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2004 hindsight

At just after 8.30 pm on Sunday August 30, 2004, Gianna Angelopou-
los-Daskalaki, the president of  the Athens Olympic Games Organising 
Committee (ATHOC) strode out from underneath the newly constructed 
Calatrava roof  into the centre of  the main Olympic stadium to deliver her 
speech for the closing ceremony.

‘We can fairly claim today that Greece and the Greek people have kept 
their promise. A promise made to the world and to ourselves. It was a 
promise of  success, joy, celebration, peaceful coexistence and noble strife 
… And we can truthfully say that, with the Athens Olympic Games, the 
Olympic Movement and the Olympic ideal took a step forward.’

A crowd of  70,000 and more than a billion television viewers around 
the world looked on in admiration. The IOC and the rest of  the interna-
tional sports community breathed a huge sigh of  relief.

The 20,000 representatives of  the world’s media in Athens could not 
quite believe what had happened over the previous 17 days. They scram-
bled to re-write their summaries and analysis of  the Games of  the XXVIII 
Olympiad. The 10,500 athletes from 202 countries had felt what it was 
like to walk in the footsteps of  their forefathers three millennia previously. 
Athens was an unequivocal success. Against the odds, Athens had not 
only delivered, but exceeded beyond anyone’s wildest imagination. At 
Athens in 2004, the world experienced one of  the greatest and most sym-
bolic Olympic Games ever.

It was a long, hard road. Long before the opening ceremony, a cynical 
press and doubting world decided that Greece was not capable of  organis-
ing so much as a children’s tea party let alone the Olympic Games. The 
country was far too small – and far too laid back. On more than one occa-
sion, it looked as if  the Games would have to be withdrawn from Greece.

At Athens, we knew all the elements of  the IOC’s marketing agenda 
would be put under pressure. It was the acid test of  the strategy developed 
over the previous 20 years. Aside from the sheer logistical challenge of  
staging the world’s largest event in the smallest country to host the Olym-
pic Games since Finland in 1952, how would the IOC’s carefully honed 
marketing strategy cope with a country that was so full of  contradic-
tions?
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Chief  among the contradictions was the Greek attitude to Olympic 
sponsorship. Greece had been vitriolic in its criticism of  the IOC for com-
mercialising the Games. Yet, Athens offered the most liberal commercial 
environment of  any Olympic host city.

As the Games approached, we wondered whether the Olympic sponsors 
and the international business community would be welcomed or treated 
as pariahs? Would the outdoor advertising industry, dominated by ille-
gal billboards due to the government’s total lack of  willingness to control 
them, prompt ambush marketing on a scale that would make Atlanta look 
like a paragon of  best practice? And would the licensing industry plum-
met to new depths in cheap trash, found throughout so many of  Greece’s 
souvenir stalls? Or could a new brand image be created? Would the world 
watch, or switch off, having lost confi dence that the Games would happen? 
Would the broadcasters set new records in fi nancial losses, or new rat-
ings highs? Would there be any attempt to co-ordinate the Olympic brand 
image across the 35 venues scattered across different precincts of  the city 
council, or would everyone treat it as a free for all?

While the stakes were high for Greece, in many ways they were even 
higher for the IOC and its overall Olympic marketing strategy. We always 
knew the Athens Games had the potential to enhance two decades of  
Olympic marketing and showcase the evolution of  a quiet business strat-
egy. But as they came closer, it increasingly looked like they might destroy 
everything that had been achieved over the past two decades.

It’s easy to be wise after the event. Hindsight, as we all know, is a mar-
velous thing. But I was convinced from the outset that not only would 
Athens pull it off, but it would do so in style. The Greeks would show what 
could be achieved and what the Olympic brand really stands for. They had 
to. There was too much riding on it for them not to pull it off. Failure was 
not an option. For me personally there was also a lot at stake. It was my 
last Olympic Games at the IOC. Athens was the culmination of  more than 
twenty years work.

High stakes

I understood what it meant to the Greek people for the Olympics to return 
to their birthplace. I also knew what it could mean for the Olympic brand. 

Coming Home 257

Olympic_c10.indd   257Olympic_c10.indd   257 29/04/2005   15:14:4629/04/2005   15:14:46



Athens offered a unique opportunity to see the Games in their original 
light. But I also knew that there were real risks involved.

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, I was involved in the staging of  a 
number of  international athletic events in Greece. I’d seen fi rst hand the 
power of  the symbolism and potential imagery of  one of  the world’s rich-
est visual cultures. Unfortunately, I also saw fi rst-hand how it could all go 
very, very wrong.

The IAAF Golden Marathon in 1982, for example, assembled one of  the 
greatest fi elds of  long-distance runners ever. In spite of  numerous challenges 
in the preparation for the race, everything fi nally came together and the race 
got off  to a smooth start. Everything was proceeding according to plan right 
up until the 37 km marker. At that point, things began to unravel. The Greek 
police had forgotten to close the last fi ve kilometres of  the marathon course 
to traffi c. As I sat with local race director, George Courmousis, overseeing the 
race from the lead car, I slowly made out the red brake lights of  the traffi c jam 
ahead. Forty of  the world’s best marathon runners were rapidly catching 
up with the rush hour traffi c. A Japanese television producer, responsible for 
sending the live images back around the world, looked on aghast.

