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The One Planet Centre was a unique multi-stakeholder initiative which put 
sustainability communication at the heart of the London 2012 Athletes Village 
and inspired over 1,000 athletes to take positive steps towards sustainable living.  
 
1.0 Introduction 
The One Planet Centre was a purpose-built visitor experience within London 2012 Athletes 
Village, which aimed to inspire Olympic and Paralympic athletes from around the world to 
reduce waste/recycle more, save energy, and become environmental champions. It was a 
place where athletes could learn about sustainability and take part in various activities such 
as pin trading, making sustainability pledges and kit swapping, that promoted sustainable 
living in a fun and interactive way.  
 
Funded by Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) as part of their 
Inspire Sustainable Living programme, the One Planet Centre was developed and managed 
by UK’s leading sustainability charity BioRegional, with support from Coca-Cola and London 
2012. 
 
‘Our vision was to use the power of the Games to influence lasting sustainable 
change. The athletes and sport are at the heart of the Games and the One Planet 
Centre on the Olympic Village is the perfect place to positively engage with them.’ 
David Stubbs, Head of Sustainability at the London Organising Committee for the Olympic 
and Paralympic Games (LOCOG)  
 
2.0 Aims and objectives 
The initial focus of the One Planet Centre was to engage Team GB and Paralympic GB 
athletes anticipating that the centre would be located within Team GB’s residential area. 
When the opportunity arose to broaden the scope and reach of the project to engage with 
all Olympic and Paralympic athletes the aims and objectives were altered to match the wider 
scope. 
 
Main objectives: 

Â attract over 1,000 athletes to the One Planet Centre; 

Â gain support from 35 Team GB athletes for environmental pledges; and 

Â identify and train 18 UK athletes as sustainability ambassadors to promote waste 

less/recycle more or energy saving behaviours in their community engagement activity 

post-Games. 

3.0 Key messages 
To get a better understanding of what athletes might want from a sustainability centre and 
what their broader sustainability interests and concerns were, a detailed survey was sent by 
the British Olympic Association to 1,500 Olympians and Paralympian prior to the design of 
the One Planet Centre. 450 full replies were received, and the results were used to inform 
the selection of the key communications messages and strapline for the One Planet Centre.  
 
The results showed that athletes were most concerned about issues around energy, 
transport and waste, with interesting observations about how their involvement in 
competitive sport and training programs limited their ability to control how they behave, both 
at home and away. Money saving and the opinion of friends and coaches were found to be 
the main motivators for changing their behaviour.   
 
With this in mind, the One Planet Centre was designed with a focus on the communications 
of reducing waste/recycling more, and saving energy, the two relevant areas that athletes 
have an interest in and where they have the greatest ability to make changes in the way 
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they behave. The communications strapline chosen was ‘’One Planet, Act Today for A Better 
Tomorrow’’.  
 
The communications messaging were kept simple and relevant, for example, when 
explaining ‘ reducing waste’, simple action examples such as ‘I will recycle bottles and cans’ 
were suggested to athletes to keep it relevant.  
 

Figure 1 Summary of the communications messages at the One Planet Centre 

 

 
 

4.0 Summary of marketing communication activities 
The following table summarises the main sustainability marketing communications activities 
and approaches adopted at the One Planet Centre (OPC). 
 

Figure 2 Summary of the communications messages at the One Planet Centre 

 

Activities Summary notes 

Sustainability Pledges Athletes were encouraged to make public commitments to adopt a 
new waste-reducing or energy-saving action on circular canvas 
boards displayed on the wall. A total of 990 pledges were made by 
athletes and coaches, of which 41% were specifically focused on 
waste (22%) and energy (19%).   

Pin Trading and Pin 
World Map 

Athletes received a unique ‘One Planet’ pin-badge when they made 
a sustainability pledge.  They were also able to swap pins with the 
pin traders and encouraged to place a pin in their home country on 
a cylindrical cork world map. This familiar activity was proven very 
popular in attracting the athletes to visit the centre and provided a 
good conversation starter. Over 2,000 athletes and coaches visited 
the centre during the 6-week period.  

A Walk in the Park Daily guided tours of the Olympic Park, starting at the OPC, were 
offered to highlight all the sustainability features adopted across the 
Park.  

Photo Competition 
and Sustainable 
Circles 

Athletes were encouraged to take a photo of the sustainable circles 
(four large optical illusions located within the Athletes Village), or 
actions of them doing fun sustainable actions. The three winners 
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would receive a digital camera.  

