental impact. 

Marie Delaplace, a professor from Université Gustave Eiffel, criticizes that it is a 

paradox to describe the Olympics as "sustainable”, and the impact on the environment 

cannot be avoided (Marechal, 2024).  

With respect to the social dimension, it has the lowest value compared to other 

dimensions, reflecting the weakness of social sustainability in the Games, especially 

regarding the grassroots level. In the governance process, although many civil society 

actors have been involved, it still lacks meaningful and real public participation and 

social justice for marginalized groups. Rather than addressing underlying social issues, 

the mega-event tends to overshadow them with narratives of symbolic benefits 
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(Boykoff, 2024; Kennelly, 2013). According to Wolfe (2022), the plans for local 

development were discussed between international, national, regional, and municipal 

actors, without the participation of residents of the Seine-Saint-Denis department.  

Moreover, as the first Olympics after the new reform regulated by the IOC, Paris 2024 

increases the intensity of interactions among actors from various levels at multiple 

scales (Wolfe, 2022). In this context, Wolfe (2023) points out that the Paris 2024 

governance reflects fragments, making the attribution of problems and responsibility 

more complicated than before the reform, which leads to the lack of accountability. 

For example, in terms of public transportation, due to the absence of a clear financial 

agreement between the COJOP and IDFM, Paris 2024 fails to provide free public 

transport for ticket-holders during the Games, highlighting the lack of alignment across 

institutional actors at different levels and not beneficial to the public interests (Tauvel 

et al., 2024). 

Finally, in terms of economic dimension, the economic performance of the Paris 

Olympics is far from ideal. Budzier and Flyvbjerg (2024) observe that every edition of 

the Olympic Games from 1990 to 2024 has overruns. Although Paris 2024 concentrates 

on maximizing the use of existing facilities and on reusing the materials, Paris 2024 still 

cannot escape this cost overrun curse. Moreover, Paris 2024 increased the 

involvement of private capital and relied on the private sector, including sponsors, 

game ticket sales, and licenses, to support the operation of the event (COJOP, 2025). 

However, as discussed in Section 1.2.2, by integrating green concepts into its 

marketing approach, the IOC effectively leads consumer behavior toward partner 

brands, contributing to the broader commercial expansion of the Games (Glasson, 

2024). Paris 2024 is also caught up in “greenwashing” controversies. The Carbon 

Market Watch (2024) concludes the conditions of Paris 2024 sponsorship from Oxfam 

France’s report (2021) that most sponsorships are not aligned with the Paris 

Agreement and in a “climate-destructive pathway”, such as AirFrance and Aeroports 

de Paris. For example, at the Paris 2024 Olympics, disposable plastic bottles were 

banned as part of sustainability efforts, and audiences were encouraged to use 
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reusable cups. However, Coca-Cola, a major Olympic sponsor for years, has faced 

criticism for its approach of just pouring plastic bottle drinks directly into reusable cups, 

which is unnecessary and defeats the original intention of reuse (Plastic Pollution 

Coalition, 2024). The Carbon Market Watch (2024) suggests that all Olympic Games, 

even all mega-events, should refuse to collaborate with unsustainable sponsors, and 

seek eco-friendly sponsors, to maintain their promises of social responsibility and 

environmental sustainability, setting an excellent example for global events. 

Nevertheless, this pattern of organizing mega-events is still in the early stages of 

exploration and experience, and its true economic benefits will take time to be proven 

by long-term legacy (Budzier & Flyvbjerg, 2024). 

Based on the sustainability evaluation model, Müller and other scholars (2021) provide 

three suggestions for improvements in sustainability in the short term. Firstly, due to 

flights and tourists being the main causes of carbon emissions, the number of live 

spectators should be reduced and drive the use of digital experiences, which also can 

avoid population displacement, rising living costs for residents caused by too many 

tourists, and other problems (Sun et al., 2024; Müller et al., 2024). For instance, in 

Trendafilova and other researchers’ (2022) assessment of the Tokyo 2020 Olympics, 

using the same evaluation model, Tokyo 2020 significantly limited the number of live 

spectators under strict COVID-19 restrictions, resulting in a notable reduction in 

carbon emissions, and due to the limited visitor footprints, this edition of Games gets 

a score of 100. The IOC officially released the Olympic AI Agenda in 2024, marking the 

systematic introduction of AI technology into the Olympic governance; as the first 

example of this agenda, Paris 2024 explores the use of AI in various areas, such as 

identifying cyber violence, the system of data collection and energy management to 

monitor real-time energy consumption, and the OBS Cloud realizing the delivery of 

content online, all which effectively reduce carbon emissions (IOC, 2024d).  