It was one of  those moments you never forget. Slowly, we came to a 
grinding halt, behind a large, dirty bus, belching out thick fumes. It pre-
sented a unique broadcast image, runners piling past a now stationary 
broadcast truck. The camera crew fi lmed them as they disappeared into 
the distance and out of  sight for the fi nal two kilometres of  the race. The 
television commentators were faced with the challenge of  commenting on 
a blank screen for the next fi ve minutes, until the runners fi nally entered 
the stadium. A few months later when athletes arrived in Athens for the 
European Athletics Championships, the track in the main stadium still 
had to be laid. Back then, I feared I would never see the day when Greece 
was allowed to stage the Games.

Vote of confi dence

Athens won the right to host the Olympic Games on September 5, 1997. 
This was less than 12 months after the Atlanta Games and the IOC was 
still smarting from the media onslaught provoked by the crass over-com-
mercialisation allowed by the city authorities. The IOC had to show the 
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world that in selecting a host city for the 2004 Olympic Games, it could 
exercise sound judgement. It had to demonstrate that it understood the 
dynamics of  hosting the Games and what was needed to perpetuate the 
Olympic ideal. Most of  all, it had to show beyond all doubt that the Olympic 
ideal had not been surrendered to the commercial agenda.

Eleven cities set out to bid for the 2004 Olympic Games: Athens, Cape 
Town, Istanbul, Lille, Rio de Janeiro, Buenos Aires, Rome, San Juan, 
Seville, St. Petersburg, and Stockholm. Although there was much talk of  
Athens as a potential front runner, the Greeks’ previous performance in 
front of  the IOC Session in Tokyo in 1990 had ended in humiliation. On 
that occasion, they had arrogantly demanded to host the Games as their 
birthright. There was little to inspire confi dence that things would be any 
different this time around.

But things were very different. For a start, the Greek government had 
the foresight to ask Gianna Angelopoulos-Daskalaki, a 41-year old former 
national politician, married to a billionaire ship owner and industrialist, to 
lead the bid. Angelopoulos-Daskalaki accepted, but there was one condi-
tion: she would control everything. There was to be no interference from 
anyone, least of  all from the Greek government. If  Greece wanted the Games, 
she and her husband, Theodore, would go and get them – but with her team 
and on her conditions. She refused to be hamstrung by a set of  bureau-
cratic dictates from ministers and their civil servants. Fearing humiliation 
for a second time, the Greek government accepted her demands.

Over the course of  the 12 month bid, Angelopoulos-Daskalaki and her 
executive team – led by Marton Simitsek, a gruff  no-nonsense former vice 
president of  the Greek National Olympic Committee – charmed the IOC 
membership. The Greek delegation convinced the IOC, and a cynical media, 
that Greece was ready this time to stage the Games. They argued that they 
had learnt from their failings in the previous bid and that, in the intervening 
period, Greece had built much of  the promised, and sorely needed, infra-
structure. Most importantly, they no longer arrogantly claimed that the 
Games were theirs by birthright. Instead, they said, they wanted to prove 
that Greece could not only keep its promises and deliver, but add its own 
magic to the Olympics, by returning the Games to their original creators.

Proving that Greece could add its own special magic to the Games, was 
the easy part. Proving that Greece could stage them without stretching its 
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national resources to breaking point, bungling the job, or compromising 
the country’s fi nances in the process, was another matter.

There was clearly some guilt within the IOC that Greece had been 
passed over seven years previously, in favour of  Atlanta. The fact was that 
the original Athens bid was ill-conceived and unrealistic. The IOC would 
have been irresponsible, and in dereliction of  its duties as trustees of  the 
Olympic ideal, if  it had awarded the Centennial Games to Athens. And yet 
Atlanta had not been a great vindication of  the IOC’s judgement either.

In the end, Athens won the right to stage the 2004 Olympic Games, 
beating Rome by 66 votes to 41 in the fi fth round of  voting. (The voting 
process continues until one city has a 51 per cent majority. The city with 
the least number of  votes in each round is dropped. A new vote is then held 
with the remaining cities hoping to collect the votes of  the city which has 
just fallen by the wayside.)

Victory was a major boost for national morale, fulfi lling the coun-
try’s psychological need for international recognition. But no sooner 
had Angelopoulos-Daskalaki and her bid team returned home, than the 
politicians unceremoniously dumped her. The IOC was not amused. We 
had received specifi c commitments from the Greek government and clear 
promises from Prime Minister Simitis that the bid team would also lead the 
Olympic effort for the next seven years.

With Gianna sidelined, Greece quickly returned to its bad old ways. The 
Olympic effort deteriorated into internal fi ghting and bickering. Everyone 
involved wanted to rest on their laurels. Offi cials procrastinated over every 
decision. They discussed at length what needed to be done, but very little 
happened.

