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Abstract: This paper examines how major sport events can be integrated into 
regional development agendas by analysing the legacy initiative created around 
the 2019 Alpine and Biathlon World Championships in Jämtland, Sweden. 
Although presented as a legacy program, research indicates that long-term 
value is more effectively generated through strategic leverage. This case study 
draws on a framework analysis of a regional development strategy and a focus 
group with key stakeholders to assess, first, how effective the program was as a 
legacy initiative, and second, what reframing it in terms of strategic leverage 
would have entailed. Findings show that the program fostered business 
networking and collaboration between national sport federations, but lacked 
measurable outcomes, strategic anchoring, and public-sector leadership. The 
study contributes to debates on legacy vs. leverage by highlighting the 
importance of early policy alignment and governance structures that embed 
events within long-term regional objectives. 

Keywords: event management; event legacy; event leverage; strategic event 
leverage; regional development; event portfolio; major sporting events; sport 
events; event impacts. 
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development, tourism and events. Not least does his research point to the 
importance of shared frameworks when evaluating several events – so-called 
‘event portfolios’ – for strategic purposes. A more consistent application of  
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evaluation models, in turn, means that communities and destinations are better  
equipped to leverage events, and to consistently achieve event legacies over 
time. 

Robert Pettersson is Researcher – PhD in Human Geography and Associate 
Professor in Tourism Studies at the European Tourism Research Institute at 
Mid Sweden University. His research areas include event tourism, destination 
development, trends in tourism, visitor tracking. He is a Board Member in 
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Dimitri Ioannides is a Chaired Professor of Human Geography at Mid-Sweden 
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planning and sustainability. He has been the series editor of New Directions in 
Tourism Analysis (Routledge) and sit on the editorial boards of several journals 
including Tourism Geographies. He is also on the Board of the International 
Polar Tourism Research Network. 

 

1 Introduction 

Using the promise of legacies to defend large-scale sports events has now become a 
common practice for event proponents (Brittain et al., 2017), who want to highlight why 
such events are worth bidding for, financing and organising. An example of this trend is 
that specially designated legacy programs now have become a staple of mega sports 
events. This is certainly the case of the Olympic games, who introduced the notion of 
legacy into charter of the International Olympic Committee (IOC) in 2000 (Scheu et al., 
2019). 

However, the exact meaning of legacy is opaque. Thomson, Schlenker and 
Schulenkorf (2013) point out that the concept of event legacy has received limited critical 
analysis thus far and that researchers and practitioners interpret and apply it 
inconsistently. Since there is no widely shared conceptual framing of legacy (Preuss, 
2007), host communities often struggle to realise legacies promised to them  
(Brittain et al., 2017). Research on the Rio Olympics illustrates how promised  
legacies – such as improved sustainability or reduced crime – often fail to materialise, 
fuelling public scepticism towards legacy claims (Phillips, 2016). Some commentators 
now ask whether ‘legacy’ has become a simple way of justifying the increasingly dubious 
and unsustainable phenomenon of mega events (Stewart and Rayner, 2016). Moreover, 
the idea of being able to actively manage legacy is so questionable that Chappelet (2012, 
p.76) concludes: “…legacy essentially is a dream to be pursued rather than a certainty to 
be achieved”. 

Whereas some argue that major events are in a better position to deliver positive 
legacies than mega events are (Djaballah et al., 2015), others argue that the legacy 
concept is problematic in and of itself and should be revisited. In line with this criticism, 
Chalip (2017) proposes that strategic leverage is what communities should be seeking 
from events, not legacies. In this paper we will explore legacy and strategic leverage in  
the context of the Alpine and Biathlon World Championships, two major sports events  
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both of which were staged in the Swedish region of Jämtland within the span of 2 months 
in, 2019. These two events created a joint legacy program dubbed ‘WCR2019’. 

Our aim is to analyse the WCR2019 legacy program using the conceptual framing of 
strategic leverage. To do so we will need to address two questions: 

RQ1: Could it be considered effective as a legacy program? And what were some of the 
challenges of its legacy framing? 

RQ2: What would it have meant (conceptually and practically) to reframe the program in 
terms of strategic leverage? 

