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Public referenda on Olympic bids have drawn considerable interest in the recent past, 

also because – with few exceptions – the voters decided against the Olympic ambitions 

of the local governments and/or local bid committees. For example, within the last five 

years before the finalizing of this text, voters in Vienna and Hamburg decided against 

bids for Olympic Summer Games in 2028 and 2024, respectively. Ambitions for Olympic 

Winter Games have been ended by referenda in Graubünden 2026 (Switzerland), 

Munich 2022 (Germany), St. Moritz / Davos / Graubünden 2022, and Krakow 2022 

(Poland).  

Table 1 presents the data of the history of Olympic referenda and clarifies that Olympic 

referenda are by no means an innovation of recent times: The oldest reported referenda 

are from the 1960´s. All public referenda were held on Olympic Winter Games, with the 

exception of the two Summer Games referenda for Vienna 2024 and Hamburg 2024 

mentioned above. There was a balance between positive and negative referenda for 

Olympic Games bids up to the 1970s. Since the 1980s, the number of negative referenda 

has clearly outperformed the number of positive referenda.    

With the exception of the two positive referenda of Salt Lake City 2002 and Vancouver 

2010 as well as the negative referendum of Denver 1976, all referenda took place in 

central European locations. The case of Denver 1976 is outstanding in another respect: 

While all other referenda were concerning Olympic bid campaigns, the Denver 

referendum took place long after the International Olympic Committee (IOC) had 

awarded the Games to Denver city, and only a little more than three years before the 
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planned opening of the 1976 Olympic Winter Games. The IOC decided to shift the Games 

to Innsbruck, which also had organized the Winter Games of 1964 and had most of the 

sporting facilities at hand. 

Beyond that, it is hard to draw systematic conclusions from the descriptive data in Table 

1. For example, a positive or negative attitude does not seem to depend on the size of 

the bidding city. In addition, the tightness of the referenda results does not seem to be 

connected with the size of the bidding city or to the year of the referendum or to the 

sign (yes/no) of the result.     

In the only multivariate econometric study concerning Olympic referendums known by 

the author, Coates & Wicker (2015), analyzing the Munich 2018 referendum, try to shed 

light on the determinants of the voting outcome. They find a significantly negative 

effect of the share of leftist voters and of the number of hotel beds per capita on the 

Yes-votes, but a positive impact of unemployment. A positive impact of liberal voters as 

well as a negative impact of the share of green voters did not turn out to be robust. In a 

robustness test, farm property tax per capita (+) as well as real property tax per capita  

(-) turned out to be significant, which is interpreted as an indication of a more positive 

attitude toward the Munich Olympic bid in rural areas than in urban areas. Other 

variables such as gender, conservative or social democratic voters, and age structure of 

the population (for which the share of 18-64-year-olds serves as a proxy) did not have a 

significant impact. 

Further insights may be derived from earlier econometric studies of referenda on major 

(sport) infrastructure. Again, in a case study of the city of Munich, Ahlfeldt & Maennig 

(2012) find in a spatial analysis at the precinct level of the 2001 referendum of the Allianz 

Arena that voters in proximity of the proposed site opposed the project. At the city level 

and in proximity of alternative sites, voters supported the sports arena, indicating that 

residents expected net costs in proximity to stadiums and engaged in the referendum 

in order to shift the stadium away from their neighborhood. Sport facilities may thus 

exhibit a NIMBY (Not In My Backyard) character. A similar result was found in the case 

of the Seahawk stadium in Seattle, WA, USA, where support for the stadium was highest 

2/17 
 



 HCED 57 – Public Referenda and Public Opinion on Olympic Games 
 

at 10-30 miles driving distance from the stadium, and beyond that distance, voting 

support fell off (Horn, Cantor, & Fort 2015). By contrast, Coates & Humphreys (2006) 

found net benefits of proximity to stadiums in Wisconsin, Texas and Florida, USA. 

Proximity costs and benefits of sports facilities apparently may thus vary across sports 

and countries, and the selection of the suggested locations may influence the outcome 

of referenda.  