ATHOC, the Athens Organising Committee, was established with a 
competent management team, but it was paralysed by a Greek govern-
ment that refused to take any decisions. The government simply did not 
comprehend the true magnitude of  the task ahead. Valuable preparation 
time slipped away, with no minister focusing on the real issues. Venue con-
struction had not even begun. Collectively, there seemed to be a total lack 
of  urgency. Despite repeated pleas from the IOC, the Greek government 
was not listening. Samaranch appointed Jacques Rogge to head the IOC’s 
oversight commission for the preparation of  the Games, but Rogge was 
simply not getting through.1
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Seeing red

By early 2000, with three years already lost, the IOC was increasingly con-
cerned that it might have made a terrible mistake. If  Greece maintained its 
current pace, there would not be enough time left to build all the venues. 
Hosting the Olympic Games is a colossal task for any nation; Greece was 
now faced with the challenge of  doing it in half  the normal time. Greek 
companies were not falling over themselves to support the Games either. 
With four years to go, Greece did not have a single national sponsor on 
board. The IOC’s carefully structured step by step approach to prepara-
tions, with detailed time lines, had somehow got lost in translation.

The word crisis comes from the Greek word for decision. It became clear 
to Samaranch that he was facing one of  the most serious organisational 
crises of  his presidency. If  dramatic action was not taken, the Games were 
in jeopardy.

On April 20, 2000, in a surprise press conference at the Olympic Museum 
in Lausanne, and with no advance notice – not even to his closest advisors 
– Samaranch issued a warning to Athens. He explained that the planning 
for the Olympic Games was like a traffi c light. Green and it was all go, and 
everything was running smoothly. Yellow and there were problems and 
delays. And then there was red. Red meant everything had stopped and the 
Games might have to be withdrawn. For the preparations of  the Athens 
Games, Samaranch warned, the colour was now very dark orange.

You could have heard a pin drop in the auditorium. The Olympic press 
pack, used to Samaranch’s diplomatic and carefully worded statements 
designed to avoid offence, were shocked. They were unsure if  they had 
heard the seasoned diplomat correctly.

A few short questions quickly confi rmed that there had been no mis-
understanding. The magnitude of  what Samaranch had really said was 
fully understood. The media corps scrambled to write their headlines – 
translating the coded message of  a bright orange traffi c light into a clear 
statement that nobody could misunderstand. The Athens Games were in 
grave danger of  being withdrawn.

Greece understood the global embarrassment and national humiliation 
that would ensue from losing the Games. Lest there be any doubt, the Greek 
stock market tumbled in the 24 hours after Samaranch’s pronouncement. 

Coming Home 261

Olympic_c10.indd   261Olympic_c10.indd   261 29/04/2005   15:14:4629/04/2005   15:14:46



The government was left with only one choice – bring back Gianna and 
her original bid team and give them back their ‘blank cheque’.

Finally, we could begin to execute on the Olympic marketing strategy.

Marketing in motion

Gianna understood that she could not deliver the Games alone, and imme-
diately began courting the Greek business community. I advised her that 
a re-launch of  the marketing plan for the Athens Games was needed. We 
had to explain to Greece’s business leaders the power of  Olympic market-
ing. They needed to understand what could be achieved – both for Greece 
and for their own companies and brands – if  they became Olympic part-
ners and joined in this unique adventure.

We invited over 1,000 business people for a dramatic audio visual pres-
entation in Greece’s national theatre and made the pitch. The ATHOC 
marketing team was led by George Bolos, a larger than life former super-
market executive. Together, we began the long, slow process of  creating a 
competition, between multiple players in each of  the potential key national 
sponsor categories.

Bolos quietly and methodically worked the potential sponsors. The pre-
dicament facing ATHOC and the need for positive headlines made it sorely 
tempting to grab the fi rst deal that appeared. I counselled Bolos to hold back, 
to nurture the big deal – a deal which would establish the market value.

When ATHOC announced its fi rst national sponsor, it was Alpha Bank, 
with a record $70 million offer. The deal was worth nearly twice what any 
bank had previously paid to support the Summer Games. At the time, it was 
the highest national Olympic sponsorship fee ever. ATHOC pledged to its part-
ners that it would restrict the number of  sponsors and suppliers to a select 
number of  companies, to maintain a clean and uncluttered marketplace.

Nobody really believed it. History suggested they would be unable to 
do so. Every organising committee, under pressure from their fi nancial 
directors and government offi cials, embarked on a last-minute fi re sale. 
There was nothing to make anyone think the Greek committee would be 
any different. But the sceptics were wrong.