2 Literature review 

2.1 Major events 

Clear distinctions between event sizes are important because expectations, resources, and 
potential long-term outcomes vary substantially across event types. In the sport-event 
literature, the most common differentiation is between mega events – characterised by 
global media reach, multi-billion-dollar budgets, and transformative urban impacts – and 
major events, which are internationally significant but considerably smaller in scale 
(Getz, 2008; Müller, 2015). 

Mega events such as the Olympic Games typically attract millions of spectators, 
require substantial public investment, and often drive urban redevelopment. In contrast, 
major events involve international elite competition and substantial visitor demand, but 
without the extensive infrastructural or financial footprint of mega events (Taks, 2013). 
They attract thousands rather than millions of spectators, are covered internationally but 
not necessarily in major global outlets and can usually be staged using existing venues. 

For the purposes of this study, the Alpine and Biathlon World Championships hosted 
in Jämtland in 2019 are classified as major sports events: both drew prominent 
international athletes and significant media attention, but their budgets, attendance, and 
infrastructural demands were far below typical mega-event thresholds. This classification 
is important, as much of the legacy literature focuses on mega events, yet the strategic 
opportunities and constraints of major events differ considerably and remain 
comparatively understudied. 

2.2 The legacy concept 

The most cited definition of event legacy was provided by Preuss (2007, p.211) as being 
all “planned and unplanned, positive and negative, tangible and intangible structures 
created for and by a sport event, which remain longer than the event itself”. Legacies are 
now an integral part of the planning for most major sports events (Liu, 2017) and can, at 
their most basic, be divided into ‘tangible and intangible’, ‘hard and soft’ or ‘physical and 
spiritual’ (Chappelet, 2012). Definitions of tangible legacy are numerous and relatively 
straightforward, with infrastructural development and economic outcomes at the 
forefront. Intangible legacies are less conceptually clear since changes in attitudes must 
be defined, operationalised, and measured through methods that carry inherent 
limitations, unlike physical infrastructure which is easy to identify (Bohner and Wänke,  
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2002). Girginov and Preuss (2021, p.12) describe intangible legacy as “an emerging 
combination of attributes, processes, technology and interactions with the goal of creating 
public value”. Intangible legacies can take many forms. For example, hosting an event 
may lead to enhanced volunteerism and civic engagement or to shifts in social inclusion 
or community cohesion (Thomson et al., 2020). 

However, distinguishing between different categories of legacy might not always be 
helpful. Thomson et al. (2020) suggest that the classification of some legacies as 
‘intangible’ or ‘soft’ is unhelpful as it instils a sense of uncontrollability in those charged 
with attaining them. This provides an excuse to not address and systematically follow up 
on intangible legacies in the way one would tangible ones. Several studies also argue that 
legacy has become politicised, limiting its usefulness as a planning concept and 
constraining hosts through strict event contracts (Chalip, 2017; Kelly et al., 2019). 
Although criticisms of the legacy concept are valid, they could also be argued to be a 
question of semantics in the eyes of practitioners. As with the question of types and sizes 
of events, there is also a degree of confusion between terms such as ‘impact’, ‘leverage’ 
and ‘legacy’. Although event research makes clearer distinctions between these key 
terms, practitioners are not always able to do the same and instead often use the terms 
interchangeably (Scheu et al., 2019). For example, in a study of professional organisers 
of the 2015 Pan Am Games, practitioners described legacy in purely positive terms and 
included in it what academics otherwise classify as short-term impacts (Orr and Inoue, 
2020). 

2.3 The strategic leverage concept 

The definitions and classifications of legacy give an overview of the types of long-term 
outcomes that can be expected from different types of events. However, they provide 
little, if any, guidance as to how such outcomes could be achieved. 

To answer these questions, the concept of ‘strategic leverage’ has emerged as an 
alternate framing to the active pursuit of long-term event value (Chalip, 2006, 2014, 
2017; Pereira et al., 2019; Ziakas, 2016). Strategic leverage is the act of systematically 
planning outcomes as they fit into local, regional or national development strategies, and 
doing so whilst taking into consideration the event, and the product and service mix of 
the destination in which the event is being staged (Chalip, 2004). Strategic leverage 
therefore implies that its application should not be to one event but to all relevant events 
in an event portfolio. This way, efforts to form long-term outcomes are systemised and 
made with community capacities and needs in mind. 

