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experiences of mega-event volunteers for three  

reasons. Firstly, generating a legacy, including a 

volunteer legacy, was explicitly stated in both the 

bid document and legacy plans (Department of 

Culture, Media & Sport [DCMS], 2012). Indeed, 

the London Games were the first Olympic Games 

to take place under the revised Olympic Charter, 
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This article investigates how the volunteer pro-

gram management model adopted at the London 

2012 Olympic Games affected the volunteers’ 

experiences. The London 2012 Olympic Games 

provided a unique case study for investigating the 
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Mega-events such as the Olympic Games involve huge numbers of volunteers from the host com-

munity, necessitating the development of a large volunteer program, which will only operate for a 

short time. Leveraging this volunteer energy to lead to longer-term community volunteering has 

become a legacy goal for many event organizers. Mega-events typically use a top-down “program 

management” approach for their volunteer program. This article examines how the program man-

agement style impacts on the volunteer experience, using in-depth interviews with volunteers at 

the London 2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games. The study found that the program management 

approach had a negative impact on many volunteers’ preevent experience, leading to some rejecting 
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their experience (Lockstone-Binney, Holmes, Smith, 

Baum, & Storer, 2015). Mega-events typically use a 

“program management” approach (Lockstone et al.,  

2015; Meijs & Karr, 2000), which adopts the human 

resource management practices of paid workers and 

applies them to volunteers. In the case of the 2012 

London Olympic Games, the recruitment and train-

ing of volunteers was outsourced to a commercial 

company, McDonalds (Bulley & Lisle, 2014), con-

sistent with the governance of the Games through 

regulatory capitalism (Nichols & Ralston, 2015). 

The governance structure involved the UK govern-

ment awarding a contract to deliver the 2012 Games 

to the London Organizing Committee for the Olym-

pic Games (LOCOG); who, as a private-sector 

umbrella organization, awarded over 75,000 (sub)

contracts to private companies (Girginov, 2012). Sig-

nificantly, LOCOG had no responsibility for leg acy, 

its role was just delivery (Lockstone-Binney, Holmes, 

Smith, & Shipway, 2016).

Although the 2012 London Olympic Games 

were the first Games to take place under the revised 

Olympic Charter, requiring legacy plans to be pro-

vided in the bid document, these legacy plans were 

far from clear (Weed, 2012). “Volunteer legacy” 

was mentioned but not articulated other than as 

an intention to get more people volunteering as a 

result of the event (DCMS, 2012). How this would 

be achieved, and who would be responsible was not 

clear (Nichols & Ralston, 2012).

This article investigates how the management 

practices at the London 2012 Olympic Games 

affected the volunteer experience by examining the 

volunteers’ perceptions and identifies the implica-

tions for a volunteer legacy.

Literature Review

The literature on event volunteering has increased 

substantially over the past 20 years (Smith, Baum, 

Holmes, & Lockstone-Binney, 2014). The domi-

nant theme among research specifically on mega-

event volunteers, including Olympic Games, has 

been their motivation (Dickson et al., 2014; Fairley 

et al., 2007; Giannoulakis, Wang, & Gray, 2008; 

Koutrou & Pappous, 2016), particularly as a means 

to provide insights into volunteer recruitment and 

retention for future events. Studies have noted 

that there are specific motivators for mega-event 

which required the bidding document to outline 

legacy plans (Weed, 2012). Secondly, it was the first 

mega-event to outsource the volunteer recruitment 

and training to a commercial company (McDonalds) 

as a form of in-kind sponsorship (Bulley & Lisle, 

2014). Finally, with the official figure of 70,000 

Games Makers (the official volunteer program of 

the London 2012 Olympic Games) recruited, this 

was the largest mega-event volunteer program to 

date (DCMS, 2013). This article uses qualitative 

methods to examine volunteers’ experiences both 

before and after the Games, an approach that has 

been rarely applied to mega-event volunteers.

The importance of volunteers in the delivery of 

mega-events has been well documented. The num-

bers of volunteers required have grown from 40,000 

at the Sydney 2000 Olympic Games to the offi-

cial figure of 70,000 at the 2012 London Olympic 

Games (Nichols, 2013; Nichols & Ralston, 2014). 

Mega-events involve recruiting, training, and man-

aging thousands of volunteers for a one-off, high 

profile event that will last only a few weeks. As 

mega-events are typically roaming events, taking 

place in a different host destination each cycle, the 

volunteers must be recruited anew for each event. 

There is some evidence of repeat mega-event vol-

unteers, but these are a small group of individuals 

(Fairley, Kellett, & Green, 2007).

The involvement of volunteers in a mega-event 

has many advantages for event organizers. Firstly, it 

provides a lower cost temporary workforce; secondly 

it is an opportunity for the local resident community 

to become involved in the event. Finally, event orga-

nizers and governments claim that these enormous, 

high profile volunteer programs can lead to a volun-

teer legacy of increased volunteering within the host 

destination by trained and experienced volunteers, 

although there is limited evidence to support this 

claim, apart from the 2002 Commonwealth Games 

(Nichols & Ralston, 2012).

In order to encourage mega-event volunteers to 

volunteer postevent, their experience needs to be 

positive. Many factors contribute towards a positive 

event volunteering experience and the opportunity 

to be part of a once-in-a-lifetime event is a major 

motivator for mega-event volunteers (Dickson,  

Benson, & Terwiel, 2014). Researchers have more 

recently recognized that the recruitment and man-

agement of event volunteers can significantly affect 
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that volunteers were initially excited about get-

ting accepted and experienced postevent euphoria 

but their experience during the event was more 

negative (Lockstone & Baum, 2009). In particular, 

the rigid application of the program management 

approach contributed to this more negative experi-

ence. For example, it was not possible for volun-

teers to change the role they had been allocated, in 

part due to the logistics of organizing such a large 

group of volunteers, and nonattendance at training 

would result in a volunteer losing their role at the 

event. The volunteers were expected to be avail-

able for the whole event period and some volun-

teers were allocated such grueling schedules that 

they quit, with a drop-out rate of 1 in 10. There was 

a sense that as there were so many volunteers, they 

were treated as being expendable (Lockstone & 

Baum, 2009).