The case of the negative referendum on Hamburg 2024 may illustrate the case. Figure 1 

depicts the outcomes of the Hamburg 2024 referendum. The dark dot represents the 

projected Hamburg Olympic Center at Kleiner Grasbrook. Kleiner Grasbrook seems to be 

centrally located, but in the perception of many inhabitants of Hamburg, their city is 

divided between the richer areas in the north of the river Elbe (flowing from east to west, 

more or less halving the city) and southern areas, characterized by a population with 

lower incomes and higher shares of unemployment. Indeed, the Hamburg Olympic 

concept was regarded as a part of the (many decades long, and up to now less 

successful) attempt of a regeneration of the southern areas (“Sprung über die Elbe” 

(Jump over the river Elbe)). Rejection of the Olympic ambitions was most prevalent in 

the densely populated precincts neighboring Kleiner Grasbrook as well as in the south 

of Hamburg. Indeed, the 10 voting places with the highest shares of no-votes, ranging 

from 71.7% to 83.1% no-Votes, were located at distances of a maximum of some 2.5 

kilometers from Kleiner Grasbrook. This evidence is in certain contrast to the findings of 

Coates and Wicker (2015) of a positive effect of higher unemployment rates on the 

support of Olympic bids.  
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Figure 1:  Results of the Referendum on the Bid for the Olympic Games in  
   Hamburg 2024 (November 29, 2015) 

   Yes/No Votes at the voting places  

 

more than 50% no-votes 
draw 

more than 50% yes-votes 

Source: http://www.statistik-nord.de/fileadmin/maps/election_2015_hh_ref2/print.html?0|0,10000,0,9643.807,0|th0=1,th0-
0=1,th0-1=0,th0-2=0,th1=0,th1-0=1,th1-1=0,th1-2=0,th1-3=0,th2=1,th2-0=1,th2-0-0=1|||th0-0xth0xxth1-0xth1, from Nov. 30, 2017. 

 

The case of the more pronounced resistance in the poorer southern parts of Hamburg, 

which were supposed to particularly benefit from the re-urbanizing Olympic concept, 

draws attention to the potential role of gentrification. Voters, particularly in the 

proximity of new Olympic facilities, may expect rising rents and real estate prices. 

Indeed, rising land values and property prices induced by sporting facilities have been 

identified by Ahlfeldt & Kavetsos, 2014; Ahlfeldt & Maennig, 2009 and 2010; Carlino & 

Coulson 2004; Dehring, Depken, & Ward 2007; Feng & Humphreys (2012) and Tu (2005). 

According to the home voter hypothesis (Fischel, 2005), homeowners should be in favor 

of such stadium projects. Several studies suggest that projected house price 

capitalization effects significantly influence the degree of support for public initiatives 
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and projects (Ahlfeldt, 2011; Brunner & Sonstelie, 2003; Brunner, Sonstelie, & Thayer, 

2001; Dehring, Depken, & Ward, 2008; Hilber & Mayer, 2009). More generally, the 

literature on the political economy of housing markets suggests that a strong link exists 

among the nature of the political process, the ownership of land, and patterns of 

development (e.g., DiPasquale & Glaeser, 1999; Solé-Ollé & Viladecans-Marsal, 2013). 

However, in renter-dominated communities, it is worth differentiating explicitly 

between home voter and lease voter behavior in a public referendum. Ahlfeldt & 

Maennig (2015), on the occasion of a referendum on the closure of Tempelhof airport in 

the city of Berlin, found home voters to be more likely to support or oppose initiatives 

that positively or negatively affect the amenity value of a neighborhood because some 

of the related benefits or costs of lease voters are neutralized by adjustments in market 

rents. By contrast, Horn et al. (2015) on the above-mentioned case of the Seahawk 

stadium in Seattle, USA, find little effect of the proportion of renters relative to 

homeowners. 