Whilst the pursuit of legacies typically is outcome-oriented and coordinated by event 
organisers, strategic leverage focuses on processes and places responsibility more broadly 
on actors within the host community. Beyond local politicians, this includes public-sector 
agencies, destination marketing organisations, business associations, and local sport and 
cultural organisations. These stakeholders help shape the policy frameworks, 
partnerships, and programs through which events can be converted into sustained 
community benefits (Chalip, 2004; O’Brien and Chalip, 2008). 

Recent work also emphasises that achieving strategic leverage requires alignment 
between stakeholders’ objectives and the intended development outcomes. Teare et al. 
(2024) demonstrate how both top-down policy direction and bottom-up community and 
organisational goals must converge for leveraging strategies to be effective. Their  
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findings highlight that misalignment between event owners, public-sector actors, and 
community groups often explains why leveraging initiatives fail to achieve durable social 
value. 

What, then, is needed to achieve strategic leverage? Broadly speaking, strategic 
leverage requires three components: 

1 An event that is leverageable (has leverageable assets) (Kelly, 2019; Sparvero and 
Chalip, 2007). 

2 A strategic context (a destination on municipal, regional or national level) that the 
leverageable assets of the event can be aligned and integrated into (Chalip, 2017). 

3 Leveraging measures that use event assets to create outcomes that match the policy 
goals of the destination. Aside from being aligned with local policy goals, such 
measures should also consider the existing product and service mix of the destination 
(Fairley and Kelly, 2017). 

3 Materials and methods 

3.1 Methodology: case study design 

This study adopts a case study methodology to examine how event-related legacy and 
strategic leverage were pursued within the World Championship Region 2019 
(WCR2019) network in Jämtland, Northern Sweden. Case studies allow the researcher to 
analyse a phenomenon within its real-life context, particularly when the boundaries 
between the phenomenon and its context are not clearly defined. This makes the approach 
well suited for investigating how event strategies intersect with regional development 
agendas (Gerring, 2007). 

The case in question is the coordinated legacy initiative created around the two  
major international sporting events in Jämtland County in 2019: the Alpine World 
Championships in Åre and the Biathlon World Championships in Östersund. The unit of 
analysis is the WCR2019 network – a cross-sectoral organisational structure established 
to coordinate event impacts and mobilise regional development outcomes. The network 
represents an instrumental case through which broader questions about event legacy, 
leverage, and regional policy integration can be studied. 

3.2 Case description 

The Alpine Skiing World Championships were staged in Åre from 4–17 February 2019 
and the Biathlon World Championships in Östersund from 7–17 March 2019, both in the 
county of Jämtland, Sweden. The Alpine Championships attracted approximately 284 
skiers, involved around 1500 volunteers, and sold ~37,000 tickets (Northcom, 2019). The 
Biathlon Championships featured 188 athletes, around 900 volunteers, and ~57,000 
tickets sold (Sveriges Radio, 2020). The WCR2019 legacy program was initiated by the 
organising committees in collaboration with the regional government. Key stakeholders 
included the Jämtland regional authority, the municipalities of Åre and Östersund, 
national sport federations (alpine and biathlon), Mid Sweden University, business 
associations, and local firms. 
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The WCR2019 network intended to offer visibility to businesses that otherwise would 
not be able to sponsor such prolific events. Under the banner of ‘WCR2019’ all the 
member businesses would be provided with a platform to showcase their brands in the 
communities in which the events were located. WCR2019 set out three specific 
objectives to be achieved within the scope of the project:  

1 to create a business network in the region 

2 to enable local companies in the network to start selling products or services outside 
of the region 

3 to attract new regional inhabitants that can be attributed to the project.  