To ATHOC’s and Bolos’ lasting credit, they remained true to their word. 
They stuck with a limited number of  partners, who enjoyed one of  the 
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most tightly controlled Olympic marketplaces to date. As evidence that 
less is more, the ATHOC marketing programme generated nearly twice the 
original fi nancial forecasts.2

Chaos is a Greek word

Preparations on the ground were still not going so well. From the moment 
Greece was elected to host the Games, right up until the Opening Ceremony, 
Gianna Angelopoulos-Daskalaki, ATHOC, and the Greek government 
struggled under the global media spotlight. The preparations for Athens 
became the most scrutinised of  any Olympics, with a relentless barrage of  
international media criticism. Newspaper headlines predicted chaos and 
questioned whether Greece would ever be ready. Articles speculated on 
whether the IOC really had a secret contingency plan to move the Games, 
and whether Greece would fall fl at on its face.

Athens was slammed by the media – and especially the Anglo-Saxon 
media – like no previous Olympic host city. The Greeks were found want-
ing long before the Games had even begun. The media predicted that the 
37 sports venues would never be fi nished and described them as the new 
Greek ruins. Athletes, they said, would collapse in searing heat; traffi c 
would be grid locked and security would fail. ‘Everybody knows that the 
Summer Olympics in Athens will be a mess at best – or a disaster at worst. 
A remarkable case of  self  denial … A bad idea that has gotten worse with 
each passing year,’ was how one Canadian media commentator put it, 
capturing the prevailing mood. (Critics would have been further encour-
aged by the fact that in 1896, the local organisers faced similar problems 
with the construction of  the main stadium. Short of  funding, they had to 
turn to private benefactors to help. The main stadium was only apparently 
fully completed in 1898 – two years after the event.)

As the fi nal countdown began, the world’s media warned people to 
stay away, predicting impending disaster against a continual back drop of  
political bickering and impossible construction deadlines.3 The Austral-
ian government even issued a formal travel advisory about travelling to 
Greece.

In the post-September 11 climate, there were heightened security con-
cerns for the 2004 Games. Greece had long been considered the sick man 
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of  Europe in battling terrorism. By 2000, Paul Bremer, the chair of  the US 
National Commission on Terrorism, was slamming the Greek government 
for its ineffectiveness and recommending a US arms embargo against the 
country.

Other US politicians soon joined the bandwagon, with Senator John 
Kyle publicly stating that the safest place to watch the Olympics was on tel-
evision. These concerns added to the sense of  uncertainty about whether 
Athens would be allowed to stage the Games. The IOC itself  didn’t offer much 
reassurance. Dr Jacques Rogge, who had now been elected IOC president, 
announced that the IOC would be taking out Games cancellation insur-
ance for the fi rst time in its 108 year history. The fact that the IOC had been 
studying the subject for years did not matter. The timing, and the manner 
in which it was announced helped convince an already cynical media that 
the Athens Games were out of  control and that even the IOC had lost confi -
dence. Broadcasters, desperate to sell their remaining Olympic advertising, 
were appalled that the IOC could score such a public relations own goal.

Faced with this global onslaught, even the Greeks began to have second 
thoughts. Not wanting to embarrass themselves in front of  four billion 
people, the local population became increasingly nervous. They convinced 
themselves that there was no way that they could get it right. Many felt 
that some kind of  terrorist attack was inevitable.

Some members of  the Greek government also decided that it might be 
politically wise to distance themselves from the impending debacle. Some 
challenged the wisdom of  Greece embarking on the Olympic adventure. 
With less than ten weeks to go before the opening ceremony, Georgios 
Soufl ias, the Greek minister for public works, announced to a parliamen-
tary committee that he had ‘to question whether our country should have 
undertaken the organisation of  the Games’.

Greek journalists, who might have been expected to defend the pride of  
their country, also decided that disaster was imminent. George Kassimeris 
wrote in the UK’s Independent newspaper, ‘the Olympics were meant to 
reverse negative stereotypes that have followed Greece for decades. But it 
has been instead, a public relations disaster’.

But the PR disaster never materialised. So how was a Greek tragedy 
averted and turned to triumph? The answer lies, in part, with a Herculean 
last-minute effort by all those involved.
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In the end, history was always on Greece’s side, even if  time was not. 
The Ancient Greeks gave the world the Olympics and the modern Greeks 
have a greater sense of  Olympic ownership than any other nation on 
Earth. The Athens Games were probably more important than any previ-
ous Games have been to a host nation. Shame of  failure would have been 
too much to bear. The Games provided a unique rallying call for a Hellenic 
revival. They also provided the motivation to mount a colossal last push 
that saved the day.

But the success of  the Athens Games also lies with the earlier ground-
work put in place by the IOC. Gilbert Felli, the IOC’s executive director of  the 
Olympic Games, had built up a strong operational department, and team 
of  core advisors with multiple Games experience to transfer knowledge 
from one Games to the next. Other experienced IOC directors and advi-
sors, including Pere Miro (NOCs), Patrick Schamash (medical), Thierry 
Sprunger (fi nance), Howard Strupp (legal), Philippe Verveer (technology) 
and Manolo Romero (host broadcasting) helped guide ATHOC through 
the fi nal operational hurdles. In particular, on the marketing front the les-
sons we had learned about ambush marketing and managing the Olympic 
image were critical.