Apart from spatial determinants of support or resistance Ahlfeldt & Maennig (2012) find 

that people aged 25 to 35 exhibited a relatively lower share of yes votes for the new 

Munich football stadium, whereas the share of yes votes is increased in precincts with a 

higher proportion of people aged 18 to 25 or 60 and above, or precincts that are 

characterized by a large share of male or unemployed population, while the opposite is 

true for precincts with a particularly high purchasing power per capita. Horn, Cantor, & 

Fort (2105) also find an increased support for the new stadium in older demographic 

precincts. An – at least – non-negative impact of elderly on the outcomes of referenda 

concerning sporting issues is also confirmed in a meta study by Ahlfeldt, Maennig & 

Steenbeck (2016), who nevertheless warn that the generational shift in most western 

democracies may heavily impact the implementation of additional larger 

infrastructures (see also Kotlikoff & Burns, 2005). 

In addition, on occasion of the referendum of the Allianz Arena, Ahlfeldt, Maennig, & 

Ölschläger (2014) find that the preference for the professional football stadium is 

characteristic of substrata or middle strata lifestyle groups with a limited modernity 
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orientation. Compared to established economic variables such as income, the 

application of indicators of value and strata orientation outperform the traditional 

indicators of economic wealth, in terms of capturing the spatial distribution of support 

and opposition. The authors highlight the importance of accounting for lifestyle 

compatibility as a criterion in choosing locations for (public) facilities with local costs 

(and benefits).  

 

Public support 

Public support is a criterion in the decision process of the International Olympic 

Committee (IOC), but there is an open debate on the extent of its importance. Hiller & 

Wanner (2017) find that public support “is not valued highly in the final decision” of the 

IOC, but Maennig & Vierhaus (2017), concluding their multivariate econometric study of 

the chances of winning Olympic bids, find that support of at least 67% is crucial. For 

example, they argue that bids of New York 2012 (support of 59% in the Candidate city 

phase) and Tokyo 2016 (56%) may have failed due to the relatively low support. The 

Tokyo 2020 bid had the support of 70% and easily won. 

There are hardly any (published) results polls on Olympic bids commissioned by local bid 

committees, local authorities or local media worldwide that show support of less than 

50%. Note that support is almost always lower according to polls commissioned by the 

IOC compared to support according to polls commissioned by local bid committees, etc. 

(Hiller & Wanner, 2017). In such polls, there seems to exist some type of a time 

dependency, if not time inconsistency. Ritchie & Lyons (1990) undertook yearly surveys 

on the occasion of the Winter Games of Calgary 1988 and demonstrated that support 

grew from 84.7% in 1983 to some 88% in 1987, although support did not grow 

consistently. Most bidding cities experience decreasing support in the years before the 

IOC decision (Hiller & Wanner, 2017), but support may increase during the Games (Hiller 

& Wanner, 2011). Comparing before and after the Games, negative opinions on Olympic 

Games are considerably muted after the event (Hiller & Wanner, 2017). Ritchie & Lyons 

(1990) even found 97.8% support some weeks after the Games of Calgary 1988. These 
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comparative findings ex-ante versus ex-post are in line with findings for the World Cup 

2006 in Germany. In this case, willingness to pay was significantly higher ex-post, 

indicating that a major event may have the characteristic of an “experience good” 

(Süssmuth, Heyne, & Maennig, 2010).  

The reported degrees of support found by polls stand in certain contrast to the results 

in referenda depicted in Table 1, at least for more recent Olympic bids. One striking case 

of such a gap between polls and the referendum results occurred in the case of the 

Olympic Bid of Hamburg 2024: On the day of the referendum, public support of some 

56% was published (N.N., 2015). In the official referendum results, the share of “YES”-

Votes was at 48.4%.1 There are also indications that leaders for politics and media may 

have a biased estimation on people´s opinion (Trosien 2016). 

Having mentioned the limited parallels of Olympic polls and referenda, it may 

nevertheless be indicative to monitor analysis of polls of Olympic Games. In the 

following, we also include studies that attempt to measure the willingness to pay (WTP) 

in addition to support/no-support polls.  

