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FOREWORD

Sports mega-events (SMEs) attract millions of  viewers worldwide and 

generate considerable excitement in host cities and countries. In recent 

years, hosts have made concerted efforts to harness this momentum 

to deliver lasting event legacies across a variety of domains, including 

health. Promoting public health messaging, particularly around increasing 

physical activity (PA) and participation, is a commonly cited goal; yet 

research linking the hosting of SMEs to increased levels of physical activity 

is mixed at best.1, 2 It is also unclear whether this lack of evidence is due to  

ineffective approaches, insufficient assessment of these strategies, or both.

Building on the WISH 2020 report Stepping up to the plate: Planning for 

a lasting health legacy from major sporting events,3 this report focuses 

on the opportunity of SME legacy to improve health by increasing partici-

pation in PA locally and globally.

We begin by summarizing the health benefits of PA and sport participa-

tion at the population level, outlining the case for action. We discuss how 

SME legacy activities can impact behavior change to increase participa-

tion in PA, drawing on scientific evidence, research on past SMEs and 

the World Health Organization (WHO) Global Action Plan on Physical 

Activity (GAPPA) 2018–2030. We present a framework for the design 

and implementation of an SME legacy to maximize the impact of partic-

ipation in PA, building on lessons learned from previous events. We then 

focus on Qatar’s experience in preparing for the FIFA World Cup Qatar 

2022™ (FWC22) and its progress to date in planning and delivering 

a public health legacy which encourages greater PA and sport partici-

pation locally. 

The report concludes with a number of key recommendations to progress 

and develop global knowledge, scale the potential health impact of 

SMEs, and support effective planning and delivery of  SME legacy 

for future events.
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We hope that this report will serve as a call to collective action by govern-

ments, sports authorities, and the wider sporting community to use the 

momentum and excitement generated by SMEs to promote better health 

for years to come.
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INTRODUCTION

Physical activity and health

Maintaining a  healthy population is  a  key goal for governments and 

health systems around the world, and increasing physical activity (PA) 

is  a  crucial step toward achieving this goal.4 Though not a  cure-all, 

regular PA  and sport have a  positive impact on  health and wellbeing 

in multiple ways. Regular PA has been shown to reduce the risk of myriad 

non-communicable diseases including coronary heart disease, diabetes, 

certain cancers, obesity, and to delay the onset of Alzheimer’s disease and 

dementia.5, 6 This benefit is of particular importance for health systems, 

given that non-communicable diseases cause 71 percent of worldwide 

deaths each year – including more than 15 million premature deaths for 

those aged 30 to 69 years – and are projected to result in an estimated 

$47 trillion loss to the global economy between 2010–2030.7, 8

Box 1. What do we mean by PA and sport?

Sport and PA, while interrelated, have different definitions and may 

have specific connotations depending on how they are viewed (by the 

sport or health sector, for instance).

The World Health Organization (WHO) defines PA  as “any bodily 

movement produced by skeletal muscles that requires energy expend- 

iture”.9 Sport is defined as “all forms of physical activity that contribute 

to physical fitness, mental well-being and social interaction, such as 

play, recreation, organized or  competitive sport, and indigenous 

sports and games”.10

In  this report, we use ‘PA’ and ‘PA and sport’ to mean increasing 

population-wide PA and participation in community sport. In line with 

WHO’s work in  this field, this definition incorporates activities such 

as walking or cycling for recreation or transport, sports, active recre-

ation and play.

Furthermore, regular PA  has a positive impact on mental health by  

improving cognitive function, prosocial behavior and self-esteem, and 

reducing the impact of depression and anxiety.11–13 PA and sport benefit all 

age groups – from young children to older people – and increasing PA gener-

ates benefits regardless of age or ability.14, 15
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Figure 1. Recommended versus actual levels of PA

1: Moderate PA is defined as individual exertion of 5–6 on a scale of 1–10; vigorous PA is a 7–8.

Source: WHO (2020);16 Guthold (2018, 2020).17, 18

Despite the clear health and wellbeing benefits of  PA, many people 

do  not meet the WHO-recommended levels required for good health 

(see Figure  1). One in  four adults and four in  five adolescents globally 

are not active enough; there has also been little change in the average 

levels of PA over the last 15 years.19, 20 While worrying, these statistics point 

to a  sizeable opportunity to positively affect health through increasing 

PA levels, including through sport.

The COVID-19 pandemic has negatively affected participation in PA and 

sport on  a  global scale.21 Evidence suggests that PA  levels may have 

dropped significantly during the pandemic, and the lasting impact of this 
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decrease is  yet to  be seen.22 While some countries adapted quickly  – 

developing online resources and re-opening in-person participation 

when safe – it is now more important than ever that we work collectively 

to build back better, ensuring that we  increase efforts to engage more 

people in regular PA and sport.23

The role of community and professional sport

In 2020, a United Nations (UN) Secretary-General report reaffirmed the 

importance of sport in the “promotion of tolerance and respect and the 

contributions it makes to the empowerment of women and vulnerable social 

groups, individuals and communities as well as to health, education and social 

inclusion objectives.”24 Sport is widely recognized as important to achieving 

the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and wider development 

and peace goals, including the Commonwealth goals of democracy and 

development.25, 26 Grassroots sport has a key role in providing local oppor-

tunities for PA and engaging communities, providing strong social and 

cultural connections at local, national and international levels.

