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As demands for more sustainable ways of living increase, organisers of sport events

have come under increasing pressure to adapt. At the same time, more and more

national and local event policies increase the demand for events. These two trends

raise the question of how policy makers can combine the demand for events with a

sustainable way of living; a question that so far has been subject to little research. The

present paper analyses the conceptualisation of sustainability in all local policies relating

to events in Norwegian municipalities. The paper is based on the analysis of policies

covering 22 municipalities and includes both general development plans and more

specific policies on events in its analysis. The analysis shows that all the municipalities

have adopted a “broad” conceptualisation of sustainability, i.e., pursued a development,

which should not limit the possibilities of future generations, in their general development

plans. Although the general development plans serve as a basis for every other policy,

the paper also shows that the municipalities in the specific policies for events often

had “narrow” conceptualisation of sustainability, i.e., focusing on making local events

reoccurring and/or increasing the capacity for hosting external events. The findings

emphasise the relevance of looking at the local level when conducting future studies on

events and sustainability and suggest that the practitioners acknowledge the complexity

of reconciling demands for more events and increased sustainability.

Keywords: events, sport, policy, local, municipalities, sustainability, Norway, SDGs

INTRODUCTION

In today’s society, organisers of sport events and other large social gatherings are under pressure
to find new sustainable ways of staging their events just like the rest of society. On the global
level, owners of the biggest sport events like the International Olympic Committee (IOC) and the
international football federation, FIFA, have launched initiatives for reducing their environmental
impact (Mallen et al., 2011, pp. 241–242; cf. IOC, 2014). Even non-sport organisations such as the
United Nations (UN) have promoted new international frameworks for sport’s sustainability (ISO,
2012; Buscarini et al., 2021; ISO/TC 292).

Such frameworks are all the more relevant as there is little research suggesting that events
currently contribute to sustainable societies when compared to the research suggesting the opposite
especially with regard to sport mega events ( Lenskyj, 2004; Preuss, 2007; O’Brien and Chalip, 2008;
cf. e.g., Collins et al., 2009; Smith, 2009; Mallen et al., 2011; Mair and Whitford, 2013; Zimbalist,
2015; Baade and Matheson, 2016; Zimbalist, 2017; Koenigstorfer et al., 2019; Thomson et al.,
2019). Considering research on smaller events, it has been discussed whether these events could be
more sustainable (Taks, 2013, 2016). However, other studies show that these events can also have
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negative consequences and see a need for more research on best
practises and policies (Higham, 2018, p. 68; Lindsey and Darby,
2019; Jiménez-García et al., 2020; Melo et al., 2021, p. 37).

The research interest in small events has also led to a focus on
events in series. It has, first and foremost, been concerned with
the study of event portfolios, but there have also appeared studies
on the spread of event hosting strategies often focusing on smaller
events (Ziakas, 2010; Stopper et al., 2011b; Chappelet and Lee,
2016; Andersson et al., 2017; Antchak, 2017; Antchak et al., 2019).
Such strategies could be seen as concerned with sustainability
in two ways. At their core, the strategies are meant to allow
for a continuous run of events and a stable outcome for the
local host community (Gibson et al., 2012; Taks, 2013; Clark and
Misener, 2015; Antchak, 2017; Kim, 2020, Chapter 3). However,
(and potentially in conflict with the first), given the general
demand for building sustainable societies, they should ideally also
be compatible with the holistic idea of sustainability promoted
by, for instance, the UN in their Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs). Right now, research on sport event policies has yet to
look into how the policies handle these two conceptualisations
of sustainability, which will be developed further in the next
section (McCloy, 2009; Leopkey et al., 2010; Stopper et al.,
2011a,b; Chappelet and Lee, 2016; Pinson, 2016; Schnitzer
et al., 2017; Leopkey and Ellis, 2019). Vassilios Ziakas, who
coined the term “event portfolio,” for instance, only recently
encouraged researchers and practitioners to adopt a “holistic”
approach emphasising sustainability as “the triple-bottom-line of
economic, social and environmental prosperity” when analysing
or developing event portfolios (Ziakas, 2019, p. 29). Comparing
the state of the art in sport event strategy research with the
research on singular events, one could look to urban geographer
Andrew Smith, who, in 2012, discussed how singular events could
give leverage to other policies in a host community (Smith, 2012,
p. 14; cf. Chalip, 2014). In 2021, research on event policies might
be in similar position raising the question: How do or should
event strategies work in tandem with other policies?

Answering this question would move the research field
forward and has a significant practical relevance compared to
studies of single events. After all, improving the sustainability of
the event strategies or event policies has the potential to regulate
the impact of not just one but several events.

As a contribution to our understanding of sustainability in
sport event hosting strategies, the aim of the present paper
is to give insight into how (sport) event policies currently
conceptualise sustainability in a specific (Norwegian) context
and discuss the potential reasons for and the implications
of such conceptualisation(s) for practitioners and future
research1.

The first part of the paper introduces the foundation for
the paper’s analysis and discussion. It begins by outlining

1The parentheses around sport are there to indicate that the policies do not limit
themselves to sport events in their wording. Still this is mainly a study on sport
events as the municipalities’ focus in praxis is on sport events (Jensen, 2020), which
is also the most developed field of event research (Bocarro et al., 2017). Still, there
are also research pointing out the similarities between sport events and events as
such (Bowdin, 2012; Getz, 2012) and it will be discussed, in the conclusion, if and
how the findings could contribute to the research on events more broadly.

the two conceptualisations of sustainability that serves as a
basis for the analysis. Afterwards, the theoretical frame for the
paper’s discussion is introduced making the case that policy
development functions as a “puzzle.” This theory is closely
related with the final part of the introduction that presents the
context for the policies analysed in the paper. The second part
presents the results of the study before the paper concludes with
a discussion.