The Manchester Commonwealth Games also 

used a program management approach, which was 

evaluated before the event (Ralston, Downward, & 

Lumsdon, 2004). The large-scale orientation event 

held for all volunteers was viewed with mixed feel-

ings. Volunteers felt that jobs had been allocated 

seemingly at random and did not take into account 

the skills and experience that they had been asked 

about during recruitment. However, there was good 

communication between the event organizers and 

the volunteers, which made the volunteers feel 

special. Ralston et al. (2004) noted that the vol-

unteers in their sample expected to be managed 

and valued from the moment they submitted their 

application form given the commitment they were 

making to the event, often taking their annual leave 

to volunteer.

Other Olympic Games organizers have modi-

fied the program management approach. At the 

2000 Sydney Olympic Games, a pyramid method 

was used. An initial group of 500 “pioneer volun-

teers” were recruited first (Fairley, Green, O’Brien, 

& Chalip, 2015), who then promoted the volun-

teer program nationally to potential volunteers 

for the much larger group of 46,967 GamesForce 

2000 volunteers, who were subsequently recruited 

(Lockstone-Binney et al., 2016). Specialist volun-

teers were also recruited separately at Sydney so 

that recruitment and training were staggered. Some 

mega-events have also used targeted recruitment 

in their application of program management. The 

volunteers including the opportunity to be part of 

a “once-in-a-lifetime” experience (Dickson et al., 

2014), and pride in their home destination (Kim, 

Kim, & Odio, 2008). Interest has also grown in 

how mega-event volunteering can lead to a volun-

teer legacy for the host destination (Auld, Cuskelly, 

& Harrington, 2009; Doherty, 2009; Koutrou &  

Pappous, 2016; Nichols & Ralston, 2012). How-

ever, there have been few studies that examine 

how the management of mega-event volunteers can 

affect their experience and subsequent likelihood to 

volunteer at future events.

This review first examines current research on 

event volunteer management models and how these 

affect the volunteers’ experiences leading to sat-

isfaction or dissatisfaction. Next, a review of the 

methods used to investigate event volunteers is con-

sidered, and finally, research on volunteer legacies 

is presented.

Models for Managing a Mega-Event  

Volunteer Program

Event organizations can approach the man-

agement of volunteers in different ways (Smith &  

Lockstone, 2009). The dominant volunteer man-

agement approach used by events is the “program 

management” model, whereby volunteers are 

recruited and assigned to roles, which meet the 

needs of the program, rather than trying to meet the 

needs of the volunteers (Meijs & Hoogstad, 2001; 

Meijs & Karr, 2004). This is the model used by 

most mega-events and seeks to replicate the human 

resource management practices used for paid staff 

with a volunteer workforce (Cuskelly, Hoye, & 

Auld, 2006).

The program management model is typically 

adopted as the most efficient way of recruiting, 

training, and managing the enormous number of 

volunteers needed for the short time required for a 

mega-event (Lockstone & Baum, 2009). Its focus 

is on recruiting volunteers for the tasks that need 

to be completed. However, the approach has been 

critiqued as inflexible, indeed even draconian, 

and focused on the needs of the event organizers 

at the expense of the volunteers (Lockstone & 

Baum, 2009). A review of the volunteer program 

at the Melbourne Commonwealth Games, which 

used the program management approach, found 
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a group of volunteers together, creating a sense of 

community before the event, which will enhance 

the volunteers experience during the event and the 

support they feel they receive from other volunteers 

(Costa, Chalip, Green, & Simes, 2006). Another 

factor that impacts on the volunteer experience is 

having a “good” supportive supervisor (Coyne & 

Coyne, 2001). Good job design strongly influences 

volunteer satisfaction (Neufeind, Gunter, & Werner, 

2013), which has a positive impact on volunteers’ 

future intention to volunteer (Wang & Yu, 2014). 

Although research shows that event volunteers, as 

occasional, episodic volunteers, value flexibility in 

the organization of their time (Smith & Lockstone- 

Binney, 2009), mega-events are known to be demand-

ing for the volunteers both before and during the 

event, and to operate with strict, inflexible guide-

lines (Lockstone & Baum, 2009).

In summary, there is limited research on how 

the type of management approach used at a mega-

event affects the experience of the volunteers. Most 

research on this topic has been quantitative and has 

typically involved surveying the volunteers at a spe-

cific time during the event cycle, either after the event 

or at the event itself (Johnston, Twynam, & Farrell, 

1999; Koutrou & Pappous, 2016; Lockstone-Binney,  

Holmes, Baum, & Smith, 2014; Neufeind et al., 

2013), as this is when it is easier to access volun-

teers. Few articles have surveyed the volunteers at 

multiple stages (Ralston, Lumsdon, & Downward, 

2005; Smith, Wolf & Lockstone-Binney, 2014). 

Although the quantitative approach identifies rela-

tionships between variables such as training and 

volunteer satisfaction, this provides limited insight 

into how different approaches affect the experi-

ence. Only a few qualitative studies have explored 

the event volunteer experience in depth (Kodama, 

Doherty, & Popovic, 2013; Tomazos, & Luke, 2015; 

Wilks, 2015). These have not examined how the 

type of management approach affects the volun-

teers and the possible implications for subsequent 

volunteering as part of a volunteer legacy.