Professional sport reaches and inspires millions of  fans and spectators 

worldwide, creating an important opportunity to engage more people 

in PA and sport. The world’s leading sport, football (or soccer), report-

edly has more than 3.5 billion global followers and 250 million players.27 

Cricket, the second most popular sport, has an  estimated  2.5 billion 

viewers and 200 million players, although mostly concentrated in 20 or 

so countries.28 These sports (and others) appeal to people of all ages, and 

a recent global survey found that 58 percent of adults surveyed wanted 

to participate in more sport.29

SMEs and legacy

Sports mega-events (SMEs) are defined as  “fixed-duration and costly 

international competitions that are organized by a special authority over 

defined development and promotion (pre-hosting) and post-hosting time 

periods, which yield the highest levels of media coverage and impacts for 

the host community.”30 They can reach huge numbers of people, from 

existing fans to new spectators. The FIFA World Cup, along with multi-sport 

events such as the Olympic Games and Paralympic Games (summer and 

winter), Commonwealth Games, World Student Games (Universiade), 

World Games, Pan American Games and Asian Games are considered 

to be the top international sporting events based on athlete and spec-

tator attendance, media coverage and largest economic impact.31 For 
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example, it is estimated that the FIFA World Cup Qatar 2022™ (FWC22) 

will attract between  4–5 billion spectators in  attendance, traditional 

broadcasting and online streaming of the event across four weeks.32

What is an SME legacy?

As host nations often spend billions of dollars preparing for and hosting 

SMEs,33 deliberate planning for sporting event legacies is an important 

consideration. Event legacies are the intended and unintended outcomes 

that hosting an  event initiates or  accelerates.34 Host governments, bid 

committees, and event owners as well as sport governing bodies are all 

increasingly focusing on delivering successful events and leaving a lasting 

impact across a variety of domains. These areas usually include economic, 

urban regeneration, social and education, sport and health as well as soft 

power – the ability to shape the preferences of others through appeal 

and attraction.35

Why focus on increasing PA?

Promoting an  increase in  sport and PA participation is understandably 

one of the most frequently cited ambitions for legacy from hosting mega 

sport events.36 

In  2018, a  global target to  increase participation in  PA by  15 percent 

was set as  part of  the World Health Assembly’s endorsement of  WHO’s 

Global Action Plan on  Physical Activity (GAPPA) 2018–2030, aligned 

with the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, particularly 

Goal 3 for good health and wellbeing.37 GAPPA provides guidance to all 

countries on how to increase participation in PA and outlines 20 recom-

mended effective policy actions, which can be implemented as a ‘whole 

of system’ approach to achieve four strategic objectives (see Figure 2). 

It  also sets priorities on addressing inequalities in  access to opportu-

nities to be active, and to reduce the gaps in participation, particularly 

between men and women.

Promoting increased PA  through sport is  a  key GAPPA recommen-

dation, as  is the opportunity to  leverage and evaluate the contribution 

of SME legacy initiatives. The next section of  this report uses the four 

key GAPPA objectives to  frame the approach to promoting PA as part 

of an SME legacy.
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Figure 2. GAPPA objectives to reduce levels of physical inactivity

Source: WHO (2018).38

Our scope

The WISH 2020 report Stepping up  to the plate: Planning for a  lasting 

health legacy from major sporting events outlined the major health and 

public health challenges in hosting SMEs.39 The report provided a frame-

work for host countries to leverage these events to impart a lasting health 

and public health legacy. This report builds on that effort, focusing specif-

ically on the opportunity of SME legacy to improve health by increasing 

participation in PA locally and globally.

This report does not address the role of  SMEs in  achieving other 

important global health objectives  – including reducing tobacco and 

alcohol consumption, achieving healthy diets, or using sport to address 

wider issues related to addressing racism, gender equity, or safeguarding. 

These issues – while undoubtedly important to consider in a comprehen-

sive SME health legacy  – are complex and warrant dedicated reports 

to  investigate them fully. We  also do  not include issues related to  the 

hosting of safe and secure SMEs, of which much has been learned over 

the COVID-19 pandemic through the successful hosting of Tokyo 2020 

and Beijing 2022 and is outlined in other publications.40, 41

4. Create active systems
Outline the investments needed 
to strengthen the systems necessary
to implement effective and coordinated
international, national and subnational
action to increase physical activity and
reduce sedentary behaviour.

2. Create active environments
Create supportive spaces and places
that promote and safeguard the rights
of all people, of all ages and abilities,
to have equitable access to safe
places and spaces in their cities and
communities in which they can engage
in regular physical activity.

3. Create active people
Outline the multiple settings in which
an increase in programs and
opportunities can help people of all
ages and abilities to engage in regular
physical activity as individuals, families
and communities.

GAPPA objectives
to reduce levels of
physical inactivity

1. Create active societies
Create positive social norms and
attitudes and a paradigm shift in all
of society by enhancing knowledge and
understanding of, and appreciation for,
the multiple benefits of regular physical
activity, according to ability and
at all ages.
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SECTION 1. DELIVERING IMPACT 
THROUGH SME LEGACY

“There is  an inherent appeal, and often unchallenged 

acceptance of  the natural alignment between  hosting 

a  sports mega-event and its effect on  increasing 

participation in  sport and physical activity. But too 

often this has not been shown…”

Fiona Bull, Head, Physical Activity Unit, WHO, 2022

Sport and physical activity legacy

Increasing participation in sport and PA have become core components 

of  SME legacy bids. However, there is  no global standard, or  clear 

operational definition, of  what a  legacy to  increase PA should involve. 

The specific legacy requirements set by  different SME organizing 

authorities for host cities and countries is  varied. Moreover, there are 

no standard metrics or methods to assess SME legacy planning, delivery 

or long-term impact.

This chapter elaborates a framework to support authorities that are plan-

ning or assessing SME legacy initiatives to increase the population’s PA. 

It also provides examples to learn from recent and past practice.

Strategic activities

There is an inherent appeal, and often unchallenged acceptance of the 

natural alignment of hosting an SME and its effect on increasing partic-

ipation in sport and PA. However, too often this has not been shown or 

it is not possible to  show the impact of SMEs on changing population 

levels of  sport and PA. To  establish credible evidence between SMEs 

and increased sport and PA  participation we  need a  standard frame-

work that describes what strategic activities should be  implemented, 

when, and by whom.