Keeping it clean

The Athens Games presented many challenges. From an image stand-
point, there was the very real risk that the world would not see a city full 
of  heritage and classical monuments. Aside from being one of  the most 
environmentally polluted cities in Europe, Athens had allowed its out-
door advertising industry to take over the skyline. Legal, and often illegal, 
bill-boards were erected on every roof  top and scrap of  spare land. It was 
a major eyesore.

After Atlanta, the IOC had made steady progress in extending the 
Olympic look and imagery to the wider host city. Control over outdoor 
advertising is a vital element in maintaining that visual identity. Athens 
looked like it might be a major backward step.

Shortly after the city’s election in 1997, I met with the local Greek 
politicians and organisers to begin the long planning process. After the 
over-commercialisation of  Atlanta, and its out of  control street vending 
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programmes, it looked like Greece had the potential to lower the bar still 
further. Rather than the IOC and the Olympics gaining from the symbol-
ism of  the Games returning to their birthplace, we risked adding to the 
perceptions that the Olympic commercial agenda was out of  control.

I pointed out to the local organisers that since 1984, Greece had lec-
tured and repeatedly attacked the IOC for commercialising the Olympic 
ideal. Wouldn’t it look somewhat hypocritical for Athens to become the 
most visibly polluted city to ever host the Games? The authorities, I sug-
gested, might consider pulling down all the illegal advertising and taking 
control of  the remaining offi cial billboards for the duration of  the Games. 
This would allow Athenians and the rest of  the world to rediscover the 
beauty of  their ancient city.

The city offi cials thought I was mad. Why would they give up such a 
money spinner? For years, it had been one of  the major sources of  political 
funding. Members of  ATHOC, though, saw things differently. They imme-
diately understood the potential, the challenge and the risks if  Athens did 
not embrace the IOC’s suggestions.

Over the course of  the next seven years, the IOC kept the pressure on 
the Greeks to deliver a ‘clean’ city. Slowly but surely, the local authorities 
began to understand the longer term benefi ts of  what might be achieved by 
cleaning up the city. By the time the athletes and the world’s media arrived 
in Athens for the Games, all of  the illegal billboards had been pulled down. 
The few remaining boards were offered to sponsors and used for specifi c 
messages promoting the Olympic ideal. Athenians themselves began to 
rediscover the beauty of  their city that for so long had been hidden behind 
a screen of  advertising hoardings.4 Sponsors enjoyed a whole new level of  
protection against ambush marketing.

The Greek government, too, eventually caught the spirit of  the Olym-
pics. It decided to use the Games as a catalyst for the regeneration of  
Athens. A city that had been paralysed and starved of  infrastructural 
investment for nearly half  a century was given a new lease of  life. Greece 
embarked on the biggest capital infrastructure programme the country 
had ever known, building a new airport, a new subway system capable 
of  carrying 530,000 people per day, 20 miles of  light suburban railway 
and 130 miles of  new highways. Athens, for the fi rst time in 50 years, was 
opened to the sea.

266 Olympic Turnaround

Olympic_c10.indd   266Olympic_c10.indd   266 29/04/2005   15:14:4729/04/2005   15:14:47



Passing the Olympic fl ame

In some areas, too, the Greek organisers pushed the IOC to innovate. 
The decision to expand the route of  the Olympic torch relay, for example, 
proved a stroke of  genius. The Greeks had decided that rather than stage 
the shortest Olympic relay ever – from Olympia to Athens – they would 
stage the longest. They proposed a global relay of  over 78,000 km, taking 
33 days and 3,600 runners to visit 33 cities in 26 countries, across all fi ve 
continents.

The IOC leadership was not enthusiastic about the idea of  a global torch 
relay. Soon after taking over the presidency, Jacques Rogge, as part of  his 
Games cost control programme, decided to forbid future organising com-
mittees from embarking on what many saw as an expensive distraction 
from the core mission of  staging the Games. He had a point. The last thing 
the Greeks needed at the time was another major Olympic project. They 
had their hands more than full with the responsibility of  putting on the 
Games.

But the Greeks were adamant. They wanted to take the Olympic relay to 
the four corners of  the Earth, to Africa, South America, and China where 
the torch had never been before.

Rather than try and dissuade the Greeks from their ambitious pro-
gramme, I felt that we should help them achieve it. I have seen fi rst hand 
how the magical fl ame inspires people. I also knew what a global relay can 
do to promote the Olympic brand. Twenty years earlier, Peter Uebberoth, 
the Los Angeles Games organiser, successfully used the relay to ignite the 
Olympic message in the host country. With the help of  the IOC, the Greeks 
had an opportunity to expand the concept onto the global stage.

I recommended to Rogge that we allow the Greeks to proceed – but on 
two conditions. The fi rst was that we fi nd sponsors to fund the $50 million 
budget for the relay so that it did not put a strain on the operation of  the 
Games. Coke and Samsung were quickly persuaded to back the project.