Once the desired outcomes had been set, the board went on to quantify them to ensure 
some degree of accountability:  

1 recruit 150 network member organisations and businesses and hold at least 6 
network meetings 

2 at least 10 companies should be able to use the exposure related to the events to 
generate new business outside of the county 

3 the event should lead to at least an additional 15 new county residents (in-migrants). 

3.3 Regional context 

Jämtland is a sparsely populated northern region with a long history of hosting elite 
winter-sport competitions, supported by established venues, seasonal tourism mainly 
connected to skiing and hiking, and strong local sport organisations. Regional 
development efforts emphasise sustainable growth, international visibility, labour-force 
renewal, and alignment with the region’s Sámi administrative responsibilities. These 
contextual features shape both the rationale for hosting large events and the ambitions 
embedded in the WCR2019 legacy program (JHT, n.d.). 

3.4 Data sources 

The analysis draws on two qualitative data sources:  

1 the regional development strategy of the county in which the events were staged 

2 one focus group with individuals directly involved in governing and delivering the 
events and associated legacy measures. 

3.5 Document data 

The regional development strategy was integrated into the analysis based on its relevance 
to the aim of the paper, namely, to assess whether a stronger regional-strategic anchoring 
could have changed the outcomes of the legacy program being studied. This document 
provided information about strategic priorities and the strategic context in which the  
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legacy program was organised. The regional development strategy is nine pages long and 
outlines Jämtland County’s long-term vision for sustainable development and regional 
collaboration, including responsibilities linked to the Sámi administrative area. 

3.6 Focus group interview 

A single focus group was conducted with four senior individuals occupying central 
positions within the event organisations and the WCR2019 network. One focus group 
was deemed appropriate due to the small and clearly defined population of actors with 
direct oversight of legacy and leverage planning in the context of the chosen case. The 
focus group and its participants (see Table 1) was selected using purposive sampling, 
targeting the board of the legacy program due to the members’ substantial strategic 
responsibilities connected to the long-term outcomes of the events. 

Table 1 Focus group participants 

Participant Role/Background 
P1 Event Director, Biathlon World Cup (Östersund) 
P2 Event Director, Alpine World Cup (Åre) 
P3 Board Chair/Director, WCR2019 Network Organisation 
P4 Former Head of the Swedish Biathlon Federation 

The focus group guide was developed deductively based on: themes identified in the 
event-legacy literature, principles of strategic leverage outlined in the conceptual 
framework, and regional development objectives derived from the policy documents. 
Questions focused on planning processes, cross-sector coordination, perceived successes, 
challenges, and reflections on the legacy program. 

3.7 Analytical approach: framework analysis 

Data were analysed using framework analysis, which is designed for applied policy 
research and supports systematic comparison across multiple qualitative data sources 
(Ritchie and Spencer, 1994; Goldsmith, 2021). This approach was appropriate because 
the study examines predefined phenomena and seeks to understand how it manifested 
within a specific governance setting. 

The analysis followed five stages: 

• Familiarisation: Reading and annotating the focus group transcript and documents. 

• Developing a thematic framework: Using the strategic leverage model from the 
literature as the analytical structure. 

• Indexing: Coding relevant material from all sources against framework categories. 

• Charting: Comparing and organising coded material to examine alignment between 
policy objectives and event-related actions. 

• Interpretation: Synthesising findings to assess how the WCR2019 initiative reflected 
or deviated from principles of strategic leverage. 
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4 Results 

In this study we first present the two datasets as results. We then analyse them in a 
discussion based on the theoretical framing of the paper. Hopefully this yields a 
comprehensive analysis of the WCR2019 legacy program, to what degree it achieved its 
stated goals, challenges it faced and whether it could have benefitted from a strategic 
leveraging frame. 

4.1 The WCR2019 focus group 

Themes identified from the focus group interview consisted of the following subheadings 
that inform how the program fits into the strategic leveraging criteria in terms of the 
purpose, execution, and its perceived outcomes. 