Table 1 recommends four strategic activities to influence population-level  

PA, building on other broad SME legacy guidance.42, 43 These activities align 

with the four strategic objectives outlined by  WHO in  the GAPPA.44 

Taken together, they represent a comprehensive and socioecological 

approach to encourage participation and behavior change.
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Table 1. Recommended strategic activities of an SME legacy to promote population levels of sport and PA

GAPPA strategic 

objectives

Supporting 

strategic activities 

for SME legacy

Examples of specific SME legacy actions

Create active 

societies

Promote physical 

activity and sport

Conduct sustained public education communication campaigns (before, during and after the SME) 

on the benefits of, and opportunities for, PA and sport participation. Communications should be tailored 

to identified target populations, which can include the community as well as professional audiences, using:

 • SME venues and fan zones during events.

 • Sport governing bodies, sports leagues, sports clubs, players, and coaches.

 • SME volunteers and fan groups.

 • Key settings such as schools, workplace and community groups.

Conduct media training to ensure that SME coverage is inclusive and incorporates promotion of PA and 

community sports participation to all ages.

Engage SME partners and stakeholders to conduct promotional activities and ensure alignment of key 

messages encouraging participation in PA and community sport while avoiding conflict of interest.

Create active 

environments

Improve 

infrastructure and 

access to facilities

Ensure that development of sports facilities and urban infrastructure for an SME are integrated as part 

of wider strategic urban design plans and improvements. Increase access and availability of equitable 

and inclusive places and opportunities to play sport and be physically active by:

 • Ensuring new or renovated existing sport facilities provide affordable and equitable use by grassroots and 

community groups post SME, aligned with minimizing environmental impact.

 • Improving provision and access to public open spaces, including parks, in local communities as well 

as around SME venues, for community sport, active recreation, fitness and exercise for people of all ages 

and abilities.

 • Increasing access to public transport systems to ensure equitable access to sports facilities and venues.

 • Improving street networks to support safe walking and cycling for active recreation, as well as a form 

of sustainable transport.

 • Improving provision, design and standards for sport and PA facilities in key settings such as childcare, 

schools, higher education, workplaces, and other community venues.
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GAPPA strategic 

objectives

Supporting 

strategic activities 

for SME legacy

Examples of specific SME legacy actions

Create active 

people

Create programs 

to encourage 

participation for all

Strengthen provision and promotion of inclusive sport and PA programs and opportunities for all ages 

through provision of:

 • Quality physical education, physical literacy and school sport programs, for children of all ages and abilities.

 • Community-based sport programs, particularly for girls, women and older adults.

 • Tailored opportunities for people living with disabilities (and their carers) to participate in sport and PA.

 • Primary healthcare services to promote and support patients to engage in PA and community-based 

sports and exercise.

Create active 

systems

Nurture 

long-lasting 

change through 

policy and 

collaboration

Ensure sustainability and accountability across the legacy lifespan by integrating implementation within 

policy context and establish shared ownership and responsibility. This can include:

 • Strengthening national and city policy and strategies related to sport (especially community/grassroots 

sport), PA, walking and cycling.

 • Setting time-bound national/city targets for increasing levels of participation.

 • Comprehensively evaluating legacy through enhanced monitoring and data systems that ensure consistent, 

integrated tracking and reporting of sport and PA participation levels and other legacy impacts.

 • Investing in strengthening the sports and PA workforce and encouraging ownership of SME legacy 

initiatives across all relevant levels and sectors.

 • Expanding partnership and ensuring co-ordination between government and non-government stakeholders, 

to advocate, fund and effectively deliver SME legacy initiatives, particularly to prioritized communities.

 • Strengthening research and encouraging innovation on community sport and PA participation.
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It is important to note that there is no single intervention that can effect-

ively change levels of PA because barriers to people participating in sport  

and PA  differ depending on  individual, sociodemographic, cultural,  

environmental and economic contexts. Increasing sport and PA requires 

addressing these diverse constraints using multiple policy actions and 

interventions delivered by  government and non-government agencies 

at different levels of  influence (local, city and national) and all tailored 

to a country’s cultural and economic context. SMEs can act as a cata-

lyst for cities, nations and regions to  start and scale strategies aimed 

at increasing community sport and PA. The International Olympic 

Committee, for example, announced its Olympism 365 strategy which 

aims to  use sport to  support the UN Sustainable Development Goals 

through improving access and ensuring opportunities to benefit from 

sport, among other activities.45

Strategic activities for SME legacy: 
Learning from past experience

“Staging a global ‘games’ is a red flag to many host cities 

who are scared off by the high cost and risk involved. 

We have to offer more than an event.”

Transformation 2022 Refresh, Commonwealth Sport46

Figure 3. Strategic activities of an SME legacy to promote 

population levels of sport and PA

Promote participation in PA and sport

Global interest and extensive media coverage of SMEs provides a valu-

able opportunity to  initiate and scale community-wide promotional 

campaigns to encourage community-based sport and PA. Due to their 

unprecedented reach to large national and international audiences, SMEs 

are an  ideal vehicle to directly convey health messages to participants, 

spectators and volunteers. SMEs can also reach a wider network through 

sports and fan club memberships. The large number of service providers 

and supply chains can also engage and offer strategic opportunities 

to spread health messages through appropriate partners.

Nurture long-lasting change
through policy and collaboration

Create programs to encourage
participation for all

Improve infrastructure
and access to facilities 

Promote physical
activity and sport



14 PLAYING THE LONG GAME

Educational and engagement campaigns to promote community sport 

and PA  should use multiple communication channels and should start 

before the event itself and continue well after it  concludes. Athletes 

and sports coaches can be powerful influencers and their voices can 

be harnessed to reach fans, spectators and the wider community.47, 48 

However, it  is currently not known how different SME communication 

campaigns work best to increase new participation among those who 

are least active. Surprisingly, there is  little robust scientific evidence on 

the effective delivery of campaigns through SME49 and this knowledge 

gap is therefore a key research priority.

Despite gaps in evidence, known principles of successful social marketing 

apply and include the need for a good understanding of the target audi-

ence and alignment of the right messages with clearly defined outcomes. 