Conceptualising Sustainability: A Broad
and a Narrow Concept
As hinted in the paper’s introduction, the increased interest
in sustainability affects most parts of society. In a recent
paper, McCullough et al. (2020) suggests that “sustainable”
has become “perhaps the most important buzzword in
contemporary global policy” (McCullough et al., 2020,
p. 510). The introduction, however, also suggests that
the meaning of this buzzword vary. Extending on this
assumption, this section argues that a conceptualisation of
“sustainability,” depending on the context, is either broad
or narrow.

The paper’s broad conceptualisation is derived from theWorld
Commission on Environment and Development’s definition of
sustainable development as a “development that meets the
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission
on Environment Development, 1987, Chapter 2.I.1). Although
the definition has been criticised for being vague (Borowy,
2018, p. 155), it is commonly referred to in literature on
sustainability and sport events as well as in general discussions
on sustainable development (e.g., cf. Bell and Morse, 2018,
p. 188; Caradonna, 2018; McCullough and Kellison, 2018;
Escher, 2020; Kim, 2020; Triantafyllidis and Darvin, 2021).
Perhaps because of its vagueness, the definition from the
commission has been followed up by several more specific
and operational framework for evaluating the sustainability of
a certain action or society (Bell and Morse, 2018; cf. Kim,
2020, Sec. 2.2.4). Currently, the most prominent of these
frameworks is probably the UN’s SDGs United Nations. The
point of the SDGs is to become common points of references
to every nation and potentially for event policies too. Indeed,
some goals like Goal 11 (“Sustainable cities”) and Goal 12
(“Responsible consumption and production”) have already been
used as a frame for analysing the local impacts of large
sport events (Buscarini et al., 2021; Triantafyllidis and Darvin,
2021).

The triple bottom line is another older but still prevalent
sustainability framework especially for businesses and
organisations that assesses the sustainability of, e.g., an
organisation according to its economic, environmental
and social impacts (Elkington, 2004; Purvis et al.,
2019).

Finally, in 2017, the economist Kate Raworth suggested a
third model for how to conceptualise or imagine the borders
within which sustainable development could take place. Her
idea, the “doughnut economy,” is that sustainable development
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means to stay within the limits of the doughnut not producing
too little to sustain everyone’s livelihood nor overproducing
and thereby exceeding Earth’s ecological limited (Raworth,
2017).

All these concepts for achieving sustainable development
have a holistic view in common as they target society
as a whole (the SDGs) or encourage individual
organisations to consider the society of which they are
part (the triple bottom line). In this paper, the idea
that sustainability requires a holistic view of society
and a broad conceptualisation of sustainability is
called on.

These models for a broad conceptualisation of sustainability
are of relatively recent origin considering that, “sustainability”
(or “berekraft” in Norwegian) did not only enter the Norwegian
language with the report from the World Commission on
Environment and Development. Rather, the report and the
discussions it inspired only added a new meaning to at
least two existing understandings of “berekraft.” According
to one of these understandings, “berekraft” is an adjective
describing a literal ability to support something physically,
like a foundation’s ability to support a building. Finally,
“berekraft” can also be used to describe something’s ability
to last figuratively (Det Norske Akademis ordbok; Språkrådet
and Universitetet i Bergen). Studies on the use of the
English term “sustainability” shows that a similar meaning
exists in English. All in all, “[a]s a historical endeavour,
sustainability concerns the long-term success of problem-solving
efforts,” leaving us with the question: what is the problem
“sustainability” is meant to solve in a given context (Tainter, 2018,
p. 40)?

The first original understanding of berekraft/sustainability
is for instance concerned with the problem of whether a
bridge is able to handle heavy loads. The problem in the
second meaning is about securing a lasting outcome (Dale,
2018, p. 76). In the last century, this outcome has often
equalled steady economic growth given the prominent idea
of economic growth as a “universal remedy for some of
the most pressing challenges of modern societies” (Schmelzer,
2018, p. 171). This, however, is an understanding that could
be seen as conflicting with the broad conceptualisation of
sustainable development (cf. Higham, 2018, Chapter 4). This
means that the conceptualisation of sustainability as a solution
to the specific problem of establishing a stable (economic)
outcome stands in contrast to the broad conceptualisation and
represents consequently the paper’s narrow conceptualisation
of sustainability. In the present paper, a narrow characteristic
would, for instance, apply to a policy aiming specifically at
making events in a municipality a common occurrence and,
ideally, also self-supported. It is also a conceptualisation which
is reflected in Chappelet and Lee (2016)’s study on sport event
policies when suggesting that sport event hosting strategies
are “employed for the successful bidding and hosting of sport
events” (note the plural) (Chappelet and Lee, 2016, p. 36).
As a frame for discussing why a certain conceptualisation
might come about, the following section introduces the paper’s
theoretical framework.

THEORY

To enable a discussion of the presence of a given
conceptualisation of sustainability as dependent on the problem
the conceptualisation is meant to solve, the paper’s theoretical
point of departure is that an organisation develops policies to
solve problems (Dunn, 2018, p. 5). However, this does not mean
that there is a direct line between the solution (the policy) and
the problem at hand. Instead, the paper considers event policies
to be outcomes of processes influenced by other ideas, agendas,
policies, etc. In other words, policy development is complex—a
view that existing research on policies related to sport events as
well as sport and sustainability supports (Leopkey et al., 2010,
p. 128; Chappelet and Lee, 2016, p. 5; Lindsey and Darby, 2019).