4.2 ‘Making something of it’ 

The regional government saw the events as an opportunity to showcase the potential of 
the region during the Olympic bidding process for the 2026 Winter Olympics that was 
ongoing when the events took place. More notably, the events were seen as a marketing 
exercise that could help to lure new residents to the region, countering the population 
drain of Sweden’s peripheral regions in the process. One of the board members 
highlighted how the regional funding largely was geared towards the in-migration 
component of the WCR network mandate: 

“…the region realised that they did not want to stand there after the World 
Championships and answer questions like, ‘What did we make of this?’ And 
then we talked our way into the project, which we then called ‘Take the Step’, 
which had major regional funding, and which was actually, I think unique, 
given its size in terms of regional funding and its focus.” 

The board member then further pointed out that the effort was intended to break from the 
otherwise common tendency for destinations to focus on legacies related to increasing 
tourism revenue. 

“And it was precisely about avoiding what is often discussed when it comes to 
staging new events, namely, focusing on the hospitality industry and the  
need to attract tourists. Instead, we are shifting the focus to talking about  
in-migration, that this should attract people to move to the area.” 

Clearly, there was intent to leverage the events to regional policy goals as in-migration is 
one of the main goals on the regional agenda in this case study. And in doing so, also 
trying to shift the discourse from pure tourism related metrics to a wider discussion 
involving potential permanent residents. This demonstrates an awareness in the board of 
the legacies often expected in the context of major sports events and how these 
expectations could be developed. 

4.3 Absence of long-term planning 

The WCR board members lamented the fact that there was no concrete plan for how to 
move forward with the initiative beyond the staging of the events themselves. 
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Additionally, the program lacked a designated person who could work full-time with the 
continuation of the network and network activities once the events had passed. 

The organiser of one of the two events explained how this fact led to lack of 
direction, and momentum, after the fact: 

“We didn’t really have a very clear plan. We had a clear plan for how we 
would handle our final report and all those parts… but we did not really have 
anyone established for the time after, so again we had a long process about how 
things should be moving forwards. In other words, we had a tough restart in 
some ways, and it was very, I think, ad hoc, once we did restart… 

This response is ominous from a strategic perspective as one of the foundational purposes 
of the network was to maintain the network after the events and eventually pursue 
another set of World Championships 10 years down the line according to the focus group. 

4.4 Unexpected legacy 

Since they were co-founders of the legacy initiative, an unexpected benefit from the 
WCR network was that the Biathlon and Alpine federations used the interaction through 
the network to share knowledge and experiences before, during and after the events took 
place. In fact, the WCR network created a foundation, which arguably made the Biathlon 
and Alpine federations one of the strongest partnerships within Swedish sports in the eyes 
of the WCR2019 board. This effect was expressed by one of the senior board members: 

“…one federation’s event became the other’s concern, in a way that I don’t 
think would have happened otherwise. […] And I don’t think there are two 
other federations within (the national sports federation) who have this kind of 
relationship, and this level of collaboration and the same open flow of 
information between each other, where many just want to see us as competitors. 
[…] I think you also have to ask the question, what would have happened if we 
had run these World Championships on a parallel track without collaboration? 
And I think that would have been worse.” 

4.5 The regional development strategy 

Published in 2014, the regional development strategy of Jämtland county encompasses 7 
goals and stretches between 2015 and 2030 (Figure 1). The agenda of the strategy is wide 
ranging and covers policy objectives such as jobs, social equity, energy and 
sustainability, to name but a few points. 

The strategy forms what can consider to be a key component of the strategic 
leveraging framework, namely a policy context that ensures that any long-term benefit 
created by the events meshes with the needs of the community. 

5 Discussion 

To address this paper’s aim, the following section integrates findings from the focus 
group and the regional strategy. Following the strategic leverage literature (Chalip, 2004, 
2017; O’Brien and Chalip, 2008; Ziakas, 2016), the discussion interprets the WCR2019  
 
 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

   10 M. Wallstam et al.    
 

    
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

legacy program’s successes and challenges as a legacy endeavour (RQ1), then discusses 
what it would have meant if the WCR2019 program had been designed in terms of 
strategic leverage (RQ2). 

Figure 1 Regional development strategy 2015–2030, County of Jämtland  

 

 

 

1. More jobs and more entrepreneurs with the support of good access to 
risk capital. Refine our raw materials in the county and strengthen the 
countryside. The university maintains excellence within the region's 
profile areas. 
 