For example, the Birmingham 2022 Commonwealth Games legacy 

developed resources showing the health benefits of 19 sports with sign-

posting to specific local opportunities.50

Improve infrastructure and access to facilities

Hosting an  SME involves ensuring that adequate sport venues, athlete 

and visitor accommodation and transport systems are in place. Most SME 

legacy plans include ambitions – even ‘promises’ – to ensure that these  

facilities benefit local communities after the event. In  addition, the 

investment in improving the area around sports event venues creates 

an opportunity to develop a sustainable transport system and provide 

more spaces for community sport and other forms of PA. For example, 

creating, improving or extending walking and cycling networks ensures  

more people can make short trips safely or use these networks for active 

recreation. As safety is the number one reason why people do not walk 

and cycle when given a choice, these improvements are important and 

should ensure the integration of separated cycling and walking networks 

within urban regeneration and development plans.

Improving urban infrastructure and transport networks has been a major 

focus of most SME host cities including the Olympic Games in Los Angeles 

1984, Barcelona 1992, Sydney 2000 and London 2012. These agendas are 

also a key feature of the Paris 2024 Summer Olympics legacy program, 

which is integrated with the city’s long-term agenda to increase walking 

and cycling for health as part of achieving the ‘15-minute city’, a concept 

where all neighborhood facilities are within a  15-minute walk, bike ride, 

or public transport journey51, 52 (see Case study 1).
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Create programs to encourage participation for all

Nearly all SME legacies include the launch of  new sport initiatives 

to  encourage participation, particularly programs delivered through 

schools and sports clubs. Schools are often seen as  the best way 

to engage young people, with legacy initiatives sharing teaching mate-

rials and conducting sport, exercise and fitness challenges through 

physical education classes and after-school programs. Sports clubs are 

key providers of sporting opportunities outside schools, and clubs and 

coaches often partner with school sport programs.

The legacy of  the Beijing 2022 Winter Olympic Games included initi-

atives in schools, clubs and the community. Despite the Games’ legacy 

being severely affected by the COVID-19 pandemic and response, which 

imposed stringent movement restrictions and closed schools for 

many months, the Organizing Committee still managed to report their 

short-term impact (see Case study 1).

Partnerships with community organizations can also be a key avenue for 

encouraging participation in harder-to-reach groups (see Case study 1).

Although there is frequent reporting of these kinds of activities within SME 

legacy, there is  a paucity of  evidence on  their effectiveness. Post-SME 

evaluation reports are often limited to sharing data on the delivery and 

uptake of programs, but very little is known about the effects on overall 

sport and PA participation over longer timeframes.53–57

Nurture long-lasting change through policy and collaboration

A successful SME legacy cannot be viewed as a set of one-off events. 

Changing attitudes, increasing sports participation and creating the right 

environment to  promote regular PA  requires long-term interventions, 

sustained investment and thoughtful policymaking.

However, there is surprisingly limited sharing of SME legacy impact, and, 

therefore, we have limited evidence on how past SMEs have effected policy 

change to deliver long-term outcomes and impact, particularly on physical 

activity. Learning from previous SMEs, both what worked and what didn’t, 

is essential to avoid continued reinvention and repetition of mistakes and 

missed opportunities. 

To  encourage and direct SME event organizers and hosts to  inten-

sify their legacy efforts, the International Olympic Committee and 

the Commonwealth Games Foundation have in recent years updated 

their bid processes to strengthen delivery of SME legacy and included 
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requirements for clear articulation of legacy plans for increasing PA and 

community participation in  sport (see Case study  1). Establishing this 

requirement in the bidding process and selection criteria is a recom-

mended lever that can increase attention and quality of legacy planning 

and delivery. Other international sports federation and SME organizations 

should consider adopting similar event-hosting requirements.
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CASE STUDY 1. LESSONS FROM 
STRATEGIC ACTIVITIES FOR 
SME LEGACY

1. Promote participation in PA and sport: 
Beijing 2022 Winter Olympics, China
Source: International Olympic Committee;58 Beijing Organising Committee for the 2022 Olympic 

and Paralympic Winter Games.59

The legacy program for the Beijing 2022 Winter Olympics had an ambi-

tious goal of encouraging 300 million people to engage with ice and 

snow sports. Efforts began alongside preparation for the Games, with the 

Beijing 2022 organizing committee working closely with central and local 

governments. By February 2022, before the Games had finished, they had 

already surpassed their goal.

The Beijing 2022 education program was part of the host’s wider efforts 

to encourage its citizens to participate in winter sports. A curriculum was 

developed that incorporated knowledge and history, practical classes 

for beginners and an introduction to becoming a winter sports coach. 

Winter sports clubs were set up in schools across the country. By the end 

of 2021, more than 2,800 schools had integrated winter sports knowl-

edge and activities into their curriculum.

2. Improve infrastructure and access to 
facilities: Paris 2024 Summer Olympics, France
Source: Paris 2024 (2022).60

Paris 2024 has committed to be the first Olympic Games fully aligned 

with the UN  Framework Convention on  Climate Change Paris Agree-

ment, supported by the Paris 2024 Clean Transport Policy. Initiatives 

include: 100% of spectators traveling to venues by public transport, bike 

or walking; free access to the Paris transport system for ticket holders; 

and a zero-emission bus fleet in service during the Games.

As part of  the comprehensive legacy of Paris 2024 Summer Olympics, 

sports facilities have been designed to be used by the public after the event.

Other urban improvements include the integration of the Games’ sustain-

ability strategy with the cycling and walking network. Paris has invested 

in doubling the number of cycle lanes along the Seine to encourage the 

public to take up regular cycling and walking, including after the sports 

events have finished.
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3. Create programs to encourage 
participation for all: Birmingham 2022 
Commonwealth Games, England
Source: Birmingham 2022 Commonwealth Games (2022).61

Birmingham City Council is working in partnership with Sport England 

to deliver its Commonwealth Active Communities program in five wards 

in the city where the highest levels of inactivity overlap with the highest 

levels of deprivation. Activities are being co-designed with communities 

to ensure that they are tailored to their needs.

The Active Wellbeing Society delivered about 70 Active Streets events 

across Birmingham during the Commonwealth Games period. For a time, 

cars were removed from the community and replaced with activities, 

engagement and neighborhood gatherings.