The second pre-condition was that the Greeks outsource the operation 
of  the global relay and getting the Olympic fl ame back to Greece on time to 
an experienced operator. It was not that the Greeks could not do it them-
selves, but every capable executive was required back in Athens to prepare 
for the Games.
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I gave the organisers the names of  two executives who had successfully 
staged previous Olympic relays. The ATHOC team understood the com-
plexity of  the task at hand and fully accepted the IOC’s dictate. The Greek 
parliament was not so sure. It spent days arguing about my personal inter-
ference in the Greek procurement process.

George Bolos, who had by now proved himself  highly effective at deliv-
ering the Athens marketing programme, was tasked with taking over the 
management of  the torch relay. From the IOC’s shortlist, he selected Steve 
McCarthy and his company ALEM, which successfully ran the operations 
of  both the Salt Lake City and Atlanta torch relays.5

The torch was lit on March 25, 2004, and travelled around Greece 
before setting off  for its international tour. On June 3, it began its global 
journey. The world’s media quickly became enthralled by the daily images 
of  the torch being carried by personalities such as the Brazilian soccer hero 
Pele and Nelson Mandela against stunning back drops. The news images 
created a nightly preview to the Games. They provided broadcasters with 
the perfect platform to begin the count down to their Olympic broadcasts, 
and gave rise to a series of  newspaper stories that provided an alternative 
to the barrage of  negative headlines about the preparations in Athens.6

ATHOC’s adoption of  the Games slogan ‘Welcome Home’ was also 
inspired. It captured the essence of  what the Athens Games stood for (and 
what the Olympic brand gained from returning to its roots). The world’s 
athletes competed under the shadow of  the 2,400 year old Parthenon, 
the symbol of  Greek civilization’s golden age and where the Olympic torch 
rested on the fi nal night of  its global journey.

The Greek organisers understood the symbolic signifi cance and used it 
to full effect. They added to the symbolism by restoring the ancient tradi-
tion of  crowning all Olympic medalists with an olive wreath which sat 
halo-like on the head of  each athlete.

At Athens, athletes walked in the footsteps of  their forefathers nearly 
three millennia before to the original stadium in Olympia. For the fi rst time 
since 393 AD, they came in homage to the birthplace of  sport – the mytho-
logical home of  the gods. They returned to the marble ruins and cypress 
trees of  the remote Peloponnese peninsula. Athens 2004 also rewrote his-
tory. For the fi rst time ever at the temple of  Olympia, male athletes were 
joined by female athletes.7
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The fi nal sprint

The preparations for Athens were reminiscent of  a traditional Greek dance, 
the syrtaki. It starts very slowly and gradually builds momentum, accel-
erating so that in the end it is diffi cult to keep up with the pace. The Greek 
mental worry beads eventually worked. The 18,000 tonne Calatrava roof  
to the main stadium, was a prime example. The Greeks were given a cut off  
date by the IOC. They were told that the roof  must be in place by then, or 
the project would be dropped – and it would have to be installed after the 
closing ceremony. Miraculously, the roof  was moved into place on the very 
day the IOC set as a fi nal deadline.

Sport also played its part. On July 4, the Greek national soccer team 
won the 2004 European Championships. Greece entered the tournament 
as an 80 to 1 outsider. Before the tournament began, not even the most 
ardent Greek soccer fan gave their team any realistic chance of  making it 
through the fi rst round, never mind winning the trophy. Victory gave the 
Greek people a new sense of  national pride and sporting confi dence. It was 
just the boost they needed to help carry them over the line to the opening 
ceremony.

The venues fi nally came together. Not only were they ready on time, 
but the venue and city operations actually worked. The technology did not 
collapse. The much vaunted traffi c grid lock did not materialise. Athletes 
did not collapse in the searing heat and smog. Athens looked better than 
perhaps at any time in its recent history. It was transformed from a pol-
luted traffi c jammed city into the most delightful of  venues.

In the last few weeks leading up to the opening ceremony, some of  the 
media began to recognise they had been rushing to judgement. The self  
appointed doomsayers, who only a few weeks earlier had been predicting 
disaster, fi nally realised that it was all working. More than that, Greece 
was on track to stage one of  the greatest Olympic Games ever. The Athens 
communications team slowly began to relax. They even began to ‘spin’ 
the story of  the mad dash to the fi nish as if  it was something that had been 
planned all along so that the country could showcase its effi ciency and 
ingenuity at the last minute. There was talk of  ‘just on time’ delivery.
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The underdog has its day

The Opening Ceremony of  each Games sets the mood for the 17 days that 
follow. Athens was no exception. Gianna Angeloppolous came out fi ght-
ing. In her opening speech, in front of  the world, she declared that ‘No 
country has been more underrated than Greece’. Even if  the athletes did 
have to march in under the aroma of  fresh paint, they and the rest of  the 
world were stunned as Greece staged a classical spectacle, fusing its rich 
history and mythological past with its promising future.

The apologies soon began to fl ow. The Times, which had been perhaps 
the most critical of  all the Anglo-Saxon media was the fi rst to apologise. 
‘From Tragedy to Triumph’ ran the front page headline following the open-
ing ceremony, to be followed 17 days later by ‘Shame on us for having little 
faith – Greeks pulled it off  with style’. The day after the closing ceremony, 
The Times ate more humble pie: ‘To Athens an apology. The world media 
has let you down. What we in the media have done was to make com-
pletely the wrong call.’