Opposition to the Olympic bids of Los Angeles (1984), Atlanta (1996), and Salt Lake City 

(2002) has been identified in an attempt to deflect or mitigate the negative 

consequences of a particular development project, but no indication of a general anti-

growth movement could be identified (Burbank, Heying, & Andranovich, 2000). Note 

that there is little to no empirical proof for any significant  economic impact on of 

1 Such striking gaps between poll data and voting results have occurred on many other occasions recently, 
with the most prominent cases of the BREXIT and the 2016 US-American presidential elections (e.g., 
Chalabi 2016; Mercer, Deane, & McGeeney, 2016). Possible causes for this gap may lie, for example, in 
the personal reluctance to speak up against the officially propagated activity that is at the same time 
often perceived as the majority of the public opinion (David Rothschild & Neil Malhotra, 2014)). Further, 
the powerful tool of a vote as an expression of discontent with the current situation – not necessarily 
related to the voting topic – is not used very often. A further aspect may be a selection bias in the 
opinion polls, as most of them try to represent all eligible voters in their results (Wang, Rothschild, Goel, 
& Gelman, 2015)). However, there are crucial differences between eligible voters and actual voters in 
general (Petrocik, 1991; Freedman & Goldstein, 1996; Rothschild & Malhotra, 2014; Gelman & King, 
1993), most of them due to age (e.g., Keeter, 2006; Gutsche, Kapteyn, Meijer, & Weerman, 2014), 
educational level (Reedy, Gastil, & Moy, 2016; Rosenstone & Hansen, 1993, among others), and 
employment status (Gutsche et al., 2014). Homeowners tend to have higher voter participation 
(Brunner, Sonstelie, & Thayer, 2001). Further, referenda may be a powerful tool as an expression of 
discontent with the current political situation. 
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major events such as the Olympic Games. However, perceptions of the local populations 

may well differ from ex-post realities, and they may well do so because of the boosting 

of expectations usually disseminated by the local bid committees and other local 

authorities.  

Positive intangible effects are usually the (only) significant effect of mega sporting 

events found in academic studies, and their expectation may increase WTP (Wicker, 

Whitehead, Johnson, & Mason, 2015). A positive effect of higher incomes is found for the 

support as well as the willingness to pay for Olympic Games (Atkinson, Mourato, 

Szymanski, & Ozdemiroglu, 2008; Coates & Szymanski, 2015; Hiller & Wanner, 2011; 

Preuss & Werkmann, 2011; Walton, Longo, & Dawson, 2008; Wicker, Whitehead, 

Johnson, & Mason, 2015). Age is generally found to have no significant effect on WTP 

(e.g., Atkinson et al., 2008; Preuss and Werkmann, 2011, for an exception, see Walton et 

al. (2008). 

Concerning other socio-economic variables, attending free unticketed events and 

supporting the Liberal party were found to be positively significant for supporting the 

Vancouver 2010 Games, whereas educational levels, gender and age were of minor or 

less robust influence (Hiller & Wanner, 2011). Full-time employees had a lower WTP in 

the case of the London 2012 Games, while homemakers had a higher WTP (Walton et al., 

2008). Females have a lower WTP (Cotes & Szymanski, 2015, for mixed evidence: Wicker 

et al., 2015). Being from one of the finalist US cities for the 2024 Games bid (San 

Francisco, Los Angeles, Boston, and Washington) had no impact on WTP for Olympic 

Games in the United States (Coates & Szymanski 2015). A general interest in sports was 

not found to have a significant effect on WTP for Olympic Games in Germany, while 

active participation in a sport does (Wicker et al., 2015).2  

  

2 For more information about surveys on Olympic Games, see Deccio & Baloglu (2002), Guala (2009), 
Preuss & Solberg (2006), Mihalik (2001, 2003) and Scamuzzi (2006).  
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Political implications 

In sum, distinct types of households derive different net utilities from Olympic Games 

and their legacies such as stadiums (Coates & Humphreys 2006). The net utilities may 

depend on the members’ preferences for the consumption benefits of sports and 

proximity costs (or benefits). Ahlfeldt & Maennig (2015) argue that in the long run, a 

political process based on referenda will not necessarily lead to the allocation of local 

public goods according to their welfare impact. If the perceived costs and benefits also 

depend on experiencing the Olympic Games, people may systematically underestimate 

the net benefits associated with the major events, which may cast doubt on the 

efficiency of public referenda (and public polls as an indicator for political desirability). 