Creating an Event Volunteer Legacy

Researchers have investigated event volunteer 

commitment and how to encourage repeat volun-

teering (Costa et al., 2006; Elstad, 2003). In the con-

text of mega-events, this theme seeks to understand  

2000 Beijing Olympic Games targeted one specific 

group in their volunteer recruitment—students 

(Zhuang & Girginov, 2012).

An alternative model for event volunteer pro-

grams is the “membership management” approach, 

which focuses on meeting the volunteers’ expecta-

tions and matching the necessary tasks for the event 

to these (Meijs & Karr, 2004). It is about finding 

roles and tasks that suit the available volunteers, 

often tailoring a particular role to an individual. A 

program management model is more common for 

organizations that involve paid staff while a mem-

bership management model is more suited to an all-

volunteer organization and small local events and 

is generally more work intensive for the volunteers 

(Meijs & Karr, 2004). Clearly any one event will 

have a balance between the two approaches, but it 

is our contention that London 2012 was an extreme 

form of program management, with consequences 

for the volunteer experience.

The literature suggests the way in which volunteers 

are managed can have a positive or negative impact 

on their motivation and subsequently their reten-

tion. In particular, volunteers report that they want 

their time and efforts to be managed well (Musick & 

Wilson, 2008), with one of the most common draw-

backs of volunteering reported as “things could be 

better organized” (Low, Butt, Ellis Paine, & Davis 

Smith, 2007). Although there is limited research on 

volunteers’ satisfaction with managerial treatment in 

the events context, it has been identified as having 

a positive influence on their intention to continue 

to volunteer (Kim, Chelladurai, & Trail, 2007) and 

when this is not the case, volunteers withdraw their 

services (Hager & Brudney, 2004).

Researchers have suggested that because the  

volunteer workforce at an event is unpaid and tem-

porary, limited attention is paid to the management 

of the volunteers (Cuskelly et al., 2006). This is 

evident even at some mega-events, which involve a 

huge number of volunteers. For example, Kodama, 

Doherty, and Popovic (2013) reported on the limited 

and ambiguous instructions given as a volunteer at 

the Vancouver Winter Olympics. Poor management 

can have a negative effect on the volunteers’ sense 

of pride of being involved in the event (Kim et al., 

2008).

Previous research has identified the importance 

of training prior to the event as a way of bringing 



IP: 134.7.93.129 On: Wed, 30 Jan 2019 08:17:09
Delivered by Ingenta

Article(s) and/or figure(s) cannot be used for resale. Please use proper citation format when citing this article including the
DOI, publisher reference, volume number and page location.

 A ONCE-IN-A-LIFETIME EXPERIENCE 393

although for many, the period postinterview until 

notification of outcome was much shorter (Nichols, 

2013; Nichols & Ralston, 2014).

Successful applicants were required to attend two 

training events in London, including an initial ori-

entation session, and a third at their Olympic venue 

(usually in London). They might also be required to 

attend test events in the summer of 2012 and also 

had to make an additional visit to London to pick up 

their accreditation and uniform, even if they were 

volunteering at a venue outside of London. There 

was no support provided for travel at any stage or 

any assistance with arranging accommodation in 

London. Volunteers were notified of their scheduled 

shifts from May 2012 onwards.

Although LOCOG was responsible for delivering  

the Games and managing the volunteers during the 

event, McDonalds designed the training materials, 

interview, and selection process, although inter-

viewing of applicants was conducted by a group of 

volunteers and students who had applied specifi-

cally to be Games Maker interviewers. This con-

trasts with previous mega-events. For example, at 

the Manchester Commonwealth Games the local 

organizing committee directly recruited volun-

teers with involvement from the voluntary sector 

(Downward & Ralston, 2006) and at the Beijing 

Olympics university students were specifically tar-

geted by the local organizing committee (Zhuang 

& Girginov, 2012).

Method

In order to fully explore the experiences of  

London 2012 volunteers, a qualitative approach 

was adopted in this study. Research on the dif-

ferent management models of event volunteers is 

limited, thereby requiring an exploratory approach. 

Although previous quantitative studies have iden-

tified a number of factors that can affect the vol-

unteer experience, it is not clear how they do so, 

indicating that a more in-depth approach would 

be valuable. The few studies, which have used a 

qualitative approach to investigate mega-event 

volunteering (Ralston et al., 2004; Kodama et al., 

2013; Tomazos & Luke, 2015), demonstrate the 

value of in-depth investigation into the volunteer 

experience. Indeed, Musick and Wilson (2007), in 

their seminal book on volunteers, argue that any 

how an event volunteer program can lead to future 

volunteering in the host destination as part of a 

social or community legacy (Auld et al., 2009; 

Doherty, 2009). The primary example of a suc-

cessful event volunteer legacy is Manchester Event 

Volunteers (MEV), a broker service, which was set 

up following the 2002 Commonwealth Games to 

connect event organizers and potential volunteers 

in the Greater Manchester area (Nichols & Ralston, 

2011). This was successful partly because struc-

tures were in place to channel the enthusiasm, post-

Games euphoria and regional pride of volunteers 

into further opportunities. MEV is still operating 

in a very limited form as government funding has 

been greatly reduced since 2010 (Holmes, Hughes, 

Mair, & Carlsen, 2015). Creating a volunteer leg-

acy was claimed to be an aim of the London 2012 

Olympics, with the Deputy Prime Minister, Nick 

Clegg, stating: “At London 2012, we’re looking not 

only to celebrate this Olympic spirit, but use it to 

get more people volunteering in future” (DCMS, 

2012, p. 51). However, the governance of the 

Games through regulatory capitalism led to a split 

of responsibilities between delivery and legacy in 

which LOCOG had no remit to support or deliver 

a volunteer legacy strategy (Nichols & Ralston, 

2015).