2. More students achieve high school diploma and go on to higher 
education. Good access to business-oriented further education. 
 
3. Increased production of renewable energy and sustainable supply for 
the region's companies and households. High energy efficiency in all 
sectors and one independent of fossil energy. Increase efforts in all 
sectors of society to deal with climate change. No uranium mining. 
 
4. Continued growth in the hospitality industry while meeting 
sustainability criteria. An active and creative cultural life, especially for 
children and young people. More companies in the cultural and creative 
sector to bolster the county’s attractiveness. 
 
5. Improved communications bridge the long distances. High-capacity 
broadband network and good service can be offered to all residents 
 
6. Health and conditions, regardless functional capacity, on equal terms 
for the entire population. A safe county and a well-functioning and equal 
social welfare. The health service offers the county residents highly 
qualified care 
 
7. The county is one of the most attractive in the country for young 
women. Good and well-developed reception for all new county residents. 
To age in Jämtland county creates opportunities for the individual and for 
society. The proportion of non-Nordic-born is the same as the national 
average. 

 
Source: Regionförbundet Jämtlands Län (2014) 

5.1 The WCR2019 program’s successes and challenges as a legacy effort 
(RQ1) 

5.1.1 Network formation 

The WCR2019 program successfully met its quantified target of establishing a regional 
business network, exceeding the goal of 150 members by recruiting 177 firms and 
delivering more meetings than planned. This aligns with arguments that events can 
stimulate inter-organisational interaction and expand local networks (Misener and 
Schulenkorf, 2016; Lu and Misener, 2023). Participants emphasised that the network 
strengthened ties not only across firms but also between the Alpine and Biathlon 
federations, an outcome consistent with research showing that events may foster new 
collaborative routines and knowledge exchange (Clark and Misener, 2015). 
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However, while network creation is a common objective in legacy programs 
(Thomson et al., 2018), its long-term value depends on sustained governance and 
resourcing – conditions that were not in place post-event. 

5.1.2 Business development outcomes 

The program aimed to enable participating firms to secure business outside the region, 
yet this goal was not systematically measured. This mirrors broader critiques that legacy 
claims often lack robust monitoring systems (Preuss, 2015; Girginov and Preuss, 2021). 
Without tracking mechanisms, the achievement of business-related legacies remains 
speculative, reinforcing concerns that legacy discourse risks producing symbolic rather 
than demonstrable outcomes (Stewart and Rayner, 2016). 

5.1.3 In-migration goals 

Although in-migration was a central political rationale for the regional investment, no 
metric was developed to assess whether the ‘Take the Leap’ campaign generated new 
residents. Studies repeatedly show that demographic outcomes are among the most 
difficult to attribute to events (Taks, 2013; Liu, 2018), and the WCR2019 case reflects 
this challenge. The lack of follow-up illustrates what Chalip (2017) identifies as a key 
limitation of legacy frameworks: a tendency to emphasise intentions rather than 
mechanisms. 

Together, these findings suggest that while WCR2019 generated activity, its 
measurable legacy was minimal – consistent with research indicating that many major 
events deliver limited long-term structural change without deliberate, coordinated 
leveraging strategies (Smith, 2014; Misener, 2015). 

5.2 Reframing WCR2019 in terms of strategic leverage (RQ2) 

5.2.1 Leverageable assets 

Both World Championship events clearly possessed leverageable assets: international 
visibility, strong volunteer involvement, established sport infrastructure, and reputational 
capital (Kelly, 2019). The focus group demonstrated awareness of these assets, 
particularly regarding the potential to influence in-migration. However, recognising 
leverageable assets is insufficient without mechanisms to mobilise them (Chalip, 2006). 
WCR2019 lacked such mechanisms. 