The complexity arises not only due to the very number of
stakeholders but also due to the potential disagreements on
what the problem is. While there might be general agreement
on for instance the need to have a tourism policy, some might
want to regulate tourism flows (problem: there are too many
tourists), whereas others want to attract more tourists (problem:
there are too few tourists). Explaining that the aim of a given
policy therefore only not requires access to the policy but also
“knowledge about the antecedent conditions” (Dunn, 2018, p. 5),
which will be discussed in the next section.

Before that, looking more specifically at how to analyse and
discuss the role of sustainability in the sport event policies, the
paper draws on the ideas of sociologist, Christopher Winship,
who argues that traditional policy evaluations aiming at finding
the best solutions to a specific problem have difficulties in
cases “with multiple and conflicting ends” (Winship, 2006, p.
110). Winship here is inspired by, among other things, the
idea of “wicked problems,” that is, problems that are inter alia
characterised by their lack of definitive formulations since “the
formulation of a wicked problem is the problem” and also,
eventually, definitive solutions (Rittel and Webber, 1973, p.
161). How, for instance, can one formulate a simple problem
whose solution would improve peoples’ life definitively (Rittel
and Webber, 1973, p. 167)? Formulating this problem in simple
soluble terms is very difficult, if not impossible, and instead
of finding a definitive solution, one should look for ways to
improve the conditions or mitigate the problem (and thereby
potentially causing new problems) (Rittel and Webber, 1973,
pp. 162–163). Based on this complexity, Winship suggests that
politicians and researchers see policy developments as puzzles.
By assembling the puzzle in new ways or, allegedly, breaking
the idea of the typical puzzle, and adding, revising, or removing
pieces from the puzzle, it is possible to figure “out how to
rectify a set of seemingly conflicting policy ends” (Winship,
2006, p. 119). Even if the stakeholders do not know what
the solved puzzle looks like in the end, they know when it
appears coherent.

In the present case, I suppose sport event policies can have
at least two (potentially) conflicting policy ends. Based on
the puzzle theory, the paper concludes with a discussion on
how local event policies currently seem to overcome this gap
between “non-commensurable world-views” (Winship, 2006, p.
116). As already mentioned, this discussion, however, needs to be

Frontiers in Sports and Active Living | www.frontiersin.org 3 December 2021 | Volume 3 | Article 667762

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sports-and-active-living
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sports-and-active-living#articles


Jensen Event Policies and Sustainability

informed by the policies’ “antecedent conditions,” which the next
section introduces.

THE CONTEXT FOR SPORT EVENTS
POLICIES IN NORWAY

This section contextualises the analysed policies with a focus on
the role of the public administration and the organised sport in
Norway as the primary stakeholders in Norwegian sport events
(Jensen, 2020).

The paper’s focus on local event policies makes the
municipalities a natural starting point for the overview. However,
the municipalities are also a relevant starting point since the
public administration in Norway is generally decentralised giving
the municipalities much of the responsibility for Norway’s
sustainable development (Amundsen et al., 2018; Reed, 2018;
Wang et al., 2018; Hansen, 2020). Still, the municipalities also
negotiate with other municipalities and public administrations
on the regional and the national levels (Hanssen). In 2019, for
instance, the Norwegian government required that all Norwegian
municipalities make the SDGs a guiding principle in their master
plans (Kommunal- og moderniseringsdepartementet, 2019). By
then, the local awareness of the SDGs would already have been
quite high. In 2018, 84% of 51 municipalities participating in a
survey found that the SDGs were important, and one in four
had plans for how to implement them (Deloitte, 2018, p. 11).
Perhaps less surprisingly, a survey of 22 municipality master
plans in 2020 showed that 14 of them already had implemented
the SDGs (Seim in Singsaas, 2020). Despite the small samples (in
2018 Norway had 430 municipalities, in 2020 there were 354),
the findings indicate a local support for the SDGs even prior
to the adoption of the national policy paper. A support, which
also would indicate that the global debate is also influential in
the local public administration. However, these various policies
and initiatives also are subject to local hearings and at least one
study focusing on the transportation and area policies in the Oslo
has shown that sustainability in that case was a “wicked problem”
(Fossheim and Nazareno, 2020). We will come back to how local
hearings also influenced the final shape of the local event policies
in the result section.

Since Norway does not have a national event policy, the
national influence on sport events hosting seems limited
compared to the influence found in some other countries
(Chappelet and Lee, 2016, p. 11). Instead of a central policy,
the national influence is scattered across several policies and
regulations. The white paper on tourism is one such thing
which notes that sustainability is an overall aim and encourages
event tourism (Nærings- og Fiskeridepartementet, 2017). An
aim, which national sport policy, however, does not repeat in its
section on events (Kulturdepartementet, 2012, pp. 114–115).

Despite the lack of a national event policy, there has, however,
been an unofficial practise of providing national financial support
for international sport events (Lechner and Solberg, 2021),
which the government formalised to a certain degree in 2019
by launching a “test”-event policy. Among other things, the
policy asks the host organisations to “consider sustainability”

FIGURE 1 | Outline of the theoretical position of a municipality developing an

event policy with inputs from above and from their event partners, e.g., the

sport organisations.

when applying for financial support without providing additional
details (Kulturdepartementet, 2019). Furthermore, Innovation
Norway, a publicly owned business advisory company, proposed
a national event policy in December 2019, which also emphasises
the need for events to be sustainable (Innovasjon Norge, 2019).