Kit Swapping Athletes were able to donate and swap their unwanted kit. A ‘clothes 
swapping facility’ was installed in the centre to promote the ‘re-use’ 
message. Over 800 items of clothing were traded.   

Sustainability 
Ambassadors 

Six Sustainability Ambassadors were recruited to promote the key 
communications messaging and interact with the athlete visitors. 
The ambassadors were essential in facilitating behaviour change 
around reducing waste and saving energy. Eight volunteer pin 
traders were selected to support the One Planet Centre visitor 
experience. All successful candidates went through a weekend of 
interactive training to ensure they fully understood the sustainability 
messages and were comfortable communicating them to visitors.  

 
5.0 The One Planet Centre structure 

The One Planet Centre truly embodied the value of recycling, as it was built from recycled 

and sustainable materials, including: 

Â  a reclaimed timber frame sourced from East London;  

Â a roof made from reused ply board;  

Â sustainably-sourced structural timbers; 

Â decking made of offcuts from the Olympic Park; and  

Â ‘grass’ made of recycled materials.  

The One Planet Centre utilised design features to attract visitors and communicate key 

sustainability messages. For example, its distinctive external design appealed to athletes’ 

sense of curiosity and helped attracted visitors.  The ‘familiar house structure’ and the ‘fence’ 

around it were intended to mimic the domestic environment, promoting the idea that 

athletes could adopt at home the sustainable actions they pledged during the Games.  

Figure 3 The One Planet Centre at the heart of the London 2012 Athletes Village  
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As part of the post-Games legacy, the One Planet Centre was donated to Royal Docks 

Community School (a local secondary school in East London) to be used as an outdoor 

classroom. The sustainability pledge boards had been mounted on backboards and given to 

10 local primary schools along with worksheets encouraging school children to think about 

sustainability for example drawing pictures, writing letters to the future, running their own 

clothes swap or a nature photography competition. The physical objects and story of London 

2012 were used to inspire school children to engage in environmentally positive actions. 

6.0 Challenges, lessons learnt and recommendations 
6.1 Summary 
The One Planet Centre project was successfully executed as a sustainability communications 
initiative.  The One Planet Centre significantly overachieved against the targets of attracting 
over 1,000 athletes and gaining support of 35 athletes for pledges, with the final visitor and 
sustainability pledge figures as followed:  
 

Â received over 2,000 visitors of whom 55% were athletes and 45% were coaches; 

Â attracted visitors representing 140 nations, i.e. 70% of all countries participated at the 
London 2012 Olympic and Paralympics; 

Â 990 promises were made by athletes and coaches; 

Â 66% of the pledges being core sustainability messages; and 

Â 41% of the pledges were specifically focused on waste (22%) and energy (19%). 

The impact of these promises will be quantified and reported as part of Defra’s Inspiring 
Sustainable Living programme. 
 

Figure 4 The sustainability pledges signed by athletes 

and team officials  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Identifying Team GB athletes with a passion for sustainability during the Games time was 
made difficult by the limited amount of interaction with individuals. To ensure ambassadors 
are identified and engaged, BioRegional is following up the UK athlete visitors and working 
with the BOA to connect athletes with local sustainability projects. At the time of writing, two 
Team GB athletes, Sophie Cox (Judo) and Aaron Phipps (Wheelchair Ruby) have been 
recruited to promote sustainability initiatives in their local communities.  
 
6.2 Project planning and management 
The OPC project was launched in April 2011. However, it was not finally authorised until 
early 2012, because the team in charge of managing the Olympic Village was not fully 
staffed until that point. In the interim, the OPC team concentrated on developing the 
concept further, securing the necessary approvals from LOCOG and the International 
Olympic Committee (IOC), an iterative process that continued right up until the Games, and 
learning more about the constraints and needs of the athletes, LOCOG and the IOC.  
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The OPC was a unique multi-stakeholder initiative.  Six organisations made up the functional 
project team: BioRegional, Coca-Cola, London 2012, AOC Architecture, BD Network and The 
Royal College of Art. Additional support was offered by communications agency Futerra and 
building contractors Scena.  
 
