
Learning Objectives

By reading this chapter students should be able to:

 Reflect on the meaning of events for individuals in different societies. 
 Identify the practices of business, communities and countries which have 

been influenced by the popularity of events.
 List and evaluate the positive and negative impacts that events have had 

on communities and the urban environment.
 Understand the key criticisms that are made of events. 
 Critically discuss the potential of events to achieve long-term, sustainable 

economic development.

Introduction 

Events have been a part of human civilizations since ancient times. They have marked 
changing seasons, heralded the appointment of new leaders, celebrated religious rites 
and rituals and also signified births and deaths. In modern societies they continue to 
serve these functions but they have become significantly more complex and elabo-
rate and their audiences have grown exponentially. The 2009 inauguration of the 
44th American President, Barack Obama, set records for being the most popular 
presidential inauguration by attracting a live viewing audience of over 2 million and 
an online audience of over 45.5 million viewers (Heussner, 2009). It was an elaborate 
production costing over US$170 million (£104 million) to stage (Mayerowitz, 2009). 
The 2008 Beijing Olympics was viewed by a record 4.7 billion television viewers 
(Neilsen, 2008) and cost over US$40billion (£25 billion) to stage, making it the most 
expensive Olympic Games event of all time (CBC News, 2008). Both these exam-
ples demonstrate how drastically the roles of events in societies have changed and 
how integral they have become to daily life. 

Like other leisure/symbolic/experience goods, events now have an ever-increasing 
value for individuals (see Lash and Urry, 1994; Nazreth, 2007; Pine and Gilmore, 
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1999). Toffler’s (1970: 226) prediction that in the future individuals would ‘begin to 
collect experiences as consciously and passionately as they once collected things’ 
seems to have come true. For communities as well, events have taken on new mean-
ings. Whereas once community events marked the details of local life, in contempo-
rary migrant communities, which are often comprised of immigrants from many 
different countries, events have become a way of re-connecting with homelands and 
heritage. Many communities also host what have been described as ‘placeless festivals’ 
(MacLeod, 2006) which are not associated with any particular community or coun-
try, but rather represent shared interests and ideals or are staged purely for commer-
cial reasons. In the realm of business the impact of events on organizations can be 
seen in the contemporary strategies of marketers. Event or experiential marketing 
has emerged as a central feature of the marketing mix for organizations around the 
world and continues to dominate marketing budgets. As organizations become big-
ger and bigger and cross national boundaries, international meetings and conferences 
have emerged as a vital tool for keeping employees in touch with one another. In 
cities, mega-events have been used as catalysts for major regeneration projects by city 
governments that aspire to ‘world city’ status. Many countries have also promoted 
and continue to promote events as a means of impacting positively on long-term 
economic development. 

Despite the current ubiquity enjoyed by events and the state of ‘hyperfestivity’ 
(Richards, 2010) that now dominates the twenty-first century, events are not without 
their critics or drawbacks. For example, the proliferation of placeless festivals has been 
criticized for transforming formerly meaningful celebrations into largely meaningless 
tourist spectacles (MacLeod, 2006), much in the way Boorstin (1961) condemned 
‘pseudo events’ for being media creations and irrelevant to real life. Globally, the 2008 
financial crisis has heightened concerns from corporations as to whether there is 
adequate return on investment to justify spending on events. Meeting planners are 
now being pressed to provide detailed proof of return on investment for corporate 
meetings and the ability to do so has been highlighted as vital to their business’ future 
success (MPI, 2010). 

In cities, the claims and pronouncements of civic leaders of the benefits of events 
have often been proven to be overly extravagant (Gold and Gold, 2005). The unin-
tended social, economic and fiscal consequences of events have even triggered 
political dissent and regime change, when outcomes fail to meet expectations, or 
where adverse impacts on particular communities, especially at the local and neigh-
bourhood level, outweigh the promised benefits (Shaw, 2003). The hosting of large-
scale events has also left countries facing substantial long-term debt due to 
cost-overruns or losing face internationally due to poor organization and planning.   

This chapter seeks to provide students with a comprehensive overview of the ways 
in which events are currently shaping the lives of individuals, organizations, com-
munities and economies, highlighting their potential to be forces of positive change 
and transformation as well as sources of negative consequences and outcomes. It 
strives to give a balanced, critical appraisal of events and their role in societies across 
the globe.
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What Do Events Mean to Us?