4. Nurture long-lasting change through 
policy and collaboration: Commonwealth 
Games Foundation

The Commonwealth Sport Movement’s 2026–2030 Strategic Roadmap62 

invites future hosts to explore innovative concepts, including co-hosting, 

and encourages mass participation events as part of enhancing health 

and wellbeing. International Federations are encouraged to  propose 

new sports/disciplines to drive growth and youth engagement. Through 

ongoing consultation, the Roadmap provides hosts with more flexibility 

to propose new sports alongside the longstanding athletics and swimming 

programs. New additions should be relevant to the host nation, show-

case culturally important sports, and increase community engagement. 

For example, the Gold Coast 2018 Commonwealth Games in Australia 

included Beach Volleyball and Women’s Rugby Sevens for the first time, 

and Birmingham 2022 included T20 Cricket and 3x3 Basketball.

The Commonwealth Games Foundation has established an impact frame-

work aimed at defining, assessing, communicating, and ultimately driving 

the positive impact that the Games have on diverse societies, econo-

mies and physical environments. An  integrated approach to economic, 

social and environmental development, measured through the Organisa-

tion for Economic Co-operation and Development’s Better Life Initiative, 

supports and extends communal prosperity.63
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Planning to deliver

“Just as the Games took 10 years to win, plan and deliver, 

so  legacy must be seen as a 10-year project to realise 

lasting change.”

Lord Sebastian Coe, Olympian and Chairman of the British Olympic 

Association, 201364

Plan early, plan well

There is a growing body of literature and multiple frameworks on SME 

legacy, and an emerging set of consistent features and recommendations 

for host cities and countries.65–67 The most common elements have been 

summarized in Table 2.

Table 2. Seven key elements to delivering a successful SME legacy 

for sport and physical activity

Strategic plan 

with time-bound 

objectives

Develop a unified, co-created legacy plan including 

clear time-bound objectives and targets, timelines and 

measurable key performance indicators. This is expected 

for delivery of the SME and should be done with same level 

of detail and oversight for the SME legacy. Setting realistic, 

measurable and time-bound objectives on community 

sport and physical activity is central to providing clear focus 

and legacy outcomes. The planning process should include 

an a priori assessment of what policies and programs 

already exist and ensure that SME legacy initiatives are 

integrated within the wider policy frameworks to avoid 

duplication of programs and campaigns.

Leadership and 

co-ordination

Establish leadership and clear co-ordination of the multiple 

stakeholders necessary to deliver a collective legacy. 

This requires a dedicated SME legacy leadership team, 

clear allocation and understanding of responsibilities, 

and effective mechanisms for co-ordination, collaboration, 

and accountability across sectors and levels of operation 

(eg, city, state, national).

Engage partners, 

media and 

communities

Include and implement comprehensive and meaningful 

community engagement processes to ensure that local 

communities in the host city and other targeted communities 

(nationally and internationally, where appropriate) are 

engaged in co-creation across the SME legacy lifecycle 

(design, planning, delivery/implementation and evaluation). 

This may require building community capacity to engage 

and contribute, and ensuring that the media are well 

informed and aligned as they shape public opinion 

and political support.
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Build capacity 

and ownership

Integrate education and training of young people, 

volunteers and all SME legacy stakeholders to build 

long-term capacity through knowledge and skills in health, 

sport and physical activity. Develop and maintain a shared 

understanding among all stakeholders of the legacy 

objectives and lifecycle.

Monitor and 

evaluate

Establish and implement a robust monitoring and evaluation 

plan to assess the short-, medium- and long-term impacts 

of SME legacy. Strengthen and align data collection systems, 

data sharing agreements and use of agreed metrics 

aligned with legacy objectives. Share learning on progress 

to inform legacy planning and other SME legacy teams.

Build knowledge, 

research and 

innovation

SME legacy should be informed by and contribute to 

building knowledge of sport’s contribution to health and 

wellbeing. Include initiatives to strengthen institutional 

research capacities on sport and health as well as put 

this research into practice locally and internationally.

Sustainable 

funding

Secure adequate funding for SME legacy initiatives and 

evaluation across the lifecycle, including dissemination 

of results and learning.

One of the core recommendations is that the SME legacy must be planned 

as thoroughly as the bid and delivery of the SME itself.68 This often does 

not happen, with detailed legacy planning and funding mechanisms 

deferred to just months, or at best one to two years, before an event. This 

limits the time available to assemble stakeholders, consult with communi-

ties, assess needs, gather data and develop coordinated implementation 

plans and evaluations, all of which are key elements to success. ‘Start 

early’ was the simple and clear message identified in WISH report 202069 

and remains a  core recommendation of  this report. Further, sustain-

able funding mechanisms are required to sustain legacy activities and 

their evaluation.

The legacy from an SME is not a one-off task or set of activities just 

undertaken within the time window of  the sport event itself. It  requires 

conceptualizing, planning and execution over the SME lifecycle. Realizing 

lasting health impacts from a sport event starts with defining the legacy 

ambitions and object ives, and this should commence within the bidding 

process and extend years, even decades after the event itself.
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Demonstrating impact

“Those cities and nations hosting, or considering hosting 

major sport events, are seeking tangible proof of social 

and economic returns on their investments.”

Eamonn O’Roake, former Deputy Head of Leisure at Manchester 

City Council, 202270

The impact of hosting an SME is under increasing scrutiny due to their 

complex demands, high costs and environmental impacts. Delivering 

the promised returns on investment to a host city and communities is vital 

for governments and the sport ecosystem. However, despite the almost 

universal acceptance that SME legacy should deliver health benefits, 

there is a dearth of evidence to support and quantify impact on commu-

nity sport and PA on a population level. Some observers question if the 

purported impact of SME on PA is ‘reality or just rhetoric’.71

Although studies of SMEs have increased in  recent years, the majority 

of available evidence concludes that both single and multi-sport mega-

event legacies remain poorly evaluated and the knowledge base remains 

scant in important areas. Most of the evidence on the impact on PA levels 

is from relatively small-scale, often poorly designed, and short-term (less 

than five years) SME evaluations.72–75 As a result, there have been calls 

for more robust and longer-term population-level evaluations. Even when 

legacy evaluations are published, assembling all the relevant evidence 

is difficult because it is published in a variety of places across diverse disci-

plines – from peer-reviewed journals to government reports and private 

sector analyses. A systematic assessment of all available evidence, incor-

porating knowledge from across different disciplines, such as health, sport 

management, leisure studies and social policy, on SME legacy to increase 

sport and PA would be valuable to inform policy and practice.