This article brings the themes of event volunteer 

management and legacy together by investigating 

how far the management approach and manage-

ment practices at the London 2012 Olympic Games 

affected the experiences of the volunteers, and the 

subsequent implications for a volunteer legacy.

The London 2012 Games Maker Program

This study is of Games Makers, the term used 

to describe the volunteers recruited by LOCOG to 

support the 2012 Olympic Games. A description of 

the process of application, interview, selection, and 

training is essential for understanding the experi-

ences of our interviewees. The scale of the volun-

teer program was huge. A total of 240,000 people 

applied to be Olympic volunteers, from whom 

100,000 were selected for interview in London and 

eight regional centers between February 2011 and 

March 2012, up to 16 months after submitting their 

initial application. It took up to 18 months for most 

interviewees to be informed if they were successful 
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recruitment and training and how these affected 

their motivation. The interviews varied between 20 

and 90 minutes in length, allowing volunteers ample 

time to contextualize their experiences. We note 

that the participants were untypical geographically 

as Olympic volunteers in that they predominantly 

came from the Manchester and Sheffield areas, both 

approximately 200 miles north of London. Only 4%  

of all Games Makers came from the North West, 

and 4% from Yorkshire and the Humber (Dickson  

et al., 2014), the regions of the UK in which the 

cities of Manchester and Sheffield are located 

respectively, while 34% came from London. Thus, 

our sample had greater travel costs and was more 

likely to have to arrange their own accommodation 

in London, at their own expense. We note this as a 

potential bias in our analysis of the data.

Stage 2 of the fieldwork involved a series of four 

focus groups, which were conducted post-Games 

with the same sample. All interviewees from the 

original sample who accepted roles at the Games 

were contacted and asked to participate in the focus 

groups. From the 40 pre-Games interviewees who 

went on to volunteer at the Games, 19 agreed to 

participate in the focus groups. The focus groups 

were held between 6 and 10 weeks after the Games. 

Selection reflected those available for interview at 

the times the groups were held. Focus groups were 

preferred to individual interviews because the inter-

action between volunteers would better reflect their 

collective experience (Morgan, 1997). The focus 

groups used a very open schedule, which asked 

each participant to describe the high and low points 

of their experience as a Games Maker, their views 

on the way they were managed, and how volunteer-

ing at the Games might affect their future volunteer-

ing intentions. The post-Games focus groups were 

facilitated by two researchers: one to act as a mod-

erator and one to intervene to follow-up insightful 

comments (Krueger & Casey, 2000). Following the 

focus groups, the researchers wrote summary notes, 

and all interviews and focus groups were recorded 

and transcribed verbatim for analysis.

Both the interviews and the focus groups were 

analyzed thematically with the support of NVivo 

11. The method of analysis used the typical 

approach for qualitative research. This involved 

reading and rereading the interview transcripts, the 

development of a coding template, that included 

attempt to understand volunteerism needs to take 

into account the social context within which it takes 

place, again pointing to a qualitative approach. A 

small number of studies have examined how the 

event volunteering experience has met volunteers’ 

expectations by exploring these prior to the event 

(Tomazos & Luke, 2015) and then evaluating the 

volunteers’ experiences during and/or after the 

event (Kodama et al., 2013; Neufeind et al., 2013; 

Ralston et al., 2004; Smith et al., 2014). This would 

seem necessary to evaluate both the volunteer pro-

gram and the likelihood of an individual continuing 

to volunteer after the Olympic Games.

For this project, data were collected in two stages 

both before and after the event. Before the Games, 

face-to-face semistructured interviews were con-

ducted between February and June 2012 with indi-

viduals who had volunteered for the Games. By 

this time the participants had experience of appli-

cation, interview, being offered a role, orientation 

training, role and venue training, notification of 

shifts, and possibly attending test events; although 

not all interviewees had completed all these stages 

and only a few had attended test events.

Participants were purposefully selected for the 

inter views. Participants were initially sampled 

through an e-mail request to members of Man-

chester Event Volunteers, a volunteer events broker 

organization established after the 2002 Common-

wealth Games, which is cited above as the only 

example of a successful volunteer legacy. This 

provided an initial sample, which was expanded  

through “snowballing” whereby the initial interview-

ees were asked to recommend further participants 

who met the eligibility criteria for being included 

in the study (Cresswell, 2013). The only sampling 

criterion was that participants had been selected 

to volunteer at the London 2012 Olympic and 

Paralympic Games. A total of 53 participants were 

interviewed in this first stage, by which theoreti-

cal saturation had been reached and no further new 

insights were being generated by the interviews 

(Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006).

By the time of the initial research interview, 13  

of the 53 participants had withdrawn from the 

Games Maker recruitment process, providing a 

valuable perspective on reasons for withdrawal. The 

interviews followed a simple chronological sched-

ule, asking volunteers to describe the stages of their 
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Commonwealth Games in Manchester and also the 

1991 World Student Games in Sheffield:

I had such a good experience in the World Stu-

dent Games in 1991. I had a month off work, 

I was seconded. I had a free month and I said to 

them what do you want and I was actually work-

ing with (named removed) managing the volun-

teers who looked after the dignitaries which in 

hindsight wasn’t really what I wanted to do but 

I was also based in the hotel looking after the 

medical team which was fun. (Mary)

Eighteen participants had volunteered at events 

through MEV (Nichols & Ralston, 2012). This 

meant that these participants were experienced 

event volunteers, often with high level expertise in 

a specific sport. The strength of each individual’s 

motivation was such that they were willing to bare 

substantial costs and other sacrifices in order to be 

involved in the Olympic Games. One student com-

mented that she chose to miss exams in order to 

attend a training session:

I was oohing and aahing about whether I should 

<attend the mandatory training> because it was 

obviously during term time and I was like should 

I do it, exams would be soon afterwards . . . and 

then I finally decided “yes let’s do it” because I am 

in first year, my year doesn’t really matter, this is 

not going to happen again. (Chloe)

Recruitment and Training of Volunteers

The recruitment and training process is outlined 

above. This section reports participants’ experi-

ences of this process. The online application form 

was considered relatively straightforward to com-

plete, although some experienced volunteers felt 

that there was insufficient room for them to include 

all their skills and knowledge. Individuals who 

were involved with a specific sport club were given 

a code to enter into the application form, which 

would link their application to that sport.