Secondly, they suggest rotating the Games among some cities with the complete 

infrastructure and venues, to reduce social and ecological disruption and reach lower 

hosting costs and greater efficiency (Müller et al., 2024). Paris 2024 has made 
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significant progress in this point by using approximately 95% of existing venues, 

thereby minimizing the need for new construction and saving hosting costs for more 

sustainable measures (COJOP, 2021b). Salt Lake City held the Winter Olympics in 2002, 

which is evaluated by Müller and his group (2021) as the most sustainable Olympics 

between 1990 and 2020, and this city will hold the 2034 Winter Olympic Games again. 

As a city with existing and complete sports infrastructures and facilities, experience of 

successful Games, and nice weather conditions, Salt Lake City is one of the ideal 

choices to host the future Winter Olympics (Roche, 2024). The IOC's reassignment of 

Salt Lake City as the host city for the Winter Olympics means that the IOC takes rotating 

the Winter Olympics between cities with appropriate climates in the future into 

consideration to ensure the sustainability of the event. However, the plan of 

permanent cities for rotating Olympic Games is not considered and proposed by the 

IOC, and it might require a long time to observe climate change and global 

temperature (Roche, 2024). Besides, although this suggestion may be efficient in 

reducing costs and environmental disruption, to some extent, this idea also raises 

concerns about global fairness and inclusiveness, especially in the Olympic Games, 

such a mega event involving various actors, within the multi-level governance. The 

Olympic Game is a global event and can influence the whole world. In terms of cultural, 

economic, and even political aspects, the continuous hosting in the same cities may 

marginalize developing countries and emerging economies, and weaken their 

opportunities to use the Olympic stage to enhance their national image and cultural 

soft power, intensifying the global imbalance. Moreover, this rotating approach may 

limit other cities' and countries’ participation in the Olympic governance, contrary to 

the inclusive and coordinated goals pursued by the Olympic Charter. Concerning global 

justice, the new form of sustainable Olympics should consider both sustainability and 

the global nature of the Olympics. 

Thirdly, the sustainability governance should be improved and completed to guarantee 

the different host countries adhere to the same standards of sustainability (Müller et 

al., 2021). It needs to establish specialized institutions to supervise, define 
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responsibility precisely, and implement, which is also beneficial for multi-level 

governance to reduce fragmentation. According to Wolfe (2024), host authorities and 

the IOC have “vested interests” in their positive influence and global reputation, 

thereby they tend to conceal negative sides, needing an independent and professional 

system and institution to monitor the whole process and assess results fairly. In the 

case of Paris 2024, although the organizers claim that its carbon footprint will be lower 

than any previous Olympics, the lack of uniform standards and external supervision of 

many measures during actual implementation has led to unconvincing data and 

opaque assessment methods. A unified and strong framework for sustainable 

governance will help to make the Olympic Games more sustainable and credible.  

In the analysis of suggestions from Müller and his group (2021), it is found that Paris 

2024 has implemented many proposals of sustainable development put forward by 

scholars, however, the final score of its sustainable performance is not that ideal—

high practice, low return. The low score does not necessarily mean complete failure 

but may be differences between the external standard and internal standard of the 

IOC, which suggests the official institutions should publish the data and review process. 

Besides, the contradiction between Paris 2024’s green claims and collaboration with 

carbon-intensive sponsors demonstrates the green reform of the Olympics still faces 

internal conflicts that cannot be easily reconciled. The nature of huge effects makes 

the Olympic Games have to rely on high costs financed by amounts of sponsors which 

are international companies. But in terms of thoughts, Paris 2024 raised the flag of 

carbon neutrality and climate-positive Olympics. Therefore, it is difficult to reach a 

balance between “green” and “reality”. Moreover, we can conclude the drawbacks of 

MLG from Paris 2024’s practices. Paris 2024 increased the involvement of multiple 

actors due to the reform, and vertical and horizontal practices of MLG benefit resource 

integration and efficiency. However, the MLG still ignores public citizen participation 

and lacks clear attribution of responsibility.  

Paris 2024 is the first attempt at many ideas and can be seen as a green Olympic testing 

ground, and some measures are still in the stage of exploration. These attempts do not 
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mean that all effects are obvious, afterwards long-term effects may be observed. As a 

classic example of sports mega-events, Paris 2024 provides references for other mega-

events. Firstly, based on the good lessons of Paris 2024, the reuse of existing venues 

and budget control management should be learned in the future organization of sports 

mega-events, which can significantly reduce construction carbon emissions and save 

costs while improving urban resilience. Secondly, the international community should 

establish an independent body to implement a unified standard and assessment, 

ensuring accountability and transparency. Regardless of which sports mega-event is 

hosted where, sustainability can be evaluated within the same standard, which also 

can serve as a reference to promote global understanding of sustainability. Thirdly, 

sports mega-events should build robust coordination among actors from different 

levels, setting more precise tasks for each actor to avoid fragmentation. In addition, 

sports mega-events should consider social justice, as social sustainability is a crucial 

part of sustainability, especially the participation of residents and marginalized groups 

in governance. Finally, sports mega-events should involve post-event legacy in urban 

planning and social development strategy, transforming the huge effects of sports 

mega-events into a driving force for local development. 
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Conclusion  

In recent years, climate change and other environmental issues have become 

increasingly urgent concerns for the international community, which also affect social 

and economic aspects. Initiatives such as the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 

and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) reflect the international community's 

aim to promote environmental protection, social equity, and economic development. 