In short, policies regulating events in Norway are mainly the
municipalities’ domain—presumably considering inputs from
public partners as well as private stakeholders. Relevant private
stakeholders, when speaking of sport events, could, for instance,
be national governing bodies (NGBs) and local sport associations.
Their inputs related to sustainability in a broad sense could
however very well be negligible since a report in 2018 described
the Norwegian NGBs’ work on sustainability—on a national
average—as “moderate” (Geeraert, 2018, p. 172; cf. Goldblatt,
2020, p. 16). Considering the five biggest sport federations’
general strategy documents in greater detail confirms this
conclusion as only the football federation has sustainability as an
overall aim; although the skiing federation discusses the impact of
the climate changes on future competitions (Norges Skiforbund,
2016, p. 20; Norges Gym- og Turnforbund, 2018; Norges
Handballforbund, 2019, p. 6; Norges Fotballforbund, 2020, p.
4; cf. Norges Golfforbund, 2020). The national confederation
of sport in Norway (Norges Idrettsforbund, NIF), however, has
sustainability in a broad sense as part of its aims (NIF, 2019).

Still, the NGBs might influence the importance give to
sustainability conceptualised narrowly related to sport events,
as they all—except the Golf federation—discuss the role events
play for their development. The gymnastics, for instance, is
seeking to improve the “event quality” of their national senior
championship (p. 15) and the skiing federation wants to sustain
“Norway’s leading position as leading nation and organiser”
by hosting international events in all its disciplines (Norges
Skiforbund, 2016, p. 25; Norges Gym- og Turnforbund, 2018,
p. 12).

Summing up, the contextual section has introduced two
main sources of influence to consider in the analysis of the
conceptualisations of sustainability. The first can be described as
a horizontal relation between a host municipality and its event
partners. The second source runs along a vertical axis between the
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municipality, the national government, and international non-
sport organisations (cf. Figure 1). In the discussion, we will come
back to the question whether this initial model can account
for the paper’s results. Therefore, it is important to note that a
municipality negotiate with their partners and seek to influence
this network. The one-way arrows in Figure 1 are therefore too
simple for a diachronic analysis. The aim of this study, however,
is only to determine the influence on the municipalities and their
concept of sustainability reflected in their current policies.

METHOD

The theory outlined policy development as a complex
phenomenon. The contextual section supported this hypothesis
and with regard to the choice of method, complexity invites for a
case study (Yin, 2018). As the aim of the paper is to give insight
into how municipalities conceptualise sustainability in their
event policies, the paper’s case study however consists mainly of
a document analysis.

Material
The empirical data for the document analysis includes all
event policies or proposals for such made public by any
Norwegian municipality as of December 2020. This data
was collected in two rounds. The first round consisted of
a search on google.com for “arrangementsstrategi2” limited
to all subdomains of kommune.no, the common domain for
all Norwegian municipalities. The exact search string was
“∗.kommune.no+ arrangementsstrategi” (without apostrophes).

In the second round, this crude data collection was
supplemented with a manual search for event policies on each
of homepages of the municipalities, for which the first search
had returned no results but where it nevertheless seemed likely
that the municipality would have an event policy given its size or
earlier expressions of interest. This search, in particular, focused
on the six municipalities,3 which participated in the development
of the first Norwegian white paper on event tourism (Innovasjon
Norge, 2011) and the ten biggest cities in Norway.

In total, the data collection yielded 15 results suitable for
further analysis ranging from specific and implemented event
policies to the mentioning of events as part of the municipality’s
master plan (cf. Table 1)4. The 15 results cover 13 municipalities
and two regions (the Haugesund region5 and the Lillehammer
region6) covering nine municipalities. The paper, therefore,
analyses event polices relevant for 22 municipalities. Given
that there are 356 municipalities in Norway, the study could

2i.e., event strategy in Norwegian.
3Bergen, Kristiansand, Oslo, Stavanger, Tromsø og Trondheim (InnovasjonNorge,
2011, p. 5).
4Tinn Municipality figured in the list of results from the search among
∗.kommune.no, however the municipality has 2019 only allocated money for the
development of an event policy and is thus not included in the analysis (Tinn
Kommune, 2019). Ørland Municipality figured too but is not included in the
analysis as the relevant document only proposed the making of an event policy
(Nye Ørland Kommune, 2019).
5Covering the Etne, Haugesund, Karmøy, Sveio, Tysvær and Vindafjord
Municipalities.
6Covering the Gausdal, Lillehammer and Øyer Municipalities.

sound limited, which is not the case considering the number of
people affected by the policies. In total, these 22 municipalities
amount to around 1.9 million inhabitants (∼35 % of the
Norwegian population).

Table 1 lists the data considered in the analysis of each
municipality with some additional information regarding the
event policies. One sees for instance that several of the event
policies are quite new. Event policies in Norway seem to enjoy
political attention in line with the trend noted in the paper’s
introduction. The recent changes could however also have to do
with a reform of the administrative regions in Norway taking
effect on 1 January 2020.

As Table 1 shows, the analysis, in addition to the event
policies, also considers the master plans for all the municipalities
[regardless of whether the municipality’s policy on events is
covered in the master plan, a business policy or a specific event
policy (cf. the sixth column)]7 and the proceedings prior to the
adoption on the event policies. The aim is to gain a better insight
into the influences on the local event policy in line with the policy
theory. The data regarding the proceedings is however limited
and the focus in the analysis will be on the event policies.

Method of Analysis
The analysis of the policies is based onGlennA. Bowen’s partition
of a document analysis into “skimming (superficial examination),
reading (thorough examination), and interpretation” (Bowen,
2009, p. 32). The first step (covering skimming and reading)
consists of reviewing the policy documents and marking relevant
passages, i.e., those relevant for determining the means and ends
of each policy and any mentioning of sustainability or event. The
second step, “interpretation,” covers the analysis of the findings
with the aim of characterising the typical ways of conceptualising
sustainability in the policies.