A limitation of the application form was that 

only individual applications could be submitted. 

Couples, families, or friends wishing to volun-

teer together could not apply together, which led 

to problems later on with the roles, locations, and 

shifts that they were allocated. Given that couples 

and families would want to share accommodation 

during the event, being at different locations would 

broad categories identified in the literature (moti-

vations, training, recruitment), and data were then 

analyzed inductively within each category, with 

themes allowed to emerge from the data. The data 

were all initially coded by one researcher from the 

team and then code checked by a second researcher 

for consistency (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The 

quotations provided in this article have been anon-

ymized. It was not possible to interview LOCOG 

staff as consistent with the governance structure of 

the Games, as this would have necessitated sign-

ing a nondisclosure agreement which might have 

prevented open academic commentary (Nichols & 

Ralston, 2015).

Findings

The findings are organized chronologically, with 

the themes linking to the different stages of the 

volunteer recruitment, training, and management 

process (Holmes & Smith, 2009). This approach 

is designed to aid understanding of how the man-

agement style affected the volunteers’ experience 

at the London 2012 Olympics and Paralympic 

Games. The findings begin by outlining the volun-

teers’ motivation to become Olympic volunteers. 

This is followed by recruitment and training; the 

experience at the Games; rewards received by the 

volunteers from volunteering; and evaluation of 

the volunteer program.

Motivation to Volunteer at the 

London 2012 Olympic Games

The interview participants were highly motivated 

to volunteer at the 2012 London Olympic Games. 

Many cited their motivation as the opportunity to 

be involved in a once in a life time opportunity: “I 

don’t think there will be another Olympic Games in 

this country in my lifetime and this was a great way 

to get involved” (Karen).

For others, specifically the students in the sam-

ple, this was seen as a valuable experience to add 

to their CVs. This was the case for students study-

ing related subjects such as Event Management 

but also for others doing unrelated programs. A 

number of participants had been involved in pre-

vious mega-events, which had encouraged them to 

repeat their experience. These included the 2006 
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have sent out the pack and put a clip on YouTube 

and that would have been a lot easier for all of us 

and she had got a point. (Karen)

Next, participants had to attend a number of 

training events, which were found to be of varying 

usefulness:

Training . . . was a very general talk of how we 

should act and how we should kind of behave and 

not, it was a very general talk, nothing at all to 

do with what any of us were doing yet none of us 

knew what we were doing at the end of the talk. 

(Chloe)

All training took place in London or at Olympic 

venues and was separated from collecting uniforms, 

which involved an additional trip to the London-

based uniform depot, leading to extra transport 

costs for potential volunteers.

The recruitment and training process had begun 

very formally but as it got closer to the actual event, 

this became more informal, including the use of 

telephone interviews. One participant suggested 

this was because so many people were dropping 

out of the recruitment process or turning down 

offers that there was a sudden need to recruit more 

volunteers.

Among our participants there were mixed reac-

tions to the training. Some participants felt that the 

whole standardized process was inappropriate to a 

volunteer program, while others liked the profes-

sionalism that the standardized process presented 

to them. However, the problems with communica-

tion between LOCOG and the participants and the 

delays in providing information, along with sending 

out contradictory messages left a poor impression:

“It was slick and very well done and it was all 

geared up to making you feel that you were impor-

tant to the Games, but they haven’t unfortunately 

followed that through since” (Jodie).

The messages that were presented to volunteers 

as part of the recruitment and training process were 

contrasted with the reality they experienced:

Volunteering is about having fun and meeting 

people and looking after the visitors who come 

into the event. Yeah, it’s about working hard 

too but I just felt the Olympics didn’t see things 

from a volunteer’s point of view. I didn’t get the 

be problematic. One participant contacted LOCOG 

regarding this problem and received the following 

response: “Thank you for contacting London 2012 

about your Games Maker role. Unfortunately, we 

are unable to assign the same roles for you and 

your husband as we have 70,000 applicants to be 

assigned to the various roles” (E-mail received by 

Brenda).

The interviews were all conducted at centers 

around the country, which made it easier for partici-

pants to get to than if they had been in London. The 

interviews themselves were standardized and under-

taken by seemingly inexperienced volunteers:

“Well she [the interviewer] was very inexpe-

rienced, very slow, misunderstood what I said 

sometimes and . . . when it got to a sort of buzzer 

bell to say have you nearly finished she was four 

questions off the end and she stopped” (Mary).

These left participants confused as to how the 

interview would enable LOCOG to match them 

to a role appropriate to their skills and experience. 