Critically, the planning of future SME legacy programs would be aided 

by  new and more robust studies, using reliable and valid research 

tools, appropriate study designs and applicable methods for sampling 

population-level changes. In  particular, there is  a  need for agree-

ment on what outcomes and impacts should be assessed, and the use of 

common metrics would vastly improve the evidence base. Work on this 

agenda is underway, led by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development (OECD) to support the implementation of recommen-

dations on global events and local development. It is forecast to provide 

a valuable indicator framework applicable to multiple contexts and sports 

events as well as cultural mega-events.76
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SECTION 2. FIFA WORLD CUP 
QATAR 2022 HEALTH LEGACY – 
THE QATAR EXPERIENCE

Qatar is the first country in the Middle East to host the FIFA World Cup. 

This section summarizes Qatar’s experience of  designing a  sport and 

physical activity (PA) legacy from hosting this event. It provides an over-

view of  the approaches taken, including planning and co-ordination, 

strategic activities to support SME legacy and measuring impact.

Planning and co-ordination

After winning the bid to host the FWC22 in 2010, Qatar established the 

Supreme Committee for Delivery & Legacy (SC) to oversee construc-

tion of the necessary infrastructure for the tournament, to co-ordinate 

planning and operations with local stakeholders and to develop a lasting 

legacy beyond the event.77

The SC is governed by a board headed by the Emir of Qatar. Other board 

members include representatives from government ministries – including 

Interior, Finance, Culture and Sports, Development Planning and Statistics, 

Transport and Communications, and Municipality and Environment – as well 

as the president of the Qatar Football Association and the president of the 

Qatar Olympic Committee.78 The SC works closely with the Qatar 2022 

Local Organizing Committee and FIFA on planning and operations. It also 

maintains a National Legacy Committee – which includes SC members 

and leaders from local organizations – that focuses solely on the event’s 

human, social, economic, environmental and sporting legacy.79

In October 2021, the State of Qatar, World Health Organization (WHO), 

and FIFA also launched a three-year partnership (Healthy 2022 World 

Cup – Creating Legacy for Sport and Health) to promote health during the 

event and to establish a lasting legacy beyond the tournament, focusing 

on three areas (as outlined in Figure 4).80
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Figure 4. Healthy 2022 World Cup – Creating Legacy for 

Sport and Health

* Health legacy focus.

Source: WHO (2022).81

This partnership will complement the legacy activities of  the SC, with 

initial health promotion priority actions82 including:

 • Promoting participation in sport and physical activity.

 • Healthy foods options in stadiums, fan zones and the local community.

 • Strengthening tobacco prevention activities across venues  

and fan zones.

 • Advancing national health promotion policy and systems, including 

healthy cities agenda.

 • Information sharing with other event organizers, such as future single 

and multiple sport mega events.

Strategic activities for FWC22 legacy

Building on the framework outlined in Section 1, the following subsections 

outline the actions taken to date within the four recommended strategic 

activities for SME health legacy for the FWC22. These actions support the 

four broader GAPPA strategic objectives for health legacy.

Promote participation in PA and sport

Using the FWC22 to promote uptake of healthy lifestyles among Qatari 

citizens and residents is  an essential component of  the event’s health 

legacy. Several local organizations have leveraged enthusiasm for  the 

upcoming event to encourage PA. For example, since 2012, Weill Cornell 

Medicine-Qatar has run Sahtak Awalan: Your Health First (YHF), 

a comprehensive health campaign which aims to encourage, inspire and 

Using the FIFA World Cup
Qatar 2022TM as a platform

to promote healthy lifestyles*

Creating a blueprint to protect
and promote health at future

mass gatherings*

Protecting the health of all those
involved in the FIFA World Cup

Qatar 2022TM

Partnership
priorities
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empower people to lead healthy lifestyles in line with the Qatar National 

Vision 2030. In  partnership with Qatar Foundation, Ministry of  Public 

Health, ExxonMobil and various government ministries, YHF reaches out 

to the community through traditional and social media, website, school 

visits, radio and television spots and pop-up booths and activity stations 

at national events to share information about healthy living, sustainability, 

exercise and nutrition. YHF’s most recent innovation in partnership with 

the Ministry of Municipality, the Fitness Box, has installed solar-powered 

workout stations crafted from upcycled shipping containers in public parks 

across Doha. YHF has more than: 3 million views on its YouTube channel, 

230,000 fans on Facebook, 70,000 followers on Instagram, and 40,000 

followers on Twitter.83

The Healthy 2022 World Cup – Creating Legacy for Sport and Health 

partnership will also have a strong focus on engaging youth in being more 

active, using digital tools and social media campaigns, activation of the new 

facilities and precincts post event, and strengthening the partnership and 

national policy frameworks on sport and PA. In addition, activities include 

raising awareness of the importance of PA with key messages on how 

PA can support health more broadly, including mental health.84 These 

campaigns will continue throughout the World Cup, with plans to extend 

beyond the event itself to spread the message of ‘Health for All’.85

Improve infrastructure and access to facilities

Strategic investment in  infrastructure and a well-designed environment 

have a  demonstrable impact on  population health  – increasing PA, 

preventing premature mortality, and reducing costs associated with 

physical inactivity.86 Qatar invested in public transportation infrastructure, 

including its first metro and tram system.87 The latter has three metro 

lines spanning 37 metro stations across 76 kilometers, greatly increasing 

accessibility to World Cup stadiums and exercise venues, while reducing 

the need for private car transport.88 Qatar has also constructed ‘walk-

able neighborhoods’, with cycling lanes and pedestrian paths.89 These are 

designed to be inclusive and accessible to people with different degrees of 

mobility – for instance, all 37 metro stations are wheelchair accessible – 

and those who are visually challenged.90

In preparation for the World Cup events, Qatar constructed seven stad - 

iums, in addition to renovating an existing stadium, with designs inspired 

by different cultures and symbols in the country. In line with construction 

of the new stadiums, there has been a sustained drive to enhance commu-

nity sporting facilities, recreational areas and green spaces around these 

areas to improve public health.91 Figure 5 outlines the community benefits 

of the World Cup stadiums and their surrounding infrastructure.