While this method should yield relevant results, additional
sources of data could have been useful for confirming the
obtained information and explore the complexity of the case
further [Yin (2018) cf. data triangulation (Johnson et al.,
2007, pp. 114–115)]. However, interviews with municipality
representatives could have come at the cost of the overview
offered by the present overarching document analysis and would
be better suited for particular studies. Targeted studies based on
interviews and observations could, for instance, show whether
local practises diverge significantly from the behaviour prescribed
in the policies. In such a case, the current paper’s findings
would open for a discussion on pitfalls when implementing
sustainability in event policies. The analysis, therefore, only
considers the data to the Norwegian event policies and
municipality master plans as described in the previous section.

RESULTS

The result section comes in three parts. In the first part,
the conceptualisation of sustainability in the master plans is
analysed. The focus here is to see if there are any general

7To be precise, the social part (“samfunnsdel”) of the master plans
(“kommuneplaner”) have been collected for all the municipalities.
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TABLE 1 | The data collected for the analysis of each of the municipalities.

Municipality/region Master plan analysed Stand-alone event policy?a State of event policy Event policy effective since Proceeding analysed

Bergen Yes Yes Approved policy June, 2018 Yes

Drammen Yes No (Master plan) Approved policy 2013 –

Fredrikstad Yes Yes Approved policy December, 2020 Yes

Halden Yes Yes Approved policy ? NAb

The Haugesund region Yes No (Business policy) Suggested policy June, 2020 –

Kristiansand Yes No (Master plan) Suggested policy May, 2020 –

The Lillehammer region Yes Yes Approved policy August, 2019 Yes

Oslo Yes Yes Approved policy May, 2019 Yes

Sandnes Yes Yes Approved policy 2016c Yes

Skien Yes No (Master plan) Suggested policy 2013 –

Stavanger Yes Yes Approved policy 2013 Yes

Sunnfjord Yes No (Business policy) Approved policy 2019 –

Tromsø Yes Yes Approved policy 2017 Yes

Trondheim Yes No (Master plan) Approved policy 2009 –

Ulstein Yes No (Business policy) Memo 2018 –

aDoes municipality have a stand-alone event policy or is the policy implemented within a broader plan for the whole of the municipality or region?
bThe archival search yielded no results for Halden.
cThe policy is stated to run 2016–2019, however, as of December 2020, the policy would still be presented as the official policy on the homepage of the Sandnes Municipality (Sandnes

Kommune, 2020).

conceptualisations of sustainability, which the more targeted
policies would have to consider. However, amore specific analysis
of the conceptualisation of sustainability was not made in the
three cases in which the municipalities express their interest in
events in their master plans only.

In the last two parts of the results section, the results
on the conceptualisation of sustainability related to events in
the municipalities’ business and event policies, respectively,
is presented.

Sustainability and Events in Local Master
Plans
The analysis of the master plans shows that the 22 reviewed
master plan all considered sustainability; the majority however
only do so in a very vague sense.

Thus, only six of the master plans make an explicit link
between sustainability and one of the common frameworks for
sustainability conceptualised in a broad sense (cf. Table 2). Oslo
and Frederikstad, for instance, make explicit references to the
SDGs (Frederikstad Kommune, 2018, p. 8; Oslo Kommune, 2019,
p. 3 cf. p. 11). Oslo also, as the only of the reviewedmunicipalities,
makes a reference to the national policy paper, which asks
the municipalities to incorporate the SDGs into their master
plans (Kommunal- og moderniseringsdepartementet, 2019; Oslo
Kommune, 2019, p. 11; cf.). This indicates the national level as
a source of influence in addition to the global standards such as
the SDGs and the triple bottom line, which the Kristiansand and
Skien municipalities use to substantiate their conceptualisation
of sustainability. Kristiansand for instance declares that the triple
bottom line and the SDGs should be a foundation for every future
decision. These aims are both “how they [: the municipality]

want it” and a contribution to the global development (Skien
Kommune, 2015; Kristiansand Kommune, 2020, p. 9; cf.).
However, Kristiansand’s overall policy, similar to the other five
master plans, does not specify how these aims will affect the
specific policy fields such as events, which the master plan
mentions as an important area for further local development
(Kristiansand Kommune, 2020, p. 7).

The remaining nine master plans all mention “sustainability”
too but do so without referring to a framework conceptualising
sustainability broadly or—in a few cases—only with implicit
references. Bergen is an example of the first, insofar, as it wants
the city to have “a sustainable growth which considers the climate
and the environment” (Bergen Kommune, 2015, p. 11). The
plan, however, does not define what “growth” or “sustainability”
mean beyond taking the climate and the environment into
consideration. The plan from Halden exemplifies the latter
as it sees “sustainability” as a response to climate change
(environmental bottom line)—a factor when planning the future
business logistics and “social sustainability” based on “bridging
and bonding” as an aim for the development of the local
community (Halden Kommune, 2018, pp. 5, 8, 22). The reference
is implicit but for the initiated reader, it is clear that the Halden
Municipality is referencing the triple bottom line approach.
Similarly, the politicians in Trondheim want a “sustainable
city,” which “plans for economic, social, and cultural growth
considering the needs of today without destroying nature’s future
ecological sustainability” (Trondheim Kommune, 2009, p. 14).