The interviewers were also unable to answer any 

questions about the volunteer program. A volunteer 

described a friend:

He’s got masses of experience and all they did was 

stuck him on a road crossing in Leatherhead . . . he 

was a Major in the Army. His organizational skills, 

his knowledge of sport, his management of both 

volunteers and staff was just phenomenal and they 

just weren’t using him. (Karen)

Successful interviewees had to attend an orien-

tation event in London. Participants had mixed 

views about the orientation. This involved showing 

a number of videos emphasizing the importance of 

the volunteers; however, it was noted that they still 

had to pay for their own refreshments. Some partic-

ipants commented that the orientation made them 

feel excited about being involved in the Olympics, 

that it made it feel “real” to them, but also that it 

was superficial. One experienced event volunteer 

said:

Well the orientation was very well put together, 

very professionally managed but it was a lot of 

“fluff” to be quite frank but then what could you 

do if you are sitting 12,000 people in an Arena? To 

be brutally honest . . . I was stood in the queue for 

the toilets afterwards and a woman said they could 
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London—and so telephoned LOCOG to request a 

change of role and was reallocated a role as a medal 

bearer:

So I gave them a call and said I’ve been given this 

role, I didn’t really know that’s what I was going 

to be given, I could do it at a push but if there is 

something different I can be transferred to there is 

probably something I would be better suited to . . . 

and then there was probably a month gap and then 

I got an email saying that I was to be a part of the 

medal and garland bearer team. (Darren)

Clearly, it paid to complain directly to LOCOG.

The Experience of Volunteering 

at the Olympic Games

In spite of all the negativity among participants 

in the preevent interviews, the post-Games focus 

groups identified “this tsunami of positivity” (Man-

chester focus group 1) from participants about their 

experiences at this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. 

The participants were still experiencing Olympic 

euphoria at the time of the focus groups. Much of 

this euphoria was due to the very positive attitude 

of the public towards the volunteers:

I think it was after the first couple of days where 

all the volunteers were still quite bouncy and 

happy so I wasn’t the only one still dancing any-

more and . . . just having the public go up to us and 

say “you’re really great” so the people genuinely 

really liked us being there and being happy and so 

many athletes and celebrities were saying the vol-

unteers are really good. (Sheffield focus group 1)

The distinctive uniform of the volunteers really 

helped in creating a sense of identity and meant 

that everyone could recognize that they were vol-

unteers and part of the Olympic Games. Indeed, we 

recruited one focus group participant after we saw 

them sitting in a pub wearing their uniform a num-

ber of weeks after the event. When we approached 

him, we discovered that he was one of our origi-

nal interviewees. A further reason for this euphoria 

was the success of Team GB and one participant 

commented about the management of the volunteer 

program:

They could have been the worst managers in the 

World it wouldn’t have made any difference, we 

impression of any flexibility. It was a question of 

“this is what we want from you—take it or leave 

it.” I just didn’t think they cared enough about the 

volunteers to look after us properly. (Lauren, who 

declined the offer of a volunteer role)

Role and Shift Allocation

A problem for participants throughout the pro-

cess leading up to the event was communication 

with LOCOG. This was all done via e-mail, with 

many standardized messages, thereby requiring all 

volunteers to have regular internet access and spe-

cific computing facilities:

So first of all, I couldn’t access my shift rota. 

There is something on your Games Maker, you 

know, this page which tells you your status and 

stuff like that, well it says “view shifts” so I click 

“view shifts” and nothing happens. . . . In the end 

I phoned the number and said this is ridiculous . . . 

and [I was told] it doesn’t work on Apple Macs. 

(Mary)

The communication was just one part of a pro-

cess that treated volunteers as numbers rather than 

as individuals. This seemed very obvious to partici-

pants when they were allocated their shifts:

I mean these shifts to me look like they’ve been 

done by a computer, not a person, nobody has sat 

down and said we will give this 66 year old 5.15am 

shifts. . . . I’m very active and I can get up at 3.00 

in the morning, it’s just that waste of 2 hours in the 

middle of the night that has pushed me over the 

edge. I am not being unreasonable. (Mary)

Some participants contacted LOCOG directly 

and found that staff were very helpful. For exam-

ple, after receiving the e-mail from LOCOG saying 

that he could not volunteer with his wife, Brenda’s 

husband contacted LOCOG directly and threatened 

to withdraw if they could not volunteer together:

It’s not a case of whether I would do the shifts 

or whether we can negotiate, it’s a question of 

whether I will do anything at all. This is condi-

tional upon my wife getting the same shifts and 

working in the same area. (Brenda’s husband)

They were then reallocated to the same team at 

the same venue.

Another participant did not like the role they 

had been allocated—a driver for VIPs at a hotel in 
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you stayed until the end and our team buddied up 

with the catering team and we had fizz and pizza. 

(Sheffield focus group 2)

For others: “At the end? We just finished our 

shift and then we left” (Sheffield focus group 2), an 

anticlimax of a volunteer experience.

Evaluating the Volunteers’ Experience

In spite of their euphoric experiences at the 

Olympic Games, volunteers could still remem-

ber the problems they had before the event. The 

whole recruitment and training process “did feel a 

little bit like an assault course if you got through 

that then that was part of the test” (Sheffield focus 

group 2).

It is not possible to say how many potential vol-

unteers dropped out of the program before the event, 

as did 13 out of our sample of 53, and how far they 

have been deterred from any future volunteering.

Having participated in the volunteer program, 

the focus group participants made a number of rec-

ommendations for improving the process. Firstly, 

they suggested recruiting the team leaders first and 

then involving them in the subsequent recruitment 

of their teams:

The recruitment should have been in a pyramid 

so that you recruited the team leaders first, I 

think, and then maybe get them recruiting. To 

have those McDonalds girls and I don’t mean to 

be disrespectful to them but to have them inter-

viewing at that level and to make those decisions 

was probably not the most effective way of doing 

it. (Manchester focus group 1)

Many volunteers felt that people’s skills were 

not being matched to the role they were eventu-

ally assigned during the recruitment process. It was 

very likely that this match was not made by the 

interview process as the interview questions were 

too standardized, general, and the interviewees 

unskilled. One example given was of volunteer 

drivers who had no experience of driving with a 

manual gear box or on the left-hand side of the road 

(in the UK).