The key lesson learnt and challenges regarding the planning and management of One Planet 
Centre:  

Â the time taken and management resource required to secure the approvals should not be 
underestimated; 

Â when creating a project that involves so many different stakeholders, with a limited 
budget and immovable deadline, everyone needs to be clear and honest about what is 
essential for them and a prerequisite for their organisation’s continued support and then 
be willing to compromise on everything else if required; 

Â the primary challenges of timings, budget and expectations management were 
successfully negotiated by a mixture of good faith, regular communication and up front 
agreement on what was and was not possible; and 

Â it was essential that no one in the project team believed they or their organisation would 
receive unrealistic marketing or other benefits from the project. 

6.3 Successful communications activities and approaches  
Every Games has a unique atmosphere, so a number of interactive activities were planned 
for the One Planet Centre in the expectation that some would be more successful than 
others.  
 
The most successful communications activities were ones in which athletes could participate 
instantly where there was a tangible outcome to their action. The sustainability pledges and 
kit swapping activities generated thousands of engagements with athletes, as participants 
were rewarded with a unique One Planet pin. The athletes were encouraged to make public 
commitments to adopt a new sustainable action on reducing waste or saving energy, these 
pledges were written on a circular canvas boards displayed on the wall so that fellow 
athletes could take inspirations from the promises made by their peers. Previous Games 
showed that athletes were given a lot of free kits and at the end of the Games they often 
disposed of the unwanted kits in the Athletes Village.   

 

Figure 5 Team GB athletes writing sustainability 

pledges at the One Planet Centre  
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To emphasis the ‘re-use’ message, a clothes swapping facility was installed in the Centre 
where the athletes from different nations could trade their kit. Whilst athletes who competed 
against each other occasionally swapped their kit as a gesture of friendship, the One Planet 
Centre offered a formal location for this activity and utilised it to promote the waste-less 
message. During the London 2012, over 800 items of clothing were swapped.  

 

Figure 6 Kit Swapping at the One Planet Centre  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Pin trading was very popular with a steady stream of athletes wanting to trade pins. The pin 
map generated many interests with athletes keen to ensure their country was represented.   
 
Having the right staff as Sustainability Ambassadors was the key to the successful delivery of 
the activities. The right candidates had three key attributes:  
1 an ability to engage people quickly,  
2 demonstrate passion for sustainability, and  
3 an ability to speak simply about sustainability to people in several languages.  
 
Six multilingual Sustainability Ambassadors were selected who between them spoke nine 
different languages confidently. All ambassadors attended an interactive training weekend to 
ensure they were able to perform their role to a high standard. Similarly, volunteer pin 
traders also had to attend the first day of the staff training and sign a Code of Conduct.  

      

Figure 7 The cylindrical One Planet Pin World Map  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lessons learnt from implementing successful activities: 

Â incentivising the athletes through offering the sustainability pin worked well and gave the 
Sustainability Ambassadors an easy way to start a conversation and explain the purpose 
of the One Planet Centre; 

Â asking athletes to write their name and nation under their pledges generated more 
interests from other athletes, who were keen to take part in an activity that their peers 
had also seemed to enjoy; 
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Â pin map was popular. However, its cylindrical shape meant that staff could not keep an 
eye on it 100% of the time which resulted in 80% of the pins placed being ‘’liberated’’;   

Â kit swapping was a popular activity, generating many visits from athletes, many of which 
were repeat visits. It was an easy way for the staff to explain the re-use message; 

Â athletes favoured a more dynamic arrangement, allowing them to swap clothes whenever 
the centre was open, rather than a specific time slot; 

Â it was important to train the Sustainability Ambassadors and volunteer pin traders to 
ensure they were aware of the high expectations in the Athletes Village, where athletes 
are able to relax away from the eyes of the media; and 

Â securing accreditation for the Sustainability Ambassadors proved to be a lengthy process, 
made possible through the help of Coca-Cola and the Village Team, highlighting the 
importance of partnership. 

 

Figure 8 Pin trading was very popular with a steady 

stream of athletes wanting to swap pin badges at the 

One Planet Centre  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

6.4 Lessons learnt from activities with limited success 
It was found that activities that required actions outside the One Planet Centre or advance 
planning generated limited success in terms of athlete engagement, given the different 
competition and training schedules the athletes had.  
 