The potential political implications are of a wide range. Referenda may be regarded as 

inferior to decisions based on social cost–benefit analyses, particularly those based on 

revealed preference approaches (Osborne & Turner, 2010). In a more extreme view, the 

“rule of knowers” may be called for (Brennan 2016). 

In an opposing attitude IOC, FIFA and other sporting institutions could declare ex-ante 

referenda or other participation processes, adapted to the nations’ usances, as a 

precondition for bidding. The quality of the bids might increase: Interested 

cities/nations will need to invest more resources in developing bidding concepts that 

convince their own populations (and, consequently, the deciding bodies in the sporting 

federations). Having the majority backing them, the organizing will afterwards be 

smoothened. It may occur that more effort will be saved during the biding and 

organizing period than is invested in the pre-bidding period. The people´s participation 

and inclusion of the views of more milieus on urban development may well increase the 

perceived quality of the concepts. Particularly in the case of urban development, the 

competences of the formal elites in politics and administration are not accepted 

anymore to be superior by a growing number of milieus. 

The ideas upcoming in such participation processes may well induce painful information 

on the weak points of major sporting events. For example, there may be requests to plan 

Olympic facilities in a way that makes them useable by sports for all afterwards. 
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Compensating measures may not be asked exclusively in the ecological sphere but also 

in social respects, for example, in order to face the fear of increasing rents and real estate 

prices by many persons. There may even be demands for a downsizing of the Games, 

and there may be demands for a private financing of such major sporting events, not 

further stressing public finances (Maennig, 2016). In the end, more participation may 

strengthen the bidding concepts for major sporting events.  
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Table 1 

Positive Referenda      

City Summer/Winter 
Games 

Date of 
Referendum 

Result of 
Referendum 

Turnout (Eligibles) Data source Successful? 

Oslo (NOR) Winter Games 2022 10.09.2013 
YES: 53,6% 
NO: 46,4% 66% 

https://www.ssb.no/en/valg/statistikker/folkavs_kostra/aar/2014-
06-03 No, Beijing 

Munich (GER) Winter Games 2018 08.05.2011 
YES: 58,07% 
NO: 41,93% 

59,64% in Garmisch-
Partenkirchen (20918) 

https://www.merkur.de/lokales/garmisch-partenkirchen/olympia-
buergerentscheidder-abstimmung-1234301.html No, PyeongChang  

Vancouver (CAN) Winter Games 2010 22.02.2003 YES: 64%  
NO: 36% 46% (293263)  Hiller and Wanner (2011) Yes 

Sion (CH) Winter Games 2006 08.06.1997 YES: 67% 
NO: 33% 

 https://www.valais-wallis-digital.ch/de/a/#!/explore/cards/161 No, Turin 

Salt Lake City (USA) Winter Games 1998 
and 2002 

09.11.1989 YES: 57% 
NO: 43% 

 http://articles.latimes.com/1989-11-09/sports/sp-1649_1_salt-lake-
city 

1998: No, Nagano  
2002: Yes 

St. Moritz / 
Graubünden (CH) 

Winter Games 1976 09.11.1969 YES: 70,1% 
NO: 29,9% 

54% Burgener et al. (1972)  No, Denver  

Sion (CH) Winter Games 1976 13.07.1969 
YES: 68,7% 
NO: 31,3% 41,81% Burgener et al. (1972)  No, Denver  
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Negative Referenda      

City Summer/Winter 
Games 

Date of 
Referendum 

Result of Referendum Turnout (Eligibles) Source 

Vienna  (A) Summer Games 2028 12.03.2013 YES: 28,06%, NO: 71,94% 31,54% (1,15 Mio) https://kurier.at/chronik/wien/volksbefragung-in-wien-klares-nein-zu-olympia/4.695.888 