In addition, the training was criticized as not 

equipping people to do their assigned role. For 

example, the volunteers at the Olympic Park were 

simply walked round the park during their training 

would have still been positive about it because it 

didn’t matter that the feelings you were getting 

from everything else just washed it out the water. 

(Manchester focus group 2)

It is important to remember that volunteering 

at the London Olympics really was hard work. Vol-

unteers had to complete long shifts and were often 

on their feet all day:

We worked 12-hour shifts which would invariably 

end up 14-hour shifts, and you start at 5.30 in the 

morning and you hadn’t been to the toilet by 2.30 

or 3.00 in the afternoon and you just hadn’t sat 

down because of all the problems coming into the 

depot. (Manchester focus group 1)

This was in addition to the costs involved, partic-

ularly with accommodation and that many people 

were volunteering during their annual leave. How-

ever, the reality was much more flexible than the 

preevent training and communication suggested, 

and this flexibility depended on the volunteer team 

leader:

Ours were pretty flexible. They asked where we 

were living and what time our last train was, 

and they had a print-out of the last trains going 

from Stratford and some people did have to leave 

early and it was fine we had enough people on 

the shift to cover if we needed to. (Manchester 

focus group 2)

Recognition and Reward of Volunteers

Rewards offered were material and included 

discounts in various shops, free public transport 

in London during shifts, thank you letters from the 

Chair of LOCOG and the British Prime Minister, 

a souvenir baton, along with being provided with 

their uniform and lunch during shifts. A downside 

was that there was no official “end of Olympic 

Games” thank you event for the volunteers. Some 

volunteers organized their own “thank you” for 

their team members:

Can I just say this was where I got the long straw 

and not the short straw because every person that 

left on their last shift we had a group photograph 

of them going so they could have a photograph 

of them with the team that was on duty that day. 

And the last day was the last day of everything. 

And I think it probably did make a difference if 
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“you are one of 70,000 and there were 250,000 

applied, if you don’t like it there is other people 

behind you.” It was if you read the bumph that 

they send out it says things like “without you as 

volunteers we cannot run this Olympic Games” 

but quite frankly from LOCOG I’m not feeling 

like I’m valued. (Karen)

Discussion

The findings from the interviews and focus 

groups reveal the challenge of managing a mega-

event volunteer program on the scale of the London 

2012 Olympic Games, possibly the largest tempo-

rary volunteer program ever created. LOCOG set 

themselves an additional challenge by electing to 

recruit all the volunteers at the same time and also to 

build a diverse volunteer cohort, extending the expe-

rience to people from across the country (although 

they did not achieve the latter). Previous Olym-

pic Games have staggered their recruitment, as at  

Sydney (Lockstone-Binney et al., 2016), or focused 

on one source market, frequently university stu-

dents, as in Beijing (Zhuang & Girginov, 2012).

The volunteers in our sample were highly moti-

vated and excited to be selected for the London 

Olympic Games. They talked about it being a “once-

in-a-lifetime” experience and this initial excitement 

is common at high profile mega-events such as 

the Olympics (Dickson et al., 2014; Lockstone & 

Baum, 2009; Ralston et al., 2004). However, this 

motivation began to wane as the volunteers went 

through the recruitment and training process.

Recruiting such a large number of people all 

at once led to the adoption of the program man-

agement approach with a very rigid, standardized 

system, found at other mega-events (Lockstone & 

Baum, 2009). This worked well for some of our 

participants, but did not take into account indi-

vidual needs, particularly the need for people to 

be able to volunteer together. This was a practical 

need as individuals from outside London needed to 

arrange accommodation together. This lack of an 

individual approach was implemented by outsourc-

ing the recruitment to a commercial organization 

with little experience of volunteer management, 

regardless of how much input McDonalds had into 

this process. This was symptomatic of the “take it 

or leave it” approach found at similar mega-events, 

where there is a sense that will be plenty more 

and did not get the chance to practice the kinds of 

queries they would be dealing with. As the maps of 

the Olympic Park did not have toilets or refresh-

ments marked on, the volunteers had to locate 

these themselves on their first day and add them to 

their maps.

Many of the participants felt that the volunteer 

program was not well organized and this was par-

ticularly apparent on the first day. Some partici-

pants felt underused during the event. This was due 

to a number of factors. Firstly, the same number of 

volunteers in each role were allocated to all venues, 

so this led to a team of 10 being allocated to pro-

cessing results at one venue when most of the time 

only one or two were needed. Another example was 

drivers being allocated to VIPs who did not need 

driving anywhere. “because we weren’t doing very 

much all the time the competition was on it only 

needed one person so the rest of the time we were 

just wandering about” (Manchester focus group 2). 

Additionally, many volunteers from the morning 

shift chose not to leave after their shift, so there was 

competition with the afternoon shift over roles.

Finally, participants commented how not all vol-

unteer roles were equal. Although some participants 

were involved in handing out medals, meeting the 

athletes and VIPs at the venues, others might be 

remote from the events to the extent that they did 

not know results of key competitions. There was a 

feeling that people should only be asked to volun-

teer for “interesting jobs” such as driving athletes, 

assisting at venues, rather than checking passes in 

a corridor:

There were people I walked past everyday whose 

role was to sit in a corridor and they would just sit 

in a corridor and check the badges. I kind of think 

it was a bit cheeky what people got asked to do 

under the name of volunteering. There was a lot 

of free labour going round to be honest and asking 

people to get to work for like 5am and stuff like 

that I thought was a bit cheeky. (Sheffield focus 

group 1)

Overall, at least up to the event, several volun-

teers expressed the view that LOCOG were exploit-

ing their market position:

They treat you like you are literally a herd of what-

ever and the biggest feeling I get is as soon as you 

say I am not very happy with that they will say 
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management balance according to the balance of 

supply and demand for volunteers. Thus, not all 

volunteers were treated equally.