For most people events are an integral part of daily life. They represent critical mile-
stones and are among the most memorable experiences individuals can have. The 
persistence of wedding, birthday, graduation and farewell celebrations demonstrate 
the enduring relevance of events to human life. At the same time, as we as human 
beings have changed so has the meanings events have for us. For many in consump-
tion-driven Western societies, events are no longer a time of rest or recuperation 
from labour or times to reflect on religious values and beliefs or even to mark the 
changing seasons and rhythms of life. They are instead sites in which individuals seek 
to connect with each other and find meaning, as opportunities for both are now in 
short supply.

Indeed, the emergence of modern day music festivals and sporting events as forms 
of alternative spirituality has been observed by a number of commentators as a feature 
of postmodern life (Kommers, 2011; Parry, 2007; Partridge, 2006). One such event is 
the Burning Man Festival which has been staged annually since 1986. It is a celebra-
tion of self-expression, survival, sharing and radical self-reliance which features inter-
active art-making, gift-giving, performance and costuming. For regular attendees, 
known as ‘burners’, the festival site – the desert of Black Rock City, Nevada – is a 
place of pilgrimage where authentic, spontaneous expressions of spirituality can be 
experienced by all attendees regardless of faith. It also represents a stark contrast to 
the consumerism of modern life as attendees are required to participate in a ‘gift-
economy’, relying on gifts given to them by others to survive for the duration of the 
festival. Burning Man culminates in the burning of a 50-foot effigy of a man, which 
has various meanings for attendees. Sherry and Kozinets (2007) highlight some of 
these meanings in an ethnographic study of the festival. See Table 1.1 below.

Sporting events such as the Olympic Games and the FIFA World Cup are also, for 
sports fans, sites of pilgrimage. The venues where great sporting feats have taken place 
are for some comparable to shrines in which they can walk in the footsteps of their 
sporting heroes (Gammon, 2004).  

In non-western societies, yet to be dominated by modern capitalism, events have 
also taken on new meanings for individuals. Thanks to the spread of cultural tour-
ism, communities previously untouched by the outside world are now sought out 
by tourists searching for new cultural experiences. For the practitioners of indig-
enous cultural art forms, staging events for visitors can be a source of pride, 
empowerment and additional income. For example, Cole’s (2007) study, which 
features cultural tourism in Eastern Indonesia, demonstrates how villagers use the 
cultural events they stage for visitors to achieve a sense of enhanced identity. 
However, at the same time, staging events in this manner can also change their 
meanings and significance, turning once sacred rites and rituals into ‘commodities 
to be traded in the global cause of tourism development’ (Clarke, 2000: 23). 
Greenwood’s (1989) often cited seminal essay on Spain’s Alarde of Fuenterrabia 
illustrates how a once important historic ritual has been rendered inauthentic by 
its development for the tourism market. Events in such cases can become performances 
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which rob individuals ‘of the very meanings by which they organize their lives’ 
(Greenwood, 1989: 179).

The meaning of events can also change over time as societies evolve. Gay Pride 
celebrations, in cities such as San Francisco, London and Sydney, for example, were 
once highly politicized events where gays came together to assert their rights as 
individuals. Nowadays these parades are fun, festive days for the entire family. There 
is now much less of a stigma surrounding homosexuality in many societies, so these 
events have become mainstream tourist attractions endorsed by politicians and local 
businesses for the publicity and other benefits that can be derived from their staging. 
Likewise Carnival, which is celebrated in the Caribbean island of Trinidad, was once 
a commemoration of the end of slavery in which participants heavily criticized and 
satirized former slave masters and government officials. The modern festival, although 
still bearing some resemblance to the post-slavery celebrations, has evolved into an 
event which has a wider, far more universal message of freedom and self-expression 
which transcends race, class or economic classifications. Events like these can dem-
onstrate to individuals how their societies have evolved over time, reflecting pro-
found changes in social attitudes, political and economic circumstances or even how 
a society sees itself.

Events in Organizations

One of the key ways that events are used by organizations is in event and/or expe-
riential marketing. The popularity of these practices has been linked in large part to 
increasing media fragmentation and competition amongst firms which have led to 
consumers being bombarded with an endless array of choices and thus less responsive 
to traditional methods of advertising. 

The terms event and experiential marketing are often used interchangeably but 
they are defined quite differently in the literature. Event marketing generally refers 
to the process planned by an organization of integrating a variety of communication 
elements behind an event theme – most often through the sponsorship of another 
organization’s event (Tuckwell, 1991). Experiential marketing in contrast is most 
often associated with the promotion of brands. It seeks to create an on-going, emo-
tional attachment between a brand and its customers by bringing it to life in the 
form of an event, experience or interaction (McCole, 2004). (Chapter 6 in this vol-
ume discusses this topic in greater detail.)