Trondheim is also one of only threemunicipalities, which only
expresses an interest in events in their master plans (the other two
being Kristiansand and Skien, cf. Table 1). These expressions of
interest are generally brief and general. In Trondheim’s reference
to events, it is possible to read an effort to make events socially
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TABLE 2 | The stand on sustainability in the master plans in every municipality included in the study.

n = 22a Validity for each master plan “SDG” Triple bottom line Otherwise including sustainability

Bergen 2015–2030 Yes (promises to include “sustainability” in a wide range

of its policies, p. 3)

Drammen 2013–2036 Yes (the vision being: “sustainable city growth” (p. 15)

Frederikstad 2018–2032 Yes

Halden 2018–2050 Yes (it is possible to read its plan as compliant with a

triple bottom line approach, p. 5)

The Haugesundregion 2015–2027 (Tysvær); 2014–2023

(Karmøy); 2014–2030 (Haugesund);

2017–2029 (Vindafjord); 2016–2026

(Etne); 2011–2023 (Sveio)

All find sustainability relevant for the planning. Some pay

special attention to the economic or the environment

implications (Tysvær, p. 36.38- Sveio, p. 11, 21). Others

have a broad, generation-definition used in the

Brundtland report (Etne p. 4) or make the triple bottom

line explicit (Haugesund, p. 4).

Kristiansand 2020–2030 Yes

The Lillehammerregion13F 2014–2025 [Øyer), 2014–2027 (Llh.),

2014–2026 (Gausdal)

The master plans discuss sustainability in relation to

specific themes [Øyer: climate (p. 17), Gausdal: public

health (p. 6) and Lillehammer: Norwegian law (p.4)b].

Oslo 2019–2040 Yes

Sandnes 2019–2035 Yes (it is possible to read its plan as compliant with a

triple bottom line approach, p. 5)

Skien 2015–2022 Yes

Stavanger 2020–2034 Yes

Sunnfjord (founded 1/1 2020. No plan at the

time of writing)

Sunnfjord however considered sustainability in some

specific plans for e.g., the environment (Sunnfjord

kommune, 2019).

Tromsø 2020–2032 Yes

Trondheim 2009–2020 Yes (it is possible to read its plan as compliant with a

triple bottom line approach, p. 14)

Ulstein 2017–2029 Yes (reference to the UN initiated Agenda 21)

aThe Haugesund and Lillehammer regions have regional event policies but no regional master plans. I have instead reviewed the master plans of the individual member municipalities

(listed in the second column). Therefore n = 22 and not 15 (number of entities in column 1).
bAt the time of the data collection the Lillehammer master plan however was under revision to accommodate a bigger emphasis on the SDG (Lillehammer Kommunestyre, 2020, no.

1/20).

sustainable into their event aims, cf., the aim of using events
for “bringing about development, inclusion, participation and
enthusiasm for Trondheim” (Trondheim Kommune, 2009, p.
25). In the cases of Skien and Kristiansand, events are simply
important and none of the three cases have any details on
how to handle events in a sustainable way regardless of how
one conceptualises sustainability (Skien Kommune, 2015, p. 12;
Kristiansand Kommune, 2020, p. 7).

On the one hand, the review of the masterplans shows
that there is a widely recognised demand for policies based
on sustainability in all the municipalities. A demand, which
could affect other policies given that a master plan—as, for
instance, in Bergen—sets the “long-term aims and strategies for
the whole community in the municipality” (Bergen Kommune,
2015, p. 6). On the other hand, although the municipalities
generally envision a broad conceptualisation of sustainability,
only few municipalities indicate how they plan to implement
their sustainability concept.

With regard to the further analysis, the aims of the master
plans do not seem to be precise enough to determine the
conceptualisations in the specific business or event policies
analysed below. Considering only the master plans, the

municipalities seem to dodge the dilemma between events and
sustainability instead of reconciling the conflicting ends as
suggested by the puzzle-theory.

Sustainability and Events in Business
Policies
Three of the municipalities (Haugesund, Ulstein and Sunnfjord)
include their event policy in a business policy (cf., Table 1), and
on an overall level, these policies restate the general focus on
sustainability with connotations of a broad conceptualisation,
which also appeared in the respective master plans. The plan for
the Haugesund region, for example, conceptualises sustainability
by paraphrasing the definition given in the Brundtland-report;
echoing the definition used in the regional master plan (cf.
Haugaland Vekst, 2017, p. 7; Haugaland Vekst, 2019, p. 18).

However, with regard to the relation between sport events
and sustainability, the business policies do little to make the
conceptualisation of sustainability from the master plan more
specific. This might be because all the business plans see sport-
based events as so important that the events need their own
policies rendering any considerations temporary and thus of little
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use. Ulstein, for instance, hopes to develop a specific policy since
it could improve the “coordination” of the events, Haugesund
wants to increase the return on the public financial support,
and Sunnfjord plans for a specific policy in order to increase
its “professionalism” (Ulstein Kommune, 2018, p. 13; Sunnfjord
Utvikling, 2019, p. 19; Karmøy Kommune, 2020, p. 5). Thus, in
the future sport event policies, there seems to be support for
a narrow conceptualisation, however, at least Ulstein imagines
that (when eventually adopting an event policy) the improved
coordination of the events will lead to a consideration of the triple
bottom line (Ulstein Kommune, 2018, p. 6).

Finally, the analysis of the business policies also supports the
initial claim that the interest in events is increasing rapidly. The
regulation of events is merely stopping over on its way to an event
policy. The risk of such rapid development is, of course, that the
focus on making an efficient event hosting policy overtake the
need for including a broad conceptualisation of sustainability in
the policies. The final part of the results on the event policies will
show whether this risk is real.