25PLAYING THE LONG GAME

Figure 5. FWC22 stadiums and community benefits

Source: SC (2022).92

Khalifa 
International Stadium

For the stadium:
Qatar National Stadium, 
main athletics stadium in the 
country and home of Qatar 
men’s national football team 

For the precinct:
Aspetar sports medicine
hospital, sport academy,
aquatics centre, football
pitches, multi-pupose 
sports, complex, hotels

Ahmad Bin Ali Stadium

For the stadium:
Home of football team 
Al Rayyan Sports Club 
and sporting venue

For the precinct:
Football and cricket 
pitches, tennis courts and 
other community facilities

Education City Stadium

For the stadium:
Home of Qatar women’s 
national football team, 
stadium for Education 
City needs and host for 
national and international 
football matches

For the precinct:
Two schools, sports facilities for 
surrounding universities

Lusail Stadium

For the stadium:
Various non-football 
related options

For the precinct:
Public park with fitness 
equipment, running track, 
football training pitches

974 Stadium

For the stadium:
Modular venue that will be 
disassembled and donated 
to low- and middle-income 
countries

Al Bayt Stadium

For the stadium:
Boutique hotel, sporting 
venue, community facilities

For the precinct:
Public park with tracks for 
running, cycling and horse 
riding; football pitches, 
parks and play areas

Al Thumama Stadium

For the stadium:
Home of two local football 
teams, Aspetar sports 
medicine clinic

For the precinct:
Energy innovation research 
facility; football pitches; 
jogging and cycling tracks

Al Janoub Stadium

For the stadium:
Home of football team 
Al Wakrah Sports Club

For the precinct:
Public park with fitness 
equipment, running track, 
football training pitches
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Stadiums incorporate a number of features designed for health bene-

fits during and after the games. There are dedicated bicycle tracks near 

building entrances and crossings, which provide a healthier option for 

moving from different locations during and after the World Cup games.

After the FWC22, non-modular sports venues will be utilized nation-

ally for various local events to continue promoting health and physical 

activity (as shown in Figure 5). The 974 Stadium will be disassembled and 

donated to select low- and middle-income countries.

Create programs to encourage participation for all

Since winning the bid to host the World Cup, Qatar has launched a number 

of programs aimed at increasing participation in sport and PA. The Qatar 

Sports for All Federation, run by the Ministry of Sports and Youth, aims to 

increase the number of sports across genders and various age groups. Its 365 

Active Program features daily sports activities for all age groups, including 

outdoor training sessions under the supervision of professional coaches. 

Training sessions take place daily from 5pm to 6pm, with women-only 

sessions running from 6pm to 7pm. To date, nearly 15,000 people have 

participated, with approximately 30 to 50 participants attending each day.93

In partnership with local organizations, the SC has launched a number 

of amateur football initiatives involving more than 10,000 players from 

over 70 countries.94 The Workers’ Cup, run by the SC and the Qatar Stars 

League, encourages participation among migrant workers. In 2019, over 

600 players participated, and the final match attracted more than 10,000 

spectators.95 The Qatar Community Football League has grown to four 

men’s divisions, four boys’ divisions and two girls’ leagues. A women’s 

league was under development in collaboration with the Qatar Women’s 

Sport Committee and the Qatar Football Association, but delayed due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Specifically targeting children, Koora Time, an initiative created by Qatar 

Shell and Qatar Football Association, aims to  improve the health of 

local 7–16-year-olds through football. The program draws on FC Barce-

lona Foundation’s FutbolNet methodology and provides children with 

extra-curricular physical education each year.96

Additionally, the SC – in partnership with the Ministry of Education and 

Higher Education Schools Sport Programme – runs Generation Amazing, 

its flagship corporate social responsibility program. The initiative, 

described in further detail in Case study 2, uses football to drive social 

change, increase access to sports, and enhance community integration 

in Qatar and internationally.97
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CASE STUDY 2. GENERATION AMAZING

Launched in 2010, Generation Amazing uses a  ‘football for develop-

ment’ approach to  teach gender equality and inclusivity, as well as  life 

skills such as  communication, organization, teamwork and leadership. 

It targets disadvantaged and marginalized communities, in Qatar and 

across the world.

Internationally, Generation Amazing has reached more than 750,000 

young people in nearly 30 communities in countries including Brazil, Haiti, 

India, Jordan, Lebanon, Nepal, Oman, Pakistan, the Philippines, Russia, 

Rwanda, Syria and the UK.

Ultimately, the initiative aims to empower young people through sport 

to create positive change in their community, while contributing to the 

UN Sustainable Development Goals.

Source: SC (2022).98



28 PLAYING THE LONG GAME

Nurture long-lasting change through policy 
and collaboration

The ultimate goal of  the SC’s legacy program is  to ensure long-lasting 

change beyond the event. Work is  underway to  ensure that national 

policies effectively promote health, and that partnerships are leveraged 

to maximize the impact of these policies. This is supported by the ‘Health 

in All Policies’ system-wide priority within the National Health Strategy 

2018–2022, which promotes an  intersectoral approach to  policy and 

health improvement.