Graubünden  (CH) Winter Games 2026 12.02.2017 YES: 39,9%, NO: 60,1%  51% https://www.nzz.ch/schweiz/abstimmung-graubuenden-das-olympia-flaemmchen-ist-erloschen-ld.145131 

Hamburg (GER) Summer Games 2024 28.11.2015 YES: 48,40 %, NO: 51,60 % 50,2% (1,3 Mio)  http://www.hamburg.de/pressearchiv-fhh/4655260/2015-12-15-bis-pm-olympia-referendum-endgueltiges-ergebnis/ 

Krakow (POL) Winter Games 2022 25.05.2014 YES: 30,3%, NO: 69,7% 36% http://www.zeit.de/sport/2014-05/olympische-winterspiele-krakau-referendum 

Munich (GER) Winter Games 2022  

Munich 
YES: 47,9%, NO: 52,1%  

Garmisch 
YES: 48,44%, NO: 51,56% 

Traunstein 
YES: 40,33%, NO: 59,67%  
Berchtesgadener Land: 
YES: 45,9%, NO: 54,1% 

Munich: 28,8% 
Garmisch: 58,8% 
Transtein: 39,98% 
Berchtesgadener 
Land: 38,25 % 

http://www.olympia-nein.ch/go/aktuelles/meldungen/0zu4.php 

St. Moritz / Davos / 
Graubünden (CH) Winter Games 2022 03.03.2013 YES: 47,3%, NO: 52,7% 59,14% http://www.srf.ch/news/schweiz/abstimmungen/abstimmungen-gr/buendner-sagen-nein-zu-olympischen-spielen 

Bern (CH) Winter Games 2010 22.09.2002 YES: 21,2%, NO: 78,8%  https://www.nzz.ch/sport/olympische-spiele-in-der-schweiz-ld.149399 

Innsbruck (A) Winter Games 2006 09.03.1997 YES: 47,3%, NO: 52,7% 35,7% (80246) 
https://www.innsbruck.gv.at/data.cfm?vpath=redaktion/ma_i/allgemeine_servicedienste/statistik/dokumente38/wahle
n2/innsbrucker-volksbefragungenpdf 

Innsbruck (A) Winter Games 2002 17.10.1993 YES: 26,6%, NO: 73,4% 45,20% 
https://www.innsbruck.gv.at/data.cfm?vpath=redaktion/ma_i/allgemeine_servicedienste/statistik/dokumente38/wahle
n2/innsbrucker-volksbefragungenpdf 

Aosta Valley (I) Winter Games 1998 19.06.1992 YES: 15,3%, NO: 84,7% 60,70% http://www.storiavda.it/novecento-2.html 

Lausanne (CH) Winter Games 1994 26.06.1988 YES: 38%, NO: 62% 45,80% https://serval.unil.ch/resource/serval:BIB_7E35973521A1.P001/REF; http://doc.rero.ch/record/110462/files/1988-06-27.pdf 

Chur / Graubünden 
(CH)  Winter Games 1988 02.03.1980 YES: 23%, NO: 77%  http://www.srf.ch/news/schweiz/abstimmungen/abstimmungen-gr/buendner-sagen-nein-zu-olympischen-spielen 

Denver (USA) Winter Games 1976 07.11.1972 YES: 40,56%, NO: 59,44%  https://ballotpedia.org/Colorado_Winter_Olympic_Games_Funding_and_Tax,_Measure_8_(1972) 

Zürich (CH) Winter Games 1976 02.11.1969 YES: 22%, NO: 78%  Burgener et al. (1972) 

Interlaken / Bern (CH) Winter Games 1976 26.10.1969 YES: 48,4% , NO: 51,6%  Burgener et al. (1972)  

Sion / Wallis (CH) Winter Games 1968 08.12.1963 YES: 49,4%, NO: 50,6%  Burgener et al. (1972) 
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