Table 1.1 Symbolism of the ‘burn’ at the Burning Man Festival
 Profound loss
 Pure wonderment 
 A combustion of the id 
 Release from restraint
 Sacrifice

 A stripping of the self
 Purification
 A loss of direction
 Crucifixion
 Adrenalized joy
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The other key ways in which organizations utilize events are as ways of communicat-
ing with and motivating its staff or members. Perhaps the most common of these types 
of events are meetings. They can be used to inform staff of changes, initiate projects or 
keep employees on track and working towards a goal. Many organizations will also have 
events which are not specifically related to the organization’s work but are instead 
meant to be activities which give employees or members an opportunity to relax or be 
entertained. These can come in the form of awards ceremonies, office parties or elabo-
rate incentive programmes. These types of events form a major component of the 
MICE (meetings, incentive travel, conferences and exhibitions) sector which is where 
the relationship between events and organizations is perhaps most visible.

 Conferences and exhibitions can also bring together colleagues from similar indus-
tries, professions or interest groups in forums to meet and share ideas and information. 
The exuberance of the sector has been somewhat curbed by the 2008 financial crisis 
as in many organizations events are now being viewed as unnecessary extras in times 
of austerity. Event managers in this sector are now under pressure to prove the value 
of hosting these events, bringing a new level of scrutiny to claims of events being able 
to enhance organizational performance. (See Chapter 14 in this volume where  a more 
detailed overview of the MICE sector and its current issues and challenges is given.)

Events – Engines of Social Integration for Communities? 

In large cities that are gateways to immigration, events such as street festivals and car-
nivals bring together members of ethnic and cultural minorities, some of whom may 
be recent arrivals, while others may have settled for several generations. As with food, 
music and other traditions, religious and secular festivals can play an important role in 
uniting those communities and reinforcing their shared identities. In some cases the 
event evolves over time and takes on new forms and meanings through fusion with 
other cultural influences. Thus, the bigger picture or mosaic of many festivals at dif-
ferent times in the annual events calendar may confer a ‘cosmopolitan’ character to a 
city as a whole that can be promoted to external audiences as a positive feature.

In Putnam’s (2000) terminology, the process of staging such festivals may help to 
build bonding capital within a network of people with common cultural or ethnic 
origins. The timing of traditional festivals may connect community members with their 
countries of origin, for example, New Year and spring festivals. Further, to transnational 
communities as well as members of the majority culture, their enactment may con-
firm associations between a particular minority and the urban spaces where the 
festival takes place. In some circumstances, the event may connect favourably with 
the majority community of the city concerned, and provide an enjoyable opportu-
nity for the latter to gain a better understanding of the lives of immigrants within 
their own city. Thus festivals may help create bridges between communities: bridging 
capital. Nevertheless, there is a rather thin line between expression of elements of 
cultural identity to visiting ‘tourists’ and the reinforcement of cultural or ethnic 
stereotypes: a simplification that commercial sponsors may tend to reinforce to pro-
mote products such as exotic food and drink. 
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In their study of ethnically diverse neighbourhoods in Montreal, Germain and 
Radice (2006: 113) observe that few authors have related the concept of ‘cosmo-
politanism’ explicitly to street-level encounters in public spaces such as those facili-
tated through festivals, but amongst those authors  there are two camps. On the one 
hand, there are ‘idealists’ who emphasize ‘the potential to unite citizens and/or 
political movements and institutions across national and other boundaries’, including 
Hannerz (1996: 103) who defines cosmopolitanism as a ‘willingness to engage with 
the Other’ that encourages individuals to develop abilities to make their way in other 
cultures, building upon active listening, observation and reflection. Bloomfield and 
Bianchini (2004: 88–9) comment that some festivals, carnivals and community events 
can be seen both as cultural expressions of specific ethnic minorities and as civic 
celebrations belonging to the whole city, notable examples being Berlin’s annual 
Karnivale der Kulturen (carnival of cultures) which offers a showcase for African, 
Latin American, Asian, Turkish and Indian music and dance, and Rotterdam’s 
Caribbean Carnival, an inter-cultural event that has evolved and interacted with 
contemporary Dutch culture. 