Training was found to be of mixed benefit. In 

spite of attendance at training sessions being man-

datory, similar to other mega-events (Lockstone & 

Baum, 2009), it did not necessarily prepare the 

volunteers for the actual role they would be per-

forming. Kodama et al.’s (2013) account of vol-

unteering at the 2010 Vancouver Olympic Games 

reported the same problem. The main reward for the 

volunteers was being a part of the Olympic Games. 

Many volunteers were also able to meet athletes 

and other VIPs. Material rewards were a nice addi-

tion, along with the various thank-you letters, but 

previous research has found that material rewards 

are the least important motivations for event volun-

teers (Williams, Dossa & Tompkins, 1995).

However, the outcome was that despite all the 

problems experienced by volunteers before and dur-

ing the Olympic Games, they generally enjoyed being 

able to participate in the event. Therefore, the risk for 

losing volunteers and potentially damaging the volun-

teer legacy of the event was mainly during the recruit-

ment and training before the event. The importance 

of training in motivating event volunteers has been 

previously noted (Costa et al., 2006), alongside flex-

ibility and a good supervisor (Coyne & Coyne, 2001) 

and the findings in this study reinforce this. The lack 

of flexibility throughout the recruitment and train-

ing process was commented on repeatedly. In con-

trast, individual supervisors facilitated considerable 

flexibility at the event itself. The positive start and 

finish with a more negative experience for the vol-

unteers in between has been noted at previous mega-

events (Lockstone & Baum, 2009; Ralston et al., 

2004). Although the positive end note is good news 

for volunteer legacy planning, the risk is with those 

volunteers who drop out during the negative middle 

phase. It is possible that their negative experience  

before the event will reduce their likelihood of par-

ticipating in any form of volunteering in the future.

The limitations of the selection process inter-

viewers, who were found by our participants to 

be inexperienced, unable to deviate from their 

script, or answer questions might have been if a 

pyramid approach, similar to that used at the 2000 

Sydney Olympic Games (Fairley et al., 2015) and  

described by one of our participants was employed. 

volunteers if someone drops out of the process  

(Lockstone & Baum, 2009).

This sense was evident in various stages of the 

recruitment and training process. For example, 

many participants commented on how at the ori-

entation event they were bombarded with mes-

sages about how important they were as volunteers 

and yet they were not important enough to get a 

free cup of tea or refreshments at the event; which 

was being run by McDonalds! The message to 

volunteers needs to be consistent. Volunteers also 

objected to the insincerity of mass communica-

tions, such as the one confirming their role postin-

terview: “Electing the volunteers was a tough job 

but we were really impressed with your interview. 

We know you’ve got the passion and enthusiasm.” 

As one participant commented: these were “just 

words and I don’t believe them” (Boris).

There was considerable variation in the roles that 

volunteers were allocated. Roles seemed to be allo-

cated randomly, with little apparent consideration 

for the volunteers’ skills and experience, which had 

been elicited during recruitment and selection. This 

randomness is a feature of the program management 

approach at mega-events (Ralston et al., 2004). 

Clearly some roles are more exciting and coveted 

than others and it is unlikely that any mega-event 

volunteer program will be able to match everyone 

to the role they want. However, event organizers 

could acknowledge where volunteers do not get their 

first choice and perhaps offer something in addi-

tion for those doing the less enjoyable or further- 

from-the-action roles.

Although LOCOG presented a standardized, 

inflexible approach towards the volunteers, some 

of our participants found that when they contacted 

LOCOG directly, they were able to obtain the 

outcomes they wanted. It seems that the program 

management approach was used for all volunteers, 

but those willing to put time into complaining 

received a more membership management-oriented 

approach (Meijs & Hoogstad, 2001), with more 

consideration given to their specific needs and 

skills. Possibly by this time LOCOG realized they 

needed to do this to ensure the required number of 

volunteers. This is suggested by the fact that some 

potential Games Makers were still being recruited 

by LOCOG as late as June 2012. Possibly LOCOG 

reviewed its program management/membership 
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approach was not popular with volunteers, as it 

did not take into account personal circumstances, 

with the result that some volunteers withdrew. In 

less prestigious events this extreme program man-

agement approach will not be practical in retaining 

volunteers’ commitment. An alternative method of 

recruitment would be a pyramid approach, as used 

at the Sydney 2000 Olympic Games, which offers 

a way to engage a large number of volunteers in 

a more personal manner and also to stagger the 

recruitment and training for the volunteers.

This study was limited by the sample as we only 

interviewed volunteers from outside of London. 

Volunteers living closer to the venues may not 

have been as concerned with some of the problems 

identified by our sample. Furthermore, our use of 

self-selection sampling initially may have elicited 

research participants with extreme views—either 

negative or positive.

Our findings are situated within the context of 

the biggest sports mega-event. This extreme case 

has the advantage of highlighting the juxtaposi-

tion of size, complexity, and profile of the event; 

with very strong particular volunteer motivations. 

Clearly other studies of national, regional, and 

local events will find a different balance of pro-

gram management and membership management. 

Smaller events may show further differences in 

management practices, such as those observed at 

regional events (Lockstone-Binney et al., 2015).

This article has provided insights into the bet-

ter management of mega-event volunteers. Future 

mega-events are likely to grow both in cost to the 

host destination and in the size of their volunteer 

programs. Therefore, the importance of leveraging 

the event by leaving a volunteer legacy for the host 

community and the need to provide a positive vol-

unteer experience is paramount.
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