5.2.2 Alignment with regional policy 

Strategic leverage requires a close alignment between event-driven initiatives and 
regional development objectives (Chalip, 2017; Teare et al., 2024). WCR2019 engaged 
with three of the seven regional objectives – entrepreneurship/business growth, regional 
attractiveness, and in-migration – demonstrating partial alignment. Yet this alignment 
was not the product of a structured planning process; rather, it emerged post-hoc from 
thematic comparisons. 
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The absence of systematic integration illustrates a broader pattern noted in the 
literature: event organisers often work in parallel to, rather than within, regional planning 
systems (Kelly et al., 2019). This lack of embeddedness limits accountability and reduces 
the likelihood of long-term impacts (Preuss, 2019). 

5.2.3 Portfolio perspective 

Strategic leverage emphasises coordinating across an entire event portfolio to maximise 
synergies (Ziakas, 2010; Clark and Misener, 2015). In contrast, WCR2019 treated the 
Alpine and Biathlon events as isolated opportunities rather than as part of a broader, 
recurring event system- a missed opportunity given Jämtland’s long tradition of winter-
sport hosting. 

This finding echoes prior studies showing that failing to adopt a portfolio perspective 
restricts destinations to one-off benefits rather than cultivating long-term development 
pathways (Ziakas, 2021). 

5.2.4 Partnerships and governance 

Although the WCR2019 network fostered collaboration among businesses and sport 
federations, partnerships with public-sector actors were less developed. The literature 
stresses that public sector leadership is essential for strategic leverage because 
governments control policy instruments, institutional continuity, and long-term 
development agendas (Chalip, 2017; O’Brien and Chalip, 2008). In this case, the legacy 
initiative was managed primarily by event organisers, resulting in weak institutional 
anchoring. 

This ‘structural gap’ between organisers and policymakers mirrors challenges 
identified in other contexts (Kelly, 2019; Lu and Misener, 2023; Teare et al., 2024) and 
helps explain why leveraging outcomes were limited. 

5.2.5 Intentional vs. emergent outcomes 

While WCR2019 produced unexpected benefits – most notably the strengthened 
collaboration between national sport federations – these were emergent rather than 
strategically planned. Research consistently shows that emergent legacies are unreliable 
and often ephemeral (Chappelet, 2012; Rogerson, 2016), underscoring the need for 
deliberate, coordinated action rather than reliance on serendipity. 

5.3 The WCR2019 legacy program from a strategic leverage perspective 

The WCR2019 case illustrates several enduring problems with legacy-led planning: 

• Legacy frameworks emphasise outcomes, not processes (Thomson et al., 2018), 
which risks producing goals without mechanisms. 

• Measurement gaps undermine accountability (Preuss, 2015; Girginov and Preuss, 
2021). 

• Organiser-led initiatives seldom align fully with community priorities (Kelly et al., 
2019). 
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By contrast, strategic leverage offers clearer guidance: event assets must be intentionally 
integrated into existing development systems, led by actors capable of sustaining change 
(Chalip, 2017; Ziakas, 2021). 

This case reinforces the argument that without public-sector leadership and a 
portfolio mindset, leveraging initiatives produce limited long-term value. It also shows 
that even when organisers recognise policy priorities (e.g., in-migration), they may lack 
institutional authority to pursue them effectively- highlighting the importance of 
governance structures capable of bridging event and regional planning domains. 

6 Conclusion 

This study analysed the WCR2019 legacy initiative through the framework of strategic 
leverage, highlighting how major events may be aligned – or misaligned – with regional 
development priorities. Although the program aimed to expand beyond tourism-focused 
outcomes, it reproduced many issues noted in the legacy literature, including vague 
objectives, weak strategic integration, and challenges sustaining accountability (Preuss, 
2007; Thomson et al., 2013; Chappelet, 2012). Its orientation towards predefined goals, 
and its delivery by event organisers rather than public-sector actors, reflected a legacy 
approach rather than a leverage approach as conceptualised by Chalip (2004, 2017) and 
O’Brien and Chalip (2008). 

The findings emphasise that effective leveraging requires early policy anchoring, 
cross-sectoral coordination, and governance structures that link event initiatives to long-
term regional strategies. While WCR2019 illustrates how non-mega events can pursue 
broader development ambitions, it also shows how institutional arrangements limit or 
enable such efforts. Future research should therefore focus on the role of policymakers 
and explore how regions integrate event portfolios into wider development planning. 
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