In contrast to this somewhat upbeat and optimistic reading of ‘cosmopolitan’ fes-
tivals, a more cynical interpretation emphasizes a trend towards commodification of 
events and other ‘exotic products’ that trades upon ethnic and cultural difference as 
a commercial opportunity.  With particular reference to ‘Disneyfied Latin Quarters’ 
in North American cities, critics have characterized the process as top-down homog-
enization. Global competition impels cities to create ‘cosmopolitan’ spaces in which 
to entertain the desirable target market of affluent, footloose cosmopolites. Judd 
(1999: 36) describes Greektown in Baltimore as ‘a two-block-square renovated dis-
trict’ that envelops the traveller ‘so that he/she only moves inside secured, protected 
and normalized environments’. He concedes to the possibility that cultural events 
may ‘help foster community solidarity and spirit’, such as the St Patrick’s Day parades. 
Nevertheless, he concludes that tourist bubbles are ‘more likely to contribute to 
racial, ethnic, and class tensions than an impulse toward local community’ (Judd, 
1999: 52–3). More recently, Hannigan (2007) has highlighted the sophisticated ‘con-
trolled edge’ that satisfies the desire of young professionals for a visibly gritty street 
panorama without the danger: a safe adventure in neo-bohemia (see Table 1.2). 

Table 1.2 Positive and negative impacts of ethnic festivals
POSITIVE IMPACTS

 Bringing together of cultural and ethnic 
minorities

 Providing a ‘cosmopolitan’ image for cities
 Connecting immigrants with their countries of 

origin
 Fostering of inter-cultural understanding
 Providing enjoyable leisure opportunities for 

local and external audiences

NEGATIVE IMPACTS

 Reinforcing of cultural and ethnic stereotypes
 Commodifying of culture
 Highlighting of cultural differences which can 

increase cultural/ethnic/racial tensions 
 ‘Disneyfying’ of community landscapes
 Reducing cultural events to ‘exotic products’ 

to be bought and sold
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Case Study 1.1 Ethnic Festivals of Historic 
‘Neighbourhoods’ in Canadian Cities

In Toronto, Vancouver, Ottawa, Montreal and other Canadian gateway cities, 
minority ‘neighbourhoods’ are conspicuous features of the historic urban land-
scape.  Until the 1950s, the cities were settled mainly by people of British, and (in 
Quebec Province) of French ancestry, but nowadays their populations are highly 
diverse. Annual festivals and other events that are performed in the streets of 
urban and inner suburban neighbourhoods provide a significant means for iden-
tity-building. As in other North American gateway cities, communities that have 
largely moved away to more distant suburbs or other cities, maintain an attach-
ment to localities that in former times provided places of initial settlement. In 
many cases, some religious, cultural and commercial institutions remain, and the 
re-enactment of religious and secular festivals each year – by descendants of 
Canadians who migrated from Southern and Eastern Europe, Africa, Asia, Latin 
America, the Caribbean and other world regions – continues to provide the focus 
for community gatherings that facilitate occasional contact between dispersed 
families, friends and other former compatriots, as well as nostalgic connection 
with the neighbourhood.

Since the 1970s, in Toronto and other cities in Ontario Province, an increasing 
number of neighbourhood festivals have been organized and/or sponsored by 
‘Business Improvement Areas’ (BIAs) – not-for-profit agencies that are empowered 
to promote their localities with special purpose funds raised from additional local 
taxes levied on commercial property (Shaw, 2007). Where restaurateurs and bar 
owners are strongly represented on their boards, it is understandable that cultural 
and ethnic identities are linked with food and drink. For example, in early August, 
the main thoroughfare is closed to traffic to accommodate the Pilaros Taste of the 
Danforth festival celebrating Greek cuisine. Toronto’s Greektown is further embel-
lished by Greek as well as English street signs (Hackworth and Rekers, 2005). 
Likewise, the Corso Italia BIA has an Italian food and wine festival, Italianate 
streetlights, banners and floral displays. In both cases, the ‘original’ residential 
population is declining, and fewer remaining descendants continue to speak 
Italian at home. Nevertheless, the streets have continuing significance to 
Canadians of Greek and Italian origin, and their bars are popular venues to watch 
sporting events on television when their national teams are playing.

In contrast, the festivalization and rejuvenation of Montreal’s Chinatown was 
guided by a formal plan, formulated by a panel on which residents, faith and com-
munity organizations, as well as traders were represented (Shaw, 2007). The 
Chinatown Development Plan, endorsed by Mayor Borque (Ville de Montreal, 
1998: 11), acknowledges that its historic landscape ‘is the most potent symbol of 
the Chinese community’s roots in Montreal and Quebec society … where Chinese 
in Quebec can meet those from other areas in the north-eastern part of North 

(Continued)
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America’. This rejuvenation targeted a locality that suffered lack of investment 
and visible neglect until the early 2000s and sought to strike an appropriate bal-
ance between commercial development as a tourism attraction, and the social 
integration of Chinese Quebecers. A key achievement was the creation of Sun-Yat-
Sen Park on a former vacant lot. On summer weekends this space provides an 
important meeting area for Chinese Canadians from across the Province of 
Quebec and further afield, who celebrate religious and cultural ceremonies, and 
gather for family occasions such as weddings.