In this context, sports mega-events play a crucial role in the international community. 

Due to their high visibility, symbolic significance, and capacity to mobilize diverse 

stakeholders, sports mega-events have been increasingly linked to sustainable 

development agendas and can provide influential platforms that can promote 

collective action for sustainability, for instance, the Olympic Games has included 

sustainability as its core principle (IOC, 2014). Nonetheless, the Olympic movement 

has often been criticized for “greenwashing” and failing to fulfill its sustainability 

promises. 

As the first Summer Games following the adoption of the IOC’s Agenda 2020, the New 

Norm, and Agenda 2020+5 reforms, Paris 2024 aimed to become the “greenest and 

most sustainable” edition in Olympic history by implementing many sustainable 

measures. However, due to the negative impact of greenwashing in the previous 

Olympic Games, Paris 2024 is still questioned by public opinion in its credibility and 

governance of sustainability efforts. Sachs (2012) has emphasized that achieving the 

“triple bottom line” of sustainability, environmental, social, and economic dimensions, 

requires strong and effective governance from all levels. Therefore, this thesis 

introduced the perspective of multi-level governance, which offers a useful lens to 

analyze how actors (from international, supranational, national, and local levels) 

interact and coordinate vertically and horizontally to implement practices in achieving 

sustainability in sports mega-events. In response to the research objectives, the main 

findings are summarized below. 
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Firstly, the thesis identified a wide range of actors across different levels from 

international to local levels, involved in the governance of Paris 2024, and examined 

their interactions under the lens of MLG. At the international level, as the core of the 

Olympic Movement, the IOC takes responsibility for overall strategic planning, policy 

direction, and supervision to ensure accordance of the Games’ organization to 

international sustainable goals. The IOC is implementing reforms based on the Olympic 

Agenda 2020, the New Norm, and the Agenda 2020+5 to reduce extra costs from the 

bidding, preparation, organization, and post-games process, achieving sustainability 

gradually. Besides, the IOC works tightly with other international actors, such as the 

UN and the OECD in sustainable aspects. At the supranational level, the EU sets the 

integral standards for green development and facilitates policy coordination, funding 

support, and regulatory frameworks to help member states achieve sustainability 

goals. As the MLG is in the center of the EU, the cooperation between the EU’s member 

states also promotes safety and order during Paris 2024, avoiding resource waste. At 

the national level, the French State is in charge of national-level strategies, such as the 

Grand Paris integration, resource allocation, financial support, and legal supervision, 

following the requirements of the IOC and the EU. State actors still occupy an 

important position in multi-level governance, coordinating with various actors in many 

areas, such as public transportation, infrastructures, legacy, etc. At the local level, as 

the reform of the Olympics requires integrating the Games into urban development, 

not only the City of Paris but also other local authorities, such as the Île-de-France 

regional council, and the Seine-Saint-Denis department, etc., play great roles in 

carrying out local-specialized measures. The social actors, such as companies, trade 

unions, and other civil groups positively participate in the governance, coordinating to 

boost local employment and other long-term programs. As examples of Type II of MLG, 

the COJOP and the SOLIDEO are designed especially for the Games, and separately 

responsible for the organization of the Games, and for the construction of venues and 

infrastructures. They coordinate and connect all actors in achieving sustainability as 

intermediaries. From the vertical and horizontal views, the MLG approach extends 
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diverse participation, increases inclusiveness, ensures policy coherence, and adapts 

the dynamic and complicated changes with flexibility.   

In order to assess the sustainable practices of Paris 2024, the thesis uses the evaluation 

model of Müller et al. (2021) in “triple bottom line” dimensions, analyzing nine 

indicators of Paris 2024. The total score of Paris 2024 is 460, and the average score is 

51. Compared with other Summer Olympics Games between 1992 and 2016 evaluated 

by Müller et al. (2021) and the Tokyo 2020 Summer Olympics assessed by Trendafilova 

et al. (2022), Paris 2024’s score is equal to Sydney 2000, and slightly lower than the 

scores of Barcelona 1992 and Tokyo 2020. Therefore, Paris 2024 showcases its high-

level performance in sustainability. 