The B4Development Foundation (B4D) – launched by the SC in 2016 

(formerly known as the Qatar Behavioral Insights Unit) applies behavioral 

insights and ‘nudge’ approaches to  policy challenges, including health 

promotion. B4D is one of  the main programs aimed at  supporting the 

World Cup health legacy (see Case study 3 for more information).99

The Healthy 2022 World Cup – Creating Legacy for Sport and Health 

partnership also aims to ensure long-lasting change through communi-

cation campaigns and community-based programs across its three-year 

lifespan. Both B4D and Generation Amazing will support different projects 

included in the partnership.100
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CASE STUDY 3. B4DEVELOPMENT 
FOUNDATION

B4D is the first behavioral insights unit in the Middle East. The Supreme 

Committee for Delivery & Legacy launched the foundation to leverage 

behavioral insights to develop evidence-based solutions for key policy 

challenges related to the World Cup legacy, including promoting healthy 

lifestyles among citizens, as well as wider challenges in the country. B4D 

develops and designs a range of behavior-based programs spanning 

capacity building, research dissemination and knowledge exchange.

Since 2016, B4D has conducted more than 70  experiments, ranging 

from enhancing craft and manual workers’ grievance reporting system 

and to  promoting healthy eating. In  the run-up to  the FWC22, experi-

ments have included encouraging recycling at football matches, reducing 

littering at  football stadiums and increasing physical activity among 

Qatari residents.

B4D works closely with Generation Amazing to enhance the effective-

ness of its football for development program. Several experiments have 

been conducted to boost attendance of the Generation Amazing Youth 

Festival and to  increase commitment and discipline among students 

participating in Generation Amazing programs.

Source: B4D (2022).101
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Measuring impact

The SC has undertaken an interim assessment of the impact of its legacy 

activities, including those related to sports and health. The results are 

positive thus far.102

Many of the community programs launched in the years leading up to 

the World Cup have proven popular. The Qatar Sports for All Federation 

has garnered nearly 15,000 participants, while amateur football leagues, 

such as the Supreme Committee Football League, have engaged more 

than 10,000 citizens. YHF’s health promotion campaigns have reached 

a wide-ranging audience, and citizens have begun to enjoy the new facil-

ities, parks, and cycling paths constructed as part of event preparations.

A final impact assessment will be released in early 2023, and it will incor-

porate the results from the four-week event.

As this report goes to print, the FWC22 has not taken place. Therefore, it is 

not yet possible to report the full impact of  the event’s health legacy. 

An overall assessment will require longer-term tracking and reporting, 

potentially five to ten years after the event in 2022. As a start, a multisec-

toral assessment of national PA policy using the WHO GAPPA Situation 

Analysis Tool was undertaken in June 2022 to help inform forthcoming 

national policies, including on PA, sport and the Qatar National Health 

Strategy 2030. This exercise will be repeated in three years to monitor 

changes in PA levels across the country.

Lessons learned and conclusion

The FWC22 provides a  unique opportunity to  develop, nurture and 

support SME initiatives and programs that will ultimately further 

encourage healthy lifestyle behaviors, and promote wellbeing and quality 

of life for people in Qatar and beyond. As the tournament approaches, 

it is an opportune time to reflect on the accomplishments achieved so far 

and what has yet to be completed to ensure an effect ive health legacy.

Lessons learned include:

 • An early focus on legacy is essential: SME committees are increasingly 

considering legacy planning when assessing bids from host coun-

tries and cities. Legacy activities should begin on day one, and should 

be overseen by a dedicated team. The SC’s strong focus on legacy 
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and activities over the last decade have enabled Qatar to  launch 

a number of programs well in advance of  the event, and continue 

to build momentum around its key goals.

 • International and local collaborations ensure maximum impact: 

To ensure a lasting impact, legacy activities should involve external 

organizations with a  remit well beyond the event. The SC has part-

nered with multiple government ministries, local organizations, and 

WHO to ensure that its legacy activities are embedded in  the local 

and international health ecosystems.

 • Accurate, comprehensive performance measurement is required to 

assess impact: While it  is still too early to assess the impact of  the 

FWC22 health legacy, an accurate picture will only be possible with 

comprehensive, wide-ranging data. It  is essential that the SC  and 

other stakeholders continue to track metrics, such as physical activity, 

before, during, and after the event. Of  particular importance are 

well-established baseline metrics and performance measurements 

over time. Continued partnerships – at both the local and international 

levels – will also ensure that other host countries and cities can learn 

from Qatar’s experience.

We hope that Qatar’s experience provides a helpful starting point for host 

nations of future SMEs to build lasting health legacies.
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SECTION 3. CONCLUSION 
AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Host governments, event organizers and sport governing bodies are 

increasingly committed to creating lasting SME legacies across economic, 

urban development, education and health. While increasing sport and PA 

is often included in legacy plans, tangible results are rarely documented or 

achieved. This is a surprising collective omission across host cities, coun-

tries and sports organizations.

The systemic barriers to participation in PA and sport can’t be resolved by 

a single event or by a single city. A lasting PA legacy can only be achieved 

through a collective effort of sport event owners and organizers, interna-

tional sport federations, other sport entities and national governments.

To fulfill this ambition, it is imperative that these key stakeholders gather 

and share knowledge on the best strategies to deliver population-level 

impact on PA and sport participation. Therefore, we call on sport owners 

and organizers, international sport federations and entities, governments 

and interested stakeholders to:

1. Review and revise the SME bid process and criteria to  require and 

incentivize stronger planning and reporting on SME legacy impact, 

including a focus on increasing PA and sport participation.

2. Support the development of common  indicators to  assess SME 

legacy and strengthen the evaluation of  SME impact on  sport and 

PA at the population level in the short, medium and long term. Guid-

ance and tools should be provided for collecting and tracking these 

metrics over a number of years to accurately gauge evidence of mean-

ingful long-term change.

3. Support the demonstration of  model evaluation frameworks in 

future SMEs to test and refine evaluation methodology, and provide 

examples of best practices.

4. Build capacity and support knowledge transfer within and between 

sports events and all relevant sectors  to  strengthen the skills and 

competencies in planning, delivering and evaluating SME legacy aimed 

at increasing participation in community sport and PA.

Together, this global community of  stakeholders vested in delivering 

the benefits of sport can harness the enthusiasm generated by SMEs 

to ensure a lasting health legacy for generations to come.
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