(Continued)

Figure 1.1 Sun-Yat-Sen Park, Montreal

‘Eventscapes’ – Place Marketing Tools to Position Cities 
and Localities on the World Map?

As Richards and Palmer (2010: 27–31) observe, the ‘eventful’ city has become a vast 
stage on which festivals, sporting activities such as marathons, parades, carnivals and 
other high-profile happenings are organized and promoted for the (assumed) benefit 
of local people as well as visitors. Throughout the world, ‘festivalization’ – the tem-
porary transformation of a place into symbolic space in which the public domain is 
claimed for particular forms of consumption (see Van Elderen, 1997) – is now a 
critical feature of strategies for place-making that combine destination marketing to 
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enhance urban competitiveness with spectacular achievements of the city-building 
professions that include urban design, architecture and planning that convert ephem-
eral features of city life and urbanity into fixed cultural capital. These may include: 
iconic buildings for exhibitions and conventions; sports stadia; museums and galleries; 
and concert halls. There may also be the creation or upgrading of public spaces to 
accommodate major events in the open air.

In this context, festivals and other events – together with impressive urban landscapes 
on which they can be staged and promoted – have become ‘a means of improving the 
image of cities, adding life to city streets and giving citizens renewed pride in their city’ 
(Richards and Palmer, 2010: 27–31). Looking back over the last half-century, as many 
industrial economies climbed out of the economic restrictions and austerity in the 
aftermath of the Second World War, the 1960s and 1970s brought greater prosperity, and 
a more competitive trading environment. Increasing recognition was given to the pres-
tige and potential commercial advantages of hosting large-scale events, especially inter-
national trade expositions (Expos), Olympic Games and world class festivals of the arts. 

Through media-oriented festivalization, the city could be presented as a backdrop 
for events that had the potential to attract the attention of the global business, sport-
ing and cultural elite. In general, the aesthetics of such events celebrated universal as 
opposed to place-specific references, with an understandable tendency to emulate 
successful formulae. Further, in an inspiring era of innovation that included wide-
bodied jets, satellite and space technology, the staging of global spectacles was often 
ultra-modern if not futuristic. Contemporary observer Relph (1976) argued that the 
global and future-orientation of such events, like the ‘placelessness’ of the corporate 
architecture of shopping malls, theme parks and airports, was destroying any remain-
ing sense of spatial and cultural identity. Musing on the Ontario Place Exhibition 
complex in Toronto, Relph explained the underlying logic of events that are ‘delib-
erately intended as points of innovation as trend-setters in design and style and taste: 
they are meant to be copied’ (1976: 105). Since the 1980s, however, there has been 
a marked ‘cultural turn’ away from serial ‘me-too’ replication towards the nurturing 
of events that are more strongly connected with the place and its communities. 

Nearly 20 years ago, Kotler et al. (1993) chronicled a broader shift in the principles 
and practices of place marketing, especially in North America; an abandoning of the 
crude and undifferentiated ‘smokestack-chasing’ of former times. Instead, from the 
early 1990s, astute place marketers adopted more sophisticated ‘product development 
and competitive niche thinking … seeking to define themselves as distinctive places 
with competitive advantages for target industries’ (Kotler et al., 1993: 78). Public sec-
tor agencies form strategic partnerships with commercial and voluntary sector 
organizations in coalitions for growth, as post-industrial cities/localities adapt to new 
economic conditions, and reimage themselves as centres for culture and entertainment 
of every kind from classical music to casinos. An important differentiation strategy for 
effecting lasting change is the staging of events, a notable example being the 1996 
Olympic Games, and Atlanta’s aspiration to emerge from the international sporting 
event as a model of racial harmony, southern hospitality and corporate-government 
collaboration, consolidating its position as capital of the New South (Holcomb, 1999). 
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Over the first decade of the twenty-first century, events-led marketing of cities/
localities attained new levels of sophistication and intensity, as cities work hard to 
enhance their international appeal, especially from the perspective of Florida’s (2002) 
highly mobile ‘creative classes’: the hard-to-define but ‘rising’ elite that civic leaders 
continue to regard as prime movers of the post-industrial global economy, and thus 
the critical target markets to ensure future success. Florida’s model places a premium 
on social cohesion and ‘tolerance’ as key ingredients in the place-marketing mix. 
Thus, it is acknowledged in principle that events programmes ought to reflect rooted 
identities, and that events can play a role that helps to reinforce the unique sense of 
place that is meaningful and beneficial to residents and visitors alike.