However, although Paris 2024 proposed several commitments and practical initiatives 

for sustainable development, its results still failed to meet the expectations shown in 

public communications and revealed an imbalance in three dimensions. In short, Paris 

2024 is an event of “high practice, low return”. Ecologically, the actual reduction in 

carbon emissions remains limited due to the huge population of spectators, and the 

assessment method and data inside the IOC are opaque. Economically, compared to 

other Olympics, Paris 2024 decreased its costs, but the cooperation with carbon-

intensive sponsors shows the internal conflicts inside the Games. The social dimension 

gets the lowest score, due to neglecting the needs of marginalized groups and 

residents. From the perspective of MLG, Paris 2024 reveals many limitations of the 

MLG in practice. In actual practices of Paris 2024, there are obvious problems of 

insufficient coordination: vertically, a disconnect between top-level and local 

capacities; horizontally, too many actors involved and hard to determine attribution of 

responsibility, and insufficient inclusiveness.  

Although the Paris 2024 Olympics’ results fail to meet its expectations, it represents 

only the first step in the Olympic Movement’s reform and broader commitment to 

sustainability. This new pattern of the Olympic governance requires time to evolve, 

improve, and be supplemented by future practices. Its practices, achievements, and 

limitations all can serve as valuable references for sports mega-events governance in 
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sustainability. First of all, the reuse of existing venues and effective budget 

management should be emphasized in event planning, as they help reduce carbon 

emissions, save costs, and enhance urban resilience. Secondly, the international 

community should establish an independent and unified sustainability assessment 

mechanism to ensure accountability, reliability, and transparency across different 

mega-events and host countries. Then, coordination and cooperation mechanisms for 

actors at different levels of the MLG system should be further improved, with a clear 

division of responsibilities to prevent the fragmentation of governance. Besides, 

organizers of sports mega-events must place social justice at the crucial position of the 

sustainability agenda, as with other dimensions, ensuring the participation and 

inclusion of marginalized groups and local communities in the governance process. 

Finally, Trendafilova and other scholars (2022) conclude that “sustainable mega-events 

and the Olympics can be achieved only if the events are embedded in a carefully 

planned long-term strategy”. Paris 2024 has set a long-term legacy for local 

communities, and in the future, the long-term legacy may prove its outcomes. 

This thesis contributes to the interdisciplinary literature at the intersection of multi-

level governance (MLG), sustainability, and sports mega-events, by providing an 

empirical analysis based on the case of the Paris 2024 Olympics. Firstly, in terms of the 

intersection of the MLG framework and sustainability, applying the MLG framework to 

the case of the Paris 2024 Olympics reveals how governance structures affect the 

implementation of sustainability, responding to Sachs’s (2012) emphasis on the 

importance of governance for achieving sustainability. The outcomes of sustainable 

efforts indicate the practical limitations of MLG. The interaction between MLG and 

sports mega-events helps to sort out the complex interactive relations between actors 

from different levels in sports mega-events and fill a gap in the existing literature on 

the insufficient perspectives on the governance structure of sports mega-events, 

besides, the case of Paris 2024 extends the application of MLG in sports studies. 

Moreover, by analyzing the efforts of Paris 2024, the increased importance of 
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sustainability in sports mega-events was observed, and the results of these efforts 

reflect current problems and limitations in organizing and hosting sports mega-events.  

The mutual influences and existing limitations of these three interdisciplinary fields 

can provide a useful governance reference and valuable suggestions not only for the 

reform of the Olympic Movement and the evolution of sports mega-events but also 

for other global concerns with complicated governance structures. 

Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations. First of all, it relies primarily 

on publicly available official documents, reports, and secondary sources, and lacks 

interviews, which may limit the depth of insight into the internal decision-making 

processes and neglect informal interactions among actors. Secondly, the case of the 

Paris 2024 Olympic Games has a particularity, because France is a member state of the 

EU, where the MLG framework was originally developed and sustainability standards 

are already well-established. Therefore, it may not be fully adapted to other sports 

mega-events with different political, economic, or cultural contexts. Thirdly, as the 

Paris 2024 Olympics is the first edition of the Olympics that integrates the Games and 

urban development, its long-term effects are crucial for the actual achievement of 

sustainability goals. However, Paris 2024 ended only months ago, thus the temporal 

limitation of this thesis restricts the observation and analysis of these long-term 

sustainability legacies, and consequently, the evaluation model used in this thesis also 

has the limitation of assessing the long-term influences of the Olympics. Future 

research could adopt more robust models and research methods to assess long-term 

sustainability impacts and further examine the adaptability of MLG across various 

political and cultural contexts. 
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