A Walk in the Olympic Park was actively promoted by the staff at the One Planet Centre and 
always received a positive reaction but converting positive reactions into participation proved 
challenging as the athletes did not want to be bound by a specific time e.g. a daily tour at 
10am. The photo competition had some success, attracting a dozen entries. The challenge of 
the photo competition was that it required the athletes to go outside of the One Planet 
Centre to search for the sustainable circle installations or to come up with a fun sustainability 
action which linked to reducing waste or saving energy. This proved to be an unexpectedly 
significant barrier to engagement.  

 

Figure 9 Photo competition entry 
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Challenges and lessons learnt: 

Â Athletes want to be able to engage in instant activities; schedules and activities which 
require planning presents a real challenge; and 

Â Asking athletes to engage in an activity outside of the OPC proved to be an unexpected 
yet significant barrier and is an area future Games teams will need to consider.  

 

6.5 Other communications channels 
During Games time media access to the Athletes Village became highly restricted. The one 
media source which proved fruitful for communicating messages was Village Life, the internal 
newspaper published daily. It featured the One Planet Centre almost every day and the 
positive messages and newspaper friendly photo stories were well received and in turn these 
stories attracted more athletes visiting the centre.  
 
Although gaining traditional media coverage was not a high priority, it was hoped that the 
positive messages of the One Planet Centre would reach a wider audience through social 
media by encouraging athletes to communicate about their visit experience or post photos of 
their pledges. However, this did not manage to generate any significant social media 
momentum. Partly this was down to IOC rules which are complex, as well as due to very 
different uses of social media in different cultures and attempting to be too prescriptive 
about the twitter hashtag used (we suggested #acttoday which did not gain popularity).  

 

Figure 10 The One Planet Centre at the Village Life 

newspaper  
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7.0 Recommendations for future sporting events 
The One Planet Centre initiative created significant interests and facilitated behaviour change 
around reducing waste and energy saving among the athletes from around the world, with 
over 2,000 athlete visitors and 990 pledges made.  
 
This demonstrated that with the right messaging and appropriately designed activities, 
athlete engagement on sustainability during mega sporting events can be an effective way to 
influence sustainable living - among the athletes themselves and through their role-model 
status to a wider audience.  
 
Key recommendations for future athletes engagement initiatives: 

Â keep the messaging simple, fun and relevant; 

Â know your audience – research what motivates them and concentrate on those issues; 

Â be consistent – in messages, materials and legacy activities; 

Â build media and communications objectives into the initial approvals process to ensure it 
has official standing and can participate in the official communications channels;     

Â when using social media tools stick to elements that are universally understood and within 
IOC rules; 

Â hire great staff who are engaging, passionate about sustainability and multi-lingual; 

Â use familiar activities (e.g. pin trading) to attract visitors; 

Â visitors want instant activities; schedules and activities which require planning do not gain 
popularity; 

Â identify the key elements; be flexible on everything else;  

Â design with legacy, Paralympians and monitoring in mind; and 

Â having a charity lead the project ensures focus, integrity, cost savings and brings teams 
together in a non-competitive way. 
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Appendix 1 Summary of sustainability pledges 

Theme Category Number Typical Examples 

Waste Recycling Bottles 108 "I will recycle all my bottles at London 2012" 

  Recycling Other 36 "I will recycle everything I can now and tomorrow." 

  Reduction of Materials 28 "Use a string reusable bag for shopping" 

  Food 30 "I will only take food which I am going to eat" 

  Other 14  "Reduce, Reuse, Recycle" 

Energy Switch Off 122 "I will always turn off lights when I leave the room" 

  Efficient Products 9 "I change my lighbulbs to energy efficient ones" 

  Transport Change 32 "I will walk and cycle rather than taking the car to practice" 

  Other 22 "I will use solar energy to save the environment" 

Water Washing of Clothes/ Kit 34 "I will only wash my kit when it really needs it" 

  Turning off Taps 61 "I won't waste water when brushing my teeth" 

  Shorter Showers 22 "I'll shower for half as long" 

  Other 5 "Don't pollute the seas" 

BioDiversity Generic "Planet/ Environment" 132 "I won't drop litter to keep the world tidy" 

  Specific  21 "Come on everyone save the amazon" 

Positive Sentiment One Planet 27 "One Life, One Planet, One Opportunity" 

  Social Harmony 34 "Do more social good and less environmental harm" 

Language Barrier   176   

Other 77 

Political Statements "Free at last" by Egyptian athlete 

Personal requests "Let me have twins" by a Zambian team 
member 

Anti doping messages 

Sports messages "I love swimming" 

  Total 990   
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