Sports Illustrated in the US continued the apology. ‘Sorry about the way we 
acted. We were paranoid and stupid and just fl at out wrong. It was all done 
and it was beautiful’. ‘Let’s give these Games a Gold Medal,’ continued the 
Washington Post, ‘the fi rst order of  day is to extend a big sorry to the Greeks. 
Nothing collapsed, and nothing less has been accomplished than the full 
restoration of  Athens as a splendid world capital. The Greeks have proved a 
very pointed point. There is more than one way to throw an Olympics’.

The press were right about one thing. They referred to ‘The greatest race 
of  the Olympics producing the most unlikely winner’ – Athens. Greece had 
under-promised and over-delivered. It was the exact opposite of  Atlanta 
eight years previously. According to one leading US commentator, it was 
‘One of  the greatest upsets in sports history’. But, as their national soccer 
team had just proved, the Greeks knew something about sporting upsets. 
The nail biting fi nish to opening the Athens Games in the end only added 
to the self  congratulatory mood.

Athens succeeded in dispelling its image as a smoggy Third World 
Argian backwater. It redefi ned the country as a ‘can do’ place, instead of  
a poor European relation.8 Only Barcelona achieved so much and, in so 
many areas, so quickly.
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The successful delivery of  the Games was a confi dence builder for a 
whole new generation.9 Theodore Couloumbis, the director of  the Hellenic 
Foundation for European and Foreign Policy, declared that ‘the Games 
will be decisive in terms of  fi nalising our transition to self-esteem … Finally 
we can create the impression we are a normal European country’.

The images and media reports from the Games transmitted around the 
world, helped to re-brand Greece as a country. The world ended up discov-
ering a new Greece – mythological and traditional images combined with 
modern, dynamic designs. The Games became the catalyst to completing 
infrastructure projects that otherwise would still remain just an archi-
tect’s dream. Athens, the city that gave the world the Olympic Games, was 
saved by them.

All of  this came at a price but, once again, fi nancial meltdown simply 
didn’t happen. The last-minute scramble to complete the array of  projects 
did increase costs. But, through diligent fi nancial management and a larger 
than expected contribution from IOC broadcast and sponsorship revenues, 
ATHOC not only balanced its books but is expected to declare a surplus. In 
addition to the costs of  actually staging the Games was substantial invest-
ment in essential capital infrastructure and sporting venues. These came in 
at 37 per cent over the original plan – not disastrous considering the scale 
and nature of  the projects. In addition, Athens incurred extra security 
costs in the wake of  September 11, much of  it imposed by a nervous inter-
national community and aggressive American lobbying. Even so, Games 
spending helped to spur Greek GDP to a four per cent annual increase. 

The pay-off is clear: Greece was re-branded and much of its crumb ling 
infrastructure rebuilt. What other event could have made this happen?

Strategy delivered

The Olympic marketing strategy also received a boost. Sponsors got what 
they signed up for. Our efforts to control ambush marketing paid off, with 
no incidents of  any note. The Olympic look and imagery also set a whole 
new standard. The technology, delivered through a consortium of  provid-
ers, worked (and at less than half  the previous cost). And the world tuned 
in to watch the Athens Games in record numbers. An estimated four bil-
lion people watched across 220 countries – the largest television audience 
for any event in history.
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The Athens Games set a number of  new broadcast records – a testament 
to the changing nature of  broadcast technology and the IOC’s strategy of  
expanding coverage to provide more choice to the viewer. Broadcasters 
produced more hours of  Olympic coverage than ever before.10

NBC saw its prime time audience share increase by more than 14 per 
cent over Sydney’s coverage. It was a remarkable achievement and an indi-
cation of  the true pulling power of  Olympic programming, especially when 
set against a general and ongoing decline in audience levels. Since 2000, 
US households have added an average 25 additional TV channels to each 
home, only serving to further reduce the dominance of  the networks.

Other broadcasters achieved equally impressive results, with countries 
like Chile establishing further broadcast records, as nations won their fi rst 
ever gold medal.11

In the end, then, the Athens Games provided a fi tting showcase for the 
Olympic homecoming. The national resolve of  the Greek people triumphed 
over the cynicism of  the doomsayers. The Greeks showed their mettle – and 
in doing so drew immense satisfaction and national pride from hosting the 
world. The Olympic Movement, too, drew sustenance from the homecoming. 
It left Athens far stronger than when it arrived – propelled forward on its jour-
ney towards Beijing, China. Athens also saw a 25-year marketing strategy 
come to fruition – a strategy that all those involved knew would be tested to 
destruction. I took enormous personal satisfaction from the fact that all the 
hard work paid off. At Athens, the lessons of  Atlanta and other Games were 
put to work. The results vindicated our approach, and took the Olympic fran-
chise to a new level. But the Olympic Movement cannot afford to rest on its 
laurels. Looking forward to Beijing and beyond, new tests and challenges are 
already clear. It is to these that we turn our attention in the fi nal chapter. 