In practice, however, civic leaders and place marketers may well struggle to strike 
an acceptable balance in organizing events that simultaneously enthuse all sections of 
the resident population and appeal to external audiences, especially the highly 
mobile and elusive creative classes. Further, events must present the city/locality itself 
in ways that attract the attention of footloose globe-trotters whose engagement with 
the place in question may be temporary and somewhat superficial. Chang (2000) and 
Jayne (2006) draw attention to Singapore’s events programme to support the city-
state’s Renaissance City branding that targeted international conventions, confer-
ences and other business-related tourism. Criticism was levelled at its dual effect. Not 
only did it redistribute arts funding away from local cultural production, but the 
focus of the events programme on internationally oriented ‘high culture’ engaged 
only a very small minority of the host population.

With the attention of global media audiences, a city/locality or indeed a whole 
country can be ‘located’ on the world map through the successful hosting of a large-
scale event. A notable example of the former is the 2010 Ryder Cup golfing cham-
pionship held in Newport, Wales, and positive positioning of nations through events 
includes the 2010 FIFA World Cup in South Africa. In a few instances, home-grown 
festivals and carnivals – as opposed to major sporting events secured through inter-
national competition between rival hosts – have also developed into globally recog-
nized event-brands. Initially, at least, these may provide the showcase for distinctive 
national, regional or urban (sub-) cultures that are likewise exposed to international 
audiences.

With regard to home-grown events there is, however, a strong possibility that 
global celebrity status may change the whole ethos of the event. In time, the event 
may be severed from its roots: the locality that nurtured it. MacLeod (2006: 232) has 
commented that, despite aspirations to express cultural distinctiveness, over time 
many large-scale events have become ‘world parties’, to some degree disconnected 
with the place and its ‘hosts’. On the one hand, the celebrations bring international 
fame, but on the other, local communities may feel a loss of ‘ownership’ and control, 
a phenomenon that critics have observed in Edinburgh’s International Festival and 
in London’s Notting Hill Carnival (Smith, 2009). Moreover, an event that fails to 
deliver the intended benefits to local electors and businesses may be the subject of 
public disaffection that may bring significant problems for the re-election of civic 
leaders who stake their political careers on a positive outcome.
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Events – Engines of Sustainable Economic Recovery and 
Growth for Countries?

Events may play a significant role in attracting higher-spending visitors to areas of a 
city that hitherto have not been regarded as safe or desirable destinations for leisure 
and tourism. Thus, they are important catalysts to reimage localities that have been 
avoided by all but the most adventurous of sightseers, because of their associations 
with the poverty and disadvantage of immigrant communities and concerns over 
personal security, especially after dark. As emphasized above, the temporary or per-
manent festivalization of local streets and public spaces may support social integra-
tion, with outcomes that are hard-to-measure, but which are generally assumed to 
be beneficial for transnational communities, inter-culturalism and creativity. At the 
same time, festivalization may serve an explicitly economic role through area-based 
initiatives that are designed to regenerate localities where more established industries 
such as manufacturing and distribution are in serious decline, unemployment is high, 
and where investment is badly needed to revitalize neglected inner-city streetscapes 
and infrastructure. 

Events may therefore be expected to contribute to economic outcomes that 
can be quantified, not only by headcounts to estimate the number of visitors to 
the area concerned, but also through assessment of the number of business start-
ups, as well as jobs created and retained through stimulation of an emerging visi-
tor economy. It has been argued that place marketing and place making to 
support regeneration at the micro-scale of streets and public spaces within an 
inner-city or inner suburban district should be conceptualized in a similar way to 
strategies for the economic recovery and growth of nations and city-regions. The 
use of local festivals and other events to support the restructuring of local econo-
mies through a shift from production to consumption-based industries may there-
fore be considered. In particular, local events that attract the attention of outsiders 
can challenge preconceptions and prejudices of external audiences, as well as cre-
ate wealth for the locality through increased expenditure on local goods and 
services. 