Sustainability and Events in Event Policies
The data set contains eight local or regional event policies that
are either approved or pending approval. In five of the cases
(Bergen, Frederikstad, Sandnes, Stavanger and Tromsø), the
conceptualisation of sustainability in the policies is related to
the narrow conceptualisation. Here, the event policies should
mainly help attracting more events to the municipalities. In other
words, the policy makers had registered a deficiency of events
in the municipalities and sought to resolve it by adopting an
event policy. The policy for the Sandnes Municipality is the most
clear example of this as it only mentions “sustainability” in the
section on economywhen explaining howwell-established events
“remain attractive because of their sustainability and continuity”
(Sandnes Kommune, 2016, p. 7). Other policies propose
founding forums for exchanging ideas or professionalising the
municipality by lessening the amount of bureaucracy, making it
easier for organisers to get access to the local facilities, etc. In the
case of the Tromsø municipality, the event policy should even—
in the end—make more events run “unsupported” by the public
and yield a surplus (Tromsø Kommune, 2017, p. 3).

This is not to say the event policies focused only on the
monetary aspect of the events. The policy for Tromsø also
mentions the potential for events to increase the happiness of the
participants and spectators (Tromsø Kommune, 2017, p. 4). This
could be seen as a form of social sustainability. However, there
is no mentioning of the third bottom line, the environmental
dimension. Frederikstad similarly wants, while making the events
professional, that events “should be staged in a safe way, which
considers the local cultural heritage, nature, noise and safety”
(Frederikstad Kommune, 2019, p. 7, cf. p. 16). Finally, Bergen’s
event policy refers to a general commitment in the business
policy to the SDGs and introduces a procedure for certifying
the environmental aims of each event (Bergen Kommune, 2018,
pp. 5, 14). Still, the policy does not add any explicit demands
for how the events should fulfil these aims. Events in Bergen
should simply “create an active, attractive and unique event city

that supports local value, growth, development, cooperation and
experiences” (Bergen Kommune, 2018, p. 6).

Within the five cases without explicit references to
sustainability in a broad sense, Tromsø and Bergen thus
stand out as ambiguous as they have a potential for a broader
conceptualisation of sustainability. Whether this is the case in
praxis depends on further studies of the local event practises.

Conversely, the policies in Oslo, Lillehammer, and Halden
explicitly consider the sustainability of the events conceptualised
broadly. According to the definition given in this paper, this
would require the municipalities to adopt “a holistic view of
society” when regulating their events. In the Oslo case, the
explicit consideration, however, is limited to the ecological
dimension if one ignores the implicit social and economic
sustainability ingrained in the city’s general vision of being
“green, warm and more creative” (Oslo Byråd, 2018, p. 1).

In Halden and Lillehammer, the policies combine their
commitment to a broad conceptualisation with a commitment
to a narrow conceptualisation of the events. In Halden, the
policy makers have achieved this reconciliation by setting
certain demands concerning the events’ social, economic, and
environmental impacts as a baseline for supporting the events
(Halden Kommune, 2019, p. 2). In other words, Halden,
along with the Lillehammerregion, require that event organisers
consider the triple bottom line when planning their events
(Halden Kommune, 2019, p. 3; cf. Lillehammerregionen, 2019, p.
6). In Halden, the overall aim is even to be “nationally recognised
for developing and staging sustainable events of a good quality”
if also as part of the local business development (Halden
Kommune, 2019, p. 2; Hovedutvalg for samfunnsutvikling og
kultur, 2019, p. 1).

Just as it is the case for the policies without explicit references
to sustainability, one will have to conduct further studies to see
if and how Halden, Oslo, and the Lillehammer region realise
their aims and manage to reconcile the broad and narrow
sustainability conceptualisations.

In summary, the event policies, to some degree, all
conceptualise sustainability narrowly, i.e., aiming at securing a
continuous staging of events. Further, picking up the remark
from the previous section that one runs the risk of neglecting the
broad conceptualisation of sustainability in an event policy, this
does seem to be the case as only a minority of the event policies
included a broad conceptualisation of sustainability.

Including the proceedings in the analysis might partly explain
this focus. In most of the hearings, the primary driver for making
the policy turned out to be a requirement for a more efficient
handling of events from branch representatives. In Bergen, the
proceedings for instance show that event representatives asked
for an increased focus on security and a strategic approach to
event organisation (Bergen Kommune, 2017). In Frederikstad
and Tromsø, it was also a request that an event policy
should make it less complicated to host events (cf. Tromsø
Kommune, 2017; Frederikstad Kommune, 2019). The inputs on
sustainability across all the hearings from non-event-organisers
were few and mainly came from other municipalities (in the
hearing on the regional policy for Lillehammer) and a few
private actors in the Oslo case (not considering the specific
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hearing on sustainable events initiated by the municipality) (Oslo
Kommune, 2018; Lillehammer Kommune, 2019). There were
only few participants from the national sport organisations across
the cases, and only the handball federation and the snowboard
federation participated in the hearing in Oslo focusing on
practical issues (Oslo Kommune, 2018, pp. 3, 67).

Overall, the very sources of influences fit well with the
proposed model for influence on the event policies presented
earlier (cf., Figure 1). The analysis further shows that the
horizontal influence seems to be mainly concerned with event-
specific issues with less of a focus on sustainability in a broad
sense and vice versa for the vertical influence. These conclusions
are however drawn on a very limited amount of data.

Summing up, the analysis shows that all the master plans
conceptualise sustainability broadly. Several of the master plans
acknowledge the SDGs as guidelines for the local policy
development and others indicate a will to adopt a holistic
perspective making references to the triple bottom line approach.

Looking at the business policies and the event policies, several
of the policies conceptualise sustainability in a narrow sense. In
these policies, “sustainable” events refer most often to an aim of
making events reoccur regularly.

DISCUSSION: THE SUSTAINABILITY
PUZZLE

In other words, sustainability with regard to events is an
unfinished puzzle for policy makers and when scrutinising the
event policies, it becomes clear that the pieces in the event policy
puzzle rarely fit perfectly with the master plan. How can one
explain this observation and what are the potential implications?

The simple explanation would be that some event policies
are simply in need of an overhaul and, in time, the policies
will be reconciled. However, such an explanation disregards the
character of the problem that the master plan and an event policy
(eventually) conceptualising sustainability broadly have to solve.
The great variation in conceptualisations found in the paper
could namely indicate that there is no obvious solution to the
problem. In other words, the problem is wicked.

Regarding the problem for the policies to solve as wicked
nuances the observed reoccurring misfit between master plans
and event policies. Instead of simply saying that some event
policies are in need of an update that would solve the problem,
one could see that policies as attempts to improve the solution of
an existing problem.

To be more specific, the overall great variation in
conceptualisations between the policies (some event policies
conceptualising “sustainability” broadly and others in a narrow
sense) indicates that the Norwegian municipalities are trying
to improve the coherency of their event puzzle. However, as
they lay the pieces of the puzzle, the pieces change and, with
them, the look of the to-be-completed puzzle requiring the
pieces to be laid again. The result is a flux that helps explain why
some policies remain vague in their demands. Broad demands
after all accommodate new inputs (or new pieces in the puzzle)
more easily.

Still, the vagueness does not prevent a policy from making
sense. Policy makers do not need have a clear picture of the final
look of the puzzle, but they should know when it is improving
and when it is not. A “good” policy according to Winship’s
puzzle-approach is after all a coherent policy not necessarily the
most efficient.

What then does it take to make a policy coherent? Basically, it
requires a willingness from the stakeholders to take inspiration
and develop their perspectives, i.e., enter negotiations. In the
case of the present study, the attempts to be coherent have
sometimes led to event policies with a narrow sustainability
conceptualisation, sometimes not. In either case, the (limited)
analysis of the policy proceedings supports the idea that event
policies act “in conjunction with [other] public policies” (Smith,
2012, p. 14).

However, the demand for efficiency in handling for instance
the climate change raises the question whether the problem of
sustainability will remain a wicked problem. As the problem
of the climate change becomes more expressed, concrete, and
obvious, the pressure to take precautions or adopt concrete
solutions increases and future sport event policy makers
might find it relevant to draw on another policy-event-
relation proposed by Smith (2012), namely, “polices on events,”
i.e., policies aiming at regulating events as a supplement or
replacement of the currently prevalent “policies and events”—
model aimed at using events as leverage. The inspiration for
such regulation could come from the international frameworks
mentioned in the introduction and context section. These
frameworks offer a common ground for municipalities and their
event partners on which to align their puzzle pieces and become
coherent. The SDGs are already part of the Norwegian puzzle
whereas international standards for sustainable events, such as
the ISO 20121 for sustainable events or ISO 22379 for citywide
events (under development), are as of today are missing as pieces.

Also, one could decide to replace the event pieces in the
puzzle with other pieces with images (aims) similar to those of
international events but with fewer potential negative impacts (cf.
Taks, 2016). However, the current high interest in events does not
speak for this solution.

CONTRIBUTION TO RESEARCH

This paper is one of the first to consider the local relations
between sport events and sustainability from a policy perspective.
Its most important contribution to the research is therefore
highlighting new relevant areas for further studies. For one, the
paper shows the relevance of adding a sustainability perspective
to the current research in event policies. Therefore, it opens a
wider field of research on the explicit relation between sport
events and sustainability, which is likely to becomemore relevant
as the SDGs gain momentum.

The paper however also has its limits which future studies
on specific events and their relation to the local event policies
could mitigate. It has, for instance, not been able to consider
the effect of the current policies. Especially given that some
of the event policies are dated, studies of the concrete policy
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practise would give a more precise picture of how local event
stakeholders handle sustainability. More generally, studies of the
actual practise would also show whether the municipalities have
the will and the resources to implement the sustainability aims
stated in their event policies when faced with partners with
potentially diverging agendas.

Finally, the study is based on event policies, which are meant
to regulate both sport events and other cultural events. Currently,
most event research focus on sport events (Bocarro et al., 2017).
However, research based on local policies shows an intriguing
field in which it is possible to study both sport and other forms of
events within the same framework. In the future, this could lead
to greater exchange between the various fields of event studies.

CONCLUSION

The present paper analysed how 13 Norwegian municipalities
and two regions conceptualise sustainability in their sport event
hosting policies and discussed the potential explanations for
and implications of these conceptualisations. The paper thereby
highlighted the complexities municipalities could face when
being interested in both hostingmore sport events and increasing
the sustainability of the municipality.

The paper first showed that the municipalities varied in how
they conceptualised sustainability in their master plans and
specific event policies. On the one hand, all the municipalities
conceptualised sustainability in a “broad” sense in their master
plans. In other words, the municipalities all agreed that local
policy development should take the impacts of the policies on the
local society as a whole into consideration. On the other hand,

the paper’s analysis of the specific event policies showed that these
policies did not reflect the conceptualisation set out in the master
plans. On the contrary, the specific policiesmostly conceptualised
sustainability as what the paper defined as “narrowly.” Thus,
instead of considering sustainable events as something relating
to how the event would impact the whole of the local society, the
event policies considered events as “sustainable” when they occur
on a regular basis.

This variation indicates that the reconciliation of sport events
with a broad conceptualisation has no obvious solution. In other
words, the problem could be considered as “wicked,” implying
that any solution to the problem can only be an improvement
on the existing approach and not final. Future research and
practitioners should thus look to improve the existing solutions.
This could include studying cases of best practise, but more
detailed knowledge on the negotiations would be just as relevant
since the paper, drawing on the puzzle-theory (Winship, 2006),
points out that what eventually is adopted as a policy most likely
also has to with the policy’s ability to appear coherent and not
necessarily best practise.
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