NOTES

 1 The Athens Organising Committee built up a solid management team, 
led by a highly respected Greek lawyer, Stratis Stratigis, and an expe-
rienced international executive Costas Bakouris. They hired many of  
the key executives – from George Bolos, head of  marketing, through to 
Theodora Mantzaris-Kindel, who were critical to the successful deliv-
ery of  the Games. 
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 2 Throughout the years of  negative publicity counting down to the 
Games, the Athens marketing programme was identifi ed by the media 
as one of  the few genuine success stories.

 3 Had they but known it, the media’s pre-Games reporting was very 
similar to the coverage 108 years earlier for the fi rst modern Olympics. 
In 1896, Athens had only had 100,000 inhabitants, rather than the 
four million today. But that didn’t stop the New York Times observing: 
‘Athens is a dump, the transport system is on a par with the provincial 
cities of  Algeria, the democracy is bogus. The Games will be crooked, 
and the Greeks know as little about amateur sport as the Chinese.’ 
Neither did the Greeks initially embrace the fi rst Games with much 
enthusiasm, burdened as they were under heavy foreign debt and a 
costly canal project. 

 4 For the Games, the city covered up construction sites with large 
building wraps with Olympic imagery, dressing the city with 20,000 
celebratory Olympic banners, using 23,000 metres of  fabric with 
Olympic-themed messages for bridges and another 8,000 metres for 
entrances to venues.

 5 McCarthy set about the complex task of planning a global relay. It took on 
many of the traits of a US Presidential campaign, with all of its incumbent 
media and security apparatus. Two jumbo jets – 747s – were chartered 
and one repainted in Olympic colours. A large team was assembled to 
manage the logistics. The Olympic torch was guarded around the clock, 
as if it was the nuclear suitcase carried by Airforce One.

 6 The relay was presented under the theme of  ‘Pass the Flame, Unite 
the World’ and became a platform for Greece to promote the ancient 
tradition of  the Olympic truce. The original vision of  the relay had 
been for it to cross the various borders of  confl ict and dispute around 
the world; from North Korea to South Korea, India to Pakistan and 
the US to Cuba. Unfortunately, this idea had to be dropped. The opera-
tions team and ATHOC diplomats had their hands full just delivering 
on the Games, and getting the torch back home, without opening up a 
new front. The Greeks, never short of  ideas, were soon petitioning the 
IOC to create a permanent centre to promote the idea of  the truce, as 
another Olympic legacy of  their Games. George Papandreou, the elo-
quent Greek Foreign Minister, championed the cause and eventually 
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succeeded in persuading a reluctant IOC to sign up. Fani Palli Petralia, 
the deputy Greek Cultural Minister, talked of  how the Olympic truce 
was man’s fi rst attempt to make peace between nations. Peace is a core 
part of  the Olympic DNA, but many of  the sports administrators saw 
initiatives in this area as a diversion of  resources, and that the IOC was 
stepping beyond its remit and mission. 

 7 Kirstin Heaston of  the US became the fi rst women ever to compete in 
Olympia. The shot putt was not actually part of  the ancient Olympics 
– it was invented by the Celts – but was deemed to be the only event 
that could be held without archaeological damage. 

 8 The Athens economy was not the only one to receive an economic 
injection. The Games provided a major boost to the world’s fl at screen 
makers, with sales in Japan in July 2004 up 70 per cent for one manu-
facturer. Corporate results like these prompted Dentsu, the Japanese 
advertising giant, to forecast that the Olympics would generate addi-
tional direct spending of  more than 400 billion Yen ($3.6 billion) 75 
per cent of  which came from electronic products.

 9 It was often the simplest of  incidents that would surprise people. One 
journalist wrote that the ‘most signifi cant Olympic moment happened 
on a shuttle bus. A European passenger, late for a game, was hassling 
the Greek driver to leave. It was 8.28pm. “Tell him, I have a sched-
ule,” the driver told the journalist. He pulled it out and showed the guy. 
“We leave in two minutes …” Schedule? Greece? For those of  us who 
know it, the Athens of  the Olympics has been an alternate universe; 
a grown-up, modern effi cient, businesslike place … Greece decided 
to give the Swiss lessons in timekeeping and, in the process, change 
whole perceptions of  how the nation was viewed around the world’.

10 NBC’s Athens coverage of  1,210 hours was nearly triple its Sydney 
coverage of  441 hours and covered seven platforms: NBC, cable chan-
nels, MSNBC, CNBC, Bravo and Telemundo, along with NBC HDTV 
affi liates. Coverage included 399 hours in high defi nition and, for the 
fi rst time, broadcasts in a second language, with 226 hours on NBC’s 
newly acquired Spanish language channel Telemundo. Advertising 
revenue exceeded $1 billion, with an estimated 13–14,000 commer-
cials and prime time spots selling at around $740,000 each.

11 Chile won its fi rst Olympic gold in the tennis men’s doubles. 
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