There is a considerable debate over the extent to which agencies of state, especially 
local authorities, should regulate market forces and intervene through land use plan-
ning, and other powers and duties, to harmonize economic regeneration with 
longer-term social and environmental objectives. As highlighted in the discussion of 
social integration, the ‘place-product’ has complex and heterogeneous functions and 
meanings. However, it may be the case that particular commercial streets and 
enclaves are visited by members of the majority culture and by tourists with varied 
demands for ‘exotic’ goods and services, while the area continues to serve as a com-
mercial, cultural and social hub for members of a minority group. These issues have 
important ramifications for local authorities and their place-making responsibilities 
to promote local wellbeing: a role that has to be balanced with the desire to capture 
local economic benefits as opportunities arise from the often volatile ebbs and flows 
of globalization. 
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Case Study 1.2 International Events and Montreal

Geographically and economically marginalized from the commercial heartland of 
North America, and understandably defensive of the Francophone culture of its 
majority population within a mainly English-speaking continent, events have fea-
tured strongly in Montreal’s ‘World City’ aspirations (Shaw, 2003). Over the past 
half-century, successive city governments have put considerable faith in the 
power of events to support this global ambition, through bidding for prestigious 
international business, sporting and cultural events, as well as by facilitating and 
promoting a year-round programme of festivals that originated in the city itself, 
and whose reputation has spread beyond Canada. Observers have identified two 
distinct phases in this events-led marketing strategy: the ‘modernist’ period from 
the 1960s through to the mid-1980s; and a ‘postmodern’ period from the mid-
1980s through to the present day. In Montreal, the cultural turn of large-scale 
events in the 1980s reflected not only a deep shift in the base of civic power and 
its ideology, but also the high-profile instigation by politicians of ‘world parties’ 
and their consequences played its own role in the civic regime change. 

The staging of prestigious events was critical to the political strategy and 
initial success of the charismatic Mayor Jean Drapeau (in office 1954 to 1957 
and 1960 to 1986) to promote his modernist vision of Montreal as an interna-
tional city. The Civic Party that he led was supported by the interests of the 
establishment, especially developers, builders and merchants while avoiding 
alienation of small businesses and property owners (Hamel and Jouve, 2008). 
The structure and style of urban governance were highly centralized and pater-
nalistic. The World Fair or ‘Expo’ in 1967, during which 50 million people vis-
ited the city, brought international acclaim. The Olympic Games in 1976 
attracted positive media attention abroad, but brought criticism by residents’ 
groups and urban social movements, especially because of the demolition of 
low-rent housing to make way for the Olympic Stadium. Political opponents 
denounced a staggering cost overrun that necessitated debt repayments that 
continued into the twenty-first century, and dismissed the Olympics as ‘bread 
and circuses’ to divert public attention away from economic decline (Germain 
and Rose, 2000).

The adverse response by the Montreal electorate to the Olympics was a factor 
that contributed to the end of Drapeau’s long reign as mayor and to regime 
change in city government, while at provincial level profound changes were 
effected in the ‘Quiet Revolution’ and in the assertion of francophone national-
ism with the rise of Parti Quebecois (PQ). The Montreal Citizens’ Movement 
(RCM), a coalition of social movements led by Mayor Dore, eventually gained 
control of the city in 1986 with public support for its emphatic rejection of gran-
diose and extravagant public projects and its commitment to democratization 
and decentralization.

(Continued)
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However, by 1994 the RCM were out of office again, and the subsequent coun-
cil led by Mayor Pierre Borque gained support from a pro-growth coalition of the 
new francophone capitalist class in its drive to ‘re-internationalize’ the city; its new 
vision reflected the rise of a new kind of francophone nationalism in the Quebec 
Province of Canada, ‘one interested in taking on all the trappings and responsi-
bilities of the modern nation and state, [which] pressed both city and provincial 
elites to look for external validation and identity’ (Paul, 2004: 579).

Critical to this global ‘imagineering’ strategy was to stage spectacular events in 
the downtown area and the rebranding of Montreal as a ‘City of Festivals’. Major 
ones include the Montreal World Film Festival, Franco-Folies Francophone pop 
music festival and Just for Laughs international comedy festival. Canada’s largest 
tourism event, the Montreal Jazz Festival, was first staged in 1980 with concerts 
spread over the summer and mainly in the more counter-cultural atmosphere of 
the city’s ‘Latin Quarter’ of Eastside. From 1987 it was moved to Place des Arts 
adjacent to the Central Business District, and by 2004 it had become an 11-day 
programme, with over CN$1 million (over £650,000) sponsorship from all three 
levels of government, along with major commercial sponsors such as Alcan 
Aluminium (Paul, 2004). Although to a lesser extent than the example of 
Singapore (above), in more recent years city government has been criticized for its 

(Continued)

Figure 1.2 Olympic Tower, Montreal 

(Continued)
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overriding desire to attract and impress the internally oriented elite; for many 
residents the events programmes are decreasingly in tune with popular tastes 
and with the true creative producers of the bohemian fringe. 

Furthermore, the lessons of the Montreal Olympics and the prevailing neo- 
liberal ideology suggest that events should recover their costs. Nevertheless, the 
completion in 2009/10 of the new Quartier des Spectacles – a showpiece all-
weather platform to accommodate major events – raises important questions of 
priority in an era of austerity and unprecedented fiscal restraint. 

(Continued)

Case Study Questions

1 What reasons have been put forward in the case for successive Canadian  
governments pursuing an international events strategy?

2 What have been the benefits and drawbacks of pursuing this strategy?
3 What can politicians do to avoid becoming subjects of criticism due to the 

negative consequences associated with international events?
4 What meanings do events such as the World’s Fair and the Olympic Games 

have for the ordinary citizens of a country?

Figure 1.3 Quartier des Spectacles, Montreal 
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Chapter Summary

Events are a vital part of the human experience. They provide cherished memories, mark 
critical milestones and reinforce beliefs, values and cultures. In postmodern societies 
events have become a source of spirituality in and of themselves, as the fast-paced march 
of the modern world has left many individuals isolated and trapped by consumer-driven 
culture. The staging of cultural events for tourists is also a source of income and pride 
for the practitioners of indigenous cultural forms without access to other resources. 
However, if care is not taken in exploiting cultural events for their commercial benefits, 
economic motivations can rob people of the meanings these events have for them. 
Events can also demonstrate to individuals how their societies have changed.

For organizations, events provide opportunities to make personal connections with 
their customers, to communicate with stakeholders and to motivate employees. At the 
same time, the 2008 financial crisis has caused many to question whether these benefits 
can be realized and many organizations are now viewing events as unnecessary costs. 

In communities comprised of large immigrant populations, ethnic festivals can be 
vehicles for social integration and opportunities for immigrants to display aspects of 
their culture to the host community. Cynics also point out these types of events make 
commodities out of the cultures of immigrants and reduce their neighbourhoods 
into ‘Disneyfied’, tourist bubbles which heighten race, class and cultural tensions. 

Place-marketing strategies, which utilize large-scale events, are integral to the 
development strategies of many cities and countries. Events and the infrastructure 
that is established to support their staging, such as new sporting stadia, concert halls 
and other iconic buildings, are used to enhance the image and competiveness of 
destinations. Benefits of such strategies include increased tourist visitors, new job 
creation and business opportunities. The hosting of large-scale events is also a major 
undertaking that requires a tremendous amount of resources which are often paid 
for with public funds. Thus, it is hardly surprising these types of events attract a great 
deal of scrutiny and criticism, especially when they appear to be enriching a minor-
ity of citizens. Moreover badly managed events can lead to the downfall of govern-
ments due to the severity of their unintended outcomes, which include negative 
publicity, financial loss and substantial long-term debt.

Review Questions

1 How do personal circumstances shape the meanings events have for individuals?
2 What are the arguments for and against staging ethnic festivals in communities?
3 What benefits do events have for organizations?
4 What are the characteristics of the ‘eventful’ city?
5 How does Canada’s experience compare with the staging of large-scale events in your 

own country?
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Additional Resources

Books, book chapters, journal articles

Ali-Knight, J., Robertson, M., Fyall, A. and Ladkin, A. (2009) International Perspectives of Festivals 
and Events: Paradigms of Analysis. London: Elsevier. 

A contemporary look at the issues involved in staging festivals and events for economic, social, 
cultural and community benefit.

Connell, J. and Page, S. (2011) The Routledge Handbook of Events. Abingdon: Routledge. 
An exploration of the debates and controversies inherent to this rapidly expanding discipline. 

Schmidt, D. and Rogers, L. (2008) Handbook on Brand and Experience Management. Cheltenham: 
Edward Elgar Publishing. 

A useful guide through the latest research and theory on brand and experience management.

Smith, A. (2007) ‘Large-scale events and sustainable urban regeneration: Key principles for 
host cities’, Journal of Urban Regeneration and Renewal, 1(2): 178–190. 

Provides recommendations for future event host cities about how best to maximize opportu-
nities for sustainable event-driven regeneration. 

Tassiopoulos, D. and Johnson, D. (2009) ‘Social impacts of events’, in R. Razack and  
J. Musgrave (eds), Event Management and Sustainability. Wallingford: CABI. pp. 76–89. 

An exploration into the social impacts of events on host communities. 

Useful websites

http://www.eventmagazine.co.uk/
Provides free online access to feature articles, news and jobs from the printed Event Magazine – 
a guide to key trends and insights in the event industry.

http://www.event-solutions.com/
Allows access to useful resources for corporate, association and independent event and meeting 
professionals.

http://www.worldofevents.net/
Links users to relevant information for event industry professionals, educators, students and